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WELCOME TO
FAUST!

AVAVA

Faust: a legendary literary journal that’s swept like a fever
through the young readers coming of age in the new millen-
nium, changing the face of Japan’s literary scene in the blink
of an eye. 'm overjoyed to be able to cross the barriers of na-
tion and language to meet with you this very moment.
Thank you from the bottom of my heart!

If there’s one major problem that everyone has to tackle once
in their life, it’s that feeling of self-consciousness in early adoles-
cence. Faust is a leading-edge publication where you'll see radi-
cal portrayals of this theme exploding one after another—an
avant-garde crossover in which Japan’s manga, anime, and
video game-based pop culture collide, tempestlike, with the
hottest young writers on the Japanese literary scene.

I’ve been dealing head-on with many of the shining tal-
ents who represent Japan’s modern culture since the first
issue of Faust as well as single-handedly editing it from day
one. That makes this anthology everything to me. On every
page of Faust, you'll find nothing less than 100 percent of the
artists’—and my—sincerity, passion, and soul.

The word Faust has a special ring to it, and I'm convinced
that the feverish excitement it gives off will reach you, too.

KarsusHi1 OTta, editor of Faust
Translated by Paul Johnson






A NOTE ON READING
THIS VOLUME

AVAVA

Faust collects the best in cutting-edge Japanese fiction—
whether the author’s chosen medium is prose or manga.

Japanese books customarily read from right to left. Of ne-
cessity, the prose fiction and essays that follow are laid out
left to right. However, the manga selections in this volume
present a different challenge—to preserve the artist’s original
vision for his or her artwork. Therefore, in order to respect
the creators’ vision, the manga selections are presented on
the other side of this volume, in their original right-to-left
orientation. Please turn the book over to read the manga
selections.
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xxxHOLiC: ANOTHERHOLIC
Landolt-Ring Aerosol

an excerpt

NISIOISIN
Original story and illustrations by CLAMP

No, ghosts are real. You can see them, touch them, and
hear them. But they do not exist. Which is why science
ignores them. But to claim they are a fabrication and
do not exist because science ignores them is a mistake.
Because ghosts are real.

—NATSUHIKO KYOGOKU, UBUME NO NATSU

his excerpt from the novel, xxxHOLiC: ANOTHER-
HOLIC, represents a collaboration between two creative
powerhouses: CLAMP, an internationally renowned col-
lective of four manga artists; and NISIOISIN, one of the
most prominent young authors in Japan. The novel will be
published in its entirety by Del Rey Manga in October 2008.
xxxHOLiC: ANOTHERHOLIC contains three all-new
episodes set in the world originally introduced to readers in

*Natsuhiko Kyégoku Extremely successful author of supernatural mysteries. Ubume
no Natsu (Summer of the Ubume, Kodansha Ltd., 2003) was his first novel. He is
known for very long books containing elaborate philosophical and psychological
reinterpretations of Japanese folklore and for a very methodical and exacting ap-
proach to writing. He hates it when a sentence runs onto the next page and lays out
all his works himself to make sure that never happens, revising the works extensively
for each new edition.
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6 A xxxHOLiC: ANOTHERHOLIC

CLAMP’s popular manga series, xxxHOLIC. The first chapter
of this novel was excerpted in Comic Faust, and was also
adapted as the seventeenth episode of the anime version of
the manga series. The elegantly morbid xxxHOLiC—the
story of a young man bound in servitude to a mysterious
witch—is representative of the CLAMP style, with its genre-
bending, inventive storytelling, and iconic, graceful character
designs. The creators, known collectively as CLAMP, are four
women—Igarashi Satsuki, Mokona, Nekoi Tsubaki, and
Ohkawa Nanase—who have become world famous while still
preserving their privacy and a certain mystique. Their other
popular works include Cardcaptor Sakura, Chobits, and
Tsubasa. For this novel, CLAMP created several all-new illus-
trations, one of which is reproduced on the preceding pages.
That this new story is more than a mere novelization of
the manga series is owed to the outstanding talents of the
writer NISIOISIN. Born in 1981, the prolific NISIOISIN has
already revolutionized the Japanese literary world with his
fast-paced, pop-culture-fueled novels. He debuted with The
Kubikiri Cycle in 2002, beginning his seminal Zaregoto series,
and Bakemonogatari was published under Kodansha’s popu-
lar Kodansha Box imprint. In 2007 came the magnificent
conclusion to his twelve-month consecutive serial novel
Katanagatari—for which NISIOISIN wrote one novel a month
for an entire year—also for Kodansha Box. In addition to
xxxHOLiC, NISIOISIN tackled another major manga fran-
chise with Death Note: Another Note: The Los Angeles BB

An Ubume, according to folklore, is a bird with a woman’s head that steals newborn
babies. This particular quote posed a bit of a translation problem: the first and last
sentences use the word iru, which means “to be,” while the third and fifth sentences
use the noun exist. To keep the distinction, I was unable to translate iru as “exist.” It
took quite a while to figure out another way of saying the same thing that kept the
connotation and remained true to the context of this quote in the original novel.
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Murder Cases, based on Tsugumi Ohba and Takeshi Obata’s
blockbuster series. Zaregoto, Book One: The Kubikiri Cycle
will be published in the United States by Del Rey Manga in
2008.

AVAVA

heartless eyes.

My first impression of the black-haired woman, Ytko
Ichihara, settled on that phrase.
frightening eyes.
cruel eyes.
bewitching eyes.
hard eyes.

——eyes that looked at you as though you were less than
human.

——eyes that looked at you from the other side.

——eyes that looked right through you.
eyes that appraised you.

——eyes that measured the world in reverse.
eyes that denied the way of the world.

That sort of eyes.

Unable to stand having those eyes focused on me, and un-
able to continue staring back at them, I consciously dropped
my gaze.

It settled on the cup of coffee in front of me.

That boy, Kimihiro Watanuki, had made it for me; he had
asked if I wanted coffee or tea the moment I sat down, and I
had said coffee.

Even though I wanted tea.

I refused milk and sugar.

Even though bitter coffee is undrinkable.

The same coffee sat in front of her. She had said nothing
except to give me her name, just sat there staring at me. But I
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was sure that Ichihara-san had wanted to drink coffee and
did not require either milk or sugar.

Steam rose from the black liquid.

Pitch-black liquid.

Ooh...

If I flung this liquid at her, how would her expression
change? What kind of eyes would look at me then?

I knew I should not do that.

She would be angry—and I had only just met her.

I was here only because Watanuki-kun had been nice
enough to bring me. I wasn’t sure if she could provide coun-
seling or what, but there was absolutely no connection be-
tween me and Ichihara-san. . ..

“Call me Ytiko,” she said.

Just as my fingers had touched the cup’s handle, absently
seeking a way to fill the silence, Ichihara-san corrected me,
even though I had never said her name aloud.

“And—that thing you were about to do? Don’t,” she
snapped.

I looked up, surprised.

Her eyes were the same.

Still staring fixedly at me.

Then Yako Ichihara smiled faintly. “Or perhaps. .. this
way of putting things would work better with you, Nurie
Kushimura-san.

“Go ahead. I dare you.”
vav

There are are a great many strange things in the world.

But no matter howodd. ..
How incredible something may be . . .
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If a human does not touch it . . .
If a human does not see it . . .
If a human is not involved with it . . .

It is simply something that happened.
Simply a matter that will fade with time.

Humans.
Mankind.
Homo sapiens.

Humans are the most profoundly mysterious living things
in the world!

Kimihiro Watanuki was perceptive.

Not in the sense that he possessed any superhuman pene-
trative insight. He did not have a knack for reading personal-
ity and character and never said anything along the lines of
“He might act thuggish, but he’ll grow into a strong leader
eventually. But that may well mean he becomes a powerful
enemy.” Or “You can trust her. The rough way she talks is just
a pose, and deep down she’s really very docile. It would help
if she could learn to forgive herself.”

He was not insightful, merely perceptive.

He did not see people but spirits.

Spirits: things that are always around but cannot normally
be seen.

Things not of this world.

Things that, perhaps, were not meant to be seen.

But Kimihiro Watanuki could see them clearly.

This was a problem for him.

It was not an ability, simply a faculty, innate and not ac-
quired, resulting not from conscious thought but from the
flow of blood through his body. It was a vision that was al-
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ways with him—a problem that nothing he did would ever
solve. Seeing alone was bad enough, but there were also spir-
its that came to him, drawn by his blood, which always
caused an unholy mess.

A mess he had to clean up.

He had done everything he could, but there had never
been anything he could do in the first place. It would have
made sense just to give up, and that might well have been the
best thing he could do. But even so, even in full knowledge of
that, there was not a day when he didn’t wish.

If only he couldn’t see.

That wish went through his head every day.

But it was less a wish than a prayer.

A few months ago, someone had promised to grant his
wish.

“This has got to be a joke,” Kimihiro Watanuki muttered.
No, the way he spit out the words was closer to a snarl, and
his shoulders were shaking with rage. He was standing in
front of the coin lockers outside the gates of JR Glass Station,
about ten minutes’ train ride east of the station closest to his
high school, Cross Private School. The people around him
had collectively decided to go out of their way to avoid his
vicinity.

He was holding a letter in his hand.

A very short letter.

FAKE GLASSES (NOT AN EYEPATCH).

Perhaps more of a memo than a letter.

*JR Glass Station Not a real station. NISIOISIN actually uses the kanji for glass (or
Gurasu—glass being a word imported back when they were still creating kanji read-
ings for foreign words). In Japan, the xxxHOLiC novel and NISIOISIN’s Death Note
novel were published at the same time, and there is also a mention of a Glass Station
in Los Angeles in the Death Note novel.
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Watanuki glanced up again at the locker in front of him:
number 45.

The memo had been inside the locker.

“She could have just said this! Why does she always have
to be so roundabout—and what the hell does ‘Fake glasses
(not an eyepatch)’ mean? Nobody in the universe would mix
those two things up! Oh, wait, she’s talking about Date
Masamune, who founded that place where they make the
zunda mochi. .. Sendai. Aggh! That’s such a reach I can’t
even think of a comeback!”

It was evening, rush hour.

Kimihiro Watanuki’s very audible fury directed at some-
one who was not even there sent people moving swiftly away
from him like an ebb tide, but he was in no mood to notice
or care.

The day before, his employer had given him a key. The
number 45 was inscribed on the key—the key to this locker.
His employer—although besides Watanuki she oversaw only
a pair of girls who may or may not have qualified as employ-
ees and a sort of pet thing like a black yukimi daifuku—had
given him no details or instructions beyond, “Go open that
door for me.”

“All that work I put into figuring out that this key came
from the lockers outside Glass Station, and all I find is an-
other order!? I'm too old to think this crap is fun!”

No amount of screaming in rage could heal the frustra-
tion.

*Date Masamune Samurai, founder of the city of Sendai. Sendai—capital of Miyabe
Prefecture—is famous for a snack called zunda mochi, which appears to consist of
beaten rice (mochi) and green soybeans. Date was a skilled tactician who had only
one eye; he was called the one-eyed dragon because of this. The rather tenuous con-
nection to fake glasses comes from the word Date, which means “dandy” but when
combined with the word for glasses (megane) becomes fake glasses. Date Megane and
Date Masamune are not very easy to confuse, but the Date part does have the same
kanji.

*Yukimi daifuku Ice cream wrapped in mochi.
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All of his effort boiled down to his employer ordering him
to find a pair of fake glasses. He did not venture to dream
that things would end with the acquisition of said phony
spectacles; that quest would soon be followed by some new
order, which would in turn be followed by another and
another. . ..

“She’s just toying with me. . . . This has absolutely nothing
to do with my actual job.”

His shoulders stopped shaking, and he slumped.

He appeared to have come to terms with it.

Indeed, no matter how absurd, no matter how obviously
the request served her own amusement, as long as the orders
came from his employer—Yiko Ichihara—Watanuki had no
choice but to obey.

Absolute obedience.

Why? Because it was a fair price.

The price he had to pay before his eyes would stop seeing.

“Hahhh..”

Ytiko Ichihara’s shop, where Kimihiro Watanuki worked,
was a shop that could make wishes come true. As long as one
paid a reasonable price, no matter how extravagant or fantas-
tic the wish—even if you wished to not see spirits, to not
have blood that attracted spirits—this shop could fulfill your
request.

A shop that granted wishes.

“Except the way she’s working me, it might just be faster
to go out collecting dragonballs. Does she actually mean to
grant my wish?”

Watanuki had worked for Ytiko for several months now
and was quite sure that she had the ability to grant wishes in
return for that fair price. He was well aware of the extent of
her power.

But he had his doubts about her intentions.

“As much as she goes on about fair prices, she can’t possi-
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bly expect me to work for free . .. but what does she want
with fake glasses? She gonna wear them? Ytiko-san in fake
glasses? Or is there some massive Warashibe Choja—style suc-
cess lurking in my future? Will I end up rich? Gosh, what an
exciting prospect. Damn it. Anyway . . ”

He could not stand here fuming forever.

With that in mind, Watanuki forced himself to think. He
had never bought a pair of fake glasses before, or even enter-
tained a fleeting desire to do so, and literally had no idea
where he could purchase such a thing. “Fake” meant that the
lenses were just glass, so they could hardly be as expensive as
functional spectacles. If she wanted sunglasses, he was sure
the message would have said as much, so he should avoid
tinted lenses. Which meant, in short—

“I don’t know this area well, but surely there’s one around.
They would have it.”

—the obvious first stop.

A hundred-yen shop.

There was one in every area with a certain level of popula-
tion, and they generally carried quite a wide selection of prod-
ucts, all of which cost only a hundred yen. Since he had no idea
where Yiko’s demands would take him next, it seemed pru-
dent to keep expenses to an absolute minimum, which a hun-
dred yen certainly was.

He left Glass Station, looking for a hundred-yen shop.

Luckily, he found one just across the street. He entered the
shop and looked around. There were any number of frames
so bizarre Watanuki was sure no one in the country would
ever dream of wearing them, but among them he found what
he was looking for.

“They’ve got glasses for old people, too. . . . Quite a time
we live in. Well . . . Should probably get one that doesn’t look
too cheap. . .. Hmm, guess there are limits to what you can
get for a hundred yen. Red feels right, somehow. . . .”
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The purchase, with tax, came to 105 yen. He was out of
change and had to pay with a thousand-yen bill, which left
him carrying around a fistful of coins. Watanuki always felt
slightly foolish whenever he got a lot of change.

He left the shop and waited. For his next orders.

He had the fake glasses, completing the mission provided
by the locker. Watanuki waited to see just how his next orders
would arrive, uncharacteristically excited.

