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      File 30: Have You Heard of a Reverse Lap Pillow?


      1


      Mosquito coil smoke hung in the air of the unlit tatami-floored room.


      The veranda was visible through the open shoji door, and beyond that was the garden, already dark.


      It was a strange darkness that felt curious to describe as that of the sun having set. And yet, the vibe I felt was instinctively that; although it couldn’t have been later than evening, a shadow had fallen over everything. Yet for all that, the outlines of the garden rocks and the grove of trees in the darkness shone like they were being struck by the setting sun. Would it have looked like this in late afternoon, when dark, heavy clouds were blocking the sun? As if to back up that speculation, a warm, wet wind blew past, rustling the leaves of the grove of trees outside. I could sense the rain was coming.


      If I stood up and headed out onto the veranda, it would immediately clear up what was going on outside. But I couldn’t. I was lying on the tatami mats, unable to move, just watching the scene in front of me. The only things that moved freely were my eyes and eyelids. I couldn’t move a muscle other than that.


      In short, I was experiencing what they call sleep paralysis.


      A hand patted my unmoving head. It stroked my hair, played with it, and then moved away only to return... Repeating this again and again. It was a hand with long, delicate, shapely fingers. A hand so intimately familiar I knew whose it was without even seeing it.


      The right side of my face was resting against a firm, soft sensation. The warmth I felt directly against my cheek was from Toriko’s legs.


      My head resting in her lap, being stroked.


      Toriko’s lap.


      I was still paralyzed.


      The hand that had been stroking me endlessly seemed to stop, then brushed my hair back, searching for my ear. I felt the cold touch of fingers against my exposed earlobe. The fingers pinched the flesh, kneading it as if to test its softness.


      I couldn’t move. And I didn’t understand my current situation.


      Where is this anyway?


      I didn’t recall having seen this tatami room before. I had just found myself here at some point, already paralyzed. I looked around with my eyes, the only part of me I controlled, but the tatami room only got darker, and there wasn’t a clue to be found.
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      Then, at that moment, Toriko moved. She leaned forward, and I felt her getting closer to my ear.


      “This ear...”


      Moving in so close I could feel her breath against it, Toriko whispered.


      “This ear is the tastiest.”


      The wind blew past, shaking the grove of trees outside. It felt like the prelude to a storm.


      The shoji doors shook, and the wind even blew into the tatami room itself, and yet Toriko didn’t react to it.


      Uh, is this even really Toriko?


      Was this woman, giving me a lap pillow in an unfamiliar tatami room, who seemed ready to bite my ear off, really the Toriko Nishina I knew...?


      If I turned to look, the question would be answered immediately, but I was still paralyzed. I had no idea how I’d wound up in this situation.


      However, I could guess what had led to this lap pillow. In fact, I was almost certain of it.


      It had all started with a comment Runa Urumi had made while we were camping at the Farm.


      “But you did cry, while using my lap as a pillow.”


      She was supposed to keep that a secret!


      2


      During the UBL countermeasures training course at the Farm in Hannou, there was trouble on the very first night.


      Toriko and I went to look for Runa Urumi, who had slipped out of her tent, and found her on the second floor of the building called the Cattle Barn. She was sitting in the middle of an endless white void that might have been in the interstitial space, creating a floor plan—a floor plan of my family home. She had an emotional outburst, and started articulating all her adolescent troubles, but between me, Toriko, and the self-professed magician who had taken on the role of her guardian, Tsuji, we managed to get her to settle down.


      So far, so good, up until that point. The problem was what happened after—Runa’s tongue slipped.


      “But you did cry, while using my lap as a pillow.”


      It was the worst information leak possible for me. And Toriko was beside me.


      “What’s this about a lap pillow?” she’d asked me with a straight face.


      “I don’t know what to tell you... A lap pillow is a lap pillow...” I blurted out a nonanswer. Toriko looked at me without any emotion.


      “What do you mean?”


      I explained. I’d wandered into the other world alone, and encountered a mujina impersonating Toriko in the Mayoiga. I don’t know how I escaped, but when I came to, I’d found myself at DS Research, in Runa’s room of all places, and she had been patting my head as it rested in her lap.


      “Hmm,” said Toriko. “So that’s how it was.”


      “Y-Yeah. So, I don’t have anything to feel guilty about, okay?”


      “If you have nothing to feel guilty about, why are you so flustered?”


      “I’m not flustered.”


      “Hmm.”


      “What...?”


      “What do you mean, ‘what’?”


      “Huh?”


      I might’ve snapped at the pressure Toriko was putting on me, and it could’ve devolved into a fight from there. Fortunately, Tsuji couldn’t bear to watch us any longer, and she spoke up, preventing that from happening.


      “Could you save it for later, you two? This place is scary, so let’s get back first.”


      Now that she mentioned it, she was right. We were still in the mysterious white void that had spread out inside the second floor of the Cattle Barn. Tsuji rushed Toriko and I, who had an awkward vibe between us, and Runa, the cause of that awkwardness, down the stairs in a hurry.


      Once we had passed through the dark first floor of the Cattle Barn and were outside, there was an obvious change in the atmosphere. The area around Torchlight’s tents was lit with LED lamps with the light turned down. There were two operators, on night watch perhaps, next to a bonfire with the embers still burning, and they looked at us with surprise. When we had come through here on the way in, the courtyard had been pitch-dark, and there hadn’t been any lookouts. Things must have already gotten strange then. The Cattle Barn, which had become a Chimera House because of Runa’s renovations, might have become a passage to the interstitial space.


      That was interesting, but I didn’t feel up to going back and investigating. It was already two in the morning. We decided to head back and get some sleep. Maybe because of her emotional outburst earlier, Runa was calm, and meekly headed into her tent with Tsuji. After seeing them off, Toriko and I returned to our own tent.


      Amid an awkward silence, we crawled into our own sleeping bags, and turned out the light.


      Neither of us said anything for a while.


      As I stared into the darkness of the tent uneasily, Toriko suddenly spoke.


      “I’ll ask you about the lap pillow later.”


      “...”


      “Good night.”


      “Good night...”


      It crossed my mind a little later that I should have protested and said, “I already told you everything!” But the moment for that had passed. It was because I’d been intimidated by Toriko. Yeah, I knew it was never good to let the other side take control of the situation—no matter what that situation was.


      Torchlight’s training continued the next day. The incident with Runa didn’t cause a major hubbub, so the camp continued for the planned two nights and three days and then ended. It was awkward between me and Toriko the whole time. We never squabbled in front of other people, though.


      Even though Toriko had said she’d ask about it later, she never brought up the lap pillow. Not even once the camp was over and we’d gone home.


      Even after several days had passed, she hadn’t asked me anything.


      Just when I was starting to wonder if she’d forgotten...Toriko called.


      “So, about working on the skeletal building.”


      “Huh?! Oh! Right.”


      “Want to go tomorrow? It should only take a little more before we open up a route down to the bottom floor.”


      Oh, right. We had started on the roof, putting holes in the floor that we had lowered ladders from, and continued working downward until we had found stairs on the seventh floor. Cautiously climbing down them, we had found we could go two floors before coming to a spot where they had collapsed on the fifth. But there had been a hole in the floor there, so it was all good. We’d lowered a ladder from there, and been able to reach the fourth floor. Now we just had to punch holes in floors four, three, and two, and we’d have ourselves a route down to the ground floor.


      No, we didn’t even need to open the last hole; we could just hang the ladder from the edge of the floor. That might be safer. That meant there were only two more floors to go, and based on past experience, we could do it in a day.


      That being the case, we’d be talking about how we were almost down to the ground, but I hadn’t been expecting Toriko to bring it up now, so I was taken aback.


      “Tomorrow?” I asked.


      “Yeah. Your summer break is short, right, Sorawo? I was thinking we should do it while you’ve got time.”


      “Ohh, sure. That makes sense.”


      If the Torchlight training camp hadn’t come up, then I’d been planning to use my just ten day summer break working on the skeletal building. So there shouldn’t have been a problem, but...


      “Um...”


      “Hm?”


      Do we not need to talk about the lap pillow?


      Yeah, there was no way I could ask her that. I loudly cleared my throat, and then started over.


      “Okay. Good with me.”


      “Usual time all right?”


      “Sure. Was there anything we were short on?”


      “We should be good to go. I mean, we bought more ladders and brought them in just recently.”


      “Got it. I’ll just check the batteries. So...see you tomorrow.”


      “Okay, see you tomorrow.”


      The call with Toriko ended easily, without me ever saying anything like, “So, uh, about the lap pillow.” I set down my phone, and cocked my head to the side for a little while.


      Huh? Has she really forgotten?


      No, that couldn’t be it. I mean, really.


      Or was she trying to pretend it never happened?


      Would Toriko do something like that? It’d be one thing if I was trying to dodge the issue.


      As I was turning it all over in my head, it started to feel silly.


      I mean, why should I have had to agonize over it like this? I really hadn’t done anything wrong. Thinking back over it with a clear head, I had just been out of my mind. There was no need to feel guilty about it.


      That’s right. If she’s not gonna bring it up, there’s no need for me to either.


      I stopped thinking, pulled the batteries for electric tools out of the bag of construction stuff, and started checking if they were charged.


      The next morning, we met up on time in Jinbouchou, went through the usual elevator procedure to enter the other world, and got to working on the skeletal building. This was a ten-story building, and we were working on the fourth floor, so we had to lug the heavy electrical tools down the ladders on each floor, which, yeah, was kind of a lot of work. I appreciated having stairs from the seventh floor down to the fifth floor. It’d have been convenient if we could have put in a lift of some sort to lower freight, but how much could we manage with just the two of us?


      I was used to the work itself by now. We drilled holes into the concrete, and connected them together into a square aperture. Then we lowered the ladder, and fixed it in place as securely as we could. We headed down to the third floor to look around. Once we’d decided on a spot for the next hole, we headed back up to the roof, and went for a lunch break in the surface world. It was already murderously hot out, so we cooled down at a nearby café and took a bit of a nap. The temperatures on the Otherside were a lot better than on the surface, but obviously still no match for air conditioning.


      We tore our feet away from the café, where they were threatening to put down roots, and then went over to the Otherside again. We headed down to the third floor and got back to work. It took about three hours for us to reach the second floor. We headed to the edge of the floor, lowered the last ladder, and with that...we descended to ground level at long last.


      “We did it!”


      “We made it!”


      We high-fived each other with both hands at the same time, celebrating the success of our construction project. It had been three months since we’d started it in Golden Week. To have done all of this by ourselves, and when it was all new to us, well, I think we’d done pretty well.


      “Whew, I’m glad that’s all done. This gate will be easier to use now.”


      “You were always scared of the ladder, Sorawo.”


      “It’d be crazy not to be scared of that thing. I’m amazed we were all right all this time.”


      In the shade of the building’s first floor, with the bare earth exposed, we looked out at the windswept plains of the Otherside, taking a moment to bask in the feeling of accomplishment. The first floor was the same as it had been the first time we came here, with a steel drum that showed traces of a fire having been lit in it, and concrete blocks piled up to be used as chairs. The rusty shovel lying here was from the time we’d dug up the buried Makarovs. This place was still untouched, so I wanted to make some improvements so we could use it more conveniently.


      “So, with this, is our initial goal of making a safe route down complete?” Toriko asked.


      “Yeah. There’s still all sorts of other stuff to do, though.”


      The two of us were sitting on the blocks, contemplating our future base-building plans. We had ourselves a whole building here, even if it was just the skeleton of one. It wasn’t realistic for us to use the whole thing efficiently, but it’d have been too much to expect me not to get all excited at the possibilities.


      My heart was dancing as, suddenly, an arm wrapped around my shoulders, pulling me in tight.


      “Ah!” I cried out, unable to react immediately, and fell over onto Toriko’s thighs.


      “Wh-What?”


      I turned my head to look up, and Toriko’s eyes were looking down at me.


      “So, about that lap pillow.”


      “...”


      I couldn’t even scream.


      Toriko’s eyes narrowed as I froze up.


      “What’s wrong?”


      “No... Uh...”


      Before my brain could process an appropriate response, Toriko smiled faintly and continued.


      “I thought about it. Since Runa beat me to giving you a lap pillow...”


      I wasn’t convinced the concept of being beaten to something applied to giving someone a lap pillow, but I also felt like anything I said would just be stepping on a land mine.


      Staring down into my upturned eyes, Toriko said, “That girl was looking at you from this perspective.”


      After a long pause, I replied, “Yeah, and?”


      “I can’t let this slide.”


      “Hey, hold on...” I interrupted her, worried. “I know I’ve already told you this, but it wasn’t that kind of thing at all, okay? I mean, I wasn’t even sane at the time, and Runa was just looking after me, so...”


      It was awful she’d leaked the info on me, but I still felt it would be unfair for Runa to draw aggro from Toriko over it.


      “Yeah, I know that. Ah ha ha.”


      What’s so funny?


      After laughing, Toriko let out a short sigh, brushed her hair back behind her ear, and continued, “I get it. She wasn’t doing it intentionally, and I’m sure it’s true that you had lost your mind after going through a scare. I’m not worried about that.”


      “Oh, well, I’m glad to hear—”


      “But that’s one thing, and this is another.”


      “What’s...‘this’?”


      “My frustration that she beat me to it, my jealousy, the feelings of envy.” Toriko stroked my cheek as she said that. “Even if I know in my head that it’s okay for you to get along with other girls while I’m not around...it makes me feel lonely.”


      Once I realized Toriko was calm enough that she was able to put her feelings into words, I finally felt comfortable again. Placing my own hand over the one stroking my cheek, I said, “The two of us have gone a lot further than a lap pillow. Are you still worried despite that?”


      That I didn’t say “it was just a lap pillow,” even though I thought of it that way, was a testament to my growing sociability. If something’s important to someone, no matter how silly it seems, you can’t just belittle it to their face. If there was such a thing as a Conversation skill, it was the kind of thing you’d usually learn at around level three.


      Toriko shook her head and replied, “I’m even more worried.”


      “Why...?”


      “You’re the other half of me. If the first time you heard about something half of your body was doing was from someone else, that’d shake you up too, right?”


      She’d caught me off guard. Half of her. If you were to express our relationship—the nue—from an inside perspective, meaning from Toriko’s eyes or mine, that might be true.


      “Okay, you may be right, but even so...we’re still, uh, how should I put this, separate human beings too...”


      As I was still speaking, she grabbed the corners of my mouth and pulled them in both directions.


      “Thaw huwths.”


      “...”


      “Ah said ih huwths.”


      “So, anyway,” Toriko said as if she couldn’t hear my complaints. “If I were to do the same thing now, it’d just be following her after the fact, so I thought about what to do, and...the answer was simple. I just have to do something that hasn’t been done to you yet.”


      What does she mean, hasn’t been done to me yet?


      If she kept on spreading my mouth like this, it felt like she was going to turn me into a second kuchisake onna. I brushed Toriko’s hands away.


      “Uh, but we’ve, y’know... All sorts of stuff.”


      “All sorts of stuff, huh?”


      The innuendo in her tone irked me. What had she been thinking about as she’d said that?


      “That’s right! Let me just say, pretty much everything I’ve done since I met you has been the first time for me, so—”


      As I was speaking, a memory came back to me, and I shouted out loud.


      “And wait a minute! We did the lap pillow thing before!”


      “When?”


      “At the hot springs! Remember? We ate with Kozakura-san, and the two of you got drunk first. I spent the whole time with her on my right, and you on my left, patting your heads as they rested in my lap.”


      Toriko narrowed her eyes, looked up and to the left for a while, and then looked back down at me and plainly said, “I don’t remember.”


      “Because you were drunk, right?”


      “I dunno. But I don’t remember it, so it doesn’t count.”


      Huh? Listen pal, that’s about the most awful excuse you could’ve come up with, you know!


      Irritated, my mouth shot off on its own.


      “Oh, come on, was it really that big of a deal? It was just a lap pillow...”


      Ah!


      Sociability down! Toriko looked at me coldly as I failed my Conversation skill check.


      “Oh, so you’re going to say that.”


      “No... Umm.”


      “Fine, I get it. If that’s how you’re going to be, I’m going to do what I want.”


      Having said that, Toriko pushed my shoulders. Toriko took my body, which had been facing up, and turned me ninety degrees so I was facing sideways. It was in the sort of position you’d use to clean someone’s ears.


      “Wh-What are you planning to do?” I asked timidly, and it was at that moment I noticed some silhouettes.


      How long had they been there? There were two people outside the grounds of the skeletal building, standing with their backs to the tall grass.


      It was probably...Toriko and me. But I could only say “probably” because I couldn’t see their faces. The pair with black hair and blonde hair had their backs turned to us.


      Had my doppelganger finally brought along a Toriko doppelganger? That was my first thought. Having seen another me with my own eyes before on multiple occasions, it was a natural thing to think—okay, yes, I realize that accepting the existence of doppelgangers so naturally was already weird, but let’s set that aside for now.


      Shortly after that, I noticed something felt off. No, they didn’t have their backs turned to us. Their feet were facing in this direction. Wait, so only their heads are facing away from us?! I looked away, chilled by this, and then noticed something even stranger. Their clothes were inside-out, and the buttons were on the wrong side. Looking closer, their shoes were on the opposite feet too. Everything they were wearing was either inside-out or reversed, and they were facing us with the backs of their heads.


      “Toriko, over there!”


      I tried to warn her, but my voice didn’t leave my mouth. I tried to sit up, but I couldn’t budge. At some point, I had become completely paralyzed.


      The backward pair who had just been standing there doing nothing until now suddenly started to move. It was like someone hit the play button on a paused movie. They both raised their hands, and brought them together like they were clapping them. It wasn’t normal clapping, though: It wasn’t the palms of their hands that touched, but the backs.


      Toriko, who was giving me a lap pillow, didn’t react. Was I the only one who saw them?


      I tried to break out of my sleep paralysis, but all I could move were my eyes, and even those just barely. As I panicked, still locked inside my body, there was a rustling of fabric, and I sensed Toriko leaning over me. I felt the warmth of her breath on my cheek.


      As if pouring the words into my ear, she said, “Hey, what do you think of a reverse lap pillow?”


      A what now?


      If I hadn’t been paralyzed, I’d probably have asked her that. Either not realizing I couldn’t move, or deliberately taking advantage of it, Toriko continued talking.


      “I think it’s worth experiencing a reverse lap pillow, you know?”


      I didn’t understand. I tried to look up, but her face didn’t enter my field of view. Looking forward again, the reversed pair were still shaking hands with the backs of their hands. What was that supposed to be? What was going on? The nonsensical nature of it, and my inability to escape the situation raised the pressure inside my heart. My breathing grew more and more ragged, and the corners of my vision started to go dark. Unable to get off Toriko’s lap, or do anything, I went into a silent panic.


      Close enough they were almost touching my ear, Toriko’s lips moved.


      “Let’s try it, Sorawo.”


      That was the final blow. The panic went off like a bomb inside of me. I screamed, and before I’d even realized I had, my body was moving, and I fell down off of her lap.


      My body struck the ground, and I was short of breath. As I struggled to get to my feet, I looked up at Toriko, and...


      “Huh...?”


      My mind shut down at the sight in front of me.


      I was no longer on the first floor of the skeletal building. I wasn’t even outside.


      Where I was...was on the train.


      3


      My body shook at regular intervals each time the train passed over a rail joint. I stumbled, my back striking a wall. It was the door connecting this car and the next one.


      I turned to look forward again. There was nobody here, at least not in the car that I was in.


      Toriko also was nowhere to be seen.


      The scenery drifting past the window was a summery field. Clear blue skies, a plain of grass swaying in the wind, and behind it a line of green hills. There were no houses in sight, but in their place were masses of concrete, or perhaps ruins, dotted around the landscape. In short, this train was running though the Otherside.


      Which means...?


      I looked above the door. There wasn’t an electronic signboard to tell me the next stop. I recognized the antiquated design of this train. I’d ridden aboard it before.


      “You’re kidding me...”


      A train running across the Otherside. The train that passed through Kisaragi Station.


      It was the monkey train that tortured and killed its passengers.


      I turned to look behind me. I could see the car behind this one through the glass. It didn’t seem like there was anyone in sight, but when I squinted, trying to see the car beyond the next one, I felt like I saw something moving...? Because of the reflection in the distant glass, I couldn’t make it out for certain. But if those mad monkeys were coming, it would be from the rear cars. That was how it was in the original story, at least. There was no harm in putting as much distance between them and me as possible. I moved away from the door, and walked in the direction the train was moving.


      The original story was called Monkey Dream. In its most simplistic form, it’s a story where the passengers aboard a train in someone’s dream are killed one by one, starting from the rearmost seats. That was the train we had jumped aboard before, when we had gone to Kisaragi Station. There, we had witnessed passengers being slaughtered by monkey-like creatures.


      But strictly speaking, our experience had differed from the portrayal in Monkey Dream. The train in the original wasn’t a normal train, it was “the sort of monkey train common in theme parks,” and the four people slaughtered were “little people wearing something like rags.” The monkeys I’d seen had been black, and the American troops who’d been trapped at Kisaragi Station had called them Monkey Shines. If I were to suppose that the outward appearance of Otherside entities was somewhat influenced by the minds and cultural backgrounds of humans, then the fears carried by the soldiers, who’d made contact with them before I had, might’ve been manifested in the monsterlike appearance of the monkeys.


      I pulled the door open, and headed to the next car. There was no one here either. The only motion inside the vacant car was the swaying of the hanging straps. The patterns of their swings matched, making it look strangely coordinated, and they started to look like a colony of some kind of upside-down creatures.


      I dispelled the illusion and moved on. Was that a sound I just heard from the rear cars? Was the faint noise a scream, or just the wheels scrapping against the rails?


      It wasn’t like I had seen any concrete threat, but my feet sped up on their own. My earlier panic hadn’t been extinguished yet. Of course not, after what had happened. What was that? A reverse lap pillow? The heck is that? I mean, where’s Toriko? Where in the other world is this train running through...?


      I looked out the window as I continued. The grassy plain with its rises and falls was basking in the summer sun. The sun in the Otherside was always blurry, like there was a halo around it, so it was a summer with a bit of a shadow cast over it.


      I looked on either side of the rails, but couldn’t find landmarks I recognized.


      Hold on? Those long, thin silhouettes in the distance—there’s a heat haze in between here and there, so I can’t be sure, but could those be the dark radio towers from back when I found Kasumi...?


      That’s when an announcement played over the speakers.


      “The next stop is Lap Pillow. Lap Pillow.”


      It was a male voice, and the speaker cut out after that.


      What? What’s going to happen? I stopped and waited. I felt uneasy, because unlike usual, I was unarmed. My gun was still inside my bag, which had been left in the skeletal building. I’d let my guard down. I should’ve had it on me the moment we reached the first floor...


      Waiting didn’t change the situation. I thought the train might stop at a station, but it continued at the same speed. I started moving forward again before a gang of black monkeys could appear from behind me.


      I pulled the door open, stepped through the connecting section, and into the next car.


      That’s where I first spotted a passenger.


      In the middle of a long row of seats were a pair of silhouettes. They showed no sign of moving, and didn’t react to me having entered. I hesitantly approached, and leaned in to look at them.


      These weren’t living, breathing humans. They were crudely made humanoid clay figures, and had been placed on the seat in such a way that they overlapped each other. One’s head was on the other’s legs in a pose that didn’t look entirely unlike a lap pillow. Each one’s face had grooves in it like someone had scribbled on them with their finger.


      I stood there, bewildered, before snapping to my senses and looking back. I felt like I heard multiple sets of footsteps from the rear of the train, as well as the doors to the sections that connected the cars being opened. I wasn’t imagining it. Those monkeys really were on the train!


      There was no time to ponder the meaning of these clay figures. I ran through the shaking train, and pulled open the next door. I stepped into the neighboring car. There was someone riding in this one too, or so I was thinking when the train shook heavily as it headed into a curve.


      “Ah—!”


      My body lurched with the centrifugal force. I threw out my hands as it happened, but failed to grab one of the straps. I took a tumble, but was caught by the seats. The texture of the seat cushions against my face was softer than I’d expected, and warm too, almost like a person’s...


      Huh?


      When I opened the eyes I’d reflexively closed...I didn’t know what was what.


      I wasn’t inside a train.


      I was in a familiar tatami room. The scent of a mosquito coil filled my nostrils.


      A hand gently stroked my head. I didn’t have to look; I just knew. I was being lap pillowed by Toriko.


      The moment I realized that, I was paralyzed again.


      “Think about it, Sorawo,” she said in a whisper. “How would you feel...about a reverse lap pillow?”


      There was hesitation, shyness, anticipation, and a slight hint of guilt in her tone. It was as if she were asking me something very naughty. But as the one on the receiving end, there was only fear. I didn’t know what a reverse lap pillow was, but she expected something out of it. And in my current state, I was in no position to ask what that was, let alone refuse.


      “Crown. Chin. Heel. Calf. Eyeball...”


      Toriko spoke the words almost lyrically.


      “...Bellybutton. Knee. Earlobe.”


      Her fingers stroked my ear.


      “Look. No matter how many times I do it, it ends up like this. Because the lap and ear are connected.”


      This was news to me. Could it be true?


      “Come to think of it, I just so happen to have scissors on me.”


      Snip, snip, I heard the sound of metal touching metal.


      “Want me to go for the ear?”


      I shuddered as the cold, hard metal touched my ear. I thought she’d lop my earlobe off, but the feel of the metal—probably scissor blades—moved from my ear to my neck, then over my shoulder, then followed my arm down to the lower part of my body.


      The blades stopped next to my knee, then began hovering over the hollow in the back of my knee like my knee was the plate and they were a pair of indecisive chopsticks.


      “I’ll have the knees. But this is a reverse lap pillow, so of course... Hee hee!”


      Toriko laughed like there was some kind of inside joke. She laughed like I was in on it, but I didn’t know a thing.


      “Why aren’t you saying anything, Sorawo?”


      There was doubt in Toriko’s voice. For some reason, I felt gravely endangered. It’d be bad if she found out I didn’t know anything. There’d be no coming back from that. She was suspicious because I hadn’t laughed at the “inside joke” before. It was a baseless belief, but I became certain of it. But what was I supposed to do about it? It wasn’t like I was holding my tongue because I wanted to.


      “Ohh, I see. So that’s how it is, huh? That’s why you didn’t respond to me.”


      The scissors moved away from her lap. Toriko continued talking in an inscrutable tone.


      “You’re hopeless unless I do this, after all...”


      I heard the rustling of clothes as Toriko leaned over me again. Then something hard touched my earlobe—followed by a feeling of pressure, and a jolt of pain.


      The feeling on either side of my earlobe wasn’t that of cold metal. It was warm and came with a sigh.


      She’d bitten me.


      “Eek.”


      I broke out of the sleep paralysis with what was meant to be a scream, but came out more pathetic. Still, I’d managed to make a noise. My body started to move at the same time. I flailed around at random, managing to get away, and tumbled off of Toriko’s lap pillow.


      But the floor I struck wasn’t tatami mats. My field of vision suddenly brightened, and I realized I was on the train again.


      I sat up dazedly, then stared at the seat in front of me awhile, not quite trusting that it wasn’t about to turn into Toriko’s lap. The earlobe that she had bitten hurt. I hesitantly touched it, and— Oh, good, it’s still there. I was worried she’d bitten it off.


      An announcement played over the loudspeaker.


      “The next stop is Backward Lap Pillow. Backward Lap Pillow.”


      Backward lap pillow? Not “reverse”?


      I stood up and turned to look behind me. On the other side of the door window, I could see figures moving in the rear cars, and there was no doubt about it this time. They were getting closer. Even though I still had no clue what was happening, I could sense danger was closing in. I resisted the urge to scream, and turned back toward the front.


      There were “passengers” sitting on the seats in this car too. Not human ones, but a pair of clay figures like in the car before it. Although, this time, it wasn’t just one pair, there were several. They had each assumed different poses. One was lying on the seats with its partner kneeling on its face, while another was kneeling with its partner’s feet resting on its knees, and another was sitting normally while its partner was upside down... They were all technically poses that were humanly possible, but taken as a whole it was a total mess. If there was one thing they all had in common, it was that whatever they were doing was not a lap pillow.