From behind? From the sky? From underground? Or di-
rectly into his head, supersonically . . . ?

Nothing.

Apparently, the fake glasses completed Ytko’s requests for
the day.

“Is that it? 'm never gonna be rich? Such a shame,” he said
softly, well aware of how selfish a line of thought that was.
Watanuki sighed deeply. It was already late, and he had to de-
liver the fake glasses to Ytiko and then make her dinner be-
fore he could get off work. How much had he earned toward
his wish that day? He felt like an RPG character wandering
aimlessly around the dungeon, trying to raise his level from
98 to 99. A living example of the phrase “getting nowhere.”

“Wonder if she’d make me a stamp card. . . . Then at least
I’d have some idea of how much progress ’'m making.”

Or was his goal so far off that seeing it was more depress-
ing than not seeing it? It was said that even the longest jour-
ney begins with a single step, but if you counted each of
those steps, nearly everyone would give up long before they
completed the journey.

What he needed to think about right now was the possi-
bility that this had all been an elaborate practical joke on
Yiko-san’s part, and that he had fallen for it and then slid
quite some distance. He needed to decide just what kind of
reaction he should display once he was back at the shop. The
joke was a bad one and the timing of it so off that this was a
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task rather more difficult than tracking down “Date Masa-
mune’s eyepatch.”

He headed for the crosswalk.

The light was red.

Cars were zipping by, so, naturally, Watanuki stopped.
Four or five other people were waiting for the light to change
as well.

“Mm?”

One of them caught his attention.

She was biting her lower lip . ..

... looking very, very desperate.

But that was not what drew Watanuki’s eye. Not that at all.

She was a rather petite woman, and on her thin shoul-
densis

. .. something.

By the time he noticed, it was too late.
Too late to do anything.

The woman flung herself out into traffic.

VAY

Oh.

I did it again.

When I woke up in the hospital bed, I plunged instantly
into a torturous well of self-loathing. Tomorrow was a very
important day— No, I'd been out too long. Today.

Today was a very important day.

What was I doing in a hospital bed?

I looked out the window.

I couldn’t see from here.

But right now, at work, Hydd6-kun must be doing the
new project presentation, the one I was supposed to do, the
one I should have been doing. That was what we had planned
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in case of an emergency, an emergency that should never
have come to pass.

I’d caused problems for them all again.

We had all worked so hard to get that plan ready.... I
knew Hy6d6-kun would do a good job covering for me, but
that wasn’t the point.

I had done it again.

Let myself do it—do what I knew I should not do.

Just as I had ever since I was a child.

I longed to violate taboos.

According to the nurse, I had been waiting at a crosswalk,
then suddenly jumped out into traffic. I had no memories of
the accident—but even without those memories, I knew my-
self.

I had jumped out into traffic at a red light. I had done the
same thing, or other very similar things, over and over, my
whole life.

Fortunately, this time I had got off with a fracture of my
left arm. Probably because I'd been hit by a scooter.

But if it had not been a scooter, I would have died.

Maybe that would have been better. Frankly, the fact that I
had survived this long was miraculous. The world’s most
pointless miracle.

When I was in elementary school, I jumped out the class-
room window. Like the main character in that famous novel.
For that matter, I had touched blades to my fingers more
than a few times. As an adolescent, I’d tried my hand at cut-
ting my wrist, though only once.

But that once might have been enough.

*Famous novel Soseki Natsume’s classic Botchan. The main character jumped out of
the classroom window at the beginning of the story.
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I might have died.

People asked me, “Why did you do that?”

They scolded me. “You shouldn’t do things like that!”

But were they right?

Everyone had feelings like mine occasionally. Like the
urge to pull the fire alarm in the school hallway (I had done
so countless times before graduating high school) or the urge
to leap in front of the train as it pulled into the station, wind
gusting, buzzer sounding (I always had to fight myself). If
you climb up somewhere high, do you never wonder what it
would be like to jump off? (I'm battling those feelings before
I even start to climb.)

Everyone felt like that sometimes, some more than others.

No exceptions.

I just felt like that more than most.

My urges were abundant and vast.

I knew that—I was very, very aware of that—but even
knowing that, even aware of that, there was nothing I could
do about it, which was exactly why I called such feelings
urges.

Urges.

Urges, destructive urges.

To put it simply, it was the commonplace idea of the but-
ton that says Don’t Push taken to extremes. How many peo-
ple could honestly say they would not push that button?

Asforme. ..

I promise I would push it.

Junior high entrance exams.

The day of the test for a famous private school I'd been as-
sured I would be able to pass—I feigned illness and spent the
day lying in bed at home. High school entrance exams were
the same. I ended up at ordinary public schools for both ju-
nior and senior high. If someone had asked me why I needed
to pretend I was sick, the only thing I could have said was that
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I wanted to see what would happen if you got sick on such an
important day.

When it came time to go to college, I deliberately didn’t
write- my name on the application for my first-choice
school. . . . No, maybe I did write it, but either way, I ended
up at my safety school.

For the same reason.

Yes. Yes, I know.

The fact that I have managed to survive to the age of
twenty-seven cannot be described by any word except mirac-
ulous. Presumably my reason barely managed to restrain my
emotions—but that reason is starting to get a little thread-
bare. The conflict between the two is swiftly reaching its
limit.

While I’d caused a lot of problems for myself, I had man-
aged to avoid any massive failures at work so far. And while it
will sound like I'm bragging, if this presentation had been a
success, it would undoubtedly have opened the door to a
promotion.

Instead, I had given that chance to my subordinate. That
interpretation of my behavior makes it a lot easier for me to
take. It always felt comfortable to coddle myself. It was my
left arm I’d fractured, so my injury wouldn’t be that big a
problem at work; it was Friday, and I'd probably be back at
work next week.

But that thought brought them back again.

Brought back the urges.

What if?

What if next week I did not go back to work, if I never
went to work again?

Oh, that would be awful.

That plan involved things that only I could do. Even if
Hy6d6-kun nailed the presentation, the plan itself would
probably be squashed. And the other members of my group
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would pay the price; no one would be talking about promo-
tion anymore.

Did I care?

It’s not as though this company had been my first choice.

It was my second.

At the interview for my first choice, I had tripped and
fallen down—I can still remember the disgusted looks the
interviewers gave me. But they had never suspected that I
had fallen over deliberately.

o Y

... could I just stop going to work?

Oh no.

No, stop thinking about it.

I didn’t want to do that.

I didn’t.

[ didn’t. I didn’t. I didn’t. I didn’t. I didn’t. I didn’t. I didn’t.
[ didn’t. I didn’t. I didn’t. I didn’t. I dido’t. I didn’t. I didn’t. I
didn’t. I didn’t. I didn’t. I didn’t.

I didn’t—so I couldn’t let myself.

I hadn’t let myself screw up at work—that much was true.

But then I remembered. . . .

When was that? Just after I started?

I put an important document through the shredder.

Deliberately, of course.

Disguised as a coincidence, so no one would know.

Because of that, everyone in the department had barely
slept for a week—but we had managed to pull through.

It had been an important document but not a critical one.

So it didn’t count.

Neither did this event.

I would recover. I could make it up to everyone.

I could.

But then the second wave hit me.

What if?
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When it was time for me to apologize, I insisted I'd done
nothing wrong and berated them all . . . what would they do
then?

They were so nice.

How would they look at me?

Oh, I wanted to do that.
Urges like that possessed me.
They always had.

But no more.

Let me be clear: I was neither self-destructive nor suicidal.
That much I was sure of. I could deny that with confidence. I
had as much reason to crave death or danger as anyone
else—a love for roller coasters, nothing more than ordinary
curiosity.

I just had these urges.

To violate taboos.

To do things I really shouldn’t do.

There were all kinds of things that should matter more to
me than those feelings—relationships, work, so many other
things I should care about more—but here I was wondering
what would happen if I jumped out the window of my hos-
pital room.

They’d be mad at me.

I might even die.

But.

But that’s why I wanted to.

I wanted to push the button marked Don’t Push.

“Why did you do that?”
“You shouldn’t do things like that!”
That’s why I wanted to.
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Why? Because I wanted to.

That’s all.

It had been a scooter, so I was still alive, and it was no big
deal, but if it had been a dump truck, there was no way I
could have survived.

It was a miracle that [ was alive.

So I thought. ..

Maybe things would be better if I was dead.

But if I died, what would everyone do?

I managed to trample down the urge to jump out the win-
dow and took a deep breath, preparing myself to fight the
next urge.

There was a knock on the door, and a voice called out,
“Kushimura-san! Can I come in?”

Must be the nurse.

I said sure.

A moment later, the door opened and the nurse came in,
in her pink uniform . . . but she was not alone.

There was someone with her.

A boy in a school uniform, with glasses on.

I had seen him before.

But where?

He said his name was Kimihiro Watanuki.
VaAY

“Uh-huh.I see,” the black-haired woman said ominously. “So
that’s why you skipped out on work without permission or
even a phone call, and that’s why you came to work late today
without permission or even a phone call.” Wreaths of smoke
curled from her pipe, and her left hand toyed with the fake
glasses Watanuki had purchased the day before for 105 yen
(tax included).
Ytiko Ichihara.
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The owner of the shop that could grant any wish.

Owner, operator, whatever you wanted to call her, she was
the one who employed Kimihiro Watanuki and who would,
in the future, be his salvation. If she wasn’t, he was in trouble.

Some people called her the Dimension Witch, but he
wasn’t sure why. Her age and history were a mystery, and she
would not even tell him her blood type, let alone her birth-
day. Even her name, Y(iko Ichihara, was fake. Watanuki knew
it was fake because she had told him as much when they first
met, no more than five seconds after giving her name. The
most brazen fake name around. Presumably her real name
was something much more obviously sinister.

Yiko smirked. “Such a lot of bother.”

“Nah. It was nothing. But did you need those glasses for
something?”

“Not really,” she said.

Innocently.

It really had been just a joke. . . .

“Think of it as a scavenger hunt.”

“So it was a scavenger hunt instead of a treasure hunt? Not
a whole lot of difference. And I would greatly prefer if you
would not waste my time on either. Just leads to trouble,
frankly”

“But you can hardly say it was boring. For all your com-
plaints, you enjoyed it. The moment you opened the locker,
you must have thought, ‘Seriously? Can this possibly be
true?’ ”

“Idid”

But probably not in the sense she meant it.

“That kind of thing might be the next big trend.”

“Except I am not a high school girl.”

“Oh, how boring of you,” she said, sounding disappointed.

She would have preferred him as a girl?
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“Personally, I'd welcome an apology for being forced to
participate in your pointless little game.”

“Quite an attitude. You want an apology? There is nothing
more pathetic than asking for an apology. Watanuki, I
thought better of you.” ‘

“Petulantly trying to change the subject seems equally
pathetic. ..

“Nothing in this world is devoid of meaning, Watanuki.
Even games,” Ytiko said decisively. She pointed her pipe at
Watanuki. “How was she?”

“Who? You mean the girl I saw at the hospital?” -

Yesterday.

While he stood at the crosswalk, on his way home after
successfully purchasing the fake spectacles in the hundred-
yen shop near JR Glass Station, a woman had suddenly
thrown herself into traffic.

Watanuki had called the ambulance.

He had also gone with her to the hospital and contacted
her family.

And today, after school, before coming to work at the shop
that granted wishes, he had bought flowers and gone to see
Nurie Kushimura in the hospital. ;

As a result of which . . .

He had earned black marks for skipping work and arriv-
ing late.

But Ytiko Ichihara did not seem the type to be particularly
put out by something like that. Indeed, she seemed more
likely to use the fact that Watanuki had not even bothered
thinking up a good excuse for his behavior as leverage.

But now?

She asked about the woman.

“Of course, the girl at the hospital. Watanuki, you said
there was something on her shoulder.”
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“Yeah . . . but I might just have been seeing things. I mean,
I was looking out of the corner of my eye—"

“But,” Ytiko interrupted, “you thought you ‘saw’ it.”

He had.

“Uh, but . . . it was just a glimpse, that’s all. It might have
been something sewn on her shoulder bag that reflected the
streetlights into my eye. . ..

“But,” Ytiko said again, “you don’t think it was.”

He did not.

“That’s why you went to see her today. That’s why you
talked to her.”

That was true, but how she could be so sure was beyond
him.

. Watanuki was extremely undecided about whether he
should relate the contents of that conversation to Yiko. If
this were the kind of mystery novel found in every home—
“A chance encounter involves Watson in a most troubling
affair. Whereupon gallant Holmes arrives to cut through
all complications and solve the matter with alacrity”—
consulting Ytiko would be faster, but this was precisely the
kind of problem he did not want to bring to her attention.

Putting aside the comparison to Holmes, Ytiko Ichihara
was fundamentally not reliable.

And even if you chose to rely on her . . . you needed to pay
a fair price.

And Ytko could be outright mean when it came to that.

The word volunteer was not in her dictionary.

Over the last few months Watanuki had not once borne
witness to the sight of Ytiko doing anything without pay-
ment. Nothing available in this shop was ever for free.

She always exacted payment, to the point of heartlessness.

That went for Watanuki . . .

... and it would go for the woman as well.

Watanuki was currently carrying out his own payment,
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and occasionally, very occasionally, he wondered: even if his
wish was granted, what she took in return was of equal value,
and in the end . . . did it really make a difference whether the
wish was granted or not? :

His eyes.

The eyes that saw spirits.

When he had paid the price, and his eyes could no longer
see . . . how much would he have lost in return?

The idea scared him.

So he always pushed it away.

Tried not to think about it.

But when it came to other people—that was different.
Kimihiro Watanuki’s feeling was that introducing people
with wishes to Yako Ichihara was something he absolutely
should not do.

Not ever.

“Tell me about it, Watanuki. If this were Doraemon, I
would be Doraemon, see?”

“If you’re Doraemon, then mentioning the name of the
show is redundant.”

“And you, Watanuki, are Sewashi-kun.”

“Not Nobita-kun!?”

“Are you Nobita-kun?”

“No...no, ’'m not, but—"

“Then you must be Sewashi-kun.”

“I have to be one or the other?”

An extremely limited selection.

He couldn’t even remember what kind of character
Sewashi-kun was.

*Doraemon A very famous children’s manga and anime. The title character is a robot
cat from the future, with items that can do almost anything hidden in his fourth-
dimensional pocket. The main character, Nobita, is a rather helpless boy, prone to
crying. Sewashi is Nobita’s great-great-grandson, the man who sends Doraemon into
the past. He appears only in the first few stories.
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And hijacking the analogy—Ytko Ichihara was about as
far from a character that had become a national icon as it was
possible to be. Her position was much closer to that of the
salesman wearing a funereal suit in another work by the
same author. But as Ytiko’s employee, he could hardly point
this out. To his frequent regret, it was vividly clear which of
them controlled the other, and beyond that, the situation he
found himself in now was entirely the result of his own care-
less failure to call the shop before going to the hospital earlier
that day. “You smell like flowers, Watanuki,” Y{iko said, driv-
ing him even further into the corner. “You should know bet-
ter than to bring such heavily scented flowers to a hospital.”