      I passed in between the clay figures, suspicious they might start moving any moment. When I reached the connecting section, I looked back as I was opening the door, and the rear door to the car opened at the same time. When I saw the black monkey-like monsters appear, I hurried into the next car.


      They were catching up. There were four black monkeys in total, and they had been carrying large, scissorlike weapons. They had probably spotted me too. I’ve gotta get out of here... I thought, but I stopped still when I saw what the monkeys were doing.
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      The black monkeys stopped in front of the “passengers,” and stabbed them with the weapons they were carrying.


      There was a terrible scream that made me jump. The screams continued. They were coming from the clay figures. It was unbearable to hear, like the screams of someone being butchered alive.


      The monkeys split up and set to work dismembering the clay figures. Carved up pieces of clay were scattered all over. There was scream after scream, and I plugged my ears, unable to listen to it any more. It was maddening. I felt dizzy, and squeezed my eyes shut tight.


      Suddenly, it was quiet. The screams suddenly cut out, and I no longer felt the shaking of the train.


      When I opened my eyes, Toriko was looking down at me from above.


      “You okay, Sorawo?”


      The tatami room again!


      The moment I realized that, I was paralyzed again. Seriously, what’s going on here?!


      The Toriko that was peering down at me as I remained motionless at least had her face. That was about the only reassuring thing in all of this. It might even have been fair to call it a huge step forward from where I was before, having to question if it was even Toriko whose lap my head was resting on. I was on my side with my head in Toriko’s lap again. I was sure I’d rolled off her lap after she’d bitten my ear, but my body had returned to the same pose as it had been in before.


      “I must’ve surprised you. Sorry about that.” Toriko stroked my head. “If we’re going to do a reverse lap pillow, it takes a lot to prepare yourself for it. You’ve always been the kind of girl to care a lot about that sort of thing, Sorawo. Though, there are times when that’s a good thing.”


      Nope, no clue what you’re talking about. All that had changed was that I could see her face now. No problem had been solved.


      Toriko kept talking nonsense while I was unable to ask questions or push back on it.


      “If we’re going to do it right, the pillow needs to be reversed, and for that I’ll need to reverse myself rather than you, right? I think you’ll be more able to accept it that way. Hee hee! It wouldn’t be a reverse lap pillow otherwise. I’m so silly. But it’s a good thing I brought the scissors. Now that I think of it, I had a feeling I had. Even though I didn’t think I had them at first! Ah ha ha.”


      Snip, snip, went the scissors.


      “Starting here...”


      Snip.


      “I’ll do it like this.”


      Snip.


      “See? That’s the way to do it.”


      Was something being cut where I couldn’t see? Or were we still at the stage where she was just demonstrating from where to where she’d cut? Without any way of moving, I couldn’t check for myself. My terrified eyes were drawn toward the open shoji door. At some point, those clay figures from the train had appeared underneath the rustling trees in the garden. There were several, hacked to pieces, their clay gruesomely peeled away.


      An announcement played over the loudspeaker in the tatami room.


      “The next stop is Reverse Lap Pillow. Reverse Lap Pillow.”


      “C’mon! We’re about to arrive. It’s almost time. Is your heart ready for this, Sorawo? I’m going for the other ear now... Okay?”


      There’s no way I’m okay with that!!!


      I struggled desperately to break my sleep paralysis. I focused on my hands and feet, willing them to move. But even if I could move, what then? If I just tumbled off Toriko’s lap, and ended up on that train once again...


      A dream?


      Suddenly, as it occurred to me, my eyes widened.


      Could this all...be a dream?


      Once I started looking at it that way, a lot of things made sense. The way scenes changed from one to the next incoherently, and the vague sense of urgency like I was being chased were familiar feelings in a dream.


      There was evidence against it too, of course. I had a continuous chain of consciousness going back to the skeletal building, and my senses were all clear, not of that dreamlike haziness.


      But what if this had turned into a lucid dream at some point? I’d never had one before, so I didn’t know if my mind would be so clear in a lucid dream. Come to think of it, Monkey Dream was originally a report of someone’s experience of a lucid dream...


      I stopped trying to fight my sleep paralysis, and tried to wake up instead. I strained my eyes, trying to open them even though they already seemed open. They were the only part of my body I could move now anyway.


      Wake up! Hurry! Open your eyes! I willed myself desperately, and then suddenly my vision went dark. I lost all feeling in my body, and the feeling of Toriko’s legs under my head and of her hand stroking my hair vanished. I couldn’t hear the wind shaking the trees outside either.


      I knew it. It was a dream after all. Thank goodness...


      The moment I relaxed, I heard a voice in the darkness, right next to my ear.


      “You’re running away again?”


      It was Toriko’s voice.


      “The next time you come will be the last, Sorawo.”




      My eyes snapped open. It was bright. I sat straight up, and looked around.


      I was in a café. It was the franchise store in the surface world that we’d taken a break in the middle of construction work on the Otherside to head back to and get lunch. It had air conditioning, and so I had given into my drowsiness after eating and fallen asleep in my seat...


      Is that what happened?


      I looked suspiciously at Toriko on the other side of the table, her head resting against the wall, as I puzzled over the inconsistency in my memories. It was true we’d slept a bit—just ten, fifteen minutes, but then we’d gone back to work. I had vivid memories of opening a hole in the last floor, lowering down the ladder, and reaching ground level. I had fresh memories of the things I’d talked about with Toriko during construction too. Was all of that a dream too...?


      The chatter in the café, the music playing in the background, the scent of coffee, and the clatter of plates. With all of that, I could only conclude this was reality. I looked at the clock, which said it was already almost two in the afternoon. If I assumed we’d come into the café around one, avoiding the lunch rush, eaten our meal, then given in to sleepiness, and been out for ten minutes or so, the pieces would all fit. In fact, even my memories indicated we’d left around two-ish. Unless time had rolled back, it having been a dream was the only answer.


      Really...?


      I gazed at Toriko, unable to write off those too vibrant memories as a dream. I felt like the moment I took my eyes off her, I’d be pulled back into another strange dream.


      Perhaps sensing my eyes on her, Toriko stirred, then woke.


      “Nghhhhh!”


      She stretched, took a breath, and then looked at me.


      “Aww, I fell asleep. What time is it now?” she asked.


      “Around two-ish...”


      “So, we slept maybe ten minutes or so? But I feel so revitalized. Oh, sorry, was I the only one sleeping?”


      “No... I’m pretty sure I was asleep too, but...”


      Toriko cocked her head to the side at my indecisive response.


      “What is it?”


      I thought for a moment while looking at Toriko, then cautiously opened my mouth.


      “It’s just... Could you come over here?”


      “Over where?”


      “Next to me.”


      Toriko had a look of confusion on her face as she got up, came around to my side of the table, and sat down next to me.


      “Here I am?”


      “Now lie down on me.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Rest your head in my lap.”


      “Huh?”


      “I’ll give you a lap pillow.”


      Toriko blinked, then looked around the café.


      “Here?”


      “It’s a corner seat, so no one will be able to see.”


      “Maybe not, but still...”


      “I think it’d be good for me to give you a lap pillow, Toriko.”


      “Why is that?”


      “Before you do it to me.”


      “Me, do it to you?”


      “Yeah.”


      Toriko narrowed her eyes with distrust, but must have concluded there was no harm in letting me give her a lap pillow.


      “Okay,” she said. “Go ahead?”


      Toriko laid down, her head falling on my thighs. She was face up, so her eyes met with mine as I looked down.


      “Now what?” she asked.


      I tried stroking her head. She closed her eyes contentedly. As I continued to pet Toriko, she asked, “Is this what you wanted to do?”


      “Well, yeah,” I replied.


      “Did it bother you that I was mad?”


      “Yeah, it did.”


      Toriko smiled a little, perhaps amused that I admitted it.


      “Thanks for your honesty.”


      “Sorry. For not telling you about it.”


      “It’s fine. You said you were out of your mind at the time, so I’m not bothered by it.”


      “Really?”


      “Nah, that’s a lie. It was bugging me a little,” Toriko said, opening her eyes and looking up at me. “I was frustrated that Runa beat me to giving you a lap pillow, and— Hey, can I give you one next?”


      “Ahh, next time, okay?”


      “Why not now?”


      “The dream’s still way too fresh...”


      “The dream?” Toriko echoed, mystified, so I made up my mind to ask her.


      “So, Toriko... Have you ever heard of a reverse lap pillow?”


      Toriko looked up at me, and was silent for a while.


      Then she said, “Is that, like, where you do a lap pillow on the Otherside?”


      Relieved, I let out the breath that I’d been holding in.


      “Go figure.”


      “Huh? What? What? What’s a reverse lap pillow?”


      “I don’t know. And I’m glad you don’t either, Toriko.”


      “What are you talking about?”


      “About my dream...”


      “Your dream... Ohh, did you have a bad dream or something?”


      “Yeah, I think that’s it. Well, I’ll tell you about it once I’ve settled down a bit.”


      I wasn’t sure I was ready to write it off as a dream, so I kept my answer vague.


      But even so, I thought, getting depressed as I looked out the window. I’d thought we were done with our work, but if that was all a dream, am I going to have to head out into the heat and get caked in concrete dust again? I wouldn’t mind just that part having been reality.


      But here’s the thing... That wish came true.


      “What the...” I murmured in bewilderment.


      We left the café, took an elevator ride, and returned to the Otherside where we were greeted by an open hole in the third floor, and a ladder hanging off of the side of the second.


      The work was done. Even though it should’ve been a dream.


      I didn’t know what to think anymore. The tools we’d used, and the stuff we’d brought down to the first floor, were all exactly placed exactly as I remembered from the dream.


      So it wasn’t a dream after all?


      Even though time turned back to before the construction...?


      As I was reacting with confusion, it all seemed to make sense to Toriko.


      “Ohh, yeah, I thought so.”


      “You...thought so?”


      Toriko nodded.


      “I felt like we’d finished construction. When we were leaving the café, I thought, ‘Huh, we just finished opening up the passage earlier, so why are we going back again...?’ I was assuming I was still half asleep, or I’d been dreaming, but...no, we really were done, just like I’d thought.”


      “No way...”


      “I remember us high-fiving each other out of joy. Don’t you?”


      When she turned the question on me, I reluctantly had to answer.


      “I remember it...”


      “Yeah, I thought so. That’s good.”


      Was it...good, though?


      “Do you remember what happened after that?” I hesitantly asked.


      “After that? You mean when we finished working?” Toriko’s eyes wandered a bit before she answered, “I don’t remember. What’d we do after that again?”


      Really?


      I was all shaken up, and it took me some time to respond.


      “I don’t remember,” was all I finally managed to get out.


      Peering at me closely, Toriko asked, “Really?”


      4


      Moving on—although, I’m not sure it’s okay to hand-wave it like that—our construction work at the skeletal building had come to a good stopping point. We went to visit Kozakura at her house the next day in order to share our progress. Although, I’m sure she didn’t want us updating her on every little thing.


      As we opened the gate to her mansion in Shakujii-kouen, I spotted that there was a child’s bicycle with training wheels in the yard. It looked new, its turquoise blue frame still sparkling.


      “So Kozakura-san bought Kasumi a bike,” I said.


      “It’s a good color,” Toriko replied. “Seeing those training wheels brings back memories.”


      We crossed the yard, rang the bell, and entered.


      “We’re heeeere.”


      “Sorry to intruuuude.”


      We’d messaged her in advance, so we called out and were about to let ourselves in when there was a rush of footsteps, and Kasumi came running from down the hall. Once her socked feet slid to a stop, she looked up at us.


      “Hello and welcome!”


      It looked like she’d come to greet us. Wow. The precision of her communication had gone up. Though, she said it with the cadence of a staff member at a tavern.


      “Hey, hello to you too.”


      “Hello, Kasumi.”


      Once we politely returned the greeting, Kasumi extended her hands toward us. Her palms were turned upward. Could this be...? I wondered. I held out the bag with the bean jelly I had bought at the shopping street on the way here, and she immediately snatched it. Kasumi spun around, and then dashed back down the hall.


      She’s gonna wear holes in her socks in no time like that... I thought as I watched her go. Kasumi stopped halfway, turned, and ran over to us again. Then, cupping her hand to her mouth as if to tell us a secret, she stretched to make herself taller.


      Was it because she’d forgotten to thank me? I brought my ear closer to her, thinking that was it.


      “I heard this story about twenty years ago. There was this couple who went on a trip to a fishing village in Amami. It was a muggy August night, and just one large fishing boat had its lights on and was giving off a lively atmosphere. It looked like fifteen people could have fit on there, and there were young people inside, gathered around a fire having fun. They invited the couple to join them, but one of them thought something felt wrong, and less than ten minutes later she went pale and ran off of the boat. Her partner chased after her, asking what was wrong, and she said, ‘Couldn’t you tell? Those people’s lap pillows were all backwards!’”


      “Huh?”


      “Now, when she was asked how a lap pillow could be backward, she seriously didn’t know, so she tried sitting on a bench. But her partner wouldn’t join her, and just watching made her right eye hurt, and when she said something she didn’t have to it just made things worse. She got taken apart, with her head being placed on her lap, and it was the worst, and come to think of it she had scissors on her, so it turned into the kind of thing that you have to put a gore disclaimer on. Her partner said it was the sexiest thing ever, and she clapped really hard, exclaiming, ‘Wooooow!’ And her knees were all backwards!”


      After blurting all of that out, Kasumi closed her eyes again, spun around, and raced off.


      “Hey! I’ve told you not to run in the hall!” Kozakura shouted from deeper inside the house.


      Toriko and I just stared blankly.


      “What was that...?”


      The clapping, the lap pillow, there were words there that seemed like they could have been related to my experience yesterday, but it was still all over the place. It was nothing new for Kasumi to blurt out word salad, but this may have been the first time it had been this bad.


      “The story was...a total mess. Like AI-generated text,” Toriko murmured.


      “I think even AI generation would turn out something more coherent than that... I mean, it was like she tried to force completely unrelated things into the story—”


      After saying that, it hit me.


      “Huh? No way. Don’t tell me... That’s what it was about?”


      “What?”


      We know a system that forcefully mixes together unrelated ghost stories!


      It was a way of approaching the Otherside that Kozakura had come up with. The automated exploration of ghost story space through natural language software: Kaidancraft.


      I had half-convinced myself that yesterday’s experience had been a result of my guilt and fear being reflected in the Otherside.


      But it was possible that was just one of the causes, and the main cause was this? The Otherside detected the output of Kaidancraft, and used it to contact us... Was that what that incomprehensible experience had been?


      “Kozakura-san! How’s it going with Kaidancraft?” I called out as I took my shoes off and headed in.

    

  

  
    
      File 31: All Possible Ghost Stories


      1


      “You’re telling me the Otherside is reacting to Kaidancraft...?”


      Kozakura furrowed her brow at what I had to tell her before looking back to the monitors of her PC. She moved the cursor to open a window on one screen of her multi-display setup, and white text on a black background continuously scrolled down the screen.


      “This is Kaidancraft?” Toriko asked, standing by my side. Kozakura nodded.


      “Yes. Or rather, its log.”


      “What’s it keeping a record of?”


      “Whether automatic generation is working without issue, whether it’s being recorded in the database properly, and that sort of thing. Basically, whether there have been any errors.”


      “Do the ghost stories it generates not get recorded in the log?”


      “It’d be redundant storing the data being entered into the database into the log too. You’d end up with a massive log file.”


      “Oh, that makes sense...”


      Kaidancraft was a software that continuously generated ghost stories and kept a record of them. The ghost stories it produced flowed into a database. Their quality and content was unimportant, because they weren’t being written for people to read.


      Kozakura turned her eyes toward us, her eyebrows raising as if she wanted to ask me a question.


      “I mean, I only just started running this thing. If it really provoked a reaction from the other world, that would be incredible, Sorawo-chan, but what made you think it has?”


      “Um, well, you see...”


      That’s how I ended up explaining all the chaos surrounding lap pillows, as well as the experience that I’d been through. And in front of Toriko, no less. Awkward. But if I’d thought it through, I should’ve seen this coming. This was my own fault for getting all excited and raising a fuss.


      “What?! That happened?!” Toriko sounded as unamused as should’ve been expected.


      “It happened...”


      “Tell me these things! Yeesh!”


      “It’s easy for you to say that, but...”


      Honestly, I had been afraid to find out. I hadn’t been sure if that experience was a dream, and when I thought I might trigger something that pulled me back into a mysterious tatami room to monkey dream train loop, I’d had to be careful about my conversations with Toriko. I was pretty sure that taking the move of preemptively giving Toriko a lap pillow had broken the cycle. I wanted to be right.


      “I’ll ask, just in case, but...you don’t recall any of this, right, Toriko?” I asked hesitantly, to which Toriko shook her head.


      “Not one bit. I don’t know about that tatami room either. Could it have been in the Mayoiga?”


      “I considered that, but probably not. The Mayoiga had lots of tatami rooms, but I didn’t recognize that place.”


      “Then maybe it really was a dream?”


      “Hrmm...”


      As the person who’d gone through it, having the whole situation written off as a dream didn’t sit quite right with me. But I also thought it might’ve been one. If someone told a story like mine, no matter how much they insisted it was based on their actual experience, I’d have trouble suggesting anything other than that it might have been a dream.


      “But...” Toriko added. “I feel like I might’ve been having a weird dream too.”


      “Huh?!”


      “When I woke up in that café, for just a brief moment, I was thinking about saying something to you. But I quickly forgot what it was. I didn’t know what I’d wanted to say, but the feeling of wanting to say it lingered... Well, I guess dreams are just like, huh? ...Wh-What’s wrong, Kozakura?”


      Kozakura had been listening quietly, but had a complicated expression on her face.


      “I’m just trying to process about three different emotions.”


      “What do you mean, ‘about three different emotions’?”


      “My irritation at you two flirting right in front of me, my anger at Sorawo-chan for telling a scary story out of nowhere, with no consideration for how I might feel, and my doubt that what she experienced was really an approach from the Otherside.”


      “Two thirds of that’s anger, huh?” Toriko observed, earning a glare from Kozakura.


      “I’m pretty much always made up of two-thirds anger when I talk to you two. Didn’t you know?”


      “Oh, so that’s how it is,” I replied.


      “That’s news to us,” Toriko added.


      “Well, I’m glad you know now,” Kozakura grumbled, crossing her arms in front of her chest. “Fine, I understand what brought you here. Your experience was so incoherent you inferred that the Otherside must have referenced one of Kaidancraft’s spam ghost stories and thrown the result back at you.”


      “Right you are.”


      “But frankly, the Otherside’s always been an incoherent mess. I don’t see what’s different here. Did something feel different from normal to you, Sorawo-chan?”


      That made me stop and think. It was true that one typical feature of modern true ghost stories was that those involved were suddenly attacked by nonsensical phenomena without the easy explanation of a curse or something like that being the cause of it. But I had the feeling my experience had been different from usual.


      “I dunno what it is... It started with a lap pillow, right? I feel like it was kinda strange from there on.”


      “That’s true, huh?” Toriko agreed. “I was thinking, even if it was all a dream, I wouldn’t have expected your feelings of guilt to come out in such an easily interpreted form.”


      “Oh, shut up. Are you satisfied?”


      I glared at Toriko, and she nodded with confidence.


      “Maybe I am pretty satisfied,” she said.


      “Uh-huh. Well, good for you.”


      She acts so brazen whenever I show weakness...


      “So? What was strange about it?” Kozakura asked impatiently, and I looked back over to her.


      “I don’t think there are many ghost stories that start with a lap pillow. At least, I can’t remember having read any.”


      “Hmm. If you don’t know of them, Sorawo-chan, there probably aren’t any.”


      “I think you’re overrating me there... There are still ghost stories I’m not aware of, and I may just not remember having read some of them.”


      “There were previous cases where the Otherside tried to make contact using your personal information, right? Could that be the pattern again this time?”


      “Hrmm...”


      “What about the other elements? Even I know about Monkey Dream.”


      “They got the bit where they clapped with the backs of their hands from a famous ghost story called Reverse Clapping, I think. Unlike living people, who clap with the palms of their hands, the dead clap with the backs of theirs. That’s roughly how that story goes.”


      This time, I gave a simple summary of it out of consideration for Kozakura.


      “Is that an internet ghost story too?” Toriko asked.


      “I’m sure it’s online too, but it’s broader than that. I think it’s been around for a long time. If anything, it’s the reverse lap pillow part that came from the net.”


      “Huh? Is it?” asked Toriko.


      “I thought you didn’t know any ghost stories about lap pillows?” said Kozakura.


      “This isn’t a ghost story, it’s a joke. I remembered it from the word salad Kasumi spewed in the entrance hall earlier,” I clarified for the two of them. “A long time ago, there was a thread on 2channel called ‘Hey, What Do You Think About a Backward Lap Pillow?’ The thread was started by a man whose girlfriend had made him do a ‘backward’ lap pillow, but people other than the thread starter drew pictures, and there were lots of warped interpretations of this mysterious backward lap pillow activity. And the thread got pretty exciting as a result...”


      “What do you mean by a ‘warped interpretation’?” Kozakura asked.


      “Resting your lap on top of a person’s face as they’re lying down, that sort of thing.”


      “Ohh, I get it. So it’s not a ghost story, then,” Kozakura said with relief.


      “It gets kinda sketchy toward the end, though.”


      “What do you mean, ‘sketchy’?”


      “As an extension of the warped interpretations, there were some where the girlfriend gets cut into pieces, or cuts the thread starter up with scissors. But it was all a joke, so it’s not a ghost story.”


      “Couldn’t that be the basis for what you experienced?” asked Toriko.


      “It feels like it, yeah,” I agreed. “It feels off that they would be referencing a joke thread that’s not about ghost stories, but we have the past example of T-san the Templeborn, so that’s not enough to discount it on its own. But wasn’t the way they were mixed together kind of lazy?”


      “You...think?” Toriko tilted her head to the side.


      I was (probably) the only one who had experienced it this time, so with only my subjective perspective to go on, I couldn’t blame her for not getting it, but it was frustrating that what felt so off about it wasn’t coming across.


      “I sort of get what you’re saying, Sorawo-chan. Their attempts at contact up until now have each referenced a single ghost story element, but this time they put out a whole mess of them at the same time, and you’re calling that lazy, right?”


      Kozakura had it, and I couldn’t help but point at her and shout, “Yes! That! That’s what I meant!”


      “And you felt there was something in common between the way they were shuffling them together and the automatic generation I do with Kaidancraft.”


      “Uh-huh, uh-huh.”


      As I was feeling a rush of emotion over Kozakura putting what I had been thinking into words so eloquently, Toriko was also nodding beside me.


      “I get it,” she said. “It’s like going to a sushi place and having them serve you a seafood bowl.”


      “Uh, maybe...?”


      Her analogy might not have been wrong, but the sudden mention of sushi made my brain screech to a halt.


      After an awkward silence, Kozakura murmured how she wanted to eat sushi now.


      “A-Anyway,” I said. “That was the impression I got, so I thought that it might have been influenced by Kaidancraft.”


      Finally, we had gotten the conversation back to where it started. Kozakura turned her chair back around to face her PC monitors.


      “In that case, let me try running a search. We’ll see if any stories matching your experience come up.”


      “Please do.”


      Kozakura apparently hadn’t prepared any tools for searching the database, so she was just typing commands into a simple window.


      As we waited for the job to be done, Toriko moved in closer to me and, in a whisper, as if she didn’t want to be overheard, asked, “Um... So what was the actual ‘backward lap pillow’?”


      “Hm? You mean in the story that spawned the joke?”


      “Yeah, that one.”


      “They were talking about a man letting a woman rest her head in his lap.”


      “And?”


      “That’s all.”


      “Hmm...? How is that ‘backward’?”


      “I dunno...”


      I wasn’t the one to ask, but it hadn’t made sense to the denizens of the thread either, which was probably why it had taken off in a weird direction.


      “Hmm... I see,” Toriko said, sounding disappointed, and pulled away. That face meant she’d been thinking something pervy. I could tell.


      “Well, we’ve got some hits,” Kozakura said. “For procedurally generated lap pillow ghost stories.”


      I looked over her shoulder. There were five short texts.




      [The Heavy Lap]


      I was resting at an inn when I felt a weight like something was resting on my lap. The proprietress told me “the zashiki warashi may have taken a liking to you.” When I went home, I felt the same weight in my lap.


      Elements: the feeling of someone on top of you, zashiki warashi




      [The Night Time Lap Pillow]


      A night watchman at the school finds a woman asleep in a bed in the nurse’s office. He is tempted to rest his head in her lap, then loses consciousness. When he wakes up, the previous night watchman who vanished is sitting on his lap.


      Elements: looking around at night, trading places




      [The Face on the Lap]


      A man who sleeps with a handmade lap pillow doll resting in his lap wakes up to find the doll’s face looking into his eyes. “Next time, you’ll be the lap pillow,” it whispers.


      Elements: moving doll, you’re next




      [The Lap Pillow Stone]


      A student gets sleepy at a shrine in the countryside, and rests their head on a stone that looks like a person’s lap. The student goes insane. The priest says, “That stone is where the heads of criminals were placed.”


      Elements: cursed stone, countryside priest




      [The Lap Pillow in the Mirror]


      A woman looking in the mirror is given a lap pillow by her reflection. The next thing she knows, just her head is stuck inside the mirror, leaving her decapitated body behind.


      Elements: mirror world, another you




      “These aren’t really scary at all, huh? Some of them are kind of weird too,” Toriko said, giving her frank opinion. Kozakura nodded.


      “Even I can read them without issue, after all. I did think they were a little good at first, though. What do you think? Did you feel anything from reading them, Sorawo-chan?”


      “Let’s see...” I considered it. “The texts are shorter than I’d expected. Are these the generated output?”


      “No, I’m having it display summaries. The individual length varies. You want to read the original text?”


      “Yeah, just to see what it’s like.”




      [The Heavy Lap]


      I went to stay at a hot springs inn, and was resting in my room when, suddenly, I felt a heavy weight in my lap. I initially thought it was caused by exhaustion, and didn’t think much of it, but the weight gradually grew until it was almost like there was a child sitting in my lap. I hesitantly looked at my lap, but there was nothing there. The next day, I asked the proprietress about it, and she said, “Oh, our zashiki warashi must have taken a liking to you. But it’s unusual for it to feel so heavy...” I thought it was creepy, and left the inn right away, but when I returned home, the “weight” on my lap returned once again.




      I looked through the ghost story texts Kozakura brought up on the screen, but the most readable of the group was the first one on the list. Like Kozakura had said, I thought it ended pretty well. But that was it. The other stories weren’t any different from the broad strokes of their summaries, and the word lap pillow was just forced into them in awkward ways, so I wasn’t feeling anything from them.


      “Hrmm... From what I’ve read here, it doesn’t seem connected to my experience.”


      “Then maybe you’ve been overthinking it after all, Sorawo,” Toriko suggested.


      “Is that what it means?” I wondered.


      Once I finished talking to Toriko, I looked down and found Kozakura staring at the monitor, deep in thought.


      “Is something wrong?” I asked.


      “Nah... I just tried reading it myself.”


      “Huh?! Are you okay?” I asked, surprised. Summaries were one thing, but I had assumed Kozakura would be too scared to read the original text.


      “It caught my eye, and I just ended up reading it, but...I’m fine. I wonder why,” Kozakura said, bewildered. “Procedurally generated or not, it’s still a ghost story, so I would have expected it would scare me. I’ve designed it to at least follow the form of a ghost story, so even if it’s awkward, there should be something ghost storylike about it, something that can scare you. Reading it, I can see that. But it isn’t scary to me at all.”


      “Isn’t it because you know they’re made-up stories?” Toriko asked.


      “Nah... Last time, I tried the same thing with Sorawo. I had her come up with a simple ghost story off the cuff. That felt scary to me.” Kozakura looked up from the screen and looked at me. “But I don’t even feel remotely scared here. Even though it’s doing the same thing. Why is that?”


      It was a hard question to answer. I couldn’t understand the feeling of someone like Kozakura who found ghost stories too scary to read. Even if my senses had been dulled by reading far too many of them, I found it hard to imagine the thinking of people who felt a fundamental aversion to the whole genre of ghost stories.


      “They’re the same in that they were made by combining elements of preexisting ghost stories, but... Hrmm. Is it a matter of how it was told?”


      “How it was told?” Kozakura asked.


      “I think, even though it’s procedurally generated, the story could become scary if there was someone telling it to you. In text, they could change the way it was written, or in spoken form they could use pacing and tone to make it scary.”


      “Hmm.”


      “You know how we went to the hot springs before? I never told you about it, but we had a strange experience there.”


      “Uh, what?” Kozakura said with trepidation.


      “The first night, we ate dinner... You probably don’t remember this, but you and Toriko both got drunk, and went to sleep with your heads in my lap. No matter how much I shook you, you wouldn’t wake up, and my legs were going numb, so I was wondering what to do about it. I managed to shift you off of me somehow, put away the dishes, laid out three futons, and put each of you into one of them... When it was finally my turn to get into a futon, I fell asleep in no time, probably because of all the liquor and exertion. Then, in the middle of the night, I woke up all of a sudden. It was pitch-dark. Huh? I thought. I’m sitting on the futon, right? I sat up, and found that I was sitting seiza-style on top of the futon. Huh? What, what, what? I thought before I realized...there was something resting on top of my thighs. It was a round, heavy lump, just like someone’s head if it were resting there. But it seemed a bit small to be a person’s head. That’s when a thought raced through my mind: Maybe it’s a child? Isn’t that weird? I mean, no matter how you look at it, having a kid you don’t know rest their head in your lap in the middle of the night is weird. So, I looked closely, trying to see better, but the lights were out, and the room was pitch-dark, so I couldn’t make it out very well. As I was thinking, I can’t see, what is this, the lump stared to slooowly turn around in my lap, and its eyes—”


      “Ahhhhhh!!!” Kozakura flailed her arms as she screamed to cut me off. “Stop it, stop it, don’t just suddenly drop this scary... Huh? Wha? What was that just now?”


      “Was that the first story? The one from the inn...” Toriko asked.


      “Right,” I replied, nodding. “I thought I’d try it for real.”


      “Don’t!!!” Kozakura snapped. “Dammit, you went and surprised me... So, what, the reason these aren’t scary is that the automatic generation program is a bad storyteller?”


      “I think part of it is that it doesn’t get what part of the ghost stories feel scary.”


      “Hmm... I wonder about that. This may not sound too convincing coming from me, who’s always getting scared near to death, but let’s suppose I were to improve on it, make it a better ghost story narrator. I still can’t see myself getting scared when I read it. I get the sense that it wouldn’t produce the same fear that I got from your performance just now, Sorawo-chan.”


      “I can’t speak to how it would make you feel, Kozakura-san.”


      “It might be because I’m the one making it. No matter what it does, it’s not outside the framework of the program I designed... Yeah, you could say that I don’t take these ghost stories seriously.”


      “How so...?”


      “I read them with the mindset that it’s all just procedurally generated, in the end, merely the product of a program, so I don’t go into it thinking they’ll be scary... Ohh, so that’s it. I get it now. What’s scary about ghost stories is that they present you with the unknown. I know from the beginning that these are combinations of known elements, so the basic precondition for them to be scary isn’t being met. But I never know what a human might tell me. Because no matter how far you go, another person is always an unknown entity. Since an unknown being is telling the story, when ghost stories are told by a human they’re still scary even when they’re a recombination of elements you already know.”


      Kozakura seemed to have convinced herself as she spoke.


      “I see,” she said. “That’s why you two aren’t afraid of ghost stories. You’re basically never taking them seriously.”


      “How rude. I approach ghost stories with sincerity,” I objected indignantly.


      “It’s people you don’t take seriously, Sorawo-chan. You’re not scared of other people, right?”


      “Urkh...” I came up short for words despite myself. “Th-That’s not true, though. I’m scared of...people...”


      “Why are you looking at me?” demanded Toriko.


      “Oh, no reason.”


      My eye had been unwittingly drawn toward Toriko, but could I really help it? She was the person who’d scared me most recently, after all.


      After she’d arched her eyebrows to make her displeasure with me clear, Toriko asked Kozakura, “Then, if AI were to develop to the point where the aspects of it that are unknown to humans became larger, would the stories AI tells become scary?”


      “Maybe for someone who lacks knowledge of it.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “For as long as AI remains AI, it can’t become an unknown entity. The language and libraries being used are known elements, and the actions it takes will be influenced by the design of the human who created it. It can’t take actions it wasn’t programmed for, and when it appears to, that’s the result of some unintended bug. If there was an AI designed by an AI, that would complicate things, but even then it’s just an extra layer on top of a known element that makes debugging an absolute pain in the butt, not an unknown entity. Although, for someone who doesn’t know that, it could look like an unknown entity, and they’d be scared.”


      “What if you read it without knowing it was written by an AI?”


      “It might be scary. In that sense, what you find scary is influenced by what you do or don’t know.”


      “Kozakura-san,” I interjected. “You’re trying to use the ghost stories generated by that AI to explore the Otherside, right? Stories that you already know aren’t scary.”


      “Yeah. Maybe it suits me, using nonscary ghost stories as a tool,” Kozakura said with a laugh before turning back to the screen.


      One of her display monitors had an image on it. There was a black sphere floating over a grid with a white background. The surface of the sphere was extremely bumpy, and there were bits here and there where it jutted out sharply. It looked like a spiky, misshapen sea urchin.


      “What is this?” I asked.


      “It’s a visualization of Kaidancraft’s exploration space.”


      Kozakura typed on the keyboard, and the three-dimensional image became flat, the sphere now displaying as a black disc. On closer inspection, the countless thorns at the edge of the circle were moving as though they were alive. They gradually eroded the white space around them, slowly expanding the black territory.


      “This is what it’s like, huh... It’s like it’s alive,” I said.


      “Yeah,” Toriko agreed. “Like a slime mold.”


      “It only looks that way because I’m displaying it in a UI like this. It’s not actually living.” Kozakura said, disabusing us of that notion before adding, “The shape kind of reminds me of that one thing from Kitarou. Backbeard, was it?”


      “Hey, you’re right!” I said.


      “Wuzzat?” asked Toriko.


      “There’s a yokai who looks like this in a manga by Shigeru Mizuki. He’s a one-eyed, black sphere with tentacles radiating out from him. He’s a fictional character, though.”


      While I was explaining this to Toriko, Kozakura was manipulating the window, zooming in on the boundary between white and black. Looking at it like this, it looked even more like a slime mold eating.


      “This black area is the ghost stories that have been generated. It expands the possible ghost stories by constantly combining random elements.”


      “Is this displayed in real time?” I asked.


      “Yup.”


      “What’s the white area around it?”


      “All possible ghost stories that have yet to be told.”


      That expression struck a chord with me. There were countless ghost stories that no one knew, still untouched, sleeping in that vast space surrounding the black disc in the center. Kaidancraft was going to explore them. Countless ghost stories would be told by the AI based on elements extracted from existing ghost stories, then recorded without anyone ever reading them. With each second of generation, it dug through that white darkness.
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      “It’s a bit of a shame,” I said. “They’re automatically generated, so most of them are going to be useless as ghost stories, but...there could be some real masterpieces being born, and I’m sure there’s no way to detect when that happens.”


      “It might be possible if there were a way to numerically evaluate how well crafted a ghost story is, but first you’d have to think about what constitutes a masterpiece, and that’s a difficult question.”


      “Will it finish exploring at some point?” Toriko asked.


      “There’s no end,” Kozakura replied, zooming the screen out. The untouched white space stretched out as far as the screen would show, and the black disc in the middle was no more than a little stain.


      “There are, effectively, infinite possible ghost stories, after all,” she continued. “I don’t know if they’re infinite in the mathematical sense, but it wouldn’t be possible to explore them all in the time we humans have. What I’m doing here is mapping the language of ghost stories. You could say that I’m probing the ‘terrain’ of the linguistic space of ghost stories.”


      The display changed again. This time, it looked like a map of multiple domains that were made out of intricate curving lines that intertwined and touched each other. The whole screen had words and phrases scattered across it. They said things like “buried well,” “ruins,” “test of courage,” all words that had been extracted from ghost stories. The map had gray gradients with each word at the center of one. It was like looking down on a mountain range with countless hills.


      “It’s not like the ghost stories generated from known elements have all of those elements applied across the board, evenly. There are some elements used frequently, and others that are hardly ever used. For example, it pulls ‘sleep paralysis’ often, but hardly ever uses the word ‘politician.’ Those biases are the first thing to appear. Also, there are combinations that are often used together, like ‘ruins’ and ‘test of courage,’ or ‘funeral’ and ‘photograph of the deceased.’ By looking at those, we can group the elements. This is the result of mapping those correlations.”


      “So basically...this is a map of the Otherside derived from the text of ghost stories?”


      “No, this is still just a map that combines known ghost stories with the automatically generated ghost stories that are an extension of them. It still hasn’t reached the territory of the Otherside. However...”


      Kozakura raised her finger for emphasis as she spoke.


      “If the Otherside is referencing existing ghost stories, then that means the Otherside has been mapping ghost stories too, in its own way. There should be points in common between the map they’ve made and this one.”


      Her raised finger was pointing at the screen.


      “Do you remember? This program’s purpose, ultimately, is to create a language model for the Otherside in order to make communication with the Otherside a reality. And the language space of the Otherside that we are trying to model is connected to human language in the domain of ghost stories. That means it connects to the map I’ve made, and also that their language space exists somewhere outside of the known area.”


      “Interface,” Toriko murmured, and Kozakura nodded.


      “Yes. That’s what this is. How deep it will be able to push in will be up to the precision of the model.”


      I looked at the “map” on-screen as I tried to understand what Kozakura was saying. A mountain range of ghost story vocabulary. It felt like if we wandered into the complex terrain of ridges and valleys in between them, we’d never come back out again. If we crossed that mazelike mountain range, we’d come to the linguistic space of the Otherside. A mountain range beyond the knowledge of humanity...


      “Let’s go to the mountains together.”


      That’s what I heard from behind me. I turned to look. My eyes met with Kasumi’s. She was lying upside down on the sofa with her legs hooked on the backrest.


      “Was that you just now, Kasumi?” I asked.


      “Mountain wasabi, mountain cuckoo, mountain bonito.”


      “Come again...?”


      “Mountain whale, mountain-crossing Amitabha, mountain smelt.”


      “Is that a poem?”


      “Sushi.”


      “Sushi?”


      “Those didn’t sound like sushi ingredients,” Toriko said, sounding skeptical, but Kasumi asserted herself resolutely.


      “Sushi!”


      Kasumi slid off the sofa, still upside down, and bonked her head on the floor. Then she rolled over onto her feet, and raced out of the room exclaiming, “Sushi! Sushi!”


      “Hey! No running inside the house!” Kozakura scolded, but Kasumi was long gone. “Honestly, she never listens to me.”


      “What was that about just now?” asked Toriko.


      “I don’t know. Maybe she wants to eat sushi?”


      “Why now...”


      “Because you brought up sushi and seafood bowls.”


      “It’s my fault?!”


      I ignored Toriko’s offended expression as I tried to calm myself.


      “Let’s go to the mountains together.” That was something Satsuki Uruma had once said to me.


      “Are you okay, Sorawo-chan?”


      “What’s wrong?”


      I must’ve been acting pretty weird for both of them to pick up on it. For a moment, I had considered not mentioning it, but I gave up. There was no point hiding it.


      “What Kasumi just said...those were Satsuki’s words.”


      “Huh?!”


      “Satsuki’s?” Kozakura asked suspiciously. “She talked about sushi...?”


      “No, no, before that,” I explained. I had told them the story about encountering Satsuki Uruma in the abandoned building in Oomiya before, so they both recalled it immediately.


      “It’s true that Kasumi pulls from past conversations sometimes...but does that mountain stuff have anything to do with what we were talking about now?” Kozakura said, sounding bewildered, as she looked back to the screen.


      “I don’t know about any direct connection, but when Kasumi acts like that, I don’t think she’s saying things that are completely disconnected from the situation. It’s been that way since the beginning. I’m sure there’s some logic behind it. Not that she’s ever explained when we ask.”


      “Maybe she’s not aware of it herself,” suggested Toriko. “When you ask her what she just said, you get her usual word salad, or she fidgets around and then runs off. She’s childlike in that way.”


      “Childlike...huh,” Kozakura said, thinking about it. “Even when children don’t understand what adults are saying, if they hear a word they do know, they’ll use it as a chance to try to jump into the conversation. But they don’t understand the context of adult conversations, and they lack knowledge, so they try to communicate within the realm of what they do know. They aren’t interested in the content of the conversation, but they’re relieved to be able to take part in it.”


      “Ahh, yeah, maybe I was like that as a kid. Trying to act like I knew things,” Toriko said, nodding.


      Meanwhile, here I was, taking damage. Weren’t basically all otaku conversations like that?


      “Although, based on what I’ve seen from Kasumi so far, I think that her quotes do tend to be on the right track. There’s no way to go back and forth with her, so it’s really just an impression I get, though. But at the very least, I don’t think she’s totally off base.”


      “I do feel she says a lot of things that are related to the situation at hand, yeah,” Kozakura agreed with me.


      “I know, right? Maybe, when she says things like that, Kasumi is trying to say something relevant to participate in the conversation, don’t you think?”


      “Then what was she trying to tell us just now?” asked Toriko, who was looking toward the door Kasumi had gone out.


      That made me look too, and I asked, “What was it we were saying before Kasumi quoted Satsuki?”


      “It was right after I said ‘interface.’”


      “Right, right. That’s when Kasumi talked about the mountain.”


      Let’s go to the mountains together.


      “When Satsuki said ‘the mountains,’ she was referring to the Otherside, right?”


      “Yes, she was. I think, nuance-wise, it was the deep part of the Otherside. To a place so deep there can be no return, the other side of—”


      I shook my head as I felt a sensation similar to that dizziness unique to when my thoughts ventured to “them.” I kept talking to maintain my sanity.


      “I think that, probably, we... No, I guess it’s just Kozakura-san...”


      “Me? What about me?”


      “I don’t think you’re on the wrong track with Kaidancraft. If it was totally off base, Kasumi wouldn’t mention ‘the mountains.’”


      “One comment from a kid who speaks in word salad isn’t much to go on,” Kozakura grumbled, but then her expression softened and she tiled her head. “Well, I’ll take it as encouragement.”


      I didn’t say it, but I also had another thought.


      My experience yesterday really was caused by Kaidancraft.


      The Otherside was connected to us by ghost stories, and those ghost stories consisted of language. And Kaidancraft was exploring the Otherside through language. That was in no way lesser than Toriko and I exploring it in our flesh and blood bodies, and, no, it might even have had a more intense effect on the Otherside.


      I had no concrete proof, so this was just my personal speculation. That was why I didn’t feel like reiterating it now, but the words Kasumi had left us with served to reinforce my assumptions. The next time we entered the Otherside, something strange might happen again. And it was possible it would be because of the interaction between Kaidancraft and the Otherside...


      While I was thinking about that, Kozakura murmured, “Guess we’re having sushi for dinner...”


      “I’m in!” Toriko said innocently.


      I had no objection to that either. It seemed Kasumi’s words had whetted our appetites for sushi.


      2


      The next day, we visited the DS Research building in Tameike-Sannou.


      This was another consecutive day that I was going out to see people. I was beyond busy. All because of how short my summer break was.


      “Oh, the two of you made it.”


      We ran into Tsuji as we stepped out of the elevator in the lobby. Today she wore a breathable Chinese-style shirt, together with a long, black skirt. It looked like she had also matched her earrings to the outfit, having gone with gold and red tassels, also Chinese in style.


      “You sure put in some hard work at the camp, huh?”


      “You too, Tsuji-san...”


      “Tell me about it. Who could’ve seen all that coming?”


      After Tsuji, Migiwa emerged from the conference room.


      “Thank you for your hard work. It must’ve been difficult out in the summer heat.”


      Migiwa was dressed in a suit, as per usual. No vest underneath it, though. It was probably too hot for that.


      “It’s almost time, huh?” I said, and Migiwa nodded.


      “We will no longer have our eyes on her, but we will do everything we can to offer support, so please contact us anytime.”


      “You’re such a worrywart, Migiwa-kun,” Tsuji chided him.


      “I feel like, at some point, it became my job to worry.”


      The look on his face was dead serious, so I couldn’t tell if it was a joke. I thought about it later, and realized it might’ve been a complaint.


      “Where is she?” Toriko asked.


      “In her room. She should be getting ready as we speak.”


      Migiwa started walking, and we followed. He opened the thick door, and headed into the medical ward. It was a pure white corridor, lined with rooms occupied by Fourth Kind patients.


      I always felt a unique tension when we came here. The victims of the Otherside, people whose original names and faces I didn’t know, transmogrified in ways from which they would never recover, were assigned rooms here where they would probably remain hospitalized until the day they died. It was only luck that kept Toriko and I from joining them... Before I knew it, I found she was holding my hand.


      The windows facing the hallway were opaque, so we couldn’t see inside. I felt like that wasn’t how it had been on past visits. I think that Tomoshibi Engineering must have been in to do some work after T-san attacked, so maybe they had changed out the glass. Now that I looked closer, there were thin cords running from the edges of the film over the glass. Maybe there was some kind of film that became opaque when you ran electricity through it, or something like that. I found seeing the patients unsettling, so I was honestly grateful to have them out of sight. If they were conscious—and I hoped they weren’t—then this arrangement was probably easier for them too. All I could only see on the other side of the windows was vague outlines, as if obscured by fog.


      Walking down this hall, which felt longer than it actually was, we came to Runa Urumi’s room at the end. It was a secure room, with the walls, window, and door all soundproofed. It had effectively been a jail cell, but now it was open.


      The window facing onto the hall was transparent, and I could see Runa inside. She was sitting on the bed, talking to the doctor with the shaved head about something. She smiled at us as we entered.


      “Kamikoshi-san, Nishina-san. Huh? You came to see me? I’m delighted!”


      “Today’s the day you get out, so I figured we kind of should.”


      In addition to the doctor, the nurse who I had seen for the first time just recently was also in the room. The large, deaf woman had been in charge of looking after Runa.


      The last time we came here, Runa’s things had been scattered around, but this time she’d cleaned the room up in preparation for her departure. All of her things were in a little traveling bag.


      “Are you ready to go?” Migiwa asked, and Runa nodded.


      “I’m sooo ready. Um, it’s okay if I take this tablet, right?”


      “Go ahead. You are welcome to keep using it.”


      “Score.”


      “The Netflix subscription will be canceled, so you will have to open your own account from now on.”


      “Whaa! That doesn’t come with it?”


      “Sadly not.”


      “No dice, huh?”


      I thought she said she’d gotten tired of Netflix awhile ago...


      “Okay, let’s get going,” Tsuji urged.


      Runa got up from the bed, and was about to pick up the bag before she thought better of it and stopped midway. Instead, she stepped forward without a word and gave her nurse a hug.


      The nurse accepted without any sign of surprise, and hugged her back. Once she moved away, Runa said something in sign language, and the nurse smiled before responding. Runa then turned to the doctor, and while she didn’t go so far as to hug him, she did give a slight bow of her head, which surprised me.


      “Thank you for looking after me.”


      “Sure. If you ever feel unwell, come in for a consultation anytime, okay?”


      “Okaaay. I’ll do that.”


      It made me realize that she must’ve had a lot of interactions here that I didn’t know anything about.


      Runa threw her bag over her shoulder again.


      “I’m good now. We can go.”


      Can’t she even say sorry for making us wait?


      We all filed out of the room. As I looked back one last time, the empty room seemed a little lonely. The little desk had previously had stationery, magazines, and a small number of personal items on it, but there was none of it left there now. It was strange to feel this way about someone else’s room. I savored the feeling as I was walking out into the hallway, but then Toriko, who was in front of me and Runa, suddenly came to a stop.


      “Whoa, what’re you stopping for?” Runa complained as she nearly crashed into Toriko’s back. Toriko turned and looked down at Runa.


      “C’mere a second.”


      “Okay?”


      “Sorawo, you take her bag.”


      “Huh? What?”


      The next thing I knew, I was being made to carry Runa’s traveling bag. Toriko took Runa back into the room we’d just left. Runa gave me a concerned look, but I had no more clue what was going on than she did.


      “Sit down.”


      “Uh-huh...”


      Runa sat down on the bed as she was told. Toriko sat next to her. I was wondering what she was planning to do, but then Toriko leaned over, resting her head on Runa’s thighs.


      “H-Huh??? Wh-What are you doing?”


      Toriko twisted her body around while still lying there, turning her face up so she could look at Runa.


      “So this is what it was like.”


      That was all she said. Toriko left her head resting there a while as she stared up into Runa’s eyes.


      “Thanks. I’m good now,” she suddenly declared and got up.


      Then, after helping Runa to her feet, she left the room with a cool look on her face. I handed Runa her bag as she came running over to me, and then headed out of the room too. I felt like I could see the giant question marks hanging over the heads of the DS Research folks who’d been watching us.


      “Nishina-san’s scary...” Runa whispered so that only I could hear.


      I agreed entirely, but before I could say anything in response, Runa looked up and exclaimed, “Wow! You came to see me off!”


      For a moment, I didn’t know what she was talking about. I followed her line of sight and finally realized.


      There was a human figure at the window, behind the opaque glass. It was like that in every room. The Fourth Kind patients...were seeing Runa off?


      “Thanks, Himawari-chan. I’ll come back to play, Hokori-chan.”


      Runa casually called out to the misshapen figures in the fog. Migiwa and the others were surprised too. The people hospitalized here had been changed so severely that they couldn’t move around on their own. Even if that had been upended when T-san attacked DS Research, they’d gone back to their inactive state once the situation had been resolved. Maybe Runa did have an emotional connection with other Fourth Kinds. I felt like that was the only way I could interpret these patients, who had been unresponsive to everything else, show such a special reaction to her.


      We walked down the hall, lined with rooms whose inhabitants were watching us go on either side, and headed out into the lobby. Runa kept waving to the people seeing her off up until the doors closed.


      “They’re such good kids,” Runa said with a beaming smile.


      Two thoughts entered my head. I should probably view Runa’s ability to interact with Fourth Kinds in such an unguarded way as a positive. But on the other hand, she could rebuild her “fan club” in an instant, and might not even need to brainwash people to do it...


      “Will you be living with Tsuji-san from now on?” Toriko asked.


      “That’s apparently how it’s gonna be,” she replied.


      The conversation flowed naturally, as if the whole lap pillow scene had never taken place, impressing on me that maybe these two were a little off in the head. I had no idea what their emotions were. Hadn’t Runa just told me that Toriko was scary?


      “Well, let’s get going, Tsuji-san.”


      “Ah, before that, could you come with me for a bit?” Tsuji called after Runa who was heading for the elevator.


      “For lunch? I’m down with that.”


      “No, we need to talk a little about work stuff. Kamikoshi-kun, Nishina-kun, you come too.”


      “Huh? Us too?”


      Toriko and I looked at one another. Whatever work Tsuji meant, it probably involved Otherside artifacts.


      “Whaa, let’s go and eat. I decided as soon as I get out, I’m going to have ramen.”


      “It’s hot out there right now.”


      “Urgh...”


      It was a hellish thirty-five degrees out today. After shutting Runa down with that one line, Tsuji put on a smile.


      “Now, now, think of it like joining me for tea. It’ll be a girl’s party.”


      “Oh, fine. Are you all right with that too, Kamikoshi-san, Nishina-san?”


      “Well... Okay.”


      Why’re you the one calling the shots? I thought as I nodded.


      We parted ways with Migiwa and the medical staff, and then headed to Tsuji’s workspace. We boarded the cargo elevator at the back of the display room lined with glass cases, and then headed through the back area on the upper level to Tsuji’s office.


      “Hey, I remember this place!” Runa said as she got off the elevator.


      “You’ve been here before, right, Urumi-kun?”


      “Why, yes, I have. I remember that skylight.”


      “I thought so. You came here to mess up the place where I work.”


      Runa was suddenly very quiet.


      “Right?”


      “It’s a nice office. You’ve got a skylight and everything.”


      “I know, right? Thanks.”


      Like last time I was here, Tsuji had us set up the table and chairs while she went and got the tea ready. The kitchenette in the corner of the room had all the necessary tea accessories and tableware, and was home to antique cabinets and a modern refrigerator and microwave. She could probably have opened up a café with all of that.


      I sat in a chair, and looked up to the high ceiling. The skylight that Runa had complimented had roll-up blinds over it, blocking the sunlight. The light that came through the fabric softly illuminated the room.


      Normally, I would have expected a room on the top floor of the building with a skylight like a green house, to be hell in the summer heat, but it was strangely cool in here. And that probably wasn’t because of how good the air conditioning was. It was for much the same reason as why the area around the Farm was chilly: We were surrounded by Otherside artifacts here.


      “Hm...?” Toriko raised her left hand, and gave it a dubious look.


      “What’s wrong?”


      “I felt like something touched me...”


      “It wasn’t me.”


      As I said that, I felt like I saw someone pass by in the corner of my eye. I turned to look, but there was no one there.


      “You too, Sorawo?” Toriko asked, her intuition as good as ever.


      “Yeah, there’s something...”


      We both turned to look at the third person at the table.


      “Huh? What? I haven’t done anything,” Runa objected, her brow furrowing as if she were offended. Toriko and I traded glances.


      “This happened before, y’know?” I said. “When I came here, I thought I felt something. Though, at the time, I had assumed it was because I was surrounded by Otherside artifacts.”


      Toriko nodded.


      “Me too. I’ve felt the same thing.”


      “Here?” I asked.


      “Nah. At the camp. You remember how I felt like there was something pulling on my arm when we left the tent at night?”


      “Ohh—”


      “It feels kinda like that... No, just like it.”


      She was talking about when we’d gone looking for Runa at the Farm. I remembered now that Toriko had mentioned something like that. A slight pulling on her left hand—it had led us toward the Cattle Barn. I hadn’t been able to see anything that time either.


      “Sorry for the wait,” Tsuji said cheerily as she returned with a tray.


      Today, we were having a cold-brewed mint tea, accompanied by a little plate with thin slices of lemon and a little bottle of honey. The glass tea server had been stuck in a bucket of ice.


      Once Tsuji had set the tea down on the table and taken a seat, I asked, “Is there something in here? I can’t see it, but there’s something...”


      “Oh, you can tell even without seeing it?” Tsuji said, amused, and then poured four glasses of tea.


      “It’s because something touched my hand,” Toriko explained, showing her left hand. Runa apparently hadn’t felt anything, and she looked bewildered.


      “I sense a presence, but that’s it. What is this?” I asked.


      “It’s what you’d call a tulpa. Hmm, so you can feel it. You have good instincts.”


      “Huh? You have a tulpa, Tsuji-san?” Runa asked, suddenly very interested.


      It made sense to me that, yeah, of course she’d know what those were. Tulpas were pretty famous in occult spaces on the Japanese internet, so I was familiar with the concept, though they weren’t in the same category as ghost stories.


      “What’s that?” Toriko asked.


      Runa turned to explain, looking pleased with herself as she said, “They’re man-made spirits. Like imaginary friends you can talk to.”


      It was a simple explanation, but hadn’t cleared up Toriko’s confusion. She looked to each of us in turn, and then, in a cautious tone, asked, “I’ve never heard of them before. Are they common knowledge...?”


      “No, no, not at all. You’re good,” Tsuji reassured her with a laugh. “Tulpas in the modern occult are, well...like Runa said, you can think of them as like imaginary friends you create for yourself. That’s completely different from the original meaning, though.”


      “It’s a Tibetan word, if I recall, right?” Runa asked, leaning in hard.


      “Originally, yes. It originally meant the emanation of something, or of a certain lineage...but as a result of being placed into the context of the western occult practices, it came to be understood as a personal familiar. The trend of tulpas in Japan is an extension of that.”


      “Huh! I never knew that.”


      I cringed a little at how into this Runa was. A high schooler getting deep into occult stuff on the net—it was way too close to how I had been myself. I had specialized in true ghost stories, so it was a little bit different, but that was like a rounding error from any objective perspective.