“Nabh, that’s not...”

“Oh? Not what?” Ytko purred, looking extremely confi-
dent. As if she hardly needed Watanuki to explain.

As if she already knew everything.

But if he pointed that out, she would inevitably say some-
thing frustratingly Zen. Such as, “If you believe I know, then
I probably do, but if not, I don’t.” She might not be deliber-
ately attempting to cover the issue in smoke, but Watanuki
would be coughing anyway.

Not a pleasant sensation.

So he just answered her question.

“Um, 50 . . . this woman’s name was Nurie Kushimura. In
her late twenties, I think. Kushi is comb,” he said, idly won-
dering whether Ytiko actually needed him to explain the
kanji but deciding that it was the normal thing to do. “Mura
is village, and her first name is paint and picture.”

*Salesman in a suit Fukuzo Moguro, the main character of Warau Salesman (Smiling
Salesman) by Fujiko Fujio, who always wears a black suit. The story is famous for its
cynicism and black humor and would never have been suitable for children.
Watanuki associates Moguro’s mean and dark character with Ytiko’s.

*Nurie Kushimura NISIOISIN is famous for creating extremely odd names, and
“Nurie Kushimura” is no exception.
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“Hmm . . . Is that her real name?”

“That’s what was written on her hospital bed, so I assume
so. Those charts are based on your proof of insurance.”

“I see. Nurie Kushimura. What's her birthday?”

“I don’t know.”

“I see.” Watanuki had been prepared for a scathing re-
mark, but Ytiko just nodded. “So, why is it that you smell of
flowers? Were you randomly embraced by a woman wearing
far too much perfume?”

“Of course not.”

“I guessed as much. Then I shall assume that you have just
begun wearing perfume.”

“Please don’t.”

“Then why?”

“Um. .. well, when I gave her the flowers . . . Kushimura-
san, um . . . hit me with them,” Watanuki admitted reluctantly.

“My!” Yiiko exclaimed, as if she could not be happier. Her
target acquired.

“Not many people have the privilege of being beaten with
abouquet when they come for a hospital visit. Only someone
as hapless as you, Watanuki.”

“Hapless? Since when am I hapless?”

“You always were. 'm amazed you can even ask without
blushing. If we removed the haplessness from you, what
would remain? A Watanuki who is not hapless is like a Wata-
nuki who was not born on April first.”

“Like the vast majority of people named Watanuki?”

“I didn’t mean them.”

“Sigh . . . okay”

He knew she hadn’t.

“In that case, Watanuki, why did she do that to you? Did
you do something to make her mad? Make a silly joke, like
‘Since this hospital was founded, not one patient has ever left

‘alive?” ”
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“My life has not become so devoid of meaning that I
would find such bizarre black humor amusing.”

“Hmm. Then why?”

“Well . . . that is the weird part. Apparently . . . there was
no reason.”

“No reason.”

Hit a visitor with flowers.

For no reason.

“Yes. After she hit me with the flowers, Kushimura-san
apologized profusely. She said she didn’t mean to do it, that
she knew it was wrong.”

A meaningful silence from Ytiko.

She did not smile.

He’d seen that look before. It never failed to make him feel

small. ,
Trying to shake off that feeling, he cleared his throat. “So I
talked to her a little more, and it sounds like she’s been that
way for a while. Habitually doing things she knows she
shouldn’t do. She insists it isn’t self-destructive, but I found
that hard to believe.”

A button marked Don’t Push.

If she saw one . . . she would absolutely push it.

That was why she had jumped out into traffic the day be-
fore. It had meant that she would miss a major event at work,
one that could lead to a promotion. That knowledge had led
her to it.

Kimihiro Watanuki related everything Nurie Kushimura
had told him. But she had been very flustered after smacking
him with the flowers, and he was forced to summarize for co-
herency’s sake. He was getting pretty good at that sort of
thing.

Essentially . . .

. .. she violated taboos.

“It felt kind of like she is deliberately, intentionally wreck-
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ing her own life. Ever since she was a child. She calls it her
‘urges’—which is at least the extent to which she is aware of
herself. I couldn’t begin to imagine how strong they really
are. What do you make of it, Ylitko-san? Are there any spirits
that can do that to people?”

Just before she jumped into traffic.

The thing he’d seen on her shoulder.

What . . . was it?

“There are,” Y(iko said. “There are, or should I say, there is
such a thing. But that said . . ”

“That said?”

“Mm...no,well...Isee” .

She almost never hesitated like that.

What could it mean?

“Watanuki.”

“What?”

“I'd like some flowing somen.”

“ .. Huh?” He blinked.

“I want some flowing somen. Prepare it.”

“Uh,um. ..now?”

“Yes. For dinner.”

“Dinner . . . If you eat that for dinner at this time of year,
it'll make the heat worse.”

Which wasn’t the point.

Kimihiro Watanuki was remarkably skilled at cooking and
all kinds of housework. But flowing somen required an in-
credible amount of preparation. It was hardly the sort of
thing that could be whipped up on short notice—out of the
question.

“It shouldn’t take that long. Just go cut a few stalks of
bamboo grass on a nearby mountain.”

*Flowing somen See the notes for manga volume 7. Bamboo grass (sasa) is simply a
young bamboo tree (take).
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“Or I could get a bamboo tree, so we could use it for
Tanabata.”

“My, my, Watanuki. So uneducated. Bamboo grass and
bamboo have no clear difference, scientifically speaking.
Much like eagles and hawks.”

“Eagles and hawks aren’t different?”

“Eagles are bigger than hawks. The names were given
based on appearance, but they are actually the same thing”

“But even so, you couldn’t use bamboo grass for flowing
somen.”

“You could if you tried.”

“You couldn’t, even if you tried.” You could only send a
couple of noodles at a time, making the entire process even
more involved.

“But I want to eat flowing somen. I want to eat it so, so
bad! My body demands it!” :

“Who are you, Yang Guifei? If you really insist, I might be
able to get it ready for lunch tomorrow, Ytiko-san. It’s a Sat-
urday, and that should be enough time for me to borrow
some tools from friends.”

“Knowing exactly what to do, despite all your complaints,
is what makes Watanuki Watanuki.”

This proof of identity he found particularly ominous. If a
shape-changing enemy appeared, they would have to prove
which of them was the real Kimihiro Watanuki based on
each one’s ability to acquire the implements for preparing
flowing somen. . . .

*Tanabata is a summer festival during which people often write wishes on pieces of
paper before tying them to trees.

*Yang Guifei Known in Japan as Youkihi. One of the four beauties of ancient China,
she was the concubine of Tang dynasty emperor Xuanzong. She was known for out-
rageous culinary demands and had an entire network of horsemen set up for no other
reason than to bring her lychee. She apparently hung herself after her family was
blamed for a rebellion, but there are legends in Japan that she escaped there instead.
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Which would suck.

“Lunch tomorrow . .. That will try my patience. If [ am
forced to eat something besides flowing somen today, I may
well die”

“Glad to hear it. . . . Pretend I didn’t say that.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Anyway, tonight’s menu is already set. We’re having curry
soup. You told me to make that, so I picked up the ingredi-
ents on the way here from the hospital—"

“Watanuki.”

Then... :

... Ytiko asked the question.

“Can you understand the feelings of people who are un-
able to accept everyday happiness?”

“Huh?”

“For éxample . . . if someone won three hundred million
yen in the lottery but never claimed the prize . . . could you
understand their feelings?”

“Umm . . . no, not really.”

If you win the lottery, you take the money.

Stands to reason. :

“I mean . . . that’s what you would call a ‘“fair price, isn’t
it?” he said.

“It is. The airs you give yourself are most unpleasant, but
you are absolutely correct. Let me try another example.
Imagine Himawari-chan tells Watanuki she loves him. What
would you do?”

“Wh-what would I....?”

Himawari-chan was Himawari Kunogi, Kimihiro Wata-
nuki’s classmate at Cross Private School.

A very, very cute girl.

“No, I mean . . . Ytiko-san, that would . . . Out of the blue
like that I just can’t...”

“Oh? You'd turn her down?”
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“God no! O-obviously, I'd be thrilled!”

“Mm.” Ytiko nodded, narrowing her eyes. “That is because
you are capable of accepting happiness.”

“Happiness?”

“That’s why you don’t understand how she feels.”

«

“How Nurie Kushimura feels.”

That . . . was true.

Watanuki had been able to understand the facts of what
Nurie Kushimura had told him, but. .. if he were honest,
none of it made any sense to him.

He did not understand her.

He even found her unsettling.

Self-destruction, self-destructive tendencies, self-inflicted
injuries.

For no reason at all—or simply to violate taboos.

“She can’t . . . accept happiness.”

Was that feeling even human?

He wasn’t completely immune to the impulse to do things
that were forbidden; as she said, everyone could understand
the desire to push the button marked Don’t Push.

But . .. rejecting happiness was different.

Put another way, it was like deliberately throwing yourself
into unhappiness.

Flinging yourself into oncoming traffic.

Telling someone you love that you hate them.

Telling someone you hate that you love them.

Behaving in such a way . . .

... was not normal.

It was not what humans did.

Which meant . . . spirits.

At this point, Ytiko-san peeled herself aWay from the sofa,
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where she had been sprawled regally, and placed her pipe
aside.

And...

Brushed her long hair back so she could put the fake
glasses on.

They were cheap things, only 105 yen, but . . .

When Yiko Ichihara wore them, they were incredibly be-
coming.

“Very well. Watanuki, bring her to me.”

“Huh? Who?”

“That woman. Bring her here.”

Here.

To the shop that granted wishes.

“Er ... no, but she’s still in the hospital. .. ”

“But she’s not seriously injured. Just a fracture in one arm.
There shouldn’t be a problem with her slipping out for an
hour” ‘

el 12

She was right.

Still, he wasn’t sure.

After all . . . it would require a payment.

“Whether you bring her or not, the results will be the
same. My shop is everywhere and nowhere. If there is a
thread leading here, anyone can enter from anywhere, and if
they have entered, then they have sufficient hitsuzen to have
done so.”

“ .. Hitsuzen.”

“Hitsuzen,” she said again. “If this one succumbed to her
‘urges’ in front of you, then that is a thread, that is hitsuzen.
If you don’t bring her here, I will simply have to go to her.”

“More pushy sales?”

“Hitsuzen!” Yiiko answered smoothly. “If you ever say that
again, I will halve your wages. Do you hear me?”

“Yes, but if you did that, I would definitely quit.”
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“Oh dear. If you quit, I will have no idea what to eat any-
more. Let me withdraw it. If you press the point any further,
I will turn you into a pressed flower.”

A pressed flower? _

Would she flatten him between the pages of a book?

“I’d rather you halved my wages.”

“Oh? I shall remember that. At any rate, this case should
be a good experience for you.”

“A good experience?”

“Yes.))
“Youmean...”.
A case like this?

What kind of case was it?

“Watanuki, surely you haven’t forgotten why you’re work-
ing here?” she said, taking off the glasses. She came over to
Watanuki and put them in his hand.

He wondered why.

“Put them away somewhere,” she said airily.

Done playing with them already?

He’d spent more on train fare than on the glasses. This
just drove home what a waste of effort it had been.

What was he working here for?

“Right. Let’s have that curry soup,” Ytiko said.

With an innocent grin.

VAY

I couldn’t accept happiness?
Watanuki had hesitantly asked me whether this was so.
“Happiness?” The question flustered me.
Not because I didn’t know what he meant but because
those words had gone right to the source of me.

*Pressed flower Not as much a non sequitur as it might seem. The term for “pushy
sales” is oshi-uri, while “pressed flower” is oshibana. The first character is the same in
both phrases.



NISIOISIN A 35

They were. ..

... too accurate.

“Th-that’s just...so sudden. I...” I found myself bab-
bling, trying to cover.

“Yeah . ..” Watanuki didn’t seem very confident in what
he himself had said. He scratched his head awkwardly,
nodding.

Watching me.

Or,no...

. .. watching my shoulder.

Weird. It was as if . . . he could see something.

Like he was trying to see something.

Was something there?

I glanced down at my shoulder . . . but, of course, there
was nothing there. How could there be? How could there be
anything on my shoulder without me knowing?

On my shoulder-. . .
~ Was it the left or the right shoulder that ghosts attached
themselves to?

Yeah, right.

“Ijust meant . . . a normal life, normal happiness. . . . Can
you accept that as it comes to you?”

Watanuki-kun tried explaining it a different way. But he
was saying the same thing—like a junior high school student
whose class presentation consisted only of repeating the con-
tents of a book he’d borrowed from the library. He said the
words without knowing what they meant.

Words he’d been given by someone else.

I thought.

... Yes,” I said, nodding.

The day before . . .

This boy, Kimihiro Watanuki, had come to visit. Appar-
ently he had been standing behind me when I jumped out
into traffic. He was there for shopping or work or both.
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That’s probably why he looked familiar. Such an adorable
face that it had stayed with me. I remembered hardly any-
thing leading up to the accident, but I did remember him;
human memory is the strangest thing.

But he was quite a busybody.

He had called an ambulance . . . which was, well, normal
enough; doing that was increasingly rare these days but not
out of the question. But for a complete stranger, a random
passerby, to be concerned enough to come visit with flowers
in hand was sort of alarming.

Was he just being nice?

Or was he born that way?

I would never have done anything like that. At most, after
being hit by a car, I might have taken a picture of myself with
my cell phone camera and sent it around to my friends.

Mean as that would be.

After all, I would have deserved it.

I was the one who had jumped out into traffic.

Even though I knew I would get run over.

I knew that perfectly well.

Which meant he was nice.

Alarmingly nice.

What drove Watanuki-kun to involve himself, of his own
free will, with someone who was obviously bad news? With
someone like me? When he had visited yesterday, I had merely
thought he was unusually nice, but . . . here he was again. De-
spite the way I had treated him, he had come a second time.

Sure, I had apologized, and Watanuki-kun had forgiven me.

Was he a masochist?

He did appear to be a rather unfortunate boy. Unlucky in
love, very few friends, bullied by his boss . . . If all that were
true, it might explain the look in his eyes.
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“Weird . . .1 feel like someone is thinking very rude
thoughts about me. Must be Ytiko-san,” Watanuki muttered,
looking around.

Good instincts.

But who was Ytiko-san?

“Or maybe Doémeki? Curse you, Démeki! Ahem...
Anyway. Kushimura-san, yesterday you told me quite a lot of
things that made me think, and the more I thought about
it. .. it all just seems very odd.”

Odd.

She knew that. Without him pointing it out.

“So...don’t you want to do something about it?” He
looked at me.

Do 51"

“I mean, it’s not good for you. This time you were lucky
enough to get off with a fracture, but if you keep doing this
sort of thing . . '

“Keep doing like I've been doing? Walking hand in hand
with those inexplicable, inarguable urges? It baffles me, too.
A complete mystery. Do I have no interest in my own happi-
ness? That might well be true. I've never . . . been very ag-
gressive in the pursuit of happiness.”

Apparently the pursuit of happiness was a right everyone
in Japan possessed, guaranteed to us in the constitution.
Which meant I was waiving that right. And not only waiving
it—trampling it.

Even denying my own right to life.

Even though I didn’t want to die.

“Wanting to do things you’re told not to do...a very
childish way of putting it, but that very childishness makes it
easy to understand. It’s the simplest way I can explain it.
Watanuki-kun, haven’t you felt like that yourself? Even at
your age?”

“Well . ..I guess I understand, but when I hear you
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talk . . . Ifind it hard to believe what you feel is just an exten-
sion of what I do. To me it feels like you jumped the tracks
ages back”

Jumped the tracks.

This time it was his own words; there was a real confi-
dence to them. And once again . . . he was right.

Getting right to the root of the matter.

“I must seem so ugly,” I said.

“ .. Ugly?”

“I'm so different from . .. normal people. It must make
them sick to look at me.”

perisicks

“Yes. Just like you said, Watanuki-kun. I was trying to gen-
eralize the problem by saying that everyone has the urges I
do. .. but that’s not really true.”

I knew that.

I’d insisted I was normal, perfectly normal, to the point of
genuine weirdness—which had just made my condition
worse. I had been so reluctant to let go of that connection to
normal, to what was ordinary.

No matter how far from the tracks I got, I wanted to be-
lieve our roots were the same.

Finally I said, “Not being able to accept happiness. ..
That is odd, isn’t it? But I'll just go on like this, I'll just keep
making trouble for people around me, and then...do
something like the other day, and this time I'll hit my head;
this time Il finally die.”

“N-no, you won’t!” Watanuki-kun roared, suddenly furious.

His appearance had been so gentle that I had never
dreamed my attitude would enrage him like this. I bit back
the next words. :

I didn’t say it would be better if I was dead.

“P-probably . . . none of this is your fault, Kushimura-
san! Something bad has taken hold of you, and it is causing
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you to make the wrong decisions where it matters most! 'm
told there are things that can do that! Which means none of
it is your fault!”

“Taken . . . hold of me?” A dramatic way of putting things.

Despite myself, I glanced at my shoulder again.

Which shoulder was it where the ghosts took hold of you?

“Wrong decisions . . . wrong choices . . .  mean, trying to
be happy is just normal! Pushing happiness away . . . that
just doesn’t make sense!”

“Y-yeah..”

Honestly, I nodded here not because I agreed with him
but because I was bowled over by his force, his earnestness.
My head bobbed before I could think to stop it.

But.

I knew this boy was happy.

People who pushed happiness away didn’t make sense to
him. He couldn’t believe that anyone could be like that; it had
no connection with the world as he knew it. Which meant
the world he lived in must be overflowing with happiness.

So much for him being unfortunate.

I was actually a little jealous.

Oh.

I could feel another urge coming on.

Watanuki-kun had said all this for me, yet I found myself
wondering what would happen if I got mad at him—I
couldn’t think of any logical reasons to refute what he said,
so I would just have to reject his goodwill as forcefully as
possible.

Maybe even slap him.

What would he do then?

Someone this nice—what would he do?

Someone this happy.

I wrapped my free arm tightly around myself. Watanuki-
kun noticed that immediately and must have assumed my
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condition had taken a turn for the worse, because he asked if
I was feeling all right.

Oh no—I didn’t think I could resist this urge.

Watanuki-kun reached for the nurse call button.

The nurse call . . .

Since I woke up, I had pushed it for no reason so many
times, all day, all night. Because it was a button I should not
be pushing. A button I should be pushing onlyin emergen-
cies. Which meant I wanted to push it all the time. The
nurses had been very angry with me, and if Watanuki-kun
pushed the button, I was sure they would assume it was
nothing again and ignore it.

Even if it was real.

Even though it was real!

If I slapped this boy hard enough to knock his glasses
off .. ‘

I didn’t want to do that.

I didn’t.

I didn’t. Ididn’t. I didn’t. I didn’t. I didn’t. I didn’t. I didn’t.
[ didn’t. I didn’t. I didn’t. I didn’t. I didn’t. I didn’t. I didn’t. I
didn’t. I didn’t. I didn’t. I didn’t.

I didn’t, but I couldn’t—

“Look at me!” Watanuki-kun said quite loudly.

That was just enough to bring me back to myself.

But it was not enough.

He had to leave. I couldn’t stop myself a second time.

“Uh, um . . . Kushimura-san,” Watanuki-kun said, before
I could work out how to ask him to leave without being
breathtakingly rude, “there’s someone I think you should
Heet. =

And an hour later . . .
I was in that shop.
The shop that could grant any wish.
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Describing the situation with such a clichéd expression may
fail to communicate the exact nature of the tension in the air,
but allow me to use it anyway—it was like a snake and a frog
staring each other down. No matter how grimly both parties
were glaring, to the independent observer the eventual victor
was a foregone conclusion.

Ytiko Ichihara and Nurie Kushimura.

Ytko Ichihara sprawled languidly like arrogance given
clothes, while the tiny Nurie Kushimura failed to project any-
thing like confidence and was unable even to meet her oppo-
nent’s gaze. They were opposites, images reflected in a mirror.

Kimihiro Watanuki observed their interaction from the
next room, peering through the crack in the screens. He had
brought Kushimura to the shop that could grant any wish,
prepared coffee for her and Ytiko, and had left the room since
his presence did not seem particularly welcome. But he had
been unable to restrain his curiosity, which was why he was
hunched over like a Peeping Tom.

His role was completed.

If hitsuzen had been at work, then it had ended where
Watanuki was concerned the moment he brought Kushi-
mura here.

Which had been difficult enough.

But today she had not hit him with flowers—largely be-
cause he had known she would overreact if he brought any-
thing with him and so had gone empty-handed, rude as that
might seem—or done anything else out of the ordinary, so
his difficulties had resided entirely in the effort it took to per-
suade her to see Ytiko Ichihara.

But it had not been all that difficult.

He had done as Ytiko instructed—explained the proposal
with reluctance, hinted strongly that he did not personally
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recommend it and that the risk involved was fairly high—
and indeed, before he knew it, Kushimura was demanding
that he take her to the shop. :

When Yiko had told him to present things in that way,
Watanuki had had no idea what she meant, but once he saw
it in action, it was obvious. Her instructions had played on
Kushimura’s urges to violate taboo to get her to do exactly
what Yiiko wanted. '

This was not the first time he’d seen her pull off some-
thing similar. Ytiko Ichihara was as cunning as they came.

But...

When he had been hinting that he did not recommend it,
and that there was risk involved, Watanuki had not been
lying. He had not tricked Kushimura.

Both those things were true, in his opinion.

Just how great a “fair price” would Ytiko Ichihara demand
from Nurie Kushimura? To solve her worries, to grant her
wish, how much would Kushimura give up?

Concern getting the better of curiosity—indeed, throwing
it right through the saloon doors of his mind—Watanuki
gulped as he watched Ytiko and Kushimura interact, although
all they had done so far was give their respective names (and
Kushimura had been forced to give her birthday). Neither one
seemed inclined to say anything further. Nor did either of
them show any signs of drinking the coffee Watanuki had
prepared. He had even gone to the trouble of warming up the
cups, so he would definitely have preferred them to drink
it hot.

Then at last Kushimura reached for her coffee.

“Call me Ytko,” Ytiko abruptly said. “And—that thing you
were about to do? Don’t.”

Kushimura looked up, surprised.

Ytko smiled faintly. “Or perhaps . . . this way of putting
things would work better with you, Nurie Kushimura-san.
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“Go ahead. I dare you.”

“Eh? Uh, um . . ” Kushimura spluttered, obviously taken
aback by what must have made little sense to her. Already
Yako had taken control of the conversation, Watanuki
thought. He waited breathlessly, wondering if Kushimura
would be able to keep up. “I-I don’t know—"

“What I mean? Sure,” Ytiko spit.

Maintaining superiority.

Watanuki had explained Ytko to Kushimura as a sort of
counselor, which seemed the most easily acceptable way of
describing what went on in Yko’s shop. Her haughty man-
ner must have come as a bit of a surprise.

“So, what exactly do you want from me?” his employer
continued.

“Eh...um, I just...” Followed Watanuki here, Kushi-
mura explained, in a very small voice. The end of each sen-
tence trailed off so quietly that Watanuki was unable to
overhear.

“This is the shop where wishes are granted. Where all
wishes come true. If you have entered this shop, if you have
been led to this shop, then you must have a wish you long to
have granted. Whether you are consciously aware of it or not.”

“ .. Any wish?”

“Of course. Any wish at all.” _

“Um...I'mnot. .. exactly normal. Is that a problem?”

“Absolutely not.”

If a fair price was paid, Ytiko added.

To Kimihiro Watanuki’s eyes and senses, Nurie Kushi-
mura’s wish had grown quite desperate—her life depended
on it. Which meant the price she would have to pay...
might well involve her soul.

That would square things.

But even so, even with that in mind . . .

Yiko had called this case a good experience.
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“I...,” Kushimura said, after a long silence. “I want . . . to
stop myself”

“Stop yourself?” Yiiko echoed deliberately.

“Yes. I want . . . to stop myself.”

Stop herself . . . from doing what she did not want to do.

That was her wish.

“I believe you already are.”

“Huh?”

“Never mind. So, if that is your wish, what is it, specifi-
cally, that you wish to stop yourself from doing?”

Kushimura started to answer, then hung her head. She
seemed to be choosing her words carefully, but what eventu-
ally came out was exactly what she’d said to Watanuki.

“My urges,” she said. “I have these urges that make me
want to violate taboos.”

“To push buttons marked Don’t Push?”

“Y-yes. Exactly.”

“You can’t accept happiness,” Yliko said, looking directly
at Watanuki.

She was well aware that he was watching. But she soon
turned her gaze back to Kushimura.

“For example, if you bought a lottery ticket and won three
hundred million yen . . . what would you do?”

“What would I...?”

“Would you claim the prize?”

“Well . . ” Kushimura hesitated, made a show of mulling
it over, and then answered with what she had most probably
known instantly. “No, I don’t think I would.”

Watanuki had known how she would answer.

But he could not accept it.

He thought Ytko would ask why not, follow up on the
question, but instead, she just nodded.

“I see” was all she said.
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She seemed oddly uninterested in Kushimura, to the
point where Watanuki longed to say something.

Putting aside issues of customer service—even putting
aside the fact that Yko herself had ordered Watanuki to
bring Kushimura here—this was hardly a way to treat an in-
jured woman, a woman with her arm in a sling. Not that
Ytiko was the type to care about any of that.

“I-I’ve been like this since I was a child. Every time I saw
the right way to do things, the better path to follow...I
found myself doing something else, messing everything ‘
up . .. just like I knew I would.”

Since Ytiko refused to say anything, Kushimura seemed to
be forcing herself to talk, trying to cover the awkward silence.

“I don’t have any real reason to wish I was dead, but I've
done things that look suicidal. It’s like when something good
happens, I want to die; when I'm happy, I want to be un-
happy. Um, Ichiha . . . Ytiko-san, do you know what I mean?
Do you ever feel like I do?”

“No and never,” Ytiko snapped. “Those feelings belong to
you.”

Kushimura said nothing.

“I don’t know how you feel about them, but they are your
feelings and your thoughts,” Yiko went on. “If you agree with
them, if you believe them to be the right thing, then that is
what they are.”

There’s no reason to stop yourself, Ytiko said.

“Every human being thinks different things are right and
different things are wrong. Whether something is normal or
not, it is still different for every person. Happiness is the
same—everyone has their own definitions of it. Do you still
want to stop yourself? Stop those feelings you call your urges?”

“O-of course. This is all . . . all so odd. 'm causing prob-
lems for everyone, and . . . these injuries . . .”
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“I heard about that from my Watanuki.”

My Watanuki? ' '

“You heard . ..?”

“That boy loves to gossip.”

Now she was spreading rumors about him.

“But how much is true? You say you’re causing problems
for everyone, but to what degree are you including yourself
in ‘everyone’?”

“M-myself?”

“Everyone finds happiness differently, but ultimately,
happiness is a bargain with yourself,” Ytiko said.

“A b-bargain?”

“A promise to yourself.”

This i

.. . Watanuki had heard before.

And he knew what followed.

“You need two things: action and sincerity. Effort must be
rewarded. If you pile hardship upon hardship, overcome dif-
ficulty after difficulty and give yourself nothing in return,
you violate your contract.”

“Violate . . . my contract.”

“And how can that be anything but insincere?”

Yiiko seemed to be enjoying herself immensely, inappro-
priately. , ‘

“You are betraying yourself. And not only betraying but
cutting the thread.”

The thread.

Hitsuzen.

“I'm sure our boy told you there are no people who reject
happiness . . . or something similarly naive.”

He had.

But how did she know?

“But calling him naive hardly covers it. Being happy is not
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a right but a duty. A duty to yourself. Waiving rights is one
thing, but failing in your duty is downright irresponsible.”

Insincere—and irresponsible.

Which meant that behavior also was taboo.

“If you win the lottery, youshould claim the prize. That is
what I call fair price. You should pay ten thousand yen for
something worth ten thousand yen, and you should be paid
three hundred million yen for something worth three hun-
dred million yen. Discounts and bargains simply upset the
balance.”

As she said the word balance, Ytiko inclined her head up-
ward and clapped twice. Watanuki could not work out what
this gesture meant and did nothing. Ytko clapped again.
Twice.

“Where are you?” she snapped, clapping a third time.

Is she calling me? What am I, some sort of ninja? She
wants me to appear from the rafters? These and many other
angry questions flooded through Watanuki’s mind as he
silently opened the screen. “At your service.”

Responding appropriately, despite himself.

Yiiko had been well aware that he was watching, but ap-
parently Kushimura had not been, and she gave a sigh of re-
lief when she saw him. Being alone with Ytiko must have
been extremely stressful for her.

“Watanuki, bring the item,” Ylko said haughtily.