      “Even if it’s a misinterpretation, it’s a reasonably well-established technique, so kids online who get interested in practical application of the occult often create tulpas. They call them man-made spirits, but they’re creating another personality within themselves, so it’s not uncommon for them to lose control of it and become mentally unstable, or develop schizophrenia. Then they come to people like me, begging us to do something about it.”


      “Wait, were you a doctor, Tsuji-san?” I asked, but Tsuji shook her head.


      “Not at all. But I get people like that coming to me. So, I detach those out of control tulpas from their hosts, and put them to work for me until they vanish. If you create them with the proper understanding, they’re helpful, but using some text from the internet that who-knows-who wrote as your guide, yeah, you’re setting yourself up for disaster. The people who succeed get to write about how well it went for them, but the ones who mess up vanish from the net and society, so the kind of people who tempt kids who don’t know any better into it are really evil.”


      The idea of nicking other people’s imaginary friends to use for yourself was already beyond the realm of my understanding, and I didn’t get why Toriko and I would be able to sense it either.


      “It has nothing to do with the Otherside, right? So why can I feel it? I could distinctly feel something pulling my hand at the Farm too,” Toriko said, looking down at her own hand.


      “They’re like presences with form, so it’s not strange that a person with good sensitivity would notice them, but it’s interesting you felt pulled. I only meant for it to wake you in your tent, and get you to notice that something was amiss.”


      “Whaa, I don’t feel anything at all, though,” Runa said, sounding upset as she looked all around.


      “Maybe you’re just dense?”


      “Kamikoshi-san? You were dissing me just now, right?”


      “Now, now, don’t fight,” Tsuji interjected. “Here, since we’re having tea, eat some of these. I was out looking for tea snacks, and bought more than I can eat myself.”


      Runa gave me a look of disapproval but shut her mouth. The tea snacks on the table were tiramisu, and salty corn pancakes. Both went well with cold mint tea.


      “Oh, right, now back to talking about work.” Tsuji broached the main subject once things had settled down. “So, before, you two got messed up real bad by the Kotoribako, right? I only heard about it after the fact, though.”


      “Ah! I heard that too. If I recall, they read Satsuki’s notes, and then it came out, right?”


      Runa knew because she’d gotten it out of Kozakura using the Voice.


      “Yeah... Well, that wasn’t a perfect match for the Kotoribako in net lore, though.”


      “Hm? What do you mean?” Runa asked.


      “I think that was something Uruma-san made. Imitating the Kotoribako from the ghost story,” said Tsuji.


      “She made it...?”


      Runa cocked her head to the side, but Toriko cast her eyes downward as if she was disturbed.


      The Kotoribako that Satsuki Uruma had lobbed at us like a hand grenade when we visited DS Research before had put us in serious danger. Even just remembering my fear the moment I’d realized Toriko had stopped breathing in the deep Otherside, inside the labyrinth of the wooden puzzle, was enough to make me shudder.


      “What happened to that Kotoribako?” I was asking when a thought hit me and I said, “Don’t tell me—it hasn’t come back, has it?”


      “No, that’s not it. The Kotoribako’s gone now, so relax.”


      “Oh... It is? Well, that’s good then.”


      Looking at me, Tsuji said, “Do you remember what we talked about the last time I had you here for tea, Kamikoshi-kun?”


      “Uh... What was it again?”


      “There was another relic that seemed to have been made by Uruma-san.”


      I don’t know when she brought it, but Tsuji reached down to her feet, and then pulled out a box. It was a simple cardboard box of the sort that you might use to organize paperwork. She set it on the table, and removed the lid. Inside with the crumpled paper that seemed to be packing material was an object small enough it could be held with both hands. That thing, with its understated colors, appeared to be a regular icosahedron.


      “It’s a Rinfone!” Runa shouted out the name without hesitation.
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      Here’s how the internet ghost story known as Rinfone went:


      A heterosexual couple finds a regular icosahedron at an antique shop. They are told it’s a puzzle called a Rinfone, and it can be transformed into a bear, a hawk, or a fish. They buy it and go home, and as they are solving the puzzle, they are tormented by bizarre phone calls and nightmares. They go to a fortune teller, and are told that the puzzle is a “compressed, miniaturized hell,” and also a gateway to hell. They throw away the puzzle, and after that the strange phenomena subside.


      “What was it again? I think Rinfone’s an anagram for some word for hell,” said Runa.


      “Inferno, you mean,” I replied.


      “That’s the one. You sure know your stuff, Kamikoshi-san.”


      She was complimenting me, but this stuff was all common knowledge among us ghost story maniacs.


      “And Satsuki made this?” asked Toriko.


      “That’s right,” said Tsuji. “Ah, you wouldn’t happen to recognize it, would you?”


      Toriko shook her head silently.


      “When Uruma-san was at DS Research, she brought in quite a number of artifacts, but this one and the Kotoribako struck me as a bit different from the others, y’know. This is a cursed object that shows up in an existing ghost story. It made me wonder if it was possible.”


      “It’s weird, right?” I agreed.


      “It is weird, yes. The other artifacts are all nonsensical, and just those two had a story behind them. That’s why I thought that maybe Uruma-san made them herself. In UBL.”


      “Ah...!” Runa brought her hand to her mouth.


      “What?” I asked.


      “It’s like I said back during the funeral, isn’t it? If we go to the Blue World, we can make all the cursed items we’d ever want!”


      It was true; Runa had said something along those lines when we’d gone to the Otherside for Satsuki Uruma’s funeral.


      “You’re sharp,” Tsuji praised her. “I think that Uruma-san went and actually did that for real.”


      “What for?” Toriko asked, her voice stiff.


      “That is the issue, yeah,” Tsuji conceded. “I’ve heard that you and Kamikoshi-kun suffered awful stomach pains from the Kotoribako, and were taken away to the deep part of UBL. I can sense a lot of malice in that. I’ve read the ghost story it came from, and it made me think, ‘Of all the cursed items you could have chosen to make, you went with this?’”


      The Kotoribako in the original story was a vicious curse that tried to wipe out an entire family that was targeted. It was unhinged to even try to replicate that.


      “But you could also say that we don’t know how much of Satsuki Uruma’s own will was involved when she used the Kotoribako on you two.”


      “If she chucked something like that at us without any malice, that’s actually worse,” I grumbled, but Tsuji waved her hand saying that wasn’t it.


      “That thing was brought to DS Research long before it was ever used on you two. Just like this Rinfone. That’s how we know that it wasn’t originally made with the two of you as its target. Also, there’s no guarantee the Uruma-san you saw throwing the Kotoribako was the real one.”


      “Well... You have a point.”


      When I saw her then, her arms and legs had been hanging limp like those of a woman who’d hanged herself. The Satsuki Uruma who had appeared once the Kotoribako had been dismantled had been unable to talk, had regenerated when shot, and just hadn’t given off any vibe that she was at all human. That’s why, for all this time, I had felt like that had been some other entity that had just taken on the form of Satsuki Uruma.


      “If we weren’t the targets...then who did Satsuki mean to use it on?” wondered Toriko.


      “Who can say? Maybe there was no target at all,” Tsuji suggested.


      “Who makes a Kotoribako with no one to use it on? It’s cursed, right?” asked Runa.


      Amused, Tsuji replied, “Uruma-san always struck me as the type to make a thing just because she could.”


      “Well... You could be right,” Runa acknowledged. “But isn’t just making a Kotoribako without knowing what she’d do with it really messed up?”


      The comment was coming so late in the game, I almost burst out laughing. Yeah! She was really messed up! Good for you, finally noticing.


      “If there was a target...it might’ve been me,” said Tsuji.


      “Huh?” I reacted with surprise.


      “Not that I know for sure,” Tsuji added with a laugh. “But if she made it to curse someone, then wouldn’t she leave it where they were? I’m the one managing the artifacts for DS Research, so if she brought it here mixed in with the rest of them, she could make me touch it naturally.”


      “Did you two not get along?” I asked.


      “Nah, we were acquaintances at best, and if anything I was the one avoiding her. Figured I should keep my distance.”


      “Well, then why would she—?”


      “Dunno. Maybe she was testing something. She seemed like the type to. You get people like that in this line of work. They learn how to do a curse, and they want to try it, and then go and experiment on folks who have nothing to do with them, who were just passing by.”


      “Yikes. Huh? That’s no better than someone doing a random knife attack.”


      Runa seemed to be saying that genuinely, and a few seconds passed as the three of us all turned inscrutable looks on her.


      Trying to get us back on track, I said, “I feel like it’s possible she might’ve done it as an experiment. And she’s probably made others too.”


      “You think?” asked Toriko.


      “My kouhai had an issue with weird things chasing her—and the amulet that was the cause of all of it was given to her by Satsuki Uruma.”


      “Eagh, that’s her doing it, all right,” Tsuji said, letting out a dry laugh. “What happened to the amulet?”


      “I chucked it.”


      “Yeah, of course you would’ve.” Tsuji sounded both accepting of the answer and disappointed by it.


      “Hey, Sorawo,” Toriko interjected. “Do you think it was just those three artifacts she made?”


      “To the best of my knowledge. We may run into more later, though.”


      “Then this is the only one left for now, huh?”


      I looked back at the Rinfone on the table when she said that. The regular icosahedron had a silver phosphorescent outline in my right eye’s field of vision.


      “Is it okay to leave it like this?” I asked.


      “What do you think? I called you in to talk about it,” Tsuji said, turning the question back to me. As I hesitated, she added, “In all honesty, I don’t have the means to do anything to it. I can only keep storing it like I have been, but I don’t know if that’s all right. If I were just a collector, that would be one thing, but you know, I’m in the position of handling DS Research’s ‘spirit defenses,’ and so I can’t leave a gaping security hole like this alone. That’s why I wanted your expert opinion.”


      Toriko and I exchanged glances.


      “Do you want to hold on to it?” I asked.


      Toriko gave me a “don’t be ridiculous” look as she shook her head. Okay, okay. I was just asking.


      “Let me confirm something, as a ‘specialist.’ What do you want to do, Tsuji-san?” I asked.


      “The first thing I want to know is if it can be destroyed. Do you think it’d be all right to light it on fire, or chuck it out of a tall building, and break it through simple means like that?”


      “I dunno... The Kotoribako survived Migiwa-san whacking it with a police baton, but I don’t think that it could have stood up to all attempts to destroy it. If he’d been able to run it over with a bulldozer, or something like that, I suspect that would have done the job. But I feel like that stirred up the Kotoribako and made it more aggressive. It’s possible that trying to destroy it might serve as a trigger to activate it.”


      “The type that activates when you focus your mind on them, huh. Yeah, that’s a thing.”


      I was surprised she got it, but the ease with which she accepted what I was saying actually made me more uneasy. Tsuji was probably interpreting this through the lens of her own occult knowledge, though, so maybe I shouldn’t have been surprised.


      “Okay, on to the next option,” she continued. “Would we be able to take apart the Rinfone? I hear that you did that to the Kotoribako. If the two of you used your eye and hand, would it be possible to safely neutralize this bomb?”


      Toriko and I looked at one another again.


      Cautiously, Toriko said, “If Sorawo looks at it, and tells me what to do, then I think we could do the same thing as before...but can we really call that having neutralized it?”


      “That is the question...” I said, making a difficult face.


      Keeping with the bomb metaphor, that had been a bomb that had already been exploding, and the work had been like taking it apart while being torn up by shrapnel. My memories of the pain had dulled since then, but it had definitely been rough. And this Rinfone had been created by the living Satsuki Uruma, same as the Kotoribako. Nothing good would come of touching it.


      As I groaned, Runa set down her glass of mint tea.


      “If it was an experiment, then there must have been some goal, right?”


      “Hm?”


      “The Kotoribako, the Rinfone, and the amulet given to your kouhai. Do you think there was something she was trying to do with them? Even if they were all called cursed tools, there’s a wide range of effects, like instantly cursing people to death, slowly sickening them, or just making them unlucky, right?”


      “Good point,” said Tsuji. “What do you think, as an expert?”


      “The Kotoribako...ultimately ended up trying to take us to the deep part of the Otherside, but at first it felt like it was trying to damage our bodies. Like the motif it was based on, you could say. The amulet was also one that brought on repeated attacks from the oddities that appeared in the original ghost story. Oh, but I guess that took us to the interstitial space too...”


      “What were those oddities from the original?” asked Tsuji.


      I’d been omitting that detail because it would take too much time to explain, but now she’d gone and asked about it.


      “Ninja cats,” I said.


      “Cats?” Tsuji echoed, blinking.


      I nodded, repeating, “Cats that are ninjas.”


      “Uh-huh...?”


      Tsuji looked like she had more questions, but Runa cut her off first.


      “The two that Kamikoshi-san has mentioned so far, they were both trying to take the person who was cursed to the Blue World, weren’t they?”


      “Yeah, that’s true,” said Tsuji. “And?”


      “I think that would’ve been the goal.”


      “Tools to take a target to the Otherside?”


      “Could it have been anything else? I don’t know much about this ninja cats story, but the Kotoribako’s original story had nothing to do with other worlds, right?”


      That was true, yes. It was also true of “Ninja Cats,” which unlike “Kisaragi Station” or “The Time-Space Man,” wasn’t about the teller wandering into another world.


      “When I look back on it now, by the time I learned about Satsuki-sama, she’d already been swallowed up by the Blue World and turned into a monster... Do you think that she was still human when she made this and brought it to your place?” she asked, turning to Tsuji.


      “I think so. I suspect she still was still holding on to her humanity at that point. Although, what she was doing was inhumane.”


      “In that case, Satsuki-sama must still have been curious about the Blue World, and been motivated by the desire to explore it. The reason she made the Kotoribako might have been to use it in an experiment to bring other people there.”


      Runa sounded so confident, I had to cock my head to the side.


      “You seem awfully certain of this...”


      “Huh? I mean, you can just tell. Right, Nishina-san?” Runa pointed at me as she sought agreement from Toriko. “When Satsuki-sama was human, I’m sure she was just like this person.”


      “Huh?”


      I got miffed at being called the same as that inhuman monster. What do you know about me anyway?


      “Well, I see what you’re trying to say,” Toriko said with a strained smile.


      “Oh, come on... Tell her she’s wrong.”


      “That’s not the important point. It’s that if the Kotoribako and Akari’s amulet were both like that, then this thing might be the same, right?”


      “That’s right,” Runa agreed. “The Rinfone in the story is a ‘gateway to hell,’ right? If you finish the puzzle, it connects to hell. That’s basically it exactly, don’t you think?”


      Then, leaning over the table to peer at the Rinfone, she added, “So basically... This thing’s a gate, isn’t it?”


      A man-made artifact that took people who solved its puzzle away to the Otherside—it sounded plausible enough. Maybe Runa was right.


      Tsuji turned to me. “Can you tell in advance where a gate will lead?”


      “There are times when we can. If we’re able to see the other side when the gate opens. But this one’s not open, so there’s no way to know.”


      “Hmm, all right then...”


      Tsuji rested her elbows on the table, and seemed to be thinking something as she looked at the Rinfone. Suddenly, she raised her eyes and gave us a meaningful look.


      “Would it be possible to use it?”


      “Use it...? The Rinfone? Uh, I dunno about this...”


      “Just hear me out. I’ve given it some thought as the head of spiritual security at DS Research, responsible for defending against ultrablue entities. I’m still studying what can be done against the UBL with existing magical techniques, but when I think about it, I have the perfect sample here, left for me by Satsuki Uruma-san, don’t I? A UBL artifact made by human hands.”


      “And that’s what made you think about using the Rinfone, is it?” I asked.


      “Yep. We won’t know if it can be used that conveniently unless we try, but I do want to analyze it. And wouldn’t you know, I just so happen to have three fourth kinds right here. Two of them have experience dismantling the Kotoribako, and the other is an artisan who was able to create multiple gates without even realizing it herself. With a lineup like that, there’s no way I could pass up the challenge.”


      “This is insane, Tsuji-san,” Runa said with dismay. Tsuji just smiled at her.


      “What exactly is it you want to do?” I asked.


      “First, assuming that our hypothesis that a gate will open if we solve the puzzle is correct, I want to know where that gate leads. If it’s a dangerous part of the Otherside, we’ll close it immediately, and then have to seal away or destroy it, but we can’t decide anything until we know.”


      “Even though ‘the gates of hell will open’ if we take it apart?” Toriko said, her tone doubtful.


      “There’s no such thing as hell,” Tsuji said plainly. “The only hell is here on earth.”


      Silence fell over us. We all looked at the Rinfone.


      “Are you really going to do this, Kamikoshi-san?” Runa asked hesitantly.


      “I haven’t said we will yet.”


      “Hey, if we do do it, I’m going to have to touch this thing, right?”


      “I feel sorry for making you do it every time.”


      Toriko glared at me a bit, but let out a resigned sigh.


      “You’d better be looking properly.”


      Toriko removed her glove, and extended her left hand. As her translucent fingers touched the Rinfone, the silver phosphorescence reacted, rippling out into the air.
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      Reverse engineering the Rinfone. That’s how Tsuji described our work.


      Analyzing the workings of an unfamiliar machine, and working backward from that to how it was designed—that was reverse engineering. The reasoning was that if we succeeded, we’d learn how the Rinfone was made...but was it going to work out that well?


      “Isn’t this going to be difficult?” Toriko voiced her skepticism after fiddling with it for a while. The Rinfone sitting in her hands had already lost its initial, regular shape, and turned into an irregular mass of no describable shape at all.


      “It’s supposed to become a bear, right?” she asked.


      “Supposed to, yeah,” I replied.


      If it followed the original story faithfully, the Rinfone would go through a series of forms. The bear was supposed to be the first.


      Like with the Kotoribako, if I looked with my right eye, I could see what parts of the puzzle seemed like they would move. That was because the silver phosphorescence enveloping the Rinfone was stronger at the seams. I think I was seeing the light inside leaking out through the gaps.


      She pushed in the faces, shifted them, turned them around. Toriko transformed the Rinfone as I gave her directions. There were also times when Toriko would figure out the next move based on the sensations in her fingertips before I could even say anything. We were solving the puzzle with constant hints, so it was a whole lot faster than it would have been normally.


      But even then, the puzzle put up a real fight. No matter how much progress we made, we couldn’t see its final form. If anything, it felt like it was losing cohesion, coming apart.


      Runa had watched with rapt interest at first, but now she was resting her elbows on the table, clearly bored.


      “Maybe you should start over from the beginning?” she suggested.


      “There’s no going back to how it was now,” Toriko replied, twisting the lump in her hands in desperation. It went from looking like a boomerang-shaped gourd to two starfish overlapping. “Maybe this thing’s never going to be a bear.”


      “Unless there’s a bear that’s shaped like a disc and has ten legs, then maybe,” I quipped.


      By contrast, Tsuji was silent. Her eyes were focused on the transforming Rinfone, and she never said a word.


      “What’ve you been thinking about this whole time, Tsuji-san?” Runa asked.


      Without taking her eyes off the Rinfone, Tsuji said, “This puzzle... Where did it come from, I wonder?”


      “Satsuki-sama made it, didn’t she?” said Runa.


      “Did she, though?” said Tsuji. “Uruma-san wasn’t exactly a puzzle designer. And even if she were, this is too advanced.”


      “Too advanced?”


      “Do you have any idea how much work would go into building a complex three-dimensional puzzle like this? You have to design it, draw up plans, send it to a factory... Even for a one-off that you handcraft, you have to manufacture the parts yourself, and then put them all together. I can’t see Uruma-san having done all that.”


      “But here it is, right in front of us. That means someone made it, Satsuki-sama or not.”


      “No, I can tell,” I said. “I don’t think this was made through normal methods like that.”


      Tsuji nodded.


      “You think so too, Kamikoshi-kun?”


      “Yeah. Though, things in the Otherside seem like they were made by referencing things from this world and things that appear in ghost stories. I think this Rinfone is something Satsuki-san picked up that was created that way.”


      “How much of it was intentional on Uruma-san’s part, I wonder. Did she go looking for artifacts she could use in her experiments, and luck across the Kotoribako and Rinfone? Or did she use them to experiment because she found them?”


      “I wonder about that myself. There’s no question that the Otherside is reacting to the human mind, but we don’t know if there’s any kind of pattern to it...”


      “If we did know that, then we’d be able to say we’ve established communication with UBL, after all.”


      “Ah!” Toriko exclaimed. “Isn’t this...a bear?”


      The shape of a four-legged animal had appeared in Toriko’s hands.


      “Whoa! You did it!”


      I leaned in for a closer look. It had a stocky body, a round neck, little ears, and a snout. It sure looked like a bear to me.


      “Sweet. How’d you do it?”


      “I dunno, I just kinda...was moving my hands, and suddenly it was finished.”


      Toriko seemed more bewildered than pleased with herself.


      “Yeah, from about the midpoint onward, you were making solid progress even without me giving you directions.”


      “I get it,” said Tsuji. “Nishina-kun, as you were working on it, you got more and more into it, right?”


      Toriko nodded, still looking down at the Rinfone.


      “Maybe I was... Before I knew it, I was totally engrossed.”


      “Nishina-kun, look at me.”


      Tsuji snapped her fingers. When Toriko turned toward her, she looked at her closely.


      “I knew it,” Tsuji continued. “You were in a light trance state.”


      “Is that dangerous?” Runa asked.


      “Anyone can get into a meditative state while focusing on a puzzle, so that’s still normal, in and of itself. But in all likelihood, this artifact was built with the intention of inducing humans to want to solve the puzzle. It’s a problem if they don’t solve it, after all.”


      “It is?”


      “Yeah, I mean think about it. Based on the original ghost story, the final goal of this puzzle is to open the ‘gate to hell,’ and that won’t happen if they give up before it’s done.”


      “In that case, they need to make the puzzle easier, don’t they?”


      “There’s a sweet spot where it’s difficult, but interesting, and you get engrossed in it as you go along. The trance deepens as you go from bear, to hawk, to fish. Then, when you’re in that deep meditative state, the gate opens... That’s how it’s set up. I get it now. This thing is trying to access UBL in the same way that DS Research was with their meditation experiments in the ’80s.”


      Having said that, Tsuji extended her hand.


      “Pass it here. I’ll do the rest.”


      “Huh? But...”


      “Now that I know how it works, even I can do it. In fact, I think it’s better if I’m the one who does.”


      Influenced by Tsuji’s calm demeanor, Toriko handed over the Rinfone.


      “Can you really do it?” asked Runa, not even masking her doubt. “You don’t have powers like Kamikoshi-san or Toriko-san.”


      Tsuji opened her eyes wide in an exaggerated manner.


      “Don’t you make fun of me. I’ve been a magician for a long time. Hey, Kamikoshi-kun, you agree it’s better if I do it, right?”


      “Huh...? Who can really say?”


      I jumped a little, feeling like she’d guessed at how conflicted I was. I was curious what might come out if we kept analyzing the Rinfone. But the fact that the trance state deepened at each level meant Toriko, the one actually solving it, would be exposed to danger. Knowing that, I had been unsure whether or not to keep on going.


      With a goofy grin, Tsuji said, “It’ll be fine. Just fine. I’m good at this sort of thing. And as the manager here, I can’t leave too much of the work to others.”


      After a moment’s hesitation, I said, “Okay.”


      “All right, guess I’m doing it, then.”


      Tsuji sat up straight and corrected her posture. She held the Rinfone on the table with both of her hands. She took a deep breath in, and a long breath out. Those deep, relaxed breaths went on for some time. She closed her eyes halfway, making it look, at a glance, like she was falling asleep. My own mind started to go hazy, like I was being pulled in with her. Tsuji’s words seemed to slip into my consciousness as she spoke.


      “The difficulty is an illusion. It only makes it look that way. The fun of moving through the stages of the puzzle, and the sense of accomplishment at solving it, they’re bait to induce your mind into a specific state. This puzzle isn’t hard in the slightest. In fact, it’s not even a puzzle. That’s why, if you reach the desired state, then all on its own...”


      There was a small click. I looked up with a start to see the Rinfone changing form. It had become a hawk with spread wings in Tsuji’s hands. Without a moment’s delay, there was another click, and when I blinked it had already taken on the streamlined form of a fish.


      “See?”


      We all stared at the palms of Tsuji’s hands, entranced.


      The Rinfone, that “condensed, miniaturized hell,” was solved.


      The silhouette of a fish, looking like it had been captured in the moment it had jumped out of the water, shone silver in my right eye’s vision. The phosphorescence grew, and spread out into a doughnut shape.


      Simultaneously, we heard voices from nowhere in particular. It was all indistinct murmurs, like a large number of people were talking. The sound gradually got louder. It’s like we were suddenly thrown into the middle of a crowd, I thought, but only for a moment, and then the murmurs grew louder again.


      They were screaming. Somewhere far off, a large number of people were screaming their lungs out. With terror, agony, or both. It was almost like they were being burned alive. If there really was a hell, then this was exactly what I would have expected the voices coming out of it to sound like.


      “You’re all hearing this too, right?” Runa asked uneasily.


      “We can hear it. It’s okay.”


      “Really? Because those voices don’t sound okay to me.”


      “I can’t see it, but has the gate opened?” Toriko asked.


      I shook my head. “Not one that’s connected to some other place. No, this is probably...” I looked around the room as I said, “...turning the area into an interstitial space.”


      Tsuji’s office was gradually changing. The summer sunlight, which had still been strong even with a blind over the window, darkened, and the gloomy corners of the room darkened even more. There was something lurking behind the decorative plants, watching us. I looked up to see a vague figure pressed against the skylight, trying to peer in, its form visible through the fabric.


      The screams were getting closer. I didn’t know where the voices were coming from, but they were gradually getting clearer. Below. They were coming from the floors beneath this office.


      “Huh? There’s someone here, isn’t there?” Runa got up, and approached the spiral staircase in the center of the room. She put her hand on the railing and went to peer under it, then let out a cry.


      “Yikes! It’s totally wild down there!”


      Toriko and I moved away from the table, and peeked down the stairs. The artifact warehouse, and the display cases, were nowhere to be seen. There were sheer cliffs that went as far as we could see, and the spiral staircase continued along them. On those steps were countless naked, pale-skinned men and women, crawling up toward us. They seemed to be welling up from the dark valley, all letting out cries of agony.


      I had seen some unsettling stuff in the interstitial space before, but nothing as incredible as this. If we let this go on, would that mass of people make their way up here? By then, this room might have transformed even more, becoming like a real hell.


      “Ahh, I knew it. Nice work, Uruma-san,” Tsuji murmured with amusement. “It’s just like I thought. This was a trap set for me.”


      I turned to find Tsuji looking at the steel bookshelves that lined the walls. The shelves had equipment used in the warehouse, along with cardboard boxes filled with artifacts. How could I tell that without seeing what was inside, you ask? Well, that was because there was silver phosphorescence leaking out of the gaps in the boxes.


      “Sorawo, my left hand’s been feeling ridiculously cold for a while now. If we don’t do something, we may be in serious trouble.”


      As the interstitial space developed, it was possible that it was activating all the artifacts around us. To the point Toriko could tell even without touching them.


      The Kotoribako, the Rinfone, and the cat amulet. Our speculation that Satsuki Uruma had created them for the purpose of opening gates was probably half right, and half wrong. Thinking back on the cat’s amulet, which pulled its owner into the interstitial space where they could be attacked by cat ninjas, maybe that should have been obvious. The Rinfone was the same. It might ultimately take us to the deep Otherside, like the Kotoribako, but before that, it was trying to harm us by turning the surrounding area into an interstitial space.


      Runa asked the obvious question: “Um, Tsuji-san, what’re we gonna do about this?”


      “Hmm, I wonder what we should do.”


      On the other side of Tsuji, who sounded so relaxed, the boxes on the shelves opened on their own, and their contents poured out. Something like a bud of glass, twisting as it bloomed into a flower. An old fax machine, spitting out photographs of people who were now dead. A cushion with a dark stain, writhing like there was someone inside of it.


      “Hey, this is getting pretty dangerous! Didn’t I tell you this was insane?! Kamikoshi-san, Nishina-san, can you do something?”


      “Well... At this point, I think we have to break it. Toriko, would you mind?”


      “I thought you were gonna say that!”