As if addressing one of her minions.

“The item?”

“The item you obtained the other day at the shop: where
items of little value gather.”

*Ninja Cheesy samurai dramas often had ninja hiding in the rafters, waiting to be
summoned by a clap of their employer’s hands.
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He almost insisted that he had never been to such a
fantastic-sounding place, but before he did, it occurred to
him that she must mean the hundred-yen shop.

Such a poetic description.

“Hurry!” Ytko said, in a tone that did not allow for
argument.

Watanuki nodded awkwardly and left the room.

If the shop where items of little value gather meant the
hundred-yen shop, then the item must mean the fake glasses.
He had been told to put them away somewhere, so he
had . .. but where? Oh, right, certain they would never be used
again, he had put them in the storage shed out back. The
shed . .. which Ytiko called the treasury.

Her mountain of treasure.

When he first heard this, Watanuki had secretly pitied her
inability to distinguish between treasures and junk, but cer-
tain events since then had caused him to reconsider. He had
his doubts about how much of it qualified as treasure, but it
did seem to be true that much of what lay inside was decid-
edly not normal.

He found the fake glasses quickly, then went back to the
room and gave them to Yiiko.

Without so much as a glance in his direction, let alone a
word of thanks, Yiko showed them to Kushimura. “These
glasses have quite a distinguished history.”

Yeah, a very distinguished hundred-yen shop.

“If you wear these regularly, a mysterious power will lead
you down the right path. They will prevent you from making
wrong choices. They will show you how to select the behav-
ior that will help you become as you see yourself, to do what
is best for you.”

“Th-they will?” Kushimura was dubious but unable to
take her eyes off the glasses. Was she really going to buy all
that? “Those are . . . some very impressive glasses.”
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“They have been linked to Date Masamune.”

For some reason, Y(iko was adding extra unneeded lies. It
made Watanuki’s knees tremble just to listen.

“I now give them to you,” Ytiko said, reverently handing to
Kushimura the distinguished item that had been linked to
Date Masamune. Kushimura did not seem at all sure she
should be taking them, but she did anyway, bringing them up
to her eyes.

“But I have good eyes. ...

“The lenses aren’t curved at all; don’t worry.”

“Oh, I see...but I don’t have much money...."

“They’re free,” Yiiko said. “That’s what give implies.”

Kushimura nodded. Watanuki, however, was flabbergasted.
“Give?” Ytko-san? “Free?” No fair price at all?

“You are ‘free’ to do with them what you like. Use them,
throw them away, as you like. Decide however action and sin-
cerity dictate. Now, shouldn’t you be getting back to the hos-
pital? You slipped out without permission, didn’t you? You
can find your own way back, I'm sure. I would love to have
our boy walk you back, but he has important work to do.”

“Ah ... right, yes, I'll be fine. I can get back, I'm sure.
Umm . . . thank you.”

A very uncertain expression of gratitude.

As well it should be; if she left here, she would only won-
der why she had come. There was not one single reason why
she should be thanking anybody. Nothing had been done for
her, and she had done nothing. At the very end, she had been
given a highly dubious pair of fake glasses. Given? More like,
forced to accept. And then sent packing.

But once Ytiko had wrapped things up, there was nothing
more to say.

That much was perfectly clear.

Without a drop of the coffee Watanuki had prepared pass-
ing her lips.
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Kushimura left the shop where wishes were granted.

Watanuki did walk her to the gate, considering it the least
he could do.

When he returned to Yiko, she was puffing on her pipe.

Had she refrained from doing so as some small consider-
ation for her injured guest?

That did not seem likely.

“What was that all about?”

“What was what about?” Ytiko said blankly.

“Where do I even start? Um . .. first of all, the fake glasses?”

“What about them? They are undoubtedly an item of dis-
tinguishment, and they are undoubtedly linked to Date
Masamune.”

“Date Masamune has nothing to do with them.”

“You cannot deny the possibility exists.”

“I believe I can,” Watanuki insisted. “And the rest of what
you said to her, about how they would help her choose the
right path . . . That was all nonsense, right?”

“Oh? You noticed?”

“Fake glasses that cost 105 yen the other day do not sim-
ply acquire such properties overnight.”

“That is not necessarily true, but in this case, yes, those
glasses are perfectly ordinary glasses.” :

Without so much as batting an eye, Y(iko admitted that
they had no effect at all.

“I thought as much. You would never hand over some-
thing that impressive without demanding a fair price.”

“I don’t much like your tone, but for the moment I'll
agree. Nevertheless, Watanuki, that perception of yours is
not quite accurate.” ‘

“Oh?”
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“I did receive a fair price from her,” Ytiko said. “And her
wish was granted.”

“..Howso?”

But Ytiko just smiled.

Regally.

“To further the example from yesterday: If an English
gentleman came up to you on your way home from school
and said, ‘I'd like to give you one hundred trillion yen.
Perhaps he says this in Japanese, perhaps in English, it does
not really matter—if that happened, Watanuki, what would
you do?”

“I-I'm not—"

“Would you take it or not?”

“Well . . ” He couldn’t answer.

But this was the sort of question that not being able to an-
swer instantly was in itself the answer.

“Well, no. I wouldn’t.”

“Why not?”

“I mean, that just sounds so suspicious. He must be up to
something.”

“I see.” Ytiko nodded. “Exactly my point.”

“Said point being?”

“That is the best way to explain people who can’t accept
happiness. I gave no indication that this English gentleman
was up to anything—and English gentlemen are the most
honorable gentlemen in the world. They would never be up
to anything suspicious.”

“I have no idea what inspired such deep-seated trust in
you, but a figure like a hundred trillion yen would make any-
one suspicious.”

“That’s a comment I would have liked to hear in the
‘Himawari-chan tells you she loves you’ hypothetical. But es-
sentially, the opposite of what I said to her.”
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The opposite.

Looked at from the other direction.

Ytiko went on. “To become happy, you need to pay a fair
price. Which means that excessive fortune can only be
viewed as a threat. You need to earn that fortune through an
appropriate amount of work and struggle.”

“A contract with yourself?”

A promise to yourself. :

Action and sincerity.

“You know the expression ‘It all works out in the end’?
Human lives ultimately run on a balanced budget. If there is
good, there is bad, and when bad things happen, there must
be good things as well.”

“That...”

That would square things.

“ ..Thave heard that”

“But the expression is not strictly accurate. Fundamen-
tally, to be happy, you have to bear the burden of an equal
amount of misery. See? To get something good, you have to
put up with something bad. Nothing as carefree as ‘taking the
good with the bad’ makes it sound. That doesn’t fulfill the
promise.”

Watanuki thought about it. Yiko went on:

“To put it another way, the higher your position at a job,
the more you have to work. Not being able to do so is insin-
cere and irresponsible. Still another way: if where you are is a
step lower than normal, if you are in an unfortunate posi-
tion, then you must allow yourself to not expend as much ef-
fort, to abandon your stubborn pride. All part of the

promise.”
SBN i LR
Was this true?

He could comprehend the gist of what she was saying,
but...
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“B-but she—Kushimura-san, Nurie Kushimura-san, in
her case—she didn’t have excessive happiness, she was aban-
doning normal happiness.”

Waiving her rights and abandoning her duties.

“She was not, Watanuki,” Ytiko said. “She was maintaining
her balance.”

“Balance?”

“All humans have a certain level of fascination with for-
bidden behavior, but Kushimura’s urges have little to do with
her situation. You must not mingle or confuse the two. All
that I have just explained ought to have been enough for you
to understand that happiness, excessive or otherwise, carries
with it a degree of pressure. Happiness is not entirely a good
thing—not as long as you have to pay a fair price for it. And
not as long as you are unable to pay that price.”

“Huh...”

If you accepted the hundred trillion yen from the English
gentleman, you would have to work off a hundred trillion
yen’s worth of debt to yourself.

The debt would be hitsuzen.

Not to the English gentleman—but to yourself.

“When she was with me, the only thought in her mind
was that she wanted to go home. Talking with me was a
source of pressure. That’s why she was so relieved when you
came in”

“Yeah, I did notice that. ...

“In return for abandoning happiness, she can escape that
pressure. She made that choice. Just as she said, this is not
self-destructive or suicidal; it was all carefully calculated.”

“C-calculated?”

Calculated, measured, weighed.

Not the hallmarks of impulsive behavior.

“In other words, she was an immense coward about get-
ting what she wanted most.”
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“B-but . .. you don’t think she was simply throwing her-
self at unhappiness? Even if that was less stressful.”

“Throwing herself into unhappiness . . . or into traffic?”

“Yeah, like that.”

“But she was hit by a scooter,” Ytiko said dismissively. “She -
chose when to jump. And jumping out in front of a dump
truck is a much bigger taboo.”

If she was hit by a scooter . .. she would not die. Espe-
cially if she blocked it with her arm. It made sense; Kushi-
mura had chosen when to jump out in traffic and chosen to
jump in front of the scooter.

“As a result of which, she did not have to give a major pre-
sentation at work. She was able to avoid such a stressful situ-
ation, to avoid that pressure.”

“Yeah, but—”"

“And while she claimed she caused trouble for everyone, it
wasn’t actually that big a deal. Someone filled in for her. . . .
What was his name? Hy6do-kun? He did her job for her, and
whether she was there or not, she was still part of the group
that had made the plan, and no matter what she might say,
the road to promotion is not as firmly closed as she claims.”

“Well.. . . I guess not.”

No guess about it.

That was it, plain and simple.

“Or maybe she simply didn’t want that promotion. Truly
meek, she fears success more than failure. That promotion
brings with it greater responsibility, and there are any num-
ber of people who would prefer to avoid that. For all her con-
cerns about causing trouble for her group, she also admitted
that they were all really nice people. And she knew that bet-
ter than anyone.”

“But . . . she hit me with those flowers. . .

“A visitor so Sewashi-kun-ish—abnormally nice and so
eager to be helpful that he calls an ambulance for a total
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stranger—is hardly likely to be particularly enraged when
the injured person they are visiting hits them over the head
with a bouquet. Admittedly, she did so without knowing that
you are prone to violent fits.” :

“I am not!”

He knew two people who were.

And one of them was right in front of him.

“If you think about it, annoying the nurses by pressing the
button that summons them over and over is not that big a
deal. Same with the fire alarm at school. That button marked
Don’t Push is hardly the launch switch for a nuclear bomb.
I’m sure she got off with a scolding. Perhaps that’s what she’s
after: anything except happiness, including making people
angry. Like ordering coffee when you want tea. Speaking of
which, she almost threw her coffee at me.”

She had? '

So that’s what Ytiko had stopped her from doing.

“She had calculated that I knew her situation and was
going to help with it, so I would not be all that angry.”

Watanuki was silent.

“The old idea that things are going too well. Watanuki,
can you understand the desire to stumble deliberately when
the story looks to progress your way? “Trouble follows for-
tune. So why not trip yourself up in advance? If you're going
be tripped anyway, trip yourself before anything good hap-
pens. I have no idea how conscious she is of what she’s doing,
but it is, to a certain extent, deliberate.”

N

Were there really people like that?

Someone that thorough.

“She mentioned failing to get into the schools she most
wanted to attend, but she always got in somewhere else. She
may have failed to get the job she wanted most, but she was
hired by her second choice. She mentioned fighting the urge
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to throw herself in front of the train in the station . . . but she
never actually did.”

The most she ever did was jump out in front of a scooter
that was slowing down as it approached a crosswalk.

“And when you get right down to it, the fact that she is
alive now proves everything. The fact that she has survived
this long is not a miracle, it is proof. The greatest taboo for a
human is suicide. If you're satisfied by pretending to kill
yourself, then the action cannot be taken as a violation of
that taboo.” ;

She had cut her wrists once—but only once. And the cuts
had been too shallow to kill her.

“If there was a button marked Don’t Push, that woman
would never push it,” Y(iko went on. “She would just claim she
would and convince herself that it was true. She’s never killed
anyone, she’s never eaten anybody, yet she talks about violating
taboos? Makes my sides hurt from laughing. Any number of
children have jumped out the window of their classroom.
That’s not a taboo! Look at it all lined up like this, Watanuki,
and you can tell just how calculating that woman is.”

Avoiding happiness.

Avoiding pressure.

“A word as forthright and flamboyant as urges hardly de-
scribes such a slipshod methodology. What she does is sim-
ply a compromise. It seems you are among them, Watanuki,
but there are any number of people who do not like being ex-
alted, do not like being thought highly of, and the vast ma-
jority of those people invariably choose the second-best
option.”

The second-best option.

“A problem of balance and swift adjustment. Nobody can
afford to keep the gas pedal down all the time, can they?
You’d never make it around the next corner. You could boil it
down to overcautiousness or underestimating oneself, but



NISIOISIN A 57

either way, refusing to accept a normal amount of happiness
can hardly be described as the right thing to do.”

“The right thing to do?”

“It is your duty to accept a measure of happiness equlva-
lent to the actions you have taken. Rejecting it violates your
contract with yourself. If your effort is not rewarded, your
soul rebels.”

“Rebels .. ”

“You could also say it overflows. If you do the work to re-
ceive the best option, then you must accept that option as
your reward.”

That was the fair price.

A fair price could neither be undercut nor overpaid.

Ytiko pointed her pipe at the seat where Kushimura had
been a few minutes before.

“Stop herself from doing what she doesn’t want to
do ... a fascinating turn of phrase, and one that makes no
sense. The fact that she doesn’t want to do those things sug-
gests she is already stopping herself from doing them—very
calculatedly. She may well have a black belt in stopping her-
self. Never once leaving the realm of safety, never even going
close to the fence around the realm. The only question is, to
what extent is she herself aware of this?”

. If she puts those glasses on,” Watanuki said, trying to
hide how shaken he was, “will she really . . . be able to choose
the path that’s best for her?”

“Of course not,” Yiko said, as if it were obvious. “Those
are an ordinary pair of fake glasses.”

By, cbuti i then ..

“Watanuki, you said it yourself. Have you already forgot-
ten how pompously you lectured me for deceiving her? You
must be suffering from amnesia.”

*Overflows The word used for rebellion or revolt is a homonym of the word for flood
or overflow. Both words are read hanran.
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“No, I mean, you're right, but . . . then what was the point
of it all?”

“There is a point . . . just not a dramatic one.”

Watanuki waited.

“I merely provided an opportunity.” :

She had not become any more involved than that.

“Watanuki, you always wear glasses. But if you were to
take them off, do you think you wouldn’t be able to see spir-
its anymore?”

“Huh?”

“Or if you close your eyes. That would prevent your seeing
them. Even more extreme—you could gouge both eyes out.
Would that get rid of the spirits that gather around you?”

“Now you're starting to scare me,” Watanuki said, backing
away from Ytiko and protecting his eyes.

“I exist to scare you. Answer the question. If that would
work, you would hardly need to continue your life of inden-
tured servitude here.” ;

“Nah, nothing like that would really solve the problem.
Spirits aren’t there because I can see them; I can see them be-
cause they’re there. As long as they’re attracted by my blood,
I'm sure I’ll still be able to sense them.”

And that . . .

... meant that not only his sight but all five of his senses,
and his sixth sense as well, would have to be shut down. Or
nothing would change.

“Hmm, you think not?”

“Well . . . I've never tried, so I don’t know for sure.”

“Want to?”

“Since the procedure would be irreversible, hell no!”

And if it failed, where would he be?

Watanuki was no gambler.

“Your eyes themselves are of no importance,” Ytiko said,
getting back to the point. “But when something unnatural
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enters the vision of someone without vision problems, the
experience naturally demands attention. That’s what makes
my curse effective.”

“Huh? Ytiko-san, did you say curse?”

“I did not”

“You did so! You said it makes your curse effective! I heard
you!”

“I said it makes my neurosis effective.”

“In accomplishing what!?”

How could a neurosis be effective?

He couldn’t begin to guess.

“She knew what was the best option without its being
pointed out to her. She was avoiding it precisely because she
knew. So . .. if you look at it a different way, all I had to do
was make conscious what was unconscious. As time passes,
what was unconscious may well become part of her, which
would grant her wish. People who always wear glasses appar-
ently feel them to be part of the face. It should take a few
months for that to happen . . . and it won’t be easy.”

“Won’t it? Once you get used to them, it’s no big deal.”

“I’'m not talking about eyeballs,” Ytiko said, full of malev-
olence. “Nurie Kushimura has never before experienced nor-
mal levels of happiness; she has been busy avoiding it. It’s
built up inside her.”

“B-built up?” What was? Happiness?

“By ‘built up’ I mean like sedimentary deposits are built
up, and by deposits I mean mud. Despite that, she will be
forced to harvest happiness—if she is physically up to the
task. But there’s nothing else she can do; she has to pay off
the price she promised herself before the bill is settled. She
won’t be finished till the receipt is in her hand.”

*Neurosis Untranslatable pun. Curse is noroi, neurosis is noiroze. I played around with
using spell and spelling but ended up deciding that keeping the word as curse was
more important than awkwardly trying to make the pun work.
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Watanuki looked blank.

“The fair price she paid for the loss of her escape routes
was the escape routes themselves. No matter how much pres-
sure she is under, she will not allow herself to run away. I can
only imagine how ugly that must be.”

“Ugly...?”

“Ultimately, it’s up to her what she does next. She might
choose to change nothing and keep running up her tab. If
she throws away the glasses, she will continue to live a life of
second-best options, as she always has. That might not be
happiness . . . but neither is it misery.”

When it came to happiness, Nurie Kushimura had never
become any more involved than that.

She might have touched the surface of the spring, but she
never dove down to the source.

Ytiko’s lack of involvement must be only natural, at least
from her own point of view. Yiiko was neither good nor de-
serving of being called evil; she simply was. Someone in her
position had to maintain those standards, or she would even-
tually find herself thoroughly taken advantage of.

And presumably, she did not want that.

“Enough work! All done for the day! Ah, so draining!
Watanuki, the coffee’s gone cold, so make some more? Don’t
forget the milk and sugar.”

“Okay, then . . . mm? W-wait, Ytkko-san . . . ?”

“What? ’'m not giving you a raise.”

“I don’t mean that...”

Don’t say it in italics, Watanuki thought. Makes it feel un-
pleasantly real.

“You mean Kushimura-san’s urges were her own problem,
a problem entirely related to her contract with herself . ..
and nothing to do with spirits at all?”

“Exactly,” Ytko said, rolling her eyes, as if this had been
covered hours ago. “You couldn’t see anything, could you?”
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“Well, no . . . But the first time? At the crosswalk, on her
shoulder. ..

“Something sewn on her shoulder bag that reflected the
streetlights into your eyes?” Y(ko said, giving him a bewitch-
ing smile.

That’s why she had said . . .

“I told you this would be a good experience for you,
didn’t I? Remember that there are people like her.”

“People like her . . . ?”

Nurie Kushimura.

Calculatedly avoiding happiness.

A “good experience” for him. Yuko had said that early on.

“Even without spirits getting involved, people can cause
plenty of strange events on their own. You have a healthy
mind, Watanuki, and there are all kinds of people you would
consider creepy. That is part of mankind, something that
dwells within all humans. You always talk about spirits as if
they are frightening or evil, but there is nothing as frighten-
ing or evil as humans. When you have time, Watanuki, sit
somewhere alone and toy with that idea awhile. When you
have finished paying off your fair price, and your eyes can no
longer see spirits . . .

“Will you be able to see people?”

He could have sworn .

. he heard the sound of horrible )agged teeth snapping
shut.

“Just kidding!”

Watanuki stared at her, unable to respond.

Ytiko continued merrily, “Now I'm all done with work,
but you, Watanuki, have just begun! When my coffee is
ready, you have quite a task ahead of you! You have to make
up for being late yesterday and skipping entirely the day be-
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fore, or you may find yourself working at this shop for all
eternity!”

“What task?”

“Flowing somen!” Ytiko beamed.

As if that was the best possible choice.

Good things always brought suffering.

VAY

Oh.

Oh no.

I did it again.

I wasted time.

And time is so precious.

Nobody could possibly solve my problems. Nobody could
possibly grant my wish. I knew it would be pointless, so why?

Let that nice child talk me into it . . . let myself sit in that
terrifying woman’s gaze.

And all I got was this ordinary pair of glasses.

What was the point of that?

She had said things that sounded right, but anybody could
tell these were cheaply made plastic things, the kind sold in
any hundred-yen shop. The origins she had given were not
remotely believable.

What was that all about?

Some sort of scam?

Taking advantage of people’s troubles?

But it wasn’t as though I'd lost anything. I had wasted a lit-
tle time but lost nothing. Not only that, but I had been given
this pair of cheap fake glasses.

Fair price.

The boy had used that phrase.

But what fair price had I paid to acquire these? I didn’t feel
as though I had done anything, but now that I was thinking
about it . . . something felt different.
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Something felt wrong.

I felt as though I had lost a tangible part of myself.

Should I throw these things away?

These glasses . . . There was nothing special about them. If
I threw them away, would this strange sense of loss inside me
fade away?

As though I had lost a comfortable place.

As though I had lost a comfortable escape route.

As though I had a hole opened in my heart.

Or as though I had filled a hole in my heart.

I looked at the trash can.

I should throw these glasses in there.

But then. ..

“Go ahead. I dare you”

I heard her voice.

My hand stopped.

- T was hearing things, of course. I had just remembered

that phrase suddenly.

But . .. why not? I thought. I didn’t need to make up my
mind rlght away.

I walked on past the garbage can, keeping the glasses

There was a crosswalk ahead of me.

The light was red, so I stopped.



AVAVA

OUTLANDOS D’AMOUR
Kouhei Kadono

Illustrations by Ueda Hajime
Translated by Andrew Cunningham

Outlandos: Remote or distant lands, other countries. An
old word. Refers to nowhere specifically but denotes far-
away lands in the abstract.

his short story is by one of the stars of Japan’s light novel
world: Kouhei Kadono. American manga connoisseurs
% have already gotten a taste of Kadono’s cool and revolu-
tionary style with the Boogiepop novels. The first Boogiepop
novel, Boogiepop wa Warawanai (Boogiepop and Others in the
United States), single-handedly changed the light novel scene
upon its release in 1998, and Kadono remains a revolutionary
writer whose innovative work continues to propel the light
novel genre forward. In addition to the Boogiepop novels, his
dream-team collaboration with illustrator Kazuma Kaneko
(famous for ATLUS games Megami Tensei and Persona) re-
sulted in another popular novel series: the Jiken series, a bold
mash-up of mystery and fantasy storytelling. Del Rey Manga
will bring this series to the United States, beginning with the
first volume, The Case of the Dragonslayer, in spring of 2009.
The story’s illustrator, Ueda Hajime, has also established a
devoted following in the United States. A manga artist and il-
lustrator, Ueda Hajime created his international reputation
with the manga adaptation of Gainax’s popular FLCL anime.
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Ueda followed this triumph with original series, including
Q-Ko-Chan: The Earth Invader Girl. The truly global appeal
of Hajime’s work rests on his unique sense of composition
and utterly distinctive visual sensibility. The illustrations ac-
companying this work are wonderful examples of Hajime’s
instantly recognizable style.
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“What's the first thing you remember? Do you remember
being born?” she asked.

Kunio Koryo didn’t even hesitate.

“Red,” he said. He always did.

“Red?”

“Yes®

“What was red?”

“Everything.”

“The things around you?”

“Yes, and my hands were red, too.”

“Your hands? You were just a baby. Did you know they
were your hands?” '

“At the time, I'm sure I didn’t. I saw something dyed red
like maple leaves, and in retrospect, I imagine they were
probably my hands.”
But what you remember most clearly was the color?
, 1 ineans,” the woman did not hesitate either, “blood? You
saw yourself govered in blood, and the area around you...?

“I imagine so. The red was a dark red, so—"

“Memnories of emerglng from the womb? That would ex-

plam the

nk so. I dont remember emerging from dark-
ness, and I have no memories of my mother at all.”

G ¥
H

formation.”
“You've looked into it, then? Yéu re probably right. .
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takes awhile before you can see anyihing c . And once
that much time had passed . . . eve
in the birth blood, by the time yo

dried out and been more brown t

She nodded quietly. ?

“This might be a bit of a reach . .. but per
simply in a red room?”

“Certainly possible. I can imagine being in
the color of blood.” '

“So you don’t have a strong conviction that it was blood?”

“Right. It’s just a memory. But I feel like there s
as well, which is why I think it might have been bl
was wet . . . and left there alone.”

“They left you lying in a pool of blood as a baby? I wonder
why...”

“No idea. Might provide some interesting results in psycho-
analysis. But they would probably assume my impressions
have been distorted.”

“You don’t deny the possibility?”

“No. I don’t really care if the memory is true or not. The
memory doesn’t frighten me; it doesn’t feel like a traumatic
weight on my heart. ..

“It’s just there?”

“Exactly”

“But where were you?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t remember the place at all? Do you have any
impressions of it at all?”

“Somewhere far away.”

“How far?”

“Very far . . . somewhere not here.”

“By here . . . you mean this building? Or this city?”
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“No ...nothing like that. More abstract. Just not...
here.”

“Another country?”

“Maybe, but every other country I've been to has felt
wrong as well. The air. .. no, just the feeling in the air. ..
there’s something different about it.”

For the first time, Kunio’s expression grew ruffled, and he
fell silent.

The woman, Setsuko Amamiya, noted that flicker and nar-
rowed her eyes a little. This was the same expression she had
when she had found her target. She was a professional killer.

But she did not, at the moment, have any plans to kill
Kunio Koryo. She had come to see him for other reasons.

“Perhaps that ‘different’ feeling is connected to your
unique ‘talent.” ”

“How so?”

“Your strange abilities have been a mystery even within
our system, but it seems we’ve finally found a hint as to their
true nature. Something I encountered on another mission
suggested the existence of a world beyond our own: a world
where something called ‘magic’ exists. This energy can be
used to achieve any number of things.”

“Huh?”

“You always claim your ability is not an intrinsic part of
you but merely a technique, right? Do you see the similarity?”

This came out of the blue and stunned him.

Amamiya continued, “Perhaps you are a human who has
come from there to here. The strange ability you can use
here, what we call outlandos d’amour, is actually a technique
that anyone there can use and that they call ‘magic.’ ”

Kunio wasn’t sure how to react to this. He felt like she was
saying something completely unrealistic that somehow made
sense to him anyway: a very strange feeling.

“..Um,” he said, trying to piece his thoughts together.
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“You mean my ability has no real value and is, in fact, terribly
common?”

Amamiya shook her head. “No, quite the opposite.”

SEpa

“If your ability is based on an energy that can be explained
theoretically, applied broadly, and used by anyone. .. you
could fundamentally change the world. It is entirely possible
that as the holder of this key, youre more valuable than any-
one else alive.”

Amamiya’s tone was calm, and she did not appear to be
bluffing or trying to get a rise out of him.

“Hubh . .. I doubt that,” Kunio said, for lack of a better an-
swer. “But as far as using it . . . it’s not like I do anything di-
rectly. I’'m not sure how they explained it to you, but—"

“Right,” Amamiya nodded. “You can sense . .. ‘fractures,
was it? Fractures made unconsciously by others, which they
themselves have not noticed. For example . . .”

They were seated in a lounge, and she waved her hand, in-
dicating the entire entrance hall of the building.

“Are there any here? Anyone with one of these fractures
stuck to them? Can you see anything?”

“Um...I don’t really ‘see’ them...,” Kunio said, flus-
tered. He looked around the room as directed.

But halfway, he suddenly froze, abruptly and awkwardly,
completely forgetting his surroundings.

Amamiya frowned at him. “Is something wrong?”

Kunio didn’t even blink. His gaze had locked onto some-
thing across the room.

A young woman. She was wearing a suit, but she had a
baby face and might even still be in her teens. She had black
hair, neither long nor short, and seemed very unsophisti-
cated. She had noticed him staring at her and looked rather
alarmed.

The intensity of his gaze was enough to spook anyone.



70 A OUTLANDOS D'AMOUR

“What? Something about that girl?” Amamiya asked, but
Kunio didn’t answer.

Still looking like he’d been struck by lightning, he stood up.

And strode directly over to this entirely unexceptional-
looking girl.

“Hey!” Amamiya called after him, but he did not appear
to hear her. He just drifted over to the girl, as if being dragged
in her direction.

And croaked, “Uh, um . . . your name?”

The girl flinched. Fumbling, she stammered, “Eh, er, um,
uh..”

His response was equally incoherent. “N-no, I'm not. ..
anyone suspicious . . . [ mean, I'm just ...

If this had happened under any other circumstances, it
would have been a perfectly ordinary sight. A chance en-
counter, a man speaking to a girl he’s just seen for the first
time—happens every day.

Kunio Koryo had fallen in love with her at first sight.

He was a late bloomer, and in his twenty-six years alive,
she was his first love.

VAY

Kunio Koryo was first discovered buried in the earth. He was
not dead. He was less than a year old and had been buried in
the ground but was not dead. In fact, upon his discovery, he
was the picture of health.

He was discovered at a construction site. The shovel had
been roughly scooping chunks out of the ground, but the
machine had suddenly stopped.