      Toriko, who always got stuck touching strange things, gave me a look of desperation. I felt bad, but there was no other way. I shifted my eyes to the Rinfone. It had changed form while I had been looking away. The stomach section jutted out in places, like some sort of ancient fish that had legs in place of fins. It might’ve been somewhere in between its fish form and whatever came next. If so, then did that reflect our mental state?


      I focused my mind on the silver phosphorescence. In the middle of my right field of vision, I could see something like a regular icosahedron spinning. Was that where the core of the Rinfone really was? Or was it just that my brain perceived it that way? Either way, I’d find out once we destroyed it. I was about to call out to Toriko, but Tsuji spoke before I could.


      “Now, now, don’t rush. It’d be a shame to break it so easily.”


      “Huh?! Why are you sounding so relaxed?!” Runa said irately. “For starters, this all happened because you said you’d do it, okay? How can you act as if it’s none of your—”


      “Shh!” Tsuji brought a finger to her lips. She smiled at Runa, who’d fallen into a shocked silence, then pulled a cigarette out from somewhere and put it between her lips. “Sorry to do this in front of a minor, but excuse me for a moment.”


      Tsuji lit the cigarette with a lighter, inhaled deeply, and then turned her face away to exhale the smoke. The air purifier, which had been quiet all this time, suddenly started chugging away. We were all taken aback, but Tsuji remained nonchalant.
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      “The Rinfone changes with our mental state. If we want to turn it back, then we just have to get our minds back to normal. This is what we’d call grounding, actually. It’s a technique that settles down your elevated consciousness, bringing it back down to ground level. There are various ways to do it, but this is what’s been effective for me. An ordinary cigarette. Sorry for the smoke. Anyway, you all have a cup of tea or something, and calm down.”


      There was the rattle of ice in a glass. At some point, we had all ended up back in our chairs, sitting around the table. I had no recollection of sitting down. In the center of our four glasses, the Rinfone was changing shape. The warped fish reshaped itself into a bird with its wings spread. Then, into a crouching bear.


      “Thanks. I was able to understand how it works, more or less. I’d struggle to make one like it, but if I went into the UBL, hrmm, I think maybe I could make one if I tried. Not that I’d know for sure.”


      Even as Tsuji was talking, the Rinfone lost its bear shape. In a short time, it had returned to being a regular icosahedron. Tsuji took it in her hands, and deposited it in the box it had come from.


      “Okay, we’re all done.”


      Tsuji closed the lid, putting the Rinfone out of sight. I blinked, looking around as if I’d woken from a dream. The room was totally back to how it had been before. The boxes lining the steel shelves weren’t messed up, and I didn’t hear screams. The only lingering traces of the scene from a moment ago were the smell of tobacco, and the sound of the air purifier trying to get rid of it.


      “Did...you do that, Tsuji-san?” Toriko asked, her expression filled with disbelief.


      Runa looked dazed, like someone had taken all her usual venom out of her. I couldn’t blame her for being surprised. Tsuji had just suppressed an artifact that had been trying to drag us into the interstitial space by just taking a puff on her cigarette.


      “Now, now, I didn’t do anything all that special. This is just basic stuff. Real basic.” Tsuji put out her cigarette in a portable ashtray. “Oh, and I don’t usually smoke, so don’t worry. My house shouldn’t stink of tobacco.”


      Runa gave a half-hearted “uh-huh” in response. Tsuji had added that explanation for Runa’s benefit, since they were going to be living together, but Runa didn’t seem to get that.


      Tsuji stood up, holding the box with the Rinfone in it, and walked over to the steel shelves to put it back with the others.


      “It’s a shame the gate didn’t open, huh?” she said. “I had been hoping that, just maybe, we’d have a portable gate on our hands, but I guess it’s not that convenient.”


      “That’s what you were thinking?” I replied.


      It was an appealing idea, to be sure, but still.


      “Oh, but I suppose it is a big deal that we’ve learned some of the techniques I already know can be effective. I don’t know how they’d hold up in UBL proper, but there are ways to counter phenomena like this, where reality gradually slips away. If that’s the case, well, there are things I can do. Are you okay? You three still look a bit woozy.”


      Having come back over to the table, Tsuji smiled down at us.


      “There are various methods of grounding, but one that anyone can do is eating. Eating when your mind is restless is effective because it brings your mind down to your stomach. What would you like to eat, Urumi-kun?”


      “Huh... Ramen!” Runa cried out reflexively.


      Tsuji nodded, seeming to have known the answer already.


      “Okay, let’s go get some ramen to celebrate your release!”

    

  

  
    
      File 32: Underground People


      1


      We were walking through the open field, but the number of trees started to increase, and at some point we found ourselves in a mixed woodland.


      “Hey, the trees are getting denser. Is this really the right way?” I asked.


      “It is, it is,” insisted Toriko.


      “Really? I’m gonna trust you, okay?”


      “It really, really is. Probably.”


      “Did you just say ‘probably’?”


      Toriko kept a cool look on her face as she let my doubtful gaze wash over her.


      It was our first time exploring the Otherside in a while, and on foot at that. It had been too hot during the summer for us to want to travel far. Our last expedition had been in June, when we’d gone to the Mayoiga, and it had been three months since that. The surface world was still hot in September, but it was much more temperate here, with cool weather that was more appropriate for fall. It seemed the feeling of distinct seasons that was gradually being lost was still intact here on the Otherside.


      Our entry point this time had been the skeletal building. The AP-1 was still parked at DS Research, so we ended up setting out on foot. Our destination this time apparently wasn’t that far—assuming Toriko’s memory could be trusted, anyway.


      I threw nuts and bolts from the nail bag hanging at my waist to check for glitches as we moved. The weather was good; it was gloomy here with the trees, making it easy to spot the sparkle of a glitch with my right eye.


      I squinted as I looked around the area.


      “There don’t seem to be many glitches around here.”


      “There aren’t? Maybe they’re more common in wide-open areas.”


      “Yeah, I dunno... So, we’re looking for a hut, right? What’s it like? Is it big?” I asked.


      “Nah, not at all. Hrmm, what would I describe it? It’s the kind of thing that was hastily thrown together...”


      “A makeshift shack?”


      “Yeah, that! Makeshift!”


      “Okay, it’s small, then.”


      “Yeah, it was cramped inside. There were shelves and stuff, so the two of us barely fit.”


      “The two of— Oh, I see.”


      My response was curt. Toriko carried on as if she didn’t notice.


      “I wonder what kind of shack it was. It didn’t seem like Satsuki built it herself.”


      “So she found an existing structure, and used it to store stuff?” I asked.


      “I think it was a relay point for longer trips too. So Satsuki may have already been there and taken all the guns and ammo. If that’s how it works out, then sorry.”


      “In its own way...wouldn’t it be good to know Satsuki-san had been there?”


      “Yeah, you’re right.”


      “It’d be more reassuring for me if the ammo was still there, though.”


      “Mm-hmm. That’s just how you are, Sorawo.”


      Hearing the amusement in Toriko’s voice, I looked over to find her grinning.


      “What’s that goofy look for?”


      “Are you jealous?”


      “Oh, shut up,” I said sullenly, and Toriko let out a childish laugh. Exasperated, I said, “What’s got you so happy? It’s bad taste to enjoy making another person jealous.”


      “I’m happy to see you taking an interest in me!”


      “Oh, come on... If I wasn’t interested, I wouldn’t spend this much time with you.”


      “I dunno. You might just be keeping me around ’cause it’s convenient to have me.”


      “That’s a hell of a thing to say.”


      “But am I wrong?”


      I let out a long sigh. I could tell Toriko wasn’t serious, she was half joking. But on the other hand, I also understood it wouldn’t be good to brush it off. What a pain in the butt.


      “Of course you are. And you know it too. I’ve been interested in you since the first time we met.”


      I endured the embarrassment and admitted it, but Toriko was doubtful.


      “I dunno about that.”


      “Hey, is there really a need to keep questioning it at this point?”


      “You sure you’re not relaxing too much because you’re used to me?”


      “I’m not, I’m not.”


      If anything, I can’t relax at all because of the lap pillow incident...was what I wanted to say, but I refrained because bringing it back up again felt like digging my own grave.


      “I think about it occasionally, y’know? Your biggest interest is the Otherside, so maybe you’d be fine without me.”


      Toriko looked away as she said that. There was a bit of theatrical sadness in her tone. She talked like this when she knew she wasn’t justified in her complaints. It all started to feel silly, so I came out and told her what I was thinking.


      “Ugh. You are such a pain!”


      I thought she’d get upset, but she gave a firm nod.


      “That’s right. I’m number two on the world leaderboards for women who are the biggest pain to deal with.”


      “So you realize it yourself. And who’s in first place?”


      “That’d be you,” Toriko said, pointing at me with both hands. “You don’t realize it yourself?”


      “Nope.”


      “Wow.”


      “I’m not a pain, the world is a pain,” I said, raising my eyes as I spoke. On the other side of a grove of trees, past some overgrown bushes, I could see what looked to be a wooden roof.


      “Ah.”


      “Hm?”


      Toriko followed my line of sight before gulping in realization.


      “Isn’t that it over there? Satsuki-san’s shack,” I asked.


      After a moment’s hesitation, she said, “I think so.”


      We exchanged glances, then nodded. We put the rifles that had been on our shoulders in front of us so we could shoot at any time. There was no sign of glitches ahead, but we didn’t know what might happen. We carefully proceeded through the woodland toward the shack.




      Our primary objective on this expedition was to secure ammunition.


      We had barely any left for the guns we had. There hadn’t been much ammo to begin with, but we didn’t have cause to shoot often, so we had been burning through it at a slow rate. We were still getting close to our limit, though. The most recent time we had used our guns had been against the Shishinoke. Using Toriko’s AK at the Mayoiga, and the Makarovs at the Farm, we had fired until our stores of ammo for either had almost run dry. Because of that, we were down to so little that we could hold all our bullets, rifle or handgun, in two hands. If we were going to continue exploring, that wasn’t an amount that made me feel safe.


      The Makarov used a dedicated 9x18mm bullet. Toriko and I each used different rifles, but fortunately they shared ammunition types. Toriko’s AK-101, which had once belonged to Abarato, and my M4 CQB-R, which I had forever borrowed from the US Forces, both used 5.56mm. Toriko informed me it was a common ammo type, but naturally we couldn’t just go out and buy more of it in Japan.


      We weren’t toting around firearms because we liked to. We needed them for our exploration, as a self-defense tool. Toriko had knowledge she’d inherited from her mother, and was used to sports shooting, but I just knew what I’d picked up from Toriko, and frankly I wasn’t interested in guns themselves. To me, it was just an extension of carrying bear spray, or a hatchet to clear brush. That said, they had saved me enough times to prove their usefulness, and the associated memories had gotten me attached to them. I wanted to keep on using them, if possible. And for that, we needed to replenish their ammo somehow.


      Our two Makarovs had come from Satsuki Uruma. She’d entrusted them to Toriko after getting them from who-knows-where, and one of them had later made its way to me as a hand-me-down. The bullets we had had come with them. They’d been buried and hidden on the ground floor of the skeletal building.


      According to Toriko’s memory, Satsuki Uruma had used a number of bases on the Otherside. The one that Toriko had gone to was just one of them. She said it had been a shack a short distance east from the skeletal building. If we went there, there might be some ammo for our Makarovs left behind.


      Honestly, I wanted to restock our rifle ammunition too. I’d been all ready to go back and pick up some from the former US Forces base at Kisaragi Station, but they had gone and blown all of it up during the withdrawal, which had scuppered that plan. It was possible that if we went to the site of the explosion, we might have been able to scrounge up some stuff, but...I wasn’t holding out much hope of that. Toriko was skeptical too. Even if some ammo was left behind after getting caught in that explosion, the gunpowder in it might be unstable, and the shape might have been warped too. That increased the risk of duds or misfires, so it was better not to touch it, she’d told me. I agreed with her. There was nothing to be done about it, so we gave up on replenishing our stock of 5.56mm for now, and went looking for Makarov ammo, which we had a comparatively higher odds of finding.


      And now we had apparently found the shack in question.




      The shack came into view as we walked around the bushes that had been obscuring it. It was small, like Toriko had said, and shoddily constructed out of plywood and corrugated iron. Yeah, this was a makeshift shack all right. I’d seen plenty like it in Akita. Next to fields, at the entrances to mountains, behind people’s houses; they were made to store farming and work tools. That wasn’t just limited to Akita. I think you’d find them in any nonurban part of Japan. And maybe around the world.


      We crept up to it, trying to gauge the situation. The door to the shack wasn’t totally closed, it was slightly ajar. It was dark inside, and I couldn’t make out anything from a distance. I came to a stop, holding up a hand to stop Toriko too.


      “What’s up?” her eyes asked. I pulled a bolt from my nail bag and showed it to her. Picking up on my intention, Toriko nodded. I threw the bolt, which made a loud ping as it hit the door. I had thought we might be walking into an ambush, but there was no reaction, and I didn’t sense anything there. No movement in my right eye either. It looked like we were good to go. We cautiously resumed moving, and approached the shack. This time Toriko stopped me, then took hold of the doorknob that had rusted from exposure to the wind and rain. Then, after confirming I wasn’t standing in front of the door, she quickly pulled it open.


      No ghosts popped out. We both peeked inside. I saw wooden shelves built on the walls on both sides, and also a waist-high table in the back.


      “You’re sure this is the place?” I asked.


      “Yeah. I recognize it,” Toriko answered, reshouldering her rifle. I followed suit. It was cramped inside, and the big guns were just going to get in our way.


      Before heading inside, we picked up a nearby branch and used it to keep the door propped open so the wind wouldn’t blow it shut.


      There were tools on the shelves, like a hammer, screwdrivers, and a saw. It was a work shed, just like it had looked from the outside. But at a glance, there didn’t seem to be anything we could use. The metal parts were all rusted.


      “Was it like this back when you came?”


      “My memory of it’s not that clear, but I think it was. I might not have been looking.”


      I opened a toolbox, but the contents were all rusty. I couldn’t even stock up on nuts and bolts here. I tried giving the shelves a light shake. Maybe they doubled as supporting pillars for the shack, because they were still reasonably solid.


      “What’re you doing?” asked Toriko.


      “If we throw out everything, maybe we can use it for storage.”


      “Ohh, that’s what you’re up to. I wonder...”


      Toriko looked up. The roof was patchwork, with rust and stains all over it.


      “Don’t you think it’ll leak in the rain?” she asked.


      “Ahh, yeah, looks like it,” I replied. “Guess it’s no good as is, then...”


      For my part, I wanted to use what we could. When we found a building like this on the Otherside, it made me want to secure it and use it as a base for our exploration. We could take refuge here if the weather turned, or it might be a place to shelter for the night.


      That said, I’d have had misgivings about using a dilapidated hovel that leaked in the rain even just to store stuff. Rather than spend the effort reinforcing and remodeling it, it might even be faster to just bring in the construction materials and build a new one from scratch.


      Well, I was getting ahead of myself, thinking about all of that when we hadn’t even secured the safety of the surrounding area yet. We weren’t even done looking around inside the shack.


      Toriko walked between the shelves to go to the back of the shack.


      “Ah! A gun!”


      “Huh?!”


      Surprised, I poked my head around from behind her to take a look. It was hard to see with the two of us blocking what light came in through the door, but there was, in fact, a gun that had been left casually sitting out on the table. But this one was bright red with rust, so I could immediately tell it would be of no use to us. Mixed in with the tools on the table, there was a long ruler and some writing implements. It gave off the vibe of a workbench used for drafting or crafting.


      “Is this a Makarov too?” I asked.


      “Think so,” said Toriko.


      “Why’s it just been left here like this? Did Satsuki-san not carry a gun around?”


      “I never saw her use one. She might’ve given one to me because I’d mentioned I had shooting experience.”


      “She gave Kozakura a shotgun too, right?”


      “Yeah, I think that came before mine.”


      What had she been thinking, giving guns to those around her when she didn’t use them herself? Had she been giving them the means to protect themselves, or had it just been part of another experiment...?


      If there was a gun here, maybe there were bullets too. We both started checking around the worktable. There was an old oil lamp hanging on the wall, but it was out of fuel, so we ended up having to use our own lights.


      Toriko was the first to find what we were looking for. There was a box of Makarov bullets that had fallen off the back of the table. And it had been wrapped in oiled paper, so the contents were intact! We both clapped giddily.


      “Nice!”


      “We should be covered for a while with this.”


      We immediately unwrapped the package, and fully refilled our Makarovs’ magazines.


      “Finding bullets when you search a room is a common thing in video games, but experiencing it for myself is making me happier than I’d have thought,” I said.


      “It’s that common?” asked Toriko.


      “Oh, totally. Although, I was just watching Let’s Play videos.”


      In games, handguns were positioned as the weakest, but for an ordinary person, they were a reassuring weapon to have. Living in Japan, short of becoming a police officer, you’d go your whole life without ever having the chance to own one.


      Thinking about it that way had me wondering afresh where these guns had come from.


      “Where do you think Satsuki-san got her hands on guns?” I asked.


      “I sure wish I’d asked her that,” said Toriko.


      Toriko picked up the rusty Makarov from the table. It might be possible to carefully remove all the rust, polish it up, and get it back in working order, but we already had guns that were in better condition, so there wasn’t much reason to.


      Toriko turned the Makarov over and looked at it before cocking her head to the side.


      “Wait... Did I? I feel like I must’ve asked. Yeah, that’s right. I asked, but she dodged the question, saying she’d just picked them up.”


      “Picked them up, huh?”


      “That’s impossible, right?”


      Normally, it’d obviously be a lie...but I wasn’t so sure it was. Satsuki Uruma didn’t seem to have had much of a personal interest in firearms. I mean, she’d just casually left hers lying here.


      “On the other hand...maybe she really did just pick them up somewhere.”


      “Is that a thing?”


      “She might actually have been telling you the truth. I mean, your AK originally came from Abarato-san, right? I can only imagine he picked it up somewhere and started using it too. It’s not the kind of gun he could have brought in from the surface, right?”


      “Yeah, you’ve got a point there. If it was a hunting rifle, I could see that, but even in America they wouldn’t have let him buy a fully automatic assault rifle like this.”


      “In that case, maybe it is possible to find guns on the Otherside sometimes. Like if someone brought them in from the surface, then got taken out by a glitch or something. There’s the precedent of the US Forces at Kisaragi Station, right?”


      “And Todate-san too. She was originally a hunter with a gun.”


      “Yeah, that’s right. You want to look around the area a bit?”


      “You’re gonna look for guns and bullets lying around?”


      “I don’t expect to come by them that easily, though. But either way, I haven’t explored this area before, and neither have you, right, Toriko?”


      “Yeah, the only place I’ve been to on the east side is this shack.”


      “Okay, then let’s get out there and expand our map.”


      We both passed between the shelves again and headed back outside. On days when we went exploring, we started early in the morning, so we still had lots of time.


      We decided to mark the shack with fluorescent reflective tape before we left so it would be easier to spot. When we split up to stick it all over the outside walls, Toriko called out from behind the shack.


      “Hey, Sorawo, come take a look at this.”


      “What’s up?”


      I headed around back where I found Toriko pointing at the ground.


      “Do these look like footprints to you?”


      Now that she mentioned it, there were traces of something having pushed against the dirt, but the marks weren’t very clear. There had been fallen leaves all over the woodland, and grass too. So it was just this small area closest to the shack where the bare ground was exposed, and we could see what looked like tracks.


      We both crouched down, inspecting the ground.


      “Do you think they’re human footprints?” Toriko asked.


      “I wonder,” I replied. “They’re a bit too faded to tell.”


      If they were footsteps, it wouldn’t be strange for human ones to be this size. The outlines had been obscured by exposure to the wind and rain, but they didn’t look like they’d come from a dog or deer.


      “If they’re not human, then what are they from? A bear?”


      “Could be.”


      If what Todate had told us was accurate, there were bears on the Otherside too. An Otherside bear, which we had yet to see, an unfamiliar human skulking around, or some other being entirely... Which of those was the greatest threat to us?


      “Let’s be cautious as we... Hmm?”


      When I went to stand up, I noticed the light reflecting off something on the ground. I shifted aside the leaves that had fallen there, and found a small metal cylinder.


      “Toriko, is this...”


      I picked it up. It was a bullet casing. It looked old, with the brass having lost its shine. There was a translucent, amber-colored liquid on it, but it had completely hardened. Was it some kind of resin, or adhesive, maybe? There was no liquid like it around here, so I couldn’t be sure exactly what it was.


      Toriko took the bullet casing and held it at eye-level as she looked at it.


      “It’s not Makarov ammo. And it’s not 5.56mm either...” she said.


      “What do you think that stuff on it is?”


      “Dunno. Looks like varnish, or maybe hardened tree sap.”


      Did the apparent footsteps and this bullet casing have anything to do with each other? I tried thinking about it for a while, but ultimately gave up. Even if there was some meaning here, we weren’t going to be able to figure it out now. We tossed the bullet casing and got back to putting up tape. Now the shack would stand out even at a distance.


      Reconfirming the direction with a compass, we walked further east.


      “It’ll be noon in another hour or so, and we can break for lunch. So let’s try walking until then,” I suggested.


      “Okay,” said Toriko.


      It was quiet in the forest, and aside from the occasional wind shaking the trees, there was hardly any noise at all. If anything approached, we’d probably notice them while they were still far away. But the same could also be said in reverse, so if there was someone laying low and watching, they’d be able to detect us at a distance of several hundred meters. That said, I’d never worried much about that before now. The Otherside entities used fear to draw reactions out of us, so they almost never tried to hide their presence. If they started using jump scares, then I might really start to worry...I’d said half as a joke, but if there were bears out here, then that made me a bit uneasy. Would Makarov bullets work on them?


      “Maybe I should’ve bought a bear bell,” I said, but Toriko frowned.


      “I get why you’d want one in the mountains of the surface world, but I’m not so sure about constantly making our presence known on this side.”


      “Hrmm, isn’t it a bit late to worry about that? When we’re driving the AP-1, I bet we can be heard for miles around.”


      “Well, yeah. Since we don’t have a bell, let’s talk as we walk to make up for it.”


      “That might just be the same as usual, actually.”


      We occasionally looked back as we went, checking the path we’d come by. It would be easy to get lost in the woodland, with so few landmarks around. When we were exploring in the AP-1, we carried gardening poles to mark the path, but we were on foot today, so no poles for us this time. Instead, we were wrapping reflective tape around tree trunks.


      “What name do you want to go with for this one?” Toriko asked as we were marking the umpteenth tree.


      “You mean the road?”


      “Yeah. We’ve got Route 1, and the Christmas Highway, right? What do you want to go with this time?”


      “We’ve got a real naming consistency issue, huh?”


      “If you’re talking about the Christmas Highway, don’t forget that you’re the one who told me I could name it, Sorawo.”


      “Yeah, yeah, I remember now.”


      “So I’ll let you come up with the name this time.”


      “Hrmm... I hadn’t thought about it. Can we just call it Route 3?”


      Toriko shook her head with dismay.


      “I thought you’d say that, but since I’m giving you the opportunity, can’t you try coming up with more of a proper name for it? You tend to be too shy when it comes to naming things.”


      “Oh, listen to you talk. What? Are you picking a fight?”


      “It was the same with Kasumi, right? You started out with a pretty lazy suggestion.”


      “Did I? I don’t remember that well.”


      “See? This is the problem. Ahh, forget it. I’ll come up with a name.”


      “No, it’s okay, I get it. I’ll think of something.”


      “You do that.”


      Why’d she have to lay into me so much over a little thing like a name? It was feeling unfairly treated as we finished wrapping the tree with tape, and then moved on.


      “Come to think of it...did Satsuki-san ever leave marks like this?”


      “She didn’t. She seemed to always know where she was heading.”


      “Hmm. But in the end—”


      Whoops. I pulled back from that near slip of the tongue, but Toriko finished it for me.


      “But in the end, she still went missing. She may’ve looked all confident, but it wasn’t like she actually understood.”


      “It could be that she deliberately went missing, couldn’t it? Knowingly heading into a place from which she couldn’t return...”


      “Who can say? Since I never understood a thing about her.”


      “You’re not the only one, Toriko. From everything I’ve heard, no one could understand Satsuki-san.”


      “Sounds like it. When I think about it, I don’t even know where she was from, or how she was brought up.”


      “She apparently went to the same university as Kozakura-san, so why not ask her?”


      “Hrmm... It feels a bit late for that. I’m not into the idea.”


      “Oh, yeah?”


      “Hey, can we drop it already? You’re the one I love now, Sorawo.”


      “Oh... Uh, sure. All right, then.”


      When she was so direct, it left me unable to say anything. Looking down at me with a triumphant look, Toriko added, “You do have some things in common with Satsuki, Sorawo, but there’s one big thing that’s different about you.”


      “What?” I asked warily.


      “It’s so easy to tell what you’re thinking about.”


      I paused briefly before asking, “Is that a positive thing?”


      Toriko gave a big nod and said, “Very.”


      “Well then, I’ll take that as a compliment.”


      “You do that,” Toriko said with a straight face.


      If I was that easy to read, was there any need to complain that I just thought of her as a convenient woman to have around, or that I was relaxing too much, taking her presence for granted?


      I was confused, and it made me a bit uneasy. Could it be that I was showing that sort of arrogance without realizing it myself? Toriko was sensitive to it, and was throwing up warnings? I was aware I didn’t exactly have a good personality, so I couldn’t rule it out entirely...


      “Urgh.” A groan escaped my lips.


      “What’s wrong?”


      I looked sideways at Toriko, then asked, “What does it look like I’m thinking now?”


      “You look like you’re thinking I’m such a pain.”


      “You’re one third correct.”


      “Huh, that seems low. What are the other two thirds?”


      I just shook my head. She was right that I was thinking something was a pain, but it wasn’t just Toriko. It was also my own heart, which I couldn’t figure out, and the concept of romance, which seemed intent on pulling me into its context no matter what I did. Deep down, I felt those were a pain.


      I couldn’t help but think of the previous month. At Toriko’s earnest request, I had let her meet one of my few university friends—Benimori-san, the youkai who lived slurping up the stories of other people’s love lives.
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      “Hi, I’m Benimori! I’ve been wanting to meet you!”


      “Nice to meet you. I’m Nishina.”


      “Wow! I’m so glad to see you!”


      “Same.”


      Toriko’s responses were the absolute minimum necessary. Just listening to the words, she might have come off as unsociable, but the big grin on her face mysteriously kept it from feeling that way. It was a communication style that depended entirely on her face. I was well aware her smile was the mask she wore in shy mode. There were even times when she just smiled and didn’t say a word, so it was fair to say she was putting in a good effort today. It’d be a problem if she wasn’t. This meetup was happening because of her request, after all.


      We met up at Ikebukuro Station, and headed into a fruit parlor in the Tobu Department Store. This was a slightly pricey place where you could eat luxurious fruits.


      Though we ended up eyeing many of the wide variety of parfaits on the menu, we stayed true to my original intentions and ordered afternoon tea, as we’d agreed in advance. The afternoon tea set came with a three-layer tray, all-you-can-eat fruit, and free refills on drinks for two hours, all for the price of 5,500 yen per person. That was a price that would have slightly deterred someone going out for tea on a student’s budget, but if I thought of it as the price of one night out drinking... Maybe it was fine?


      “I wanted to come here before the seasonal menu ended, but it was getting close to the end of the month, so I was starting to give up on it. I’m glad you two are the type to tag along with me like this,” Benimori-san said gleefully when she had finished ordering. The afternoon tea set we had ordered was a limited offering, just for August, and we were cutting it close, coming in on the 31st.


      “You have lots of friends, Benimori-san. Surely some of them would have come with you if you’d invited them, right?” I asked.


      “So you’d think. But we have end-of-term exams in August, then break, and it makes it hard to schedule. And many of the other girls will be short on cash once break is over. It’s kind of a luxury being able to shell out over five thousand yen on fruits. It’s a bit too much of an ask for anyone who’s not a foodie.”


      “But you’re okay with it, Benimori-san?”


      “I’ve been working part time to earn money. Our summer break’s short anyway, so I just accepted that now was the time.”


      “Our summer break sure is short, huh?”