“It was like an electric crackle ran through it. Maybe the
battery short-circuited,” the man operating the shovel ex-
plained later, but when the machine stopped, it saved a life.
The teeth of the shovel had stopped right before they
touched the buried baby, which surfaced just enough to
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cry out—a strange cry, somewhere between a sob and a
laugh.

How had this child been breathing underground? And
why was he buried in the first place?

He was wrapped in a kind of sheet and was unharmed.
Not even a scratch, not even a rash.

Normally, they would have assumed he had been aban-
doned and that his parents had clearly wanted him dead,
but. .. when they saw the baby’s innocent smile, every one
of them wondered if it was even possible to abandon him. He
did not appear to have been harmed at all by the sinister
hand fate had dealt him. _

Since they had no idea where the child had come from, he
was placed with the proper authorities and given the name
Kunio Koryo. An unusual last name, it was the name of
a famous local philanthropist, and since the baby had no
known relatives, there was no one to object.

Kunio grew up to be a quiet child. He spent a lot of time
carefully observing those around him, and his caretakers
eventually realized that he was exceptionally intelligent. He
was the last of the children his age to speak but the first to
read and write.

When the adults passed out picture books for the children
to read, if Kunio was the first to receive his, he would have
read the entire book before the last child got a copy. And he
would be able to explain how the story was similar to picture
books he had previously read. He had a malleable personal-
ity and rarely fought with the other children.

If nothing had happened, he would presumably have been
adopted by someone eventually and led a normal life.

But when he was three years old, the facility caught fire.
Arson in the middle of the night, while all the children were
asleep, and by all rights, the building should have burned to
the ground.
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But instead . . . something strange happened.

Before the fire spread, Kunio woke up, got out of bed, and
headed toward the fire.

Afterward, Kunio said, “I was so young that I don’t re-
member much. But I don’t think I was scared.”

Several others woke up when they heard him padding by
and followed after him, wondering what was going on. And
they saw what happened.

The first recorded Kunio “miracle.”

Kunio looked at the fire and began muttering something.
His lips moved, but no one could hear what he said, and what
they did hear seemed to have no meaning. . . .

But a moment later, a shower of electric sparks rained
down in front of him. The building had been struck by
lightning.

The lightning struck the fire, exploding right in the center
of it.

The impact worked much like using a bomb to put out an
oil fire—the fire that had threatened to burn the building
down went out. But there was now a crack running all the way
through the building, and the facility was no longer habitable.

Everyone asked Kunio what had happened, but he had
been as surprised as anyone. He did not yet understand what
he himself had done.

But what he had done attracted the attention of a certain
system.

It was much too big to call it “a society” and much too ab-
stract to really control anything. It had eyes all over the
world, a kind of consciousness administration. It was just a
system, moving on its own, which is why people called it the
Organization.

He had always been under this system’s watchful eye. His
“birth” was too unique not to be. And the power that put out
the fire confirmed it.
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He was quickly taken in.

For a while, he was brought up in a kind of laboratory, liv-
ing a life in which he was never sure if they were researching
him or not, but eventually he returned to normal life.

He went to school and grew up like any other boy. He re-
mained quiet and did not change much. It was his surround-
ings that changed.

VAV

“You live alone, Koryo?” Kaori Nakayama asked. She was in
his grade, and they had somehow ended up leaving school
together that day.

“Yeah,” Kunio nodded, not minding. “My parents live
abroad. .. I think”

This was what he was supposed to say, the cover story the
Organization had created for him. There was no proof that it
was a lie. In fact, it could be proved beyond all doubt to be
true in any court of law.

“You think?” Kaori asked, surprised by the lack of cer-
tainty, but then she giggled. “You’re weird, Koryo.”

They had been in the same class last year, but she hadn’t
struck up a conversation with him for a while. He rarely
started conversations himself, so it was entirely possible the
two of them had never talked like this before.

“Really? I think I’'m normal. . . ” ‘

“But you get good grades . . . and youre good at sports,
and yet you aren’t on any teams?”

“Well, yeah .. ”

They had been very clear that he was not to get involved in
extracurricular activities. But he couldn’t say that. “I just
couldn’t make up my mind.”

“There wasn’t anything you wanted to do?”

“Nah . ..” He was forced to be vague about this.

Only people who knew what position they would hold in
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the world, who knew what path lay ahead of them, could talk
about the future. He had no idea where he’d even come from
and had no right to talk about things like that. He wanted to
know who he was first. And that knowledge was still a long,
long way off.

“Yeah ...” Kaori sighed. “I see that in your eyes some-
times. You're looking at something far, far away. ... When
you get like that, what are you thinking about?”

“Huh?” The question took him by surprise. “What do you
mean?” he asked.

Kaori didn’t answer. “Koryo...have you ever been
angry?” she asked suddenly. “Pissed off, irritated ... Have
you ever felt like that?” '

“Hmm . . ” Not sure what she was trying to ask, he just
grunted vaguely. :

“I mean, you always settle other people’s fights. When
things start to get ugly, you show up out of nowhere and
calm everyone down.”

He didn’t reply. It was extremely difficult for Kunio to talk
about this. He had been forbidden to tell anyone normal
about it, and even if he did, they would not understand.

When he said nothing, Kaori continued, “Once, when I
was really, really mad, you cooled me off. Do you remember
what you said?”

“Nothing important, I'm sure.”

“You said, ‘Who are you mad at? What is making you so
angry? Do you really know?” I don’t know what you meant,
but. .. it worked. I don’t even remember why I was angry
now, but I can’t forget what you said to me.”

“Did I say that?”

“Yes. You did,” Kaori said firmly. Then she suddenly said,
“I don’t. .. think I'll ever amount to anything. If I study re-
ally, really hard, I can probably go to a really good college, but
I don’t really want to be a doctor or a lawyer. Just because I
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like karaoke doesn’t mean I want to take lessons and try to be
a singer, and I mean, I'm always like that. Just going through
the motions. And I don’t really mind that. But . . ”

Kaori sighed again.

“You don’t even know what I'm talking about, right?”

“Nope,” Kunio shook his head. He was always honest,
whenever possible.

“I knew it! You haven’t decided anything, but you never
seem to hesnate either! It’s so unfair! I've been jealous of you
for ages. .

She sped up, walking ahead of him. Turning her back on
him.

She started to say something else, but before she could—

“Don’t move!” Kunio said, suddenly forceful.

She froze, shocked. But his expression was so grim and in-
tent and more than a little frightening, so she did as he asked.

“On your. .. neck.”

“Eh?”

Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail, exposing the nape
of her neck. Kunio reached out and brushed his finger
against it.

“On your neck . . . a fracture.”

What a weird thing to say.

“Where’d you get this fracture? Who put it there?”

“Uh,um . . . What?” Kaori shivered, unable to understand
what he was saying.

“Have you. .. felt like someone was watching you?” he
asked.

Kaori gasped. She had. It was making her nervous. That
was why she had called out to Kunio on her way home.

“Y-yeah..”

“You're in danger,” Kunio said, deadly serious. “And that
danger relates to your neck. Protect your neck. And don’t go
anywhere alone.”
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His words sounded like some sort of prophecy, but they
sounded neither like a threat nor like he was forcibly trying
 to persuade her. He was just flatly stating the truth.

“Um,” Kaori said, unable to hide her confusion.

At last Kunio noticed and suddenly grew much less clear.
“Er...no, I mean...be careful? Lots of scary people out
there, right?”

He was obviously trying to worm his way out of it. He was
an honest boy and no good at lying.

Kaori felt like the boy in front of her, close enough to
touch, was very, very far away.

Kunio himself had explained these “fractures” to the Or-
ganization in the following manner.

“It’s not like ’'m making them. They were already there.”

“And you can see them? You have special senses?” The re-
searcher listened to him gravely, accepting everything he
said, no matter how crazy it sounded.

“I can’t see them, nor can I sense them directly. How can I
put this? . . . I know they’re there because I can’t see them.”

“What do you mean?”

“Everywhere else is . . . saturated, except for that one place
where it’s split open ... so it’s like something’s flowing
toward the gap. . . . Augh, I don’t know how to put this.”

“Hmmm ... The flaxen-haired researcher listened with
interest. “It is a little piecemeal, but you're basically trying to
explain something that we do not know and cannot perceive.
For example . . . a congenitally blind man perceives the world
through exclusively three-dimensional senses like touch and
sound and is unable to comprehend two-dimensional repre-
sentations like pictures or photographs. As far as your percep-
tions go, we are in the position of the blind man. Our
perception has yet to acquire the concept you're trying to ex-
plain, whatever this thing that ‘saturates’ the world is.”



78 A OUTLANDOS D'AMOUR

“Really?”

“Yes. I can’t even begin to grasp what it is that saturates
the world. But as far as youre concerned, it has always been
there. Now . . . hypothetically speaking, what do you think is
causing these fractures?”

“Um...Idon’t know.”

“When you saved everyone from the fire . . . That was no
accident; it did not start naturally. It was arson, an act of
human evil. If I suggested that you could sense the fire be-
cause a human had started it . . . what would you think?”

“I'was so little . . . I don’t really remember.”

“Think about it. . . . Look at it this way. Afterward it was
discovered that the man who started the fire had a personal
grudge against the facility. Could you have reacted to that
man’s feelings rather than the fire itself? Could it have been
that man’s intentions that triggered your reaction?”

“His intentions . . . ?”

“The ‘fractures’ you can detect might be made uncon-
sciously by the power of someone’s intentions—like a seal
carved into them by living energy. I've heard you often step
in to stop fights? When people’s intentions turn ugly, you
might be detecting them before they get too evil, before they
get so serious. I feel like all the incidents you’ve explained to
us fit this theory, but . . . does your understanding refute it?”

“Mm. ... I'm not sure. But I don’t feel like it'’s wrong ei-
ther”

“It sounds like a reasonable working assumption to say
that what you perceive as a fracture is a manifestation of
powerful negative intentions one person holds toward an-
other. But can we really call that an ability? There’s some-
thing about what you do that feels different from the other
superpowered people.”

“How so0?”

“You seem to be so ... quiet. Never forced. People with
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unusual power usually end up very distorted by that power,
but you aren’t. Why not?”

The researcher frowned, mulling it over, but Kunio could
not even work out what it was that seemed to be confusing
him.

... So someone was actually after Kunio’s ex-classmate,
Kaori Nakayama. A sexual deviant with a fixation on women’s
necks had set his sights on her.

He had thousands of pictures, all focused on the napes of
women’s necks, and there was a pile of handkerchiefs with
brown stains on them in his room. Apparently, he had been
boarding crowded trains, making a small cut on a woman’s
neck, and collecting the blood on handkerchiefs. The cut was
so small that his victims barely felt a pick and were often sur-
prised to find a scab there later on. So far, he had been satis-
fied with these scratches, but with Kaori Nakayama, that was
apparently inadequate. The pictures he had taken of her were
the only ones in his collection that showed the face and body,
and there were dozens of them. And on every one of them he
had drawn a sinister line across her neck, as if practicing
cutting off her head. Even the most amateur psychoanalyst
could tell that he had a fetish for the female neck and that he
had a history of making cuts . . .

... and that he had been practicing.

He had been searching for the neck he should really cut
and had at last found it.

When he moved to assault Kaori, the police were lying in
wait and captured him—alerted through channels by the
Organization, following Kunio’s information.

“Th-the absolute . . . perfect instant. .. s-severed ... cut
off . .. the man had screamed, thrashing wildly and injur-
ing several officers, but they had managed to restrain him in
the end.
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He was twenty-four, unemployed, by the name of Shoji
Morita. He had no priors, and had he not been caught in the
act, it would have been nigh impossible to arrest him in time.
It had been a very close call.

But the location had been an unlucky one. Shoji Morita
had spared no thought for saving himself once he had cut off
her head and had tried to carry out his crime on a busy
street. A large number of people had witnessed the commo-
tion and seen him get arrested.

As a result of which all kinds of ridiculous stories dogged
Kaori Nakayama, and she and her parents had eventually
moved to escape them.

Kunio had worried about her a little, but she was far away
- now, so he had not dwelled on it for long.

Kunio’s days as a student had continued uneventfully, and
after graduation he had taken a job at a food company as a
quality control supervisor.

A perfectly ordinary white-collar job, but, in fact, he had
never once performed his duties. According to the official
records, his job consisted of going from one warehouse to the
other, inspecting the company’s products, but this was all
part of his cover.

His actual job was far stranger: he discovered grudges.

Acting on orders from the Organization, he never had any
real understanding of what he was doing. He came into
work, picked up the envelope lying on his desk, and went
to the place written inside, met the person he was instructed
to meet, and checked to see if there were any “fractures” on
that person or his or her surroundings. That was all.

Most of the time, he found one. Naturally, since he was
only dispatched to places where one was already believed to
exist. He was not required to inform the people he met about
what he had found, and the people he met were never told
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exactly who he was. His meetings were sudden and not par-
ticularly welcome—and Kunio was never told what had hap-
pened to the targeted individual or company. Kunio vaguely
assumed that the Organization decided whether or not to act .
when they received his report. If the targeted person was
of use to them, they would save him; if not, they would let
him die. 3

Besides his “work,” occasionally people would come to see
him. In addition to his regular interviews with the researchers,
e was questioned by these visitors. They would ask him sev-
eral questions, the same questions every time, and then leave.
He had no idea exactly who they were, but he knew one thing
about them. '

(They’re all.. . . killers. They have all killed an incredible
number of people.)

He could tell. What he felt from them was well beyond a
fracture. Instead of other people’s intentions creating a frac-
ture on them, they were carving fractures into themselves. It
was like a cold wind jetting out of them.

(I imagine they had to cut part of their hearts away, so
they could kill people without it bothering them. ... )

He didn’t know if they were here to kill him or not. They -
might just be checking to see if they needed to.

When he met these people, and when he met the powerful,
haughty individuals who had no idea they were being tar-
geted, in the corner of his mind, Kunio always wondered . . .

(Why am I alive?)

He did not enjoy life.

There was nothing much he wanted to do.

He did not know what the point of anything he did was.

No—he knew that there was no point, and that was all
that mattered.

Everyone he met in his line of work was successful, as far
as the world was concerned. But every single one of them
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had earned someone’s undying hatred. The more people
worked, the more they tried to accomplish something, the
more fractures appeared in the world.

After he spent a few years living like this, a certain woman
came to visit him. Her name was Setsuko Amamiya, and
what happened that day would change his life forever.

Kunio felt nothing from Setsuko Amamiya herself.

She was different from the damaged people who had
come to see him before. There was no chill from the grudges
received from others and from herself. As far as his senses
were concerned, she was just a quiet, calm woman.