      “Tell me about it! It’s like, ‘This isn’t what I heard!’ I always assumed the summer break in uni would be longer. Are you still on break at your place, Nishina-san?”


      “Uh, yeah,” said Toriko.


      “Must be nice. When’s yours go until?”


      Toriko didn’t say anything.


      “Hm?” Benimori-san was confused.


      “C’mon, tell her,” I urged her, and Toriko gave up and spilled the beans.


      “Until September 26th...”


      Benimori-san’s eyes widened. “September...twenty...sixth?”


      “Yeah.”


      “When did it start?”


      “August 1st.”


      Benimori-san cast her eyes up to the ceiling in a daze.


      “So it wasn’t just a legend. There really are places with two whole months off.”


      “You feel the same way, huh,” I said.


      Fidgeting awkwardly under our gazes, which were filled with resentment for the system, Toriko said, “It’s not my fault...”


      “Huh? So cute!” Benimori-san exclaimed before covering her mouth. “Sorry, that slipped out.”


      “Slipped out?” I asked.


      “The words came out of my mouth all on their own.”


      The afternoon tea set we ordered arrived. It was a three-layer cake stand laden with little sweets made with lots of fruit, as well as plates of cut fruit. There were pear, peach, purple Kyoho and green Shine Muscat grapes, papaya, Okinawan mango, watermelon, and pineapple. The pots of black tea that each of us had ordered also came out, one after another. Assam for me, organic Japanese black tea for Toriko, and Nilgiri for Benimori-san. Three hourglasses were also placed on the table. When the sand ran out, it would be time to drink. I wasn’t sure about the other two, but I had ordered mine based on vibes, without actually knowing the difference in taste between varieties.


      Benimori-san took out her phone, and began taking photos with a practiced hand. Toriko and I did likewise.


      “Nishina-san, would you prefer I not post the pictures online?” Benimori-san asked.


      “Yeah,” Toriko said with a nod.


      “Okay.”


      I hadn’t thought about it myself, but it was a good call. We’d had trouble before when a sneaky photo of Toriko got out, so maybe we needed to be a little more careful about these things. I wanted to believe there weren’t other groups like Runa’s cult out there, but if, say, one of the soldiers from Palehorse happened to see the photo online, that could lead to trouble. We’d ended up rescuing them, but I didn’t want any further involvement, even if it was friendly.


      “It’s fine if I’m not in the shot, though, really,” Toriko added.


      “Oh, you mean it? I’ll just drop some hints, then. Like, ‘I went out for tea with a real cutie.’” Benimori-san said, smiling broadly as she glanced over at me. “I’m happy for you, Kamikoshi-san.”


      “Wh-Why?” I asked.


      “You were agonizing over your relationship with Nishina-san so much. Well, I was always sure it would work out, though.”


      “I wanted to ask about that,” Toriko said, leaning in closer. “Was Sorawo really agonizing over it that much?”


      “She was! I wish I could’ve shown you. Kamikoshi-san always seemed so aloof, so the gap from that to what I saw was absolutely wild.”


      “I wish I could’ve seen it...”


      I ignored the resentful look from Toriko and poured myself a cup of tea. As if I’d ever let her see.


      “I’d been hoping that she’d introduce us to each other if you two ended up going out, so I’m delighted you said you wanted to meet me.”


      “Yeah, I was interested too.”


      “In what way?”


      Toriko blinked at Benimori-san’s rapid follow up.


      “What way?” she echoed.


      Benimori-san’s eyes sparkled as she looked at Toriko.


      “Were you wary, thinking, ‘What kind of woman is one of Kamikoshi-san’s few friends?’”


      “Well...yeah, a little,” Toriko admitted.


      “Squeeee!”


      Benimori-san covered her mouth and writhed. Toriko was taken aback, and turned to look at me.


      “I told you, didn’t I? Benimori-san nurtures herself on tales of other people’s romance.”


      “Ah ha ha! That’s a clever one, Kamikoshi-san!”


      I felt like her skin was already becoming more radiant. Maybe she really was that sort of creature.


      “Whew, I knew you’d be the kind of person I can talk to, Nishina-san. You must have it rough, huh?”


      “In what way?” asked Toriko.


      “Kamikoshi-san’s the kind of person where you have to start with the definition of romance. I would think there must be all sorts of troubles that come with dating a person like that.”


      Understanding spread across Toriko’s face.


      “There are...” she admitted.


      “I just knew it. If you want to talk, I’m all ears. You can ask me about anything.”


      “You mean it? That might help.”


      Toriko’s positive response made me panic. The usually shy Toriko was opening her heart up to a friend of mine she’d only just met...!


      “H-Hold on...”


      It’s happening again. The people around me had started getting along on a layer I couldn’t see.


      “Hey, what’s this all about? What are you two understanding about each other?” I asked.


      Here I was, feeling lonely, while they pulled out their phones to swap contact info.


      “I don’t get very many opportunities to hear opinions about our relationship,” replied Toriko.


      “You could just talk to me directly.”


      “You’ve been asking Sana for advice too, though, right?”


      Sana? Toriko answered my blank look by pointing at Benimori-san. Sana Benimori. Now that I thought about it, I felt like, yeah, that was her name. They were close enough she could use her given name? In an instant? Well, Toriko tended to be that way with most people, but still...


      “Kamikoshi-san. For things like this, it’s best to have a third party who can offer advice,” Benimori-san said with a knowing look.
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      I looked at her skeptically. “Don’t you just want to be in the best possible position, giving advice to both of us?”


      “Oh, hardly. Perish the thought,” Benimori-san said, rubbing her hands together. She was playing with me.


      “But it’s true,” she continued. “I’m happy to give advice and to hear what’s going on, but if you have other people that you trust, you can go to them instead. When you’re agonizing over love, you’re never going to be calm, so I don’t think that it’s a bad idea to get an objective opinion.”


      Even though I figured this was just a love story youkai angling to get what she wanted, it was true that it had been useful consulting her about Toriko, so I couldn’t really push back on it.


      “Have you ever asked someone other than me for advice about Nishina-san?”


      “You could say I have.”


      “Huh? With who? Kozakura?” Toriko was quick to react.


      I shook my head. “Nah. Natsumi.”


      “Natsumi?!”


      “Yeah. But it seems like she had bigger problems than I did, and she got so drunk while we were talking that Akari had to come collect her.”


      “Ahh...” Toriko said vaguely, seeming to have picked up on something. Benimori-san nodded gleefully.


      “Oh, I see. You really were properly agonizing over it, then, Kamikoshi-san.”


      “What do you mean, ‘properly’?”


      “I’m glad to hear it.”


      “Come on, what are you talking about?”


      “Now, now, let’s eat. We only have two hours. Time’s a-wasting.”


      I felt like she was dodging the question. Was it just my own warped view that made it feel like she was looking at me like a child struggling pathetically with a romantic love she’s not used to?


      “Sorawo, which level do you think we should start eating from?” asked Toriko.


      “Huh? Is there an order?” I asked, confused.


      “I don’t think there is,” said Benimori-san. “Start wherever suits you.”


      I decided to trust her and reached for the cake stand. I took a small glass filled with jelly that had caught my eye on the top tier. The jelly under the sliced peaches tasted like black tea.


      While we chatted for a while, exchanging info on what we had eaten, I was mulling over some ideas in the corner of my head.


      Warped—the word had a negative connotation, but I think there really was something to it. As long as I resisted the concept of “romance,” I was always going to be looked at that way. The gravitational pull of romance had become inseparable from modern civilized society, so anyone who resisted it would be viewed as an immature person who didn’t know the ways of society. I could assert Toriko and I weren’t like that all I wanted, but I’d just be given forbearing smiles. “Here she goes, saying silly things again,” they’d think.


      So it wasn’t that Benimori-san was particularly looking down on me. If anything, while she had her own view of romance, and ideals for it, it was clear that she was still fairly open-minded on the subject. And yet, despite that, things were still like this. In the same way that ghost stories were trying to fit our perception and actions into a mold, romance was also trying to fit us into easily understood patterns. It made people try to do “romance-y” things without even realizing it.


      It was going to be very difficult for the nue to live as a nue here. Romance’s gravity was powerful and unrelenting. We were constantly being pulled toward it. If we ever stopped resisting, we would fall into it in no time. We’d just be Sorawo and Toriko, two people in love.


      Even as these thoughts whirled around inside my head, Benimori-san and Toriko were continuing to get further acquainted with one another.


      “What are you studying, Nishina-san?”


      “English Lit.”


      “What do you do in English Lit? Sorry, I’m not that familiar with it.”


      “We read works of literature and then discuss them, practice reading English research papers, that sort of stuff.”


      “You’re in your third year now, right? Do you have different courses you have to choose from?”


      “Yeah. There’s three courses: Publishing Studies, American Studies, and Language Studies.”


      “I knew it! We choose a seminar in third year too. That’s how I got to know Kamikoshi-san.”


      “You’re both in the Cultural Anthropology seminar? What kind of things do you do there?”


      “I’ve always been an idol otaku, so I was thinking I’d do my research on the differences between the fan cultures of male idols across different countries. But lately there have been more incidents of scandals hurting fan communities, so I’ve honestly been struggling with what I want to do. It’s a hot topic for research, and maybe there’s more reason to pursue it now, but seeing fellow fans unable to accept the fact because of...I guess you’d call it cognitive dissonance, maybe, and turn into conspiracy theorists is just, like, ow, ow, ow... My heart! It pains my heart!”


      “Ohh. So that kind of thing can be a research topic for cultural anthropology too.”


      “Oh, definitely. Anything that has to do with human culture can. I mean, Kamikoshi-san’s topic is ghost stories, after all.”


      “Uh, right.”


      The sudden shift in topic had just made me accidentally swallow some of the seeds from the watermelon slice I had absentmindedly been munching on.


      “Weren’t you doing your presentation soon, Kamikoshi-san?”


      “Yeah, I’m supposed to... I dunno what to do, though. It’s just not coming together at all.”


      “Your body still hasn’t come back from some break, huh?”


      “That’s really what it is, yeah. People with long summer breaks have sure got it good.”


      “Don’t we, though?” Toriko casually dodged my barbed comment, then frowned. “I’ll have you know, I had a bunch of readings to do over the break, and it was a lot of work. It sounds like you think I was just fooling around every day, though!”


      “What course did you choose, by the way, Nishina-san?” Benimori-san asked.


      “Language Studies.”


      “So, I guess it’s less literature, and more in the direction of linguistics, then?”


      “Yeah. Since I chose English Lit as my major just because I can speak the language.”


      “Ah ha ha, sounds like something a girl who’s returned from abroad would do.”


      “It is. I’m not that into literature, so I struggled with the choice, but...I thought maybe linguistics might be a little bit interesting.”


      “Hmm. Linguistics is kind of trendy lately, huh?”


      “It is?”


      “Yeah. There were probably a lot of kids who chose that course, right?”


      “Now that you mention it, you might be right.”


      Benimori-san turned to me. “It sounds like this is the first time you’re hearing all this, Kamikoshi-san. Didn’t you ever ask her?”


      “We don’t talk about school much...”


      “Yeah, I didn’t know Sorawo had made ghost stories her research topic either.”


      Benimori-san’s eyebrows raised suspiciously.


      “What do the two of you talk about normally?”


      “Huh? Well...”


      “I wonder...”


      Both of us didn’t know what to say. We couldn’t very well tell her that the vast majority of our conversations revolved around a mysterious world that existed on the other side of this one.


      She must have misunderstood our silence, because Benimori-san exasperatedly said, “You two have got to talk more, okay? About each other. Stuff like stories from your pasts, and what you do when the other person isn’t around. I’m telling you, it’s okay to ask each other all sorts of questions.”


      “I do ask questions and talk about stuff. More than Sorawo, at least.”


      “Well, that’s because...”


      We started to make excuses, but Benimori-san held up both hands to stop us.


      “Wellllll, I think that told me more or less what it’s like. Maybe you’re doing more to compromise than Kamikoshi-san is, Nishina-san, but there’s not that big of a difference. You’re both the type to be overly reserved. Now, maybe that means you have a shared base, and you’re a good match, but if it becomes the norm to hold back with your partner, that’s going to cause an accident someday. I’m not telling you to suddenly start dumping everything on each other, or to question every little detail, but I think it would be good if you could trust in your partner, and slowly expand the range of what you’re able to say and ask.”


      We looked at each other. Benimori-san didn’t know about the Otherside, which was central to our relationship, so her analysis wasn’t always going to be on the mark. The two of us didn’t know as little about each other as she was concerned. But despite that, there was something convincing about what she was saying. Since going through first contact, Toriko and I had gradually been expanding the range of our exploration of each other.


      This seemed to strike a chord with Toriko. “You could be right. You sure are amazing, Sana.”


      “Yeah, kinda. In the future, I’m planning to keep myself fed with love stories alone.”


      “Huh? For real?”


      Toriko sounded ready to believe her, but Benimori-san smirked.


      “Nah, I’m pulling your leg. I’m just doing this for the fun of it, so hear me out, and pick up whatever bits of what I say that feel like they could be useful. Still, I’m glad I could finally meet you, and we can be friends. Let’s talk about stuff other than love too. The three of us can hang out again sometime.”


      “Huh? Yeah, I’m happy too,” Toriko said, sounding surprised. She was genuinely not very good at making friends, so I could tell how delighted she was to have one approach her as directly as this.


      “But are you sure it should be three of us?” Toriko asked.


      “Hm? What do you mean?”


      “I thought maybe you had someone too.”


      Benimori-san took a slice of pear, ate it without a word, and then smiled.


      “Nishina-san, let’s call off being friends.”


      “Huh?! Why? Why?”


      Benimori-san let out a big laugh when she saw the way Toriko got all flustered.
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      “So, when we were talking to Sana before...” Toriko said, as if she’d been reading my mind. I was surprised, and without intending to, I ended up staring at Toriko, who was on my left. We were in the woods, walking at a relaxed pace. Toriko continued, “...you were thinking about something the whole time. Like you are now.”


      I paused for a moment. “You could tell?”


      “Of course.”


      “Yeah, I guess you would be able to.”


      “I was thinking you must really dislike ‘romance.’ Am I wrong?”


      “It’s not that I dislike it... Benimori-san’s just sort of like that, and you don’t have any sort of aversion to it, so I was thinking it was nice that you two were able to have fun talking about it,” I said in what I’d admit myself was kind of a roundabout way.


      “See, you don’t like it.”


      “Hrmm... It’s more that it scares me, I think.”


      “Scares you?”


      “It’s something I realized when we went looking for Runa at the Farm...”


      “You were saying something back then, now that you mention it.”


      “Even if we think our relationship is something unique, when I try to explain it to other people, I’m always forced to describe it in the vocabulary of ‘romance.’ I think that’s really scary. It’s not my intention, and it feels like words are being put in my mouth... Do you get what I’m saying?”


      Toriko reached out with her right hand and touched my arm.


      “I just want to reassure you, I’m happy that we found a name—Nue—for our relationship, and it’s really important to me.”


      “Yeah.”


      “That it’s hard to describe what it means to other people is, well, it’s to be expected, and I mean... Isn’t it kind of impossible? I feel like I’m the one who’s further along in accepting that for what it is.”


      “It’s fine as long as we understand?”


      “Don’t you think? There’s no need to even explain it...”


      “Well, yeah. I think you’re right. If I had to explain what that was like, it’d put me in a real tough spot.”


      We looked at one another, and then both let out a weird laugh.


      “Do you...want to explain it?”


      “You dummy!”


      I mimed thwacking her, and Toriko dodged out of the way with a laugh.


      “Oh, but I think I understand a bit,” I said. “The problem isn’t that it’s hard to explain. Like you were saying, it’s enough for just us to understand it. That’s not it... What shocked me was that when I tried to explain it, all that came out of me was the vocabulary of romance.”


      “Hmm?”


      “How should I say this...? Sure, it’s difficult to explain what the Nue is in words, but it was like something had worked its way into that opening, and was moving my mouth on its own. That’s the kind of scare it was.”


      “Like how after becoming the Nue, we found we had been carrying on a conversation without either of us being conscious.”


      “Yeah, that’s it. We can continue to act unconsciously. Even if we’ve disengaged, we can automatically act following the context of romance.”


      “I see... Yeah, maybe I don’t like that it’s automatic either.”


      “You get it?”


      “I think I see what it is you don’t like about it now.”


      “I’m glad. So, I had a realization that the way people are unconsciously pulled into that context is the same as with ghost stories. We were too busy at the farm for me to stop and explain, though.”


      “Ghost stories and romance are the same? I don’t know about that.”


      Toriko’s skepticism was reasonable. I thought a little before I continued.


      “They may not look like it, but the order may be the other way around. I think the human mind has a preprogrammed system for those sorts of automated behaviors. In the case of romance, where there are more or less established cultural norms, as long as you follow them, the pattern will guide you. Even when that goes against your own intentions.”


      “And how about ghost stories?”


      “With ghost stories...you can feel their will.”


      “The stories have a will of their own?”


      “Let’s say there is a group of people who go to an abandoned hospital in the middle of the night to do a test of courage. One of them brings back a medical chart, calling it a trophy. That person then goes missing. The others go looking for them, and find them deep inside the abandoned hospital where they did the test of courage. When they’re asked what they’re doing, they say a nurse came to their house, and told them to return the chart, so they came to do that. There’s a famous ghost story that goes like that.”


      “Oh, so it’s famous.”


      “I’m not sure I’ve got all the particulars right, but that’s the gist of it. In the example I just gave you, things were already strange at the point when they decided to take the medical chart, right? It’s like, ‘You’re really going to do that?’ And also, it’s weird to go to an abandoned hospital all alone because a nurse showed up. I mean, that’s gotta be scary, right? Doesn’t it feel like they were being moved around by some will other than their own?”


      “Well, maybe... But it’s hard to tell where it stops being normal, and starts being weird. If you say that, then couldn’t you also say it was weird for them to be going and doing a test of courage in an abandoned hospital late at night?”


      “Uh, yeah, that’s just it. In ghost stories like this, a lot of the time something is off from the start, like why they’d even go there in the first place. If you think about it normally, nobody’s going to go out of their way to visit a crazy place like that at night, right? And then you throw in the suggestion to do a test of courage on top of it, and it becomes clear they were already crazy... What? Is something the matter?”


      Toriko had looked like she wanted to say something. She pointed at the two of us using both hands.


      “That’s us,” she said.


      “Huh?” I replied.


      “We’re going to a crazy place no one who is thinking normally would. Right now.”


      “Hey, you’re right.”


      We both had a good laugh, and then Toriko asked, with a pensive look on her face, “Do you think something’s controlling us too?”


      “I wonder about that. At the very least, I believe I’m exploring by my own will.”


      “From what point?”


      It was a sharp question. From the point when I suggested going and doing a test of courage...?


      “I dunno. I can’t rule out that I may be being controlled on some unconscious level. But thinking about it won’t yield an answer, will it? No matter how I insist I’m acting under my own will, I can’t refute the claim that I just think that I am, and I have no way to prove it.”


      “Well, yeah,” Toriko acknowledged. “I think I’ve been coming to the Otherside under my own will too. I’m not so sure about back when I was with Satsuki, but it’s been true for the whole time since I met you, Sorawo.”


      “Oh, yeah?” I was genuinely pleased to hear it. “What was it like before you met me? Did you have no will of your own?”


      “I wouldn’t go that far, but looking back on it now, I was probably losing my head. You could say the fact I went searching for Satsuki after she went missing shows I didn’t have my feet firmly on the ground...”


      “I can see why you’d have panicked. I was beside myself with worry the time you went there on your own too.”


      “I’m sorry, okay. You just keep bringing that back up.”


      “I’ll keep bringing it up for life.”


      “Nooo, you’re scaring meee,” Toriko said in an exaggerated tone, then returned to normal and added, “But if the way the Otherside’s influence works is by inducing people to do things when they’re moving automatically, that’d be scary. Because we’re used to being conscious, we might keep doing abnormal stuff the whole time without ever being able to realize it...”


      “It’d be nice if there was some way we could check ourselves...”


      “Sanity, all good!”


      I burst out laughing at the way she’d suddenly done a point-and-call check on me. There was nothing sane about doing a point-and-call check on another person’s sanity.


      “What were you looking at that made you say ‘all good’...?” I asked, wiping the tears from my eyes. Toriko turned her finger to point ahead.


      “Not sure I can say that place over there is ‘all good,’ though.”


      “Whoops...”


      I turned to look. The field of view opened up as the mixed woodland came to an end.


      What Toriko was pointing at was...


      “They’re graves,” I said.


      “Graves? On the Otherside?”


      The woodland came to an end at a downward slope, and the depression beyond it was filled with lines of gravestones. The area was about the size of a school playground. It was surrounded by woods, and there was no sign of anything resembling a road. I could see there was a small temple on the opposite side.


      We checked it out using binoculars. The gravestones looked like they were in neat, orderly rows at first, but on closer inspection some of them were broken, or had fallen over. There were seemingly more recent black gravestones, and others that had begun to crumble from exposure to the wind and rain. The temple in the back had clearly fallen into disrepair. Roof tiles had fallen off and were scattered around, and the wooden door of the main building was broken off like it had been hit by a car.


      “It’s in rough shape, but doesn’t look like anything’s moving.”


      “What’s it look like with your right eye?”


      “I’m not seeing any glitches, but...they could be hidden behind the tombstones, so let’s proceed with caution.”


      “Okay.”


      We wrapped fluorescent tape around a tree at the edge of the woods, marking the spot where we would go in. Then we checked our guns before descending the slope.


      Inside the graveyard, paths had been made with paving stones. Occasionally there was grass sticking out from the gaps in between the stones that had been worn flat. None of the family names carved into the gravestones lining the path were legible. I’d have hated it if they’d carried my own name, or the names of anyone I knew, so that was a relief, at least.


      Were the rows of knee-high humanoid figures that had lost their shape like melting candles Jizo statues? It gave off an impression like a low resolution copy of a graveyard from the surface world. That seemed to be the way buildings on the Otherside were sometimes.


      If we continued down the path between the graves, we’d come to the temple. I looked through the binoculars, checking if I couldn’t see anything through the big hole in the broken wooden door, but it was too dark to make out anything. We’d have to get closer.


      Suddenly, there was a voice.


      “Hey.”


      We both jumped. Nothing was more frightening than hearing a person’s voice in the other world, because normally, there shouldn’t have been anyone here but us.


      I hurriedly readied my rifle, and turned toward the voice. It had come from my right. It was a man’s voice.


      “Hey, you people have guns,” the voice said, its owner still not showing themselves. “That’s bad. Hurry up and hide. It’s coming.”


      “Who’s there? Where are you?” Toriko demanded in a sharp voice.


      “Keep it down, you idiot. Hide, quick.”


      I could see eyes looking at us from two rows over. I pointed, telling Toriko he was over there. Toriko nodded, stepping between the graves with her AK in her hands. I followed.


      When Toriko reached the owner of the voice, she stopped with a surprised “Huh?” I was also shocked when I looked around from behind her.


      There was a corpse. Or it was probably a corpse. I say “probably” because the body was in a state like nothing I’d ever seen before.


      The man lay on his back, resting against a gravestone. He was wearing a flashy patterned shirt together with a black suit, and his shoes were thin and made of leather. To be frank, he didn’t look like a law-abiding citizen. The issue was his head. He looked like he’d been blown up from the head up, and what was left wasn’t flesh and bone. It was a bluish black color, and gave off a hard sheen that wasn’t glass or metal. That substance, which had countless facets, like stained glass, was spread over a wide area, following the gravestone the man was lying against.


      There was no stench of blood. Even if his head had been blown off and the blood had been left to harden and crystallize, would it have turned out looking like this?


      And the corpse had no face... Then where were the eyes that’d been watching us?


      I looked around. I found the man’s eyes peering at us from a few rows away again. I couldn’t make out the full face. It was the same as last time.


      “It can sniff out guns. It knows they’re scary. So it tries to make itself scary by becoming one with them. But it can’t tell the difference between guns and humans. So that’s why it—”


      Just as I was about to ask the man who was rambling incoherently what “it” was, I heard a rattling sound, and something like the creaking of wood.


      “Hide! It’s here!” he shouted, urgency filling his voice. I turned to see a dark mass coming out of the hole in the door to the temple.


      “A bear...!” I shouted.


      I’d been thinking we might run into one somewhere, but actually seeing one in front of me was still a shock. The large, black, furry mass shook its body, and looked up. I could hear its heavy breathing from here. It seemed like it was sniffing for something.


      “It’s noticed. It knows there are guns nearby,” the voice behind me said, voice lowered. “If it finds you, it’ll come right this way.”


      “Wh... Who are you?” I asked.


      “That doesn’t matter anymore.”


      It was a lazy response. The voice had emotion, but there was no change in the eyes that were watching us from beyond the gravestones. The incongruity was unsettling.


      I didn’t know if it was okay to trust him, but I knew for a fact that there was a bear just tens of meters away. We took the advice and got down. I would have been scared to lose sight of the bear, so I peeked out from behind the gravestones at a point where I could just barely see it. As I did that, I realized that, much like the owner of the voice, only my eyes would be visible in between the gravestones. I didn’t like that, though I didn’t really know why. Ghost stories repeated patterns. They got people involved in that repetition...and grew.


      “Hey, isn’t it’s face kinda weird?” Toriko whispered.


      She was right, there was something strange about the shape of the bear’s head. Thinking back, I recalled that Todate had said something about this—that the animals of the other world were shaped differently from the ones in the surface world. The deer we’d seen near the Mayoiga had developed head tissue to cover its eyes. Had the bear changed in a similar way?


      I brought the binoculars to my face, and focused them on the bear. It kept turning back and forth, perhaps because it knew we were here, so it was hard to get a good look, but it looked like something was stuck to its head.


      That’s when the bear turned toward us and stopped still. I met its gaze through the binoculars. I knew in an instant that we’d been found. And at the same time, I figured out why the silhouette of its head had been so weird.


      “Oh, crap...!”


      I reflexively stood up. At the same moment, the bear let out a loud roar.


      “It found us!” Toriko rose from her hiding spot too, raising the AK.


      “Don’t let it see guns!”


      “Huh?!”


      The warning had come too late. Toriko already had her AK against her shoulder with the barrel pointed at the bear. The bear roared. It knew she was aiming at it. It roared one more time before breaking into a charge.


      “Oh, crap! Oh, crap! Oh, crap!”


      I raised my own rifle as I was backing away, and nearly stepped on the man’s corpse. The thought “Do bullets even work on bears?” crossed my mind as I was about to fall into a panic. Well, they ought to, just like normal. If they hit it, then probably. But that only applies to our rifles. Handgun ammo didn’t have the power, and I’d heard plausible rumors that, even if a shot managed to hit the bear in the head, the bullets would bounce off its thick skull.


      I was from Akita, so I was reasonably familiar with how scary bears could be. They were masses of muscle living out in the mountains, able to charge in with the speed of a truck and clobber you. Their bite could crush bones, and even a glancing blow from their claws could tear your whole face off. I mean that literally. It could separate your face from your skull.


      I was seeing firsthand just what a torn off face looked like now.
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      “Wh... What’s that?!” Toriko’s voice was practically a scream. I couldn’t blame her. The bear that had fixed its bloodshot eyes on us, charging between the gravestones as it closed in—was wearing makeup.


      The bear’s head had three human faces plastered to it. It was like it had swiped the faces off of living people, and put them on itself. Some faces were dried and shrunken, while others had yet to dry, as if they’d only been torn off just recently.


      The fur around its neck glistened as if it were wet. Was that pine resin, or something? It was viscous, and there were shards of metal and club-like pieces of wood stuck to it. It looked like they were all gun parts. Twisted barrels, and broken stocks. The things sparkling in the light were bullets and spent casings.


      “It can’t tell people and guns apart,” the man repeated from behind me.


      That’s why this guy’s expression didn’t change. I felt an inexplicable sense of understanding. A face that’s been torn off can’t change its expression.


      The animals of the Otherside had changed their forms and habits to adapt to fear. That deer had covered its own eyes so that it wouldn’t see the objects of its terror. And this bear was apparently trying to become one with what it feared.