But while he was talking to her, by the purest coincidence,
he happened to meet a girl.

VAY

“—Uh,um...?”

The girl seemed too surprised to respond. She did not
seem used to getting hit on.

“Er, P'm . ..” Kunio had no idea what to say either. He'd
been driven here by a sudden heat rising out of his chest. But
somehow he managed, “I'm, uh, Koryo. Koryo. Kunio Koryo.
I’'m Kunio Koryo.”

For some reason, he was repeating his name like a cam-
paigning politician.

“N-no, I don’t...” The girl obviously did not want to
know his name, and this served to flummox her still further.

If he had just been trying to pick her up, he would have
followed it with, “Buy you a drink?” or “Join me for
karaoke?” but since Kunio himself had no idea what he was
trying to accomplish, he had nothing further to add. He just
waited for her reaction.

“No, 'm, um . . .” She was very pale, and it did not look
like he could expect any kind of positive reaction.

But Kunio was too carried away to notice.
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»

“You...IL,uh...you...
“Efyumils 47

Both of them were just babbling now, their conversation
' never managing to connect.

At which point, a voice from behind the girl snapped,
“What’s going on?”

Kunio looked toward the voice and saw another girl, even
younger, in a school uniform.

She glared at him.

“N-no ... The girl was still too stunned to be able to ex-
plain anything to the younger girl.

The younger girl sighed and said firmly, “I'm sorry, sir, but
my sister has little experience speaking to men. Don’t try to
play your little games with her.”

Completely thrown for a loop, Kunio stammered, “No,
I’'m really not . . . anyone suspicious. . . .”

But at the same time, a voice inside him disagreed. He was
suspicious, wasn’t he?

Nothing in the world defined him clearly. He was a dan-
gling man.

“I just—" he said, but the younger girl cut him off.

“Let’s go,” she said, and pulled her sister’s arm.

The shocked expression never once left the girl’s face.
Even as she was dragged away.

“..Ah,ah—"

Kunio tried to call after them, but he had no idea what to
say. He wanted to run after them but had no idea what to do
if he caught them, so he ended up just standing there, dazed.

“Rejected you?” Amamiya said, coming up behind him. She
sounded very amused, but Kunio was too out of it to notice.

He did not reply.

“She your type? The report said you weren’t that inter-
ested in girls, but I guess we’ll have to revise that,” she
chuckled.
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Kunio never heard her. ‘
He was too busy staring after the girl.

2

Half a year had passed since Kunio Koryo married.

His work continued without change, and he had begun to
realize it would never end. But since it required very little of
his time, he occasionally arrived home significantly earlier
than most businessmen. He had been given an apartment
that, while hardly luxurious, was still more than enough
space for the two of them.

He turned the key, opened the door, and realized the place
was empty. His wife was out.

This was not unusual. It was only four, and he knew his
wife was usually out shopping at this time of day. She always
tried to get the shopping done before he was supposed to be
home at six.

Kunio took off his jacket and took in the laundry hanging
on the veranda. His wife had not asked him to do this, but he
figured he might as well help with the housework, especially
simple stuff.

When he was finished, he went to the kitchen and opened
the refrigerator, looking for the mugicha.

The white door swung open, revealing its contents. Kunio
was used to it by now, but if a stranger had opened this re-
frigerator, the contents would have been quite a shock.

There was food inside. But a very small amount, tucked
away to the side. More than half the space inside was filled
with giant plastic bottles filled with black liquid.

Dozens of them. Packed in rows.

At a glance, they looked like soy sauce or cola, but the lig-

*Mugicha A kind of tea (tisane) made from roasted barley.



KOUHEI KADONO A 85

uid was much too thick. If asked what it looked like, most
people would probably say, “Kind of like . . . blood.”

Kunio did not even glance at the bottles. He just took out
the mugicha and poured himself a glass.

Obviously, the bottles were not filled with blood. If it had
actually been blood, it would have coagulated by now. And it
smelled less like iron and more like oil.

This was his wife’s “staple diet.” She had been born with
damaged organs, and this special nutritional fluid was the
most effective way for her to receive nourishment. It con-
tained glucose and protein and a number of different vita-
mins. It was perfectly safe for Kunio as well, but it did not
taste very good.

Kunio opened the door again to put the mugicha back
and stared at the contents for a moment.

The hospital provided this liquid. She could not go far
from the place it was made. It was hard for them to go on
long vacations, and she got motion sick so easily she could
not even take the train.

He was never sure if he should feel bad about that.

Since the first time he had met her, and even now that they
had married, she remained a wonderful being, and he did
not want to feel anything negative like pity or regret for her.
But from an objective, ordinary perspective, her life was cer-
tainly a difficult one.

This discrepancy had been bothermg him for a while and
showed no signs of resolving itself. Every time he saw the re-
frigerator full of black liquid, it nagged at him again.

He heard the sound of a key scrabbling at the front door.

Kunio closed the refrigerator, went to the door, and
opened one of the two locks. .

Then he opened the door. His wife was standing outside, a
grocery bag in her hand, looking surprised.

“Ah ...ahhh ... W-welcome home, Kunio.”
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“Thanks. And the same-to you, Koi.” He smiled at her, but
she just slid past him, head down, into the apartment.

“Ah! The laundry . .., she said, the moment she saw it
folded in piles.

“Yeah, it was dry.” '

“Sorry .. .,” Koi Koryo said in a tiny voice, bowing her
head. Kunio had absolutely no idea why his wife always apol-
ogized to him.

But since she did, he had no choice but to respond rather
pompously, “Nah, it was nothing.”

She took the grocery bag into the kitchen.

“What’s for dinner? Mackerel?” he asked, peering into
the bag.

Koi said, again, “Uh, um . . . sorry.”

“Want me to cook?”

“N-no, I can do it. But . . . thank you.”

She was less stiff than simply not used to it yet. Like she
wanted to be polite but wasn’t sure when to stop.

“Sure.”

Kunio was long since used to this part of her.

Soon enough the rice was cooked, and the smell of frying
fish filled the room. Koi had to rely on her nutritional fluid
for nourishment, but she could eat normal food. Just for the
taste—she digested almost none of it—but she could eat as
much as she wanted without getting fat, a trait anyone on a
diet would surely be envious of. But sweet things taste good
because they become energy so quickly, and just as candy
with artificial sweeteners is never as good as candy made
with real sugar, taking pleasure in food is a physical experi-
ence. One she could never have.

After his meal was laid out in front of him, she sat down
opposite him, and they began eating.

In silence. They had never had any real conversations dur-
ing meals. Neither of them knew what to talk about.
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He looked across the table and watched her eat her tiny
portions, just enough to make sure everything tasted right.
She always looked to him like she was making an effort, and
this never changed about her. Not since the first time he had
laid eyes on her. . .

VAY

Kunio had first seen her a year before, and she had quickly
been dragged away from him.

But the memory of her did not fade so easily.

Early the next day, even though he had not arranged to
meet anyone there, Kunio had gone to the entrance hall of
that building again and waited all day, just in case she came
back.

The next day and the next day . .. On the fourth day, he
drew a picture of her and started asking people if they knew
her, what her name was. With no results.

He was obviously obsessed, and it was clearly alarming
people. ‘

On the sixth day, he skipped work again, but this time a
girl appeared before him.

“You there.”

He turned around. He’d seen her before.

EYoyTes .

It was the younger sister of the girl he was looking for. In
her school uniform again.

“What are you playing at?” she scowled. “Showing people
drawings of my sister . . . This is a problem. Really.”

She snatched the picture from his hand and tore it up.

“Ah .. .no,” Kunio said, alarmed, but then it occurred to
him that he didn’t need it anymore. The clue he’d been look-
ing for was standing right in front of him.

“Y-you're her sister, aren’t you?” Kunio asked, intense.

The girl’s expression did not lighten. “What do you want?
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To make her miserable?” she demanded. “Why won’t you just
leave her alone? She’s easy enough to bully without you.”

“N-no, I don’t want to . . . Eh?” Kunio frowned, puzzled.
“Easy to bully?”

“Shy and . .. What do you care? If you're looking to get
laid, there’s plenty of other girls around. Much cuter girls,
girls who will go with anyone who looks good. That’s not my
sister.”

“W-wait just a minute. You’ve got the wrong idea.”

“How so0?”

“I-I just want to talk to her. Really. I'm serious. I just want
to meet her. It doesn’t have to be in private,” Kunio said des-
perately. If this girl rejected the idea, he knew he would never
see either of them again.

She looked him over carefully.

Kunio stared back at her . . . and then shivered.

She looked like an ordinary girl, but there was something
about her. .. something that made the hairs on his neck
stand up.

It wasn’t a fracture, nothing that obvious, but something
similar, something frightening and sharp . . . that vanished a
moment later.

“Tell me your name and where you work first,” she said,
not minding if it was rude.

It never even occurred to Kunio to take offense. He nod-
ded quickly. “Of course! I'm . . .”

He gave her his name and his home and work addresses
and phone numbers. It occurred to him later that this could
get him in trouble, but at the time it never entered his head.

“Hmm ... Well, I guess you are serious.” She nodded.
“Okay, I'll tell my sister about you. Come here again tomor-
row,” she said, and turned to leave.

“W-wait! Will you at least give me a name?”
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“My name is Mai Kuran. And my sister’s name is Koi
Kobayashi.”

Without another word of explanation, she was gone.

“Koi . .., Kunio said, for the first time. From that mo-
ment on, that name was incredibly precious to him.

VAV

... And now, a year later, they were married.

Before their marriage, they had basically done all the
usual things a young couple would. They’d gone on dates,
he’d bought her presents, she’d knitted him a sweater, he had
proposed with a ring worth three months’ salary, everything.
But they had hardly done any of the things lovers usually did.

They had never had a fight.

Not even a little argument.

They had not had a wedding ceremony, but this was be-
cause of Koi’s complicated family situation and not by
choice. Nevertheless, it was a little strange that their feelings
had never once been in conflict.

And now they were in their apartment, newlyweds, eating
across from each other in total silence. Not even attempting
to talk.

Kunio had spent his entire life not talking to people, so si-
lence was fine with him, but he occasionally wondered if it
bothered her.

Every meal, she would eat just a few bites and be done, and
sit patiently waiting for him to finish.

Kunio took a bite of fish, and as he chewed, his lips
abruptly twisted slightly. A bone had poked him.

ARI?

Koi went pale and stood up. She always noticed instantly if
he was injured in any way.

“S-sorry! Are you okay?” she asked timidly.
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Kunio nodded. “Yeah, it’s nothing. Just scraped my gum a
little. No big deal”

“Imsorry. . . . I should have been more careful getting the
bones out. . ..

“Nobody can get all the bones out of mackerel. I was just
eating too fast,” he said, completely unruffled.

For a long moment, she sat with her head down, saying
nothing.

Kunio put the bone back in his mouth, chewed it up, and
fell silent himself.

But this new silence lacked the transparency of even a mo-
ment before.

Kunio gazed absently at Koi, who had long since finished
eating and had nothing to do, wondering what he could do
for her.

She had accepted his feelings, but he had no idea if that

‘had made her happier.

Perhaps she could have lived a more peaceful life without

him . .. as long as she was provided for.

Kunio remembered what Setsuko Amamiya had said.

He might hold the key to changing the world.

(If I really am . . . a kind of bomb like that, then . . .)

He had never really thought about marriage or happiness
before. But now he thought about it all the time.

(Is being with me causing her grief . . . ?)

As the thought crossed his mind, Koi looked up and said
hesitantly, “Uh, um,I..”

“Mm?” ,

“There’s something . .. Kunio. .. have to tell you....
|0l

“What?”

“I...um...” There was a long pause, and then she said
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clearly, but no less comprehensibly, “I-'m...um...a
Porsche.”

“Eh?”

“A P-Porsche Laufwerk . . . um . .. Jagdtiger . . . basically.”

“ .. What is that?” Kunio said, taken aback. He had never
heard these words before. “Is that a kind of car? German?”

It seemed strange for anyone with motion sickness as bad
as his wife’s to talk about luxury cars.

“N-no, not that .. ”

Uncharacteristically, she was starting to get worked up.
Like a child just learning to speak who can’t quite find the
words to communicate.

“The Jagdtiger is, um, a tank. It has a Porsche suspen-
sion . . . designed by Dr. Porsche, a very cheap . .

He couldnt understand her at all, but she looked like a
cornered fox, which upset him.

“R-right. First, calm down. What about this tank?” he
asked.

He was not a military buff by any stretch of the imagina-
tion and had never heard the name of a tank that was manu-
factured in very small numbers in Germany during the
Second World War.

Looking like she was about to burst into tears, she said,
“I...Lum..” But before she could say anything more, the
doorbell rang.

Koi flinched and then froze, not moving a muscle.

“Er...so...,” Kunio said, trying to figure out if he
should hear her out or answer the door.

But the bell kept ringing, so he figured he should go send
them away. He headed toward the front door, where he
heard . ..

“Hey there! Thought I'd drop in,” a girl’s voice said brightly.
Mai Kuran.
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Relieved, Kunio opened the door. Koi’s sister came in,
bowing her head.

She greeted her sister, who was still sitting at the table, and
sat down next to her.

“What’s wrong? You look sort of down. .. .”

“No, it's nothing. Really,” Koi said, shaking her head
awkwardly.

Mai glanced at Kunio. “Am I interrupting something?
Wouldn’t want to interfere with the newlyweds!” She winked
at him.

He laughed. “No, nothing like that. Thanks for coming,”
Kunio said, meaning it. Being alone with Koi, as strangely as
she had been behaving, had been pretty hard on him:

“So, Koi . . . ?” he asked, expecting her to continue, but she
sat in silence, not even attempting to speak. Assuming she no
longer wanted to talk about it, Kunio let the conversation
drift away from Dr. Porsche.

“Is she looking after you properly? I had my doubts . ..,
Mai said brightly.

“Of course she is. Much better than I deserve,” Kunio said
seriously.

Koi hung her head.

Mai’s eyes opened wide, and then she giggled. “Are you al-
ways this serious? Like a teacher . ..!”

“R-really?”

“Yeah, all straitlaced and firm.”

“I don’t mean to be. ... :

“Koi, don’t you think he should smile more?”

“N-no . . . However Kunio wants to be is fine with me.”

“But you'd like her to smile more, right?” Mai said, turn-
ing to Kunio.

Flustered, he stammered, “No ... I don’t..”

Certainly, he wanted her to smile if she felt like it. But he
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didn’t know what he could do to make her laugh more, and
even if she never smiled, he loved her poker face just as
much.

He didn’t really know what he thought frankly.

“Um, I’ll make some coffee. .

Kunio had finished eatlng, so Koi quickly cleared his
dishes