      I read an article on the internet once. Hunters who suffered bear attacks often had their heads mutilated. The hunters held their guns at shoulder level, then focused their eyes to shoot. From the bear’s perspective, the gun would look attached to the person’s face. The face of the person looking at them would suddenly flash and let out a roar, and then they’d feel an intense pain. That’s why bears feared the hunter’s face, and would violently maul it.


      Had the bear encountered entities on the Otherside that had stirred up that fear? Whether it was to escape its fear, or protect its territory, the bear had taken to imitating what it feared. It feared humans with guns, so it pretended to be a human with a gun itself. Without being able to tell one from the other.


      Toriko opened fire. The AK’s bullet tore a chunk off of a gravestone. It hadn’t hit the bear. It was hiding behind the graves, trying to take the long way around to us. This bear didn’t just know guns were scary, it knew how to take cover from them!


      “Let’s pull back, Toriko.”


      “Okay! You go on ahead!”


      Toriko kept the barrel of her gun on the bear as she spoke. I slipped between the gravestones, heading in the direction that would take us away from the bear. We needed to keep obstacles between the bear and us. If it charged at us across open ground, we were done for.


      Coming out onto the next path, I turned to look back, pointing my own rifle in the direction of the bear too.


      “Okay. I’m watching, so pull back!”


      Toriko lowered her AK and ran over. I couldn’t shoot as well as she could, but the bear was acutely aware that I was aiming at it, so it couldn’t come out into my line of fire. If we took turns doing this, we could fall back. But then what? We couldn’t keep doing circles around the graveyard, and the bear would close the distance before that.


      “It can’t tell the difference between people and guns...” the voice repeated itself. What’s with this guy?!


      “Yeah, we heard you the first time!” Toriko shouted angrily. She peeked around the gravestones, toward the place where the man was hiding. Right after that, she let out a cry of shocked surprise.


      “Huh?!”


      There was a sudden flutter of wings between the gravestones, and then a single crow flew upward. I looked up, and our eyes met—but they weren’t crow eyes. The black-feathered body of the crow had large eyes on it. The eyes, whose eyelids had no visible fold, staring at me with an upturned gaze were the same as the eyes of the man who’d been looking back at me without emotion from the other side of the gravestones.


      The eyes were human in shape, but the size was wrong. The distance from the inner corner of the eye to the outer corner was about the same as the width of the crow’s body. It was faded, flat, and didn’t move. It was like a spectral photograph, with just the eye burned into the crow’s feathers.


      The bear didn’t miss the moment when we were both distracted by the crow. Its claws scritched across the paving stones as it rapidly closed in on us. Toriko turned and opened fire. The bear quickly dodged. We’d narrowly avoided the danger, but the bear was now just one row away.


      “Sorawo, how many shots do you have with your rifle?”


      “Five.”


      “I’ve got three.”


      “That’s not good. We’ve got Makarov ammo, but...”


      “If it charges in at that speed, I don’t think we’ll be able to hit it with the Makarovs.”


      Toriko was being realistic. I figured that she was right. Maybe with Toriko’s shooting skills it might have been possible, but it was totally hopeless for a rank amateur like me.


      “Do you think maybe it’ll be too scared to approach once we get to somewhere where there isn’t any cover?” I suggested.


      “Contrary to what we’d expect?” asked Toriko.


      “Yeah. It’s approaching now because it can hide behind the gravestones, but it should be just as scared as we are of not having anywhere to hide.”


      “Do you think it’ll work out?”


      “Bears are animals too, so even on the Otherside, their basic behaviors shouldn’t be that different. We’ve probably entered its territory. So keeping our eyes on it while slowly moving away could be effective.”


      “Got it. So I shouldn’t shoot it, then?”


      “I dunno. We’ll have to play it by ear.”


      “Okay.”


      I crossed the gravestones, and joined Toriko. We kept our guns trained on the bear, and backed away down the path between the graves. The bear stayed hidden behind the gravestones, following us one row away. I felt its heavy, choking breaths resonating through my body, and there was a powerful animal smell as it got closer. Between the gravestones, I caught glimpses of the human faces stuck to its fur, and the yellowed fangs peeking out from its mouth.


      There was a man’s voice from behind me.


      “I worked for a young boss in a shady organization in Tokyo... I went around distributing flowers and collecting money... That’s all it was at first...”


      “Is that crow still here?” Toriko asked, irritated. I glanced back, and saw its black body flying from one gravestone to the next.


      “It is,” I confirmed. “It had eyes on its belly, didn’t it?”


      “It did... I cried out in surprise when I saw.”


      Apparently I hadn’t been mistaken. I imagine they weren’t real eyes, but a pattern or something that had just looked like them, but even so, it went without saying that it was weird it could talk like it did.


      “One night, I was called out... I had a bad feeling about it, but...I ended up driving... They opened up the back, and I could tell they were loading something...”


      What was it telling us? The life story? Of the man who’d died? Why would that be coming out of the mouth of a crow?


      The bear reared up on its hind legs. It put its paws on one of the gravestones and pressed, knocking what should have been a heavy stone over onto the path. The bear then used its momentum to jump over the fallen gravestone, and came out onto the same side as us. It was less than twenty meters away. If it came at us in earnest, we’d get maybe one shot, if that. Surely it knew that too.


      “Sorawo—I can shoot it, but I think it’ll attack the moment I do.”


      “Yeah, I can tell.”


      The bear was wary, but it was gradually starting to look down on us. Maybe they can’t shoot? Maybe they can’t hit me if they do? Its assessment of us as threats was dropping by the moment. It was a bad situation. If it completely underestimated us, that would be the moment it charged.


      And it was at that precise moment I realized the hole in the plan.


      “Toriko, sorry. I thought that the bear wouldn’t pursue us if we left its territory, but...”


      “What’s the problem?”


      “If it left the tracks behind the shack, then its territory is really big.”


      I heard Toriko inhale sharply. She’d instantly understood what I was saying.


      “They were, weren’t they...”


      Based on the way it was acting, even if we backed out of the graveyard, the bear would probably keep following us. The woodlands had even more things blocking our line of sight than the graveyard, and it would be able to close in on us easily using the trees as cover. Even if we made it back to the shack, there was no guarantee the bear would stop there either.


      “We’re gonna have to bite the bullet...”


      As Toriko took a firing posture with her AK again, the bear picked up on the change and stopped still. Yeah, this was an animal we were dealing with. It’d be wary of any opponent that it couldn’t afford to underestimate.


      I guess we’ve got to do this, huh? I steeled myself, and took aim with my rifle. Even if we didn’t have many shots left, if we both fired, there was a chance we could stop a charging bear.


      “If it moves again, I’ll shoot,” said Toriko.


      “Okay. I’ll shoot too.”


      We slowly backed away, keeping the bear in our sights. It stared at us, not moving. Good. Just stay right there, and leave us alone. We’ll never set foot in your precious graveyard again...


      The crow stopped on a nearby gravestone and, in a man’s voice, said, “You disappear too... This is your last chance...”


      Oh, shut up. I don’t have time for this right now, so kindly buzz off.


      Irritated at it for breaking my focus, I glanced to the side.


      What I saw there caught me off guard.


      “Toriko.”


      “What?”


      “There are stairs.”


      “Hm?”


      “Stairs. Going down.”


      “Huh...?”


      Toriko, who had been focused on the bear, glanced toward me. Her eyes widened.


      “Are those really stairs?” she asked.


      “That’s what they look like...”


      I looked again, and there were stairs there. In the middle of a row of gravestones, there was a space large enough to build a single large grave on, and a staircase leading down directly into the ground.


      Even at a glance, it was really weird. I had only ever seen an entrance like this in a video game. Like the stairs on the map of an old 2D game, or even like stairs that had been dug into the ground in Minecraft. There were no walls or roof, not even a railing. Nothing but a bare staircase. Technically, there was a ridge made of thin paving stones around the edge of the opening, but that was it. The inner walls were made with light-colored bricks of some sort, and the steps were concrete, maybe. I could feel a cool draft coming from the bottom.


      The crow flapped its wings, and took off from a gravestone. Caw, caw, it cried in an ear-grating voice. It didn’t speak again.


      Had I just been told to flee in this direction? By the crow?


      Could something out of a fairy tale like that really happen?


      My head was full of doubts, but I turned on my light, and looked down the opening. The stairs were straight all the way down. If I squinted, I could make out a door at the back. It was made of iron, and open wide to the outside.


      “Let’s try going down.”


      Toriko quickly glanced my way, then instantly said, “All right. Let’s go.”


      She didn’t hesitate. She didn’t even ask if it was going to be okay. In an emergency, she trusted my decisions. That was something I really loved about Toriko.


      Normally, I’d have been more cautious. It was a suspicious staircase that had appeared in the middle of a graveyard. There was no telling what awaited us below. The bear might come down too, and there could be gas built up, causing us to pass out when we took a single breath. Or worst of all, we might find a second bear down there.


      It was a snap decision, but I had my reasons. If we fought the bear in a straight, narrow place like this, we could lower the odds of missing. Also, I had heard that bears slowed down on a downward slope, so if it did come after us, it would be slower compared to on flat ground. One more thing was that the walls and floor were comparatively clean. If the bear was going up and down these stairs regularly, then I’d have expected it to be dirty with the pine resin on its body and its shed fur.


      “I’ll take point,” I said.


      “Okay,” Toriko agreed. “I’ll handle things here.”


      Just how many people could have said that when faced with a killer bear that wore the raw skin of its victims on its face?


      I turned back to the stairs, and headed down them in a hurry. There was a draft from down below, so I figured that the odds of us dying of asphyxiation were low. I could feel the stone under my soles. This was so unrealistic that I had suspected the stairs were an illusion when I had first seen them, but they definitely did exist.


      I needed to check they were safe before Toriko came down. I descended carefully, making sure my rifle didn’t hit the wall. I was in a rush, so the stairs felt even longer than they were.


      “I’m coming down too!” Toriko shouted from up top. I had just reached the bottom of the stairs. I looked through the open door, and there was a straight passageway beyond it. I put my hand on the iron door. It was heavy, it seemed like it would move.


      “Okay! Come on down!”


      I looked up. Toriko descended the stairs step by step, gun still held at the ready. She was coming down facing backward, so I was anxious that she might trip.


      On the other side of her, the bear suddenly appeared. It blocked the outside light, casting a dark shadow over the stairs. When I turned my light upward, the bear shook its head with displeasure as the light hit its face.


      “Toriko, it’s time to—”


      I didn’t even have to say it. Toriko cautiously backed away, until she eventually made it to me. The barrel of her rifle and her eyes never left the bear at the top of the stairs.


      “Keep on going down.”


      I put my hand on Toriko’s shoulder, and gently pulled. She followed my direction, and backed through the doorway. The door’s frame cut off her line of sight. I sensed the bear moving at the top of the stairs.


      “The door!”


      We both sprang for the door, and pulled it shut with all our might. The iron door screeched, dropping flakes of rust as it moved. Right before the heavy door blocked the doorway, I saw a dark mass come rushing down the stairs toward us. The bear’s huge body slammed against the door as it shut.


      The roar of stone and metal colliding echoed along the walls of the passageway. Even as we were flinching at the impact right next to us, I noticed the door had a bolt on the inside. It’d be bad news for us if the bear knew how to open a door. On the spur of the moment, I reached out and grabbed the door bolt. It was stiff! As I struggled with it, Toriko reached out too. We both pushed. The lever for the bolt moved with a grinding sound. We raised it up and slid it into the hole on the side. It went in!


      There was an angry roar, and the sound of repeated banging on the door. Rusty or not, the door was made of iron. It didn’t put a hole in it. If it had been a wooden door, though, it’d probably have broken through.


      The enraged bear kept going berserk on the other side of the door for a while, but eventually it fell silent. I hesitantly pressed an ear to the door. I didn’t hear anything.


      “I think it’s gone,” I said.


      Toriko let out a big sigh before leaning against the wall. “That freaked me out...”


      “Yeah, it sure was scary.”


      “What was with those faces?”


      “Something like camouflage, maybe? It was trying to imitate a hunter with a gun by—”


      As I was trying to explain my speculation, Toriko grabbed me and pulled me close. Then she hugged me with all her might.


      “Gwegh.”


      “Come on, just praise me.”


      Fair enough. I stopped resisting, and returned the hug.


      “You were super cool, Toriko.”


      “I did my best out there.”


      “I’m so proud of you.”


      I gave Toriko a pat on the head. She buried her face in the side of my neck and growled. It tickled, and I wanted to shake free of her, but I restrained myself.


      But then she started nibbling on my neck, so I did shake free.


      “I’ve told you not to bite.”


      “You’re just so biteable. I couldn’t help myself.”


      Toriko stuck her tongue out, not sorry in the least.


      “You’re a beast...”


      “Sure am.”


      “Whaa... You’re just gonna accept it?”


      “That’s what we are, aren’t we? A big beast made of two people.”


      “Urkh.”


      There was something terrifyingly alluring in the look Toriko gave me as I came up short for a response to that.


      “Isn’t that right, Ms. Other Half of the Nue?”


      I turned my face away, unable to look Toriko straight in the eye. I knew we were both thinking the same thing without it needing to be said. The chimera of Todate and Hana we saw on the lakeshore near the Mayoiga. The beautiful and grotesque combined form of a pair with a deep connection. It was stunningly beautiful, and indecent. That was us. We, the Nue, were like that.


      “Why don’t you say something?” Toriko whispered, her lips touching my head. My skin quivered. Her quiet, snickering voice was that of a person who knew she had the upper hand. I clung to Toriko, feeling weak in the knees.


      “Hey, Sorawo...” she said.


      “Wait, wait.”


      “What is it...?”


      “I won’t be able to stand...”


      I could tell Toriko was happy to hear me say that. Because she started breathing heavily through her nose. That snapped me back to my senses. I stood up straight, and looked up at Toriko.


      “Okay, it’s over.”


      “Huh... Whaaa?”


      “What?”


      “After going this far?”


      “What? We haven’t gone anywhere?”


      Toriko looked at me resentfully, biting her lip.


      “You’re no fair, Sorawo.”


      Suddenly, tender feelings welled up inside of me. I spread my arms wide, and cupped Toriko’s face in my hands.


      “You’re so cute, Toriko.”


      “Heh...”


      I brought my face in and kissed her. Then moved away before she could react.


      “Sorawo...”


      “Let’s go.”


      “H-Hold on, I can’t stand.”


      “Suck it up!”


      “You’re such a meanie! You beast!”


      4


      In any case, things slowly settled down after all of that commotion. It seemed we’d gotten pretty high on adrenaline after surviving a life-threatening situation.


      We got back on track, and set about ascertaining our situation. Even though we’d escaped the imminent threat of the killer bear, flirting inside an underground tunnel when we didn’t know where it went, or what was down it, was an insane thing to do when we calmed down and thought about it.


      I guess we were never sane to begin with, though.


      “I wonder if this is the ‘grounding’ that Tsuji-san talked about,” I said.


      Toriko let out a frustrated groan. She didn’t seem to have come back down to reality just yet.


      Once Toriko took out her light and turned it on, both of us lit up the tunnel ahead of us. It went as far as the eye could see, and beyond that was darkness. Unfortunately, having two lights did not double how far they’d shine.


      What about sounds? We perked up our ears for a bit, but couldn’t sense anything else moving. There was a low rumble that sounded like ringing in my ears. Maybe there was a large space somewhere, and these were sounds echoing back from there. I licked my finger and held it up. It felt cold. Though it had weakened considerably since we closed the door, there was still a slight flow of air toward the gap between it and the frame. We sniffed the air too, but couldn’t tell anything. The two of us made one beast without a very good nose...


      The passage was just wide enough for us to walk side by side. If we had been fully grown men, we would’ve probably needed to go single file. There was some space between our heads and the ceiling, but it was still low, only two meters, if that.


      As I’d already seen from the outside, the walls were built out of some kind of small bricks. They were a pale beige or gray, and thinner than ordinary bricks. Instead, there was a thick plaster filling the gaps between them. I was no expert on construction, and it was a Western technique I wasn’t familiar with, but it gave off a vague “old building” feel to me.


      The floor and ceiling were concrete. There was sand and leaves piled up near the door where they had blown in, but it was surprisingly clean other than that. There were footprints in a thin layer of dust on the floor, heading down the passageway toward us. The large footprints with flat soles, and pointed tips, felt like they had been made by the boots belonging to the man who’d fallen in the graveyard. Judging by the footprints, only one person had come this way.


      Toriko pulled out a glow stick and bent it. It began to emit a fluorescent green light. Toriko stuck the stick through the gap in the door bar. It would last eight hours. If we couldn’t find an exit at the other end of the tunnel, we’d have to make our way back here. If it came to that, well...we’d be praying the bear wasn’t lying in wait.


      “Well... Shall we go?”


      “Okay. Let’s.”


      We started walking down the pitch-dark corridor. We put the rifles, which were hard to turn around with while indoors, over our backs, and got our Makarovs ready to be taken out at any time. Come to think of it, my CQB-R was apparently a short-barreled model that had originally been customized for close-quarters battles inside buildings. I lacked the skills for that, though, so I have to admit it was being wasted on me.


      The corridor went dead straight. It continued northward, on and on, without any change. I turned to look back several times as we walked, and the green light was still visible. That meant the path really was as straight as it felt, not curving at all.


      I bent another stick and dropped it on the ground. It gave off a reasonable amount of light in the darkness, which was a relief. We had each brought ten glow sticks with us. I wanted to be frugal with them, because there was no telling how long the tunnel would be, but I was also scared to have something come up behind us unnoticed, so I kept my stinginess under control.


      “We’ve gotta be outside the graveyard by now, yeah?” Toriko asked, her voice echoing in the passageway.


      “Probably,” I replied. “At first, I was thinking that there might be another entrance, and the bear would circle around ahead of us, but...”


      “It doesn’t seem like that’s going to happen. I wonder what kind of place this is.”


      “I’d hate it if it just went on forever.”


      Toriko turned to look back, checking the way we came.


      “For the moment, it doesn’t seem like we need to worry about that. If a light appears in front of us, that’d be bad news, though.”


      There were three markers behind us: green, blue, and orange. Out of caution, we used a different color each time. If a light appeared in front of us, that would mean the passageway was looping, but there was no sign of that happening. It was a ridiculous thing to have to worry about, but it was so monotonous that it made us want to suspect an infinite loop.


      I checked the time. We’d been walking for ten minutes. I felt like it had been twice that long, though.


      What would we do if the passage really just went on forever without going anywhere? The eight hour duration of a glow stick gave us one guideline. If we kept going for four hours and found nothing, and then walked back another four... No, that would be too much wasted effort. If we went an hour and there was no change, that might be a good time to consider turning back. I was about to tell Toriko what I was thinking, but then...


      There was a gust of wind from up ahead. I felt it blow against my entire body, and then a little after that heard the echo of it blowing against the iron door.


      Then there was the screech of metal, and the rumble of something large moving.


      “Huh? That sound just now...” said Toriko.


      We looked at each other. It felt familiar.


      “I don’t want to think this, but...there is a precedent for it.”


      “You’re right.”


      We began moving forward again, half doubtful. It wasn’t long before the passageway came to some stairs. They were going up. We shined a light up the stairs, and they went about two stories. That was about the same height as the ones we’d come down. It was still pitch-dark up there, but our lights didn’t reach the ceiling. It seemed like there was a wide-open space.


      We stopped a moment, and waited to see if there were any signs of movement. The loud noise had ended with what had happened just before, and now it was silent again. We made our decision and started climbing the stairs.


      If something was waiting, it was already long since aware that we were here. Our lights, our footsteps, the sound of us talking. In this darkness, those things all practically screamed “we’re right here.” But even realizing that, it was hard to just trot right up. When you’re scared, you’re scared.


      I raised the hand holding the light to face level, and cautiously peered over the top of the steps. Nothing. It was just flat ground, continuing on ahead. But unlike the passageway we’d followed here, it had square tile flooring. There was a tiled wall on the left side too, and open space off to the right.


      “I knew it...” Toriko murmured. I nodded too. With the earlier sound, we’d basically predicted this.


      The stairs led up to a train station platform.


      The sound of a train driving through, the screech of wheels on rails, and air being forced down the tunnel like the train was a piston. We were familiar with all of them from the subway. This wasn’t our first run-in with a subway on the Otherside, so I wasn’t about to be surprised by it at this point, but...


      We pointed our lights up. Rather high above us, there was a dome-like roof supported by thick, curved beams. This, despite the fact that, since we had climbed about the same distance as we had descended from the graveyard, it wouldn’t have been odd for us to be aboveground. Yet my senses were telling me we were still fairly deep.


      Toriko, who had approached the edge of the platform, gulped.


      “Whoa, Sorawo... Look at this!”


      “What is it?”


      I went over next to her to look. I let out a cry of surprise too.


      “What is this...?!”


      Peering out over the edge of the platform, I had expected to see rails. But no.


      Under the platform was a deep drop, like a sheer cliff. Toriko’s light was shining on the rails far, far below.


      There was another platform on the opposite side. The distance between the two was about the same width as a train, maybe three meters at most, but with a frighteningly high cliff between the two, that three meters felt like a terrifying distance.


      I also pointed my light down the cliff, and took another look. Surprisingly, there were two more platforms. One halfway down the cliff, and one at the bottom where the tracks were. That meant there was a three-level platform, including where we were now.


      And yet, there was only the one set of tracks at the bottom. It was a nonsensical layout.


      The wall of the platform opposite us had a door leading to stairs that went down. If we could cross over there, then we could probably go down to the lower levels. But...how could we do that? It wasn’t a distance we could easily jump, and we didn’t have the materials to build a bridge. There was nothing we could do right now.


      “If we brought rope, do you think we could get down?” asked Toriko.


      “I dunno...” I replied. “We’re pretty high up.”


      It looked like there was more than ten meters between here and the middle platform. It was definitely more than a three-story building. Even if we found some place to firmly affix our rope, and had sufficient lighting, and all the equipment for serious rope climbing... I felt like this would still be beyond us. We would’ve needed the skills of a rescue team, or mountaineers.


      “I’m curious enough that I want to go see it, though,” I admitted.


      “Do you think we could bridge the gap safely?” Toriko asked.


      What would it take to build a three-meter bridge? A log bridge wasn’t going to cut it... Even if we had suitable materials, it’d take a whole lot of work to get them here.


      “That sound before, it was from a train running along those tracks, probably,” I said.


      “It sounded like it,” Toriko agreed.


      “Do you think it’ll come again?”


      “Who can say? Do you think they have a schedule?”


      As I gazed over the edge of the platform into the darkness, I started to get dizzy. It was like I was losing my sense of balance, and the darkness was going to suck me in... I hadn’t lost interest in the opposite platform, or the tracks at the bottom of the cliff, but I decided to put them off until later. We hadn’t explored this side of the platform to my satisfaction yet.


      The floor and walls were pretty grimy. It felt like long years of use had left them stained by the dirt of many passengers. This stood in contrast to the passageway we’d come through, which had seemed as clean as if it had gone unused since it was built. It was so stark a difference it felt tacked on. Like they’d gone and got a dirty subway, and then installed it here.


      There was a sign in the middle of the platform with the station name.


      “Katasu,” it said. The text was legible.


      “Katasu Station?” Toriko said, tilting her head to the side. “That’s what this place is...?”


      As for my reaction, I was half excited, half concerned.


      Katasu Station and Yami Station were on either side of Kisaragi Station. But the original ghost story never touched on this place directly. It was only mentioned as a name on a sign. So even being told this was Katasu Station, the feeling that I had gotten at Kisaragi Station, like I was on a “pilgrimage” to the site, was much weaker. If anything, maybe my attention should have been focused on the way the Otherside was presenting Katasu Station like this. Was it trying to do something to us?


      The tiled wall had other advertisements and warnings posted on it. But almost none of them meant anything.


      “Twisted Candies.”


      “It’s a rope.”


      “Tickle Inlet.”


      “Good for attracting mosquitoes.”


      Those meaningless lines of text were next to pictures and photos that may or may not have been related to them. There was a large poster that said “Summer School,” with three little boys on it, holding dead parrots in their mouths. There were tacks pressed into the boys’ eyes, and the parrots’.


      “It’s all nonsense, but...we can read it, right?” Toriko said, cocking her head to the side.


      That struck me as odd too. There was hardly any text we could read in the other world. Kozakura’s theory was that it was affecting the language area of our brains in some way. The one exception was text that came from the ghost stories that were used as motifs—like the station sign at Kisaragi Station, for instance. I thought being able to read the sign for Katasu Station might have been the same phenomenon, but if we were able to read other things too, that changed things.


      “Ah...! So that’s it!” It suddenly hit me. “Toriko, this might be the interstitial space.”


      “Huh? So then...while we were walking along that passageway, we moved to the interstitial space?”


      “That’s what I’m thinking, since we can read text.”


      The interstitial space was what we called the odd space that existed in between the surface world and the other world. Unlike the Otherside, which was a totally different place, the interstitial space still resembled the surface world. But it had a kind of unsettling and bleak atmosphere about it.


      Maybe the effect on the language area was incomplete, because we could still read in the interstitial space. Although, the contents of what we did read were totally crazy. Looking at it again that way, I felt as though the text in this station had the hallmarks of the interstitial space.


      “If we keep going do you think we’ll get closer to the surface?” Toriko asked.


      “Maybe?” I replied.


      As we continued on, there were stairs going up at the end of the platform. It was still pitch-dark when we shined a light up them, but it still might lead out to ground level. With no way we could cross to the other platform, these stairs were our only choice anyway.


      As we made up our minds, and were about to step onto the stairs, a gust of wind blew up from the platform below.


      It’s a train!


      We rushed to the edge of the platform to look.


      The first thing I saw was a cone of light cast in the darkness. The headlights of the lead car shone brightly as a two-car train emerged from the darkness. The light from inside the train shone onto the lowest platform in a comb shape. The breaks screeched as the train slid to a stop.


      There was a rattle as the train doors opened. It was dark, so I couldn’t make out details, but I got the feeling the cars were in an old style. They had a generally roundish shape.


      One person disembarked from each of the two cars. Their silhouettes suggested they were wearing hats as part of a uniform, so maybe it was the driver and the conductor? The two of them looked at something on the platform that we couldn’t see, then returned to the train.


      When they came out again, they were dragging a big, long, thin bag behind them.


      “Huh...?”


      We looked at one another.


      The size of the bag, its weight, how soft it seemed; I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was a person in there. The two of them casually tossed the bag, then returned to the train, and came out with another.


      I had a feeling it wouldn’t end well if they spotted us. We exchanged a look, then slowly crouched down. We turned off our lights too. We got on our bellies, making as little noise as possible, and stuck our faces out over the edge of the platform. I groped for the binoculars and pressed them to my face.


      In my zoomed in field of view, I saw them lining up more and more bags on the platform. It sure looked to me like there were corpses inside. The two of them stopped, perhaps having finished unloading for now. They returned to the train, and I thought it would depart, but then they stopped at the door. They were looking down at the platform without moving. It was like they were waiting for something.


      A hand appeared in the light shining on the platform. Even in the yellow light cast by the train, I could tell it was an unnaturally pale hand. Next the person’s head came into view. It was pure white, without a single hair. Another similarly pale individual came out, and they took hold of one of the bags.


      At that moment, the bag moved. It shook back and forth, like it was trying to free itself from some restraints. Those were no corpse bags... They were alive!


      I don’t think I let out a cry of surprise, but I did gulp involuntarily. I think they must’ve heard that. The one with the bald head turned and saw us. No, I don’t know if I could really say that he “saw” us. The guy had no eyes. Where there should have been eyes, there were just tiny nostril-like holes.


      More pale-skinned guys poked their heads out to look up at us. Three, four, five, six...and there were probably even more. The pair from the train were looking up at us too.


      “You think this is bad?” Toriko asked.


      “It could be!” I replied.


      Toriko jumped up, and offered me a hand as I was getting to my feet. We turned our lights back on, and looked down again. The hairless, pale-skinned people had gotten down onto the tracks, and were trying to clamber up onto the opposite platform.


      “Hey, aren’t they trying to come up here?” asked Toriko.


      “Uh-oh, this is bad. Let’s get going!” I replied.


      We took off running. We raced up the stairs at the end of the platform. When we got to the top, out of breath, there was a somewhat large room there. It was maybe the size of an elementary school classroom. The walls and ceiling seemed to have been hewn out of stone, and there were iron doors on the right wall and at the front. Some of the walls had shelves carved into them, and there was an armful of cans and some metal tools laying on them which had transformed into lumps of rust.


      We approached the closer of the two doors, on our right, to try it. When we pulled on the knob, it moved with a grinding noise. There was so much rust I worried the whole doorway might collapse. Inside was a room with a low roof, and wooden boxes piled up by the wall. The walls were bare rock, like in the previous room, but there were signs of them having been painted, and that it had peeled away with the passage of time, making them look extra filthy. The ceiling was covered in cobwebs in some places, and a bare light bulb hung from a black electrical cord. There might have been a switch somewhere, but even if we could have found it, I doubt that it would’ve worked. Turning our lights toward the pile of boxes, there was an open doorway beyond them, leading into yet another room.


      We managed to shut the door we’d opened, but it was probably still immediately obvious because of all the rust we’d left on the ground. Just as I’d given up and accepted that and was about to move on, I noticed there was something written on this side of the door. The text, in thick Gothic character, was badly faded, but I could still read it.




      PROHIBITED AREA GHQ




      “Prohibited area... What’s a GHQ?” asked Toriko.


      “Uh, they’re the American organization that ruled Japan after the war...” I told her.


      “That was a thing that happened, huh?”


      “You’ve never heard of them? Like MacArthur.”


      Toriko shook her head. Maybe that was just how it was for someone who grew up in Canada. I wasn’t exactly a history buff myself, so I couldn’t tell her any more than I already had. I glanced down at my feet and saw the crumpled remnants of yellow and black tape lying there. It looked like we’d opened up a prohibited area from the inside. Still, it could have been easily opened from either side, like we just did, so it must have been left like that for quite a long time. Long enough for the lock to corrode. Maybe it had been like this since after the second world war?


      Well, this was no time to be thinking about history. We got back to fleeing.


      We climbed over the wooden boxes, went through the door, and found it was a closet. There were some rather old machines with lots of buttons and dials on them haphazardly stashed in here. Were they for construction, or cleaning, or maybe even medical use? This room was thickly coated with dust and cobwebs too. There were two large, metal carts with wheels on the bottom sitting side by side. The basket-shaped pushcarts had bundles of cloth in them. They looked like linen, but were stained and falling apart. There were some sort of pipes on the ceiling, and two more hanging light bulbs. Another door stood on the opposite side of the room. This one was in comparatively good shape, and a light pink paint still remained on the rust. It had a lever-type doorknob, so we pushed it open.


      “Wha?!”


      We both cried out. There was a sudden rush of bright light. It pierced our eyes, and I covered mine, unable to bear it.


      Opening my eyes slightly, I looked around and found the light was not actually that bright. It was coming from a flickering fluorescent light on the ceiling. It was a nondescript building that reminded me of an old public facility or perhaps a hospital. We had come out of a fire door that could have easily been mistaken for a part of the wall at the end of a winding hallway.


      There were two more doors in sight, but neither was marked. I could hear some slight noise in the distance, but didn’t sense anything nearby. It gave off a vibe like a part of a big old building that hardly anyone ever came to.


      Had we come back to the surface world? Even if we had, should we keep going? We didn’t know what kind of facility we were in, and we were armed too.


      As I stood hesitating at the doorway, there was a sound in the distance. It was followed by the sound of multiple people running. Their footsteps were heavy, like they were wearing thick boots, and I heard there was also the clicking of metal and plastic. There were voices talking over top of one another, muffled as if they were coming over a radio. I couldn’t make out whatever they were saying.


      “Aren’t they coming this way...?” asked Toriko.


      “Yikes, they could be security,” I replied.


      Our intrusion might have tripped the security system. It would’ve made sense if the sounds coming toward us were security guards. Maybe we had made it back to the surface world, but it would still be a pain if we were found. This way was no good. We hurriedly closed the door. I was wondering if we couldn’t lock it too, but it didn’t seem like it from this side. In an attempt to at least delay our pursuers, we pushed a linen cart over and wedged it under the door handle. That would give them some real trouble getting it open.


      With our makeshift barricade finished, we turned to go. There was no time to dally. We had to try the other door.


      We passed through the closet, and returned to the room from before. As we ran to the door on the north wall, our eyes met with those of one of the pale-skinned people who had come up the stairs. If those little holes on his face counted as eyes, that is.


      “Whoa!”


      “Sorawo, get back!”


      Toriko stepped forward to cover me. She already had the AK in her hands. I pulled the Makarov from my thigh holster too. I had a light in my left hand, a Makarov in my right, both pointed at our opponent.


      The pale-skinned person turned his head to the sides as he entered the room. Was he sniffing the air? Or listening for something? It could have been both. His pale white skin, and his tiny little eyes, made me think of creatures that lived their whole lives in the darkness of a cave. On a closer look, his legs were quite short, and his arms were really long in comparison. The way he crawled around on all fours made me think of a giant hairless bat. Was the reason that he seemed unfazed by us shining our lights on him because his vision had completely atrophied?


      More and more of them rushed up the stairs. They went around the one that had led the way, spreading out to the sides. It felt like they were trying to surround us, and we backed away.


      “Stay back!” Toriko loudly warned them, holding her rifle ready. They didn’t even acknowledge it. They constantly swiveled their heads as they gradually closed in. We slowly retreated as they did. Yellow teeth peeked out of their mouths. Even the incisors were sharp and pointed.


      Do...we have to shoot? Will they back off if we fire a warning shot? And if they don’t, then...


      Just as I was preparing for this to get lethal, there was a clang from the left. It was from the room we’d just turned back from. I could immediately guess what the sound was. The doorknob hitting the cart we’d used to block the door. I didn’t know if they were building security, or what they were, but they were trying to open the door from the other side.


      We’d made it hard for them...or so I thought, but only for a brief moment, and there was another metallic sound, and we heard the door opening.


      It opened?! That easily...?!


      Someone was racing this way. Were they the security guards for that building? What would happen to us for coming in here? Or to ordinary people who ran into the mysterious pale-skinned people from a mysterious subway station...


      While we were distracted by the noise, they surrounded us, and we were cornered against the wall. The pale-skinned people didn’t seem to notice the sound of footsteps approaching. Even though they looked like they relied on hearing more than sight.


      The door opened. Two men in uniform appeared at the door. They had white gloves on their hands. I had a vague sense they might be the driver and conductor from the train. When I saw them enter the room, I was sure of it. Both of the crew members were dragging an empty corpse bag with them.


      As we were speechless, the two of them looked at us with emotionless faces, then came to a stop. They brought the hands not holding a bag out in front of their faces, and then spread their thumb and index finger with them pointed toward us.


      “What’re they doing?” Toriko whispered. I was about to tell her I had no clue...but then it hit me.


      “They’re...measuring our height.”


      To see if we’d fit in the bags they’d brought.


      The crew members lowered their hands, then nodded. As if they had been waiting for that, the rest of the pale-skinned people rushed us!


      “Whoa!”


      I reflexively pulled the trigger. Toriko did too. A whole bunch of shots rang out in that cramped room, and two or three of the pale-skinned people dropped like their strings had been cut. But that was all we could manage. There were too many of them. Hands reached out from the side, and I thought they’d seize my clothes, my arms, or the barrel of my gun, but the next thing I knew I was being lifted up by my torso.


      “Sorawo!” Toriko shouted.


      In the corner of my eye, I saw her struggling as the same thing was happening to her. I still had a gun in my hands, but if I fired in this situation I risked hitting Toriko. While I was hesitating, I was lifted up to the point where I was almost touching the ceiling. I craned my neck to look down and saw a crew member with an open corpse bag. If I got put in that, I’d be carried off to the depths of the earth, along with the other bags. I’d never make it back aboveground again. Because—


      “They’re going to take us to hell.”


      My eyes widened. Toriko’s did too, as if she was surprised at her own words. The blood drained from her face as she continued, “That subway goes to hell...!”


      Yeah, I thought. That’s right.


      I had no basis for it, but I just “knew” Toriko was right.


      No— She’s not! She can’t be! Because...


      Because...? Because what?


      I couldn’t argue with it. Not that there would be any need to usually. It was a baseless claim, delusional. We were being controlled—our perception was. The interstitial space was controlling our brains, twisting our perception. Yeah, that had to be the kind of place it was. It wasn’t just in between the surface world and the other world—it was an organ of the Otherside, working on our brains to “adapt” them to it.


      I thought all of that in an instant. No, even that may have been a delusion. The thoughts that had been being held back by the interstitial space might’ve all rushed off down random paths looking for an exit. But it sparked an epiphany for me.


      Then can’t we do the opposite?


      If the interstitial space was manipulating our perception to bring us closer to the Otherside, then couldn’t we intentionally control our perception to change the world, the way that Tsuji had? With just one cigarette, she’d turned the office that had been becoming an interstitial space back into its original state. If I could do that too...


      Tsuji had called it grounding. Bringing your elevated consciousness back down to earth. I needed to bring my warped perception back to its original state, and quite literally get my feet back on the ground. Was there a method of grounding I could use here, in this situation?


      There is!


      “Toriko—” I raised my voice. I resisted the hands trying to shove me into a corpse bag with all my might, twisting to turn my eyes toward Toriko. “Toriko! Look over here... At my face!”


      She heard, and turned her face toward me. It was pale, desperate, and she didn’t understand what I was saying, and yet she’d still responded to my call. I was taken aback for a moment by how beautiful she looked. It was a face that, in all the time since we’d met, I had never gotten used to.


      I could lock every phenomenon out of my perception except Toriko.


      Yeah. Toriko’s ridiculously pretty face was always the source of my sanity.


      If Toriko would look at me, then I could stay here forever. In the middle of a wave assault of terror, it had kept me from going insane.


      Words raced from my lips unbidden.


      “The only hell is here on earth!”


      Toriko gulped in realization. Those were the words Tsuji had said when we were solving the Rinfone.


      The pale people—ghouls, ghosts, underground people, or whatever they were that had caught us—rushed in like they knew their prey was about to escape. The onrushing hands hid Toriko from sight. As I was being jostled around, I shouted again.


      “We’re not going to hell, Toriko!”


      A translucent hand reached out, as if tearing through the horde of hands blocking my view. It was unmistakably Toriko’s left hand. The other hands around it withered like crumpled paper. When Toriko reemerged from the gang of ghouls, her left hand touched my face.


      “If we’re not going to hell, then where are we going?”


      I was able to answer her question like it was second nature.


      “Even further than that—beyond the mountains!”


      That was the answer. Satsuki Uruma had invited me to the mountains. That was where Satsuki Uruma’s limit was.


      We would go beyond there. Beyond the mountains where fear and madness swirled.


      I don’t know if Toriko got what I meant.


      Because, in that moment, we became the Nue.


      The gang of underground people, and the train crew with the corpse bags vanished without a trace.


      We were looking down over a mountain range from really high up.


      Thinking back on it later, it would occur to me that it closely resembled one of the diagrams from Kaidancraft that Kozakura had shown us, but I didn’t realize it at the time. We had become one beast. We were tightly bound together, but we were not completely one. A terrible beast that frightened others, and frightened ourselves.


      We had lost human language. We couldn’t think like people. With fear, and adoration, and peace, and satiation, we looked past the mountains. We couldn’t see what was there yet. There was still something we were missing before we could. That, we knew. But we did not know what it was. We roared with maddening frustration.


      Suddenly, we noticed someone standing in the mountains below.


      They were dressed like a samurai with armor and a black-lacquered court cap. He looked up at us, and we realized we’d been noticed.


      The samurai seemed to fade, and then became a figure with large horns.


      It’s the Horned Man.


      The resident of the Otherside that we had encountered at Kisaragi Station.


      The man with horns was dressed like a samurai. He was also carrying a large bow in his hands.


      Instinctual fear shot through us. We tried to turn in midair, then suddenly, it all went dark.


      “Huh?!”


      “What?!”


      We both cried out without meaning to. Just as suddenly as it had begun, we had ceased to be the Nue. There was no one around. The place we found ourselves was different from where we were before.


      We groped around confusedly for our lights and guns, trying to figure out the situation. The room was about the same size as earlier, but there were no stairs, and the door that had led to the mysterious facility wasn’t there either. The metal trash that had been left in here before was gone too. The only thing that remained was the door we had yet to open.


      “What was that, just now?” Toriko asked after lowering her gun.


      I shook my head. “Dunno...”


      I remembered us rewriting our perception together to get out of a jam. But my epiphany in that moment, and what happened after we became the Nue faded away like memories of a dream.
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      Somehow, I managed to pull myself together and put my hand on the door. This one was rusty too, so we pushed against it together to force it open.


      Beyond the door was a staircase going up that was about a meter wide. Of course, after just a few steps it came to another hallway. The stairs were just there to adjust for the height difference.


      I climbed the steps and poked my head out. There was a concrete passageway about three meters across that went to the left and right. The passage was dimly lit. There were bare light bulbs hanging at regular intervals, making it technically possible to see. It wasn’t enough to consider turning off our lights, though.


      “It’s different from the building we were in before...?” I noted.


      “If anything, I’d say it’s more like the tunnels we came through,” Toriko said, turning to close the door. When one of our lights shone on the door, I was able to see a sign on it.




      Imperial Army No. 130 Observation Well




      “Huh?” I said in confusion.


      “An old army facility?”


      “What’s an observation well, I wonder? Is it a well you use to observe, like the name suggests?”


      “Was there any well in there?”


      “Maybe it was at the end of those stairs...?”


      We had no shortage of questions, but answers were not forthcoming. We decided to head out into the hall and take a look around.


      There were nothing but nondescript walls down one side of the corridor for a long way, but on the side we had come out of there were occasionally more short staircases. These also led down to doors. We went both to the left and right to check and found signs that just said “No. 128 Well” on the right, and “No. 132” on the left.


      As we stopped to discuss, we heard a slight roar in the distance.


      “Is that the sound of wind? We might be close to an exit, then.”


      “I want to get outside for a bit. We’ve been walking underground so long I’m starting to develop claustrophobia,” Toriko said, and then her stomach grumbled. “See? I’m hungry too.”


      “We missed lunch, after all.”


      If we were going to look for a way outside, heading in the direction of the lower numbers seemed like a better bet. We turned to the right. After a little walking, there were more stairs and a door. “No. 128” was followed by “No. 126.” It seemed this passage had the even numbers. I wondered if there was something behind each door, but it would’ve taken forever to check.


      As we walked, we opened up some CalorieMate and shared it. We drank water from a plastic bottle, and when I happened to look at the label on it, I realized.


      “Hey, I can read the label.”


      “Huh? You’re right! So we’re already back in the surface world, then?”


      “Well, I dunno. Some things still feel kinda sketchy about it.”


      Something was off, but I couldn’t point to what exactly. As I stared at the nutritional information on the label, my head started to throb so I stopped. It felt like a strain on my brain. Maybe we were on the edge of the Otherside influencing the language area.


      We continued for a while, and finally the path split, and I could see a door at the intersection. It was an iron door. This one was in better shape than the others so far, and not all that rusted.


      We cautiously opened it, and there was a large space inside. It was a room...or so I thought, but it continued on to the left and right, so apparently this was another corridor. But this one was ten meters across, and the ceiling was high enough that construction vehicles could have come through. There was a metal plate next to the door we came out of. It had “Imperial Army No. 13 Mining Shaft” written on it.


      This hall also had lights along it. It was gloomy, but it was enough to walk by. Despite there being electricity, there was no sign of anyone around. That was creepy, but it worked to our advantage.


      The roar we’d been hearing faintly before got louder. Toriko looked up in a moment of realization.


      “Isn’t this the sound of cars?”


      Now that she mentioned it, yes, it was. It wasn’t just the sound of the wind. There was a road nearby, and many cars driving on it—that was what it sounded like.


      I licked my finger and held it up again. I felt air flowing toward the left. If there was an exit, it’d be that way. We turned to head toward the left. The hall was too wide, so we just kind of kept to the edge of it.


      There were occasionally iron doors on either side. Some were like the one we had come through, while others were large double doors that you could have driven a vehicle through. Each of them had a plate identifying it as the insert-number-here mining shaft.


      As we were walking, the sound of the road got closer. We kept going, looking to the sides at a number of the doors as we went, and eventually there was a door on the right with stairs going up.


      “Found it!”


      I ran over to the other side of the hall. No doubt about it, I could hear the sounds of cars driving up there. There must have been a pretty busy road nearby.


      Unlike the corridor, these stairs were unlit. We turned our lights back on, and climbed through the darkness.


      There were multiple landings along the way. I was running out of breath. Just how much walking had we done today? If I were carrying a pedometer, it’d probably be telling me I’d set a new personal record.


      After going up five or six stories, the stairs finally ended and there was yet another iron door. We caught our breath before opening it, and there was a flat hallway. This one was also dark, but there was a light at the end! We came out the door, and turned back to see what would be written there this time.




      Entry Prohibited


      Defense Facilities Administration Agency




      “It’s modern now,” Toriko said after she had read the sign.


      A government agency that managed facilities from the war, huh? Well, maybe that was a thing.


      “We totally trespassed, huh?” she added.


      “Well, we did come in through the back without knowing...” I said.


      “It wasn’t intentional, so whatever.”


      “We’ll have to excuse ourselves.”


      With that exchange, we quickly left the door behind.


      The end of the passageway was blocked by a thick metal gate. There was a panel next to it, and when we opened it up there was a handle inside. When we turned it with some force, the metal gate began to move with it, opening up a gap as it went into the wall on the right hand side.


      There was no need to open it all the way. When there was enough space for us to get through, we stopped and slipped past the gate. Beyond that there was a chain-link fence with a door. This one was locked from the inside, so we unlocked it and opened it.


      It’s the exit! We ran the last several meters of the dark hall, and then we were outside.


      And that’s where my jaw dropped.


      Sure, I had thought there would be a road. But I hadn’t expected to come out in the middle of one.


      There were cars racing past on either side. The sound of cars driving that we’d heard echoing off the walls and floor was deafening now. We were still inside of a tunnel. Even as a nondriver, I could tell. We were on a highway, and we were standing on the median where roads merged. There were pillars on either side of us, making this a blind spot that was hard for drivers to see.


      As engines roared around us, Toriko brought her face close to me and shouted, “What do we do about this?!”


      I thought about it while looking at the emergency exit sign on the tunnel wall that I could see beyond the pillars.


      Do we wait for a break in traffic, then dash across the road to the emergency exit?


      But we’re armed, and we don’t know where it will take us. That raises the risk we’ll run into someone.


      Do we go back the way we came, then? Now?


      Go back through that strange underground space, slip through the station without alerting the underground people, head out into the graveyard...and then return to the skeletal building while worrying about that killer bear?


      Whaa?


      “What should we do? Really...” I murmured, at a loss for an answer, but of course my voice vanished in the roar of traffic.
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      In the end, we decided to ask for help.


      We just barely had cell phone reception, so we called Migiwa and had him come get us.


      I initially thought it was an unreasonable request, but between the signs nearby, and the GPS which wasn’t fully reliable because we were underground, we were able to work out that it was a merging point for the expressway. We were in a tunnel on the Inner Circular Route, near the Imperial Palace.


      Not long after, I spotted what looked like Migiwa’s Benz. The car slowed down, then backed up onto the median. Once we had rushed into the back seat, we breathed a sigh of relief.


      “There was a place like that underground?!” Migiwa exclaimed excitedly when he heard our story. “I had heard rumors that some of the underground facilities from the war still lay dormant beneath Tokyo, but I never expected such a large-scale one to exist.”


      “I don’t know about that. I’m not sure if it existed...” I said. “Much of the area was in the interstitial space, so it may have been a onetime thing.”


      “Ohh, is that right? I am, nonetheless, jealous. I wish I could have seen it for myself.”


      This might have been the first time I had seen Migiwa so hyped up.


      “Oh, this is embarrassing,” he continued. “I traveled all over, looking for such places in my youth, so I am getting carried away.”


      “What kind of places?” I asked.


      “Unexplored ruins, caves... It was the folly of youth. It often got me into trouble, so I cannot speak of it with much pride.”


      Though he spoke with a hint of embarrassment, Migiwa sounded like he was enjoying himself more than I’d ever seen before.




      A week later, we entered the Otherside via Jinbouchou again. Not to explore this time, but to survey the skeletal building and think about how to remodel it. We left the rifles at home, and only took the bare minimum of equipment.


      When we stepped out of the elevator, the season had grown even more autumnal, and the breeze felt refreshing.


      We strolled along by the fence, taking in the sights of the Otherside from the roof. The foliage that had grown over the summer was still dense, but its colors had faded a little, and the yellows and browns were standing out more. This was an even better season for exploring.


      “We really are going to want to replenish our rifle ammo,” I said as I walked along, running my hand along the railing, Toriko following behind me. “For now, you can use the rest of it, okay, Toriko? I’m not exactly a great shot with a rifle.”


      “Hrmm,” Toriko replied. “That still only leaves five shots. And when I’m low on ammo, it makes me hesitant to shoot. When we almost got abducted by the underground people, it gave me the chills.”


      “That was a close one, yeah,” I agreed.


      “Satsuki must have had other bases too, so let’s search for them next,” suggested Toriko.


      “Okay,” I replied before remembering something. “Come to think of it, we hadn’t chosen a name for the road.”


      “Ohh, you’re right. Did you come up with something?”


      “It’s a road that goes through the woods, so wouldn’t the Forest Line work?”


      “Kinda plain, isn’t it?”


      “If it isn’t that, I’m going with the Graveyard Line or Murder Bear Road. You sure you want either of those?”


      “Not really, no...”


      “Well, that’s that, then. It’s fine, I’m telling you. Having a plain name for something we’ll use regularly.”


      As we were talking, we looked toward the woods in the east.


      We both noticed at the same time.


      The bear. It’s right there.


      That killer bear is up in a pine tree, on the edge of the forest, right near the building!


      “Whaaa?!”


      “No way!”


      We both instinctively backed away. So many thoughts went through my head. Had it come all this way looking for us? Could it really have come this far for that? With a bear’s abilities, if it could just climb up to the second floor, it could use the ladders and holes to make it the rest of the way up. We couldn’t just leave it alone. But were the Makarovs we had on us going to be enough to take it down? And if we went for the rifles, what if the moment the elevator doors opened, it was waiting on the roof to say “hello.”


      What now? What now? As my thoughts raced in circles, Toriko tapped me on the shoulder.


      “Isn’t it dead?”


      “Huh...?”


      On a second look, the bear in the tree wasn’t moving. I pulled out the binoculars and put them to my face, adjusting the focus.


      “You’re right...”


      Its head was facing this way, but it was totally still. I could see through the binoculars that its eyes were cloudy. It was dead, or at least it looked like it.


      “Uh, do you remember if bears play possum?” I asked.


      “They’re not possums, so I‘m gonna say...no?” said Toriko.


      We questioned what to do for quite some time, but we cautiously made our way down from the building, and approached it. We had our Makarovs trained on it, but there was no reaction. If it were alive, it would’ve noticed that and tried to take cover. So apparently it really was dead.


      We stopped in front of the pine tree. It was at that point that I finally realized. The tip of the tree was stabbing through the bear’s back. That meant it had died by being skewered on it.


      We looked at each other without a word. It couldn’t have died like this on its own. Someone...or something had done this. To show us?


      Suddenly, there was the flutter of wings, and a single crow landed on the bear’s head. It had a pattern on its breast like an eye from a ghost photograph. It was that crow from the graveyard.


      “The hunter will come,” said the crow. “The hunter is coming. To hunt the Nue, the hunter is—”


      I could distinctly hear it say those words.


      And then the crow flew off. It was carrying the bear’s eye in its mouth.

    

  

  
    
      Works Referenced


      This work uses many preexisting true ghost stories and pieces of net lore as its motifs. In particular, this section will note those which have been used directly. This will touch on the content of the main book, so if you are concerned about spoilers, please tread carefully.


      ■File 30: Have You Heard of the Reverse Lap Pillow?


      Sorawo’s disjointed experience is a mash-up of the 2channel Breaking News VIP Board’s “Naa, Gyaku Hizamakura tte Dou Omou?” [Hey, What do you Think About a Backward Lap Pillow?] thread (24/9/2009) and the ghost story called “Ura Hakushu” [Reverse Handshake]. “Gyaku Hizamakura” is not a ghost story, but a joke thread born from the interactions of the thread’s denizens, but it eventually takes a turn for the bizarre.


      “Ura Hakushu,” which is about the dead shaking hands using the backs of their hands, is a ghost story that has a number of variations. Yuuki Yoshida’s Kyouyou Toshite no Saikyou Kaidan [The Scariest Stories as Education] (One Publishing, 2024) covers the history and story developments in detail. The source for Kasumi’s lines was a story set in Amami that was told in the 2channel Occult board’s “Amami no Kaidan Jitsuwa” [True Ghost Stories of Amami] threads 3-6 (24/1/2011). Also, a similar story that doesn’t mention where it took place appeared eight years before in “Shinu Hodo Share ni Naranai Kowai Hanashi wo Atsumete Minai?” [Do You Want to Gather Ridiculously Scary Stories?] thread 47, posts 456-457 (8/8/2003). (The thread number is 47, but it apparently should have been posted with the number 48, and so depending on the aggregator site, it’s sometimes archived as thread 48.) It’s introduced there as something the poster “heard from a friend,” so it may have even older stories related to it.


      I’ve already addressed “Enmu” [Monkey Dream] in the Works Referenced section of the first volume, so I’ll omit it here.


      The tatami room scene written for this file is based on a radio drama (?) that I heard long ago. I don’t know when it was, or what station it was on, or what program it was a part of, and if you asked me if I really did listen to such a dubious program, I couldn’t confidently say that I did. It might have been a dream. But the image of a woman in a dark tatami room saying “But this ear is the tastiest...” really stuck with me, so I reproduced it for this work. If anyone knows what this was, please tell me.


      ■File 31: All Possible Ghost Stories


      The puzzle that connects to hell, Rinfone, was discussed in the 2channel Occult board’s “Shinu Hodo Share ni Naranai Kowai Hanashi wo Atsumete Minai?” [Do You Want to Gather Ridiculously Scary Stories?] thread 129, posts 183~204 (13/5/2006).


      For the depiction of tulpas, I referenced Pokkuru’s Tulpa x Complex (Kindle). But it’s filtered through the interpretation and intentions of the characters in the story, so it’s not a direct reference, and responsibility for any mistakes is entirely my own.


      ■File 32: Underground People


      The motif for the underground facility in this file is the story “Chika no Ido” [The Underground Well] told in the 2channel Occult board’s “Shinu Hodo Share ni Naranai Kowai Hanashi wo Atsumete Minai?” [Do You Want to Gather Ridiculously Scary Stories?] thread 186, posts 902-911 (21/1/2008). It’s a modern fantasy-esque tale where the storyteller, who was carrying “goods” for the yakuza, spots strange things in a vast underground space, and it leaves a lot of room for interpretation, so it’s a ghost story I am personally fond of.


      The story with the test of courage that Sorawo casually touches on is a famous ghost story known as “Haibyouin no Karute” (The Medical Chart From the Abandoned Hospital). According to the aforementioned Kyouyou Toshite no Saikyou Kaidan, “this is an unusual work where, though its time and place of origin are unclear, it’s possible to discern them.”


      For the habits of bears that Sorawo read online, I referenced an article posted on NumberWeb (Bungeishunjuu) by Hidenori Itou, “Higuma ni Osoware Shibou Shita Hantaa no Ganmen wa Genkei wo Todomenai... Naze Kao wo Osou no ka?” [The Faces of Hunters Killed by Brown Bears are Unrecognizable... Why Do They Attack the Face?] (13/12/2020) which features an explanation by Mr. Masaaki Kadosaki. However, the source article is about the behavior of Hokkaido’s brown bears, and whether it would also apply to black bears from Honshu is unclear.


      I know I always say this, but I would like to give my thanks to the people who reported the many other true ghost stories and net lore from which I have taken direct or indirect influence (and the Backward Lap Pillow joke thread too, on this occasion).


      Thank you for your continued enjoyment and for being frightened. I hope this book can repay my gratitude in some small way.
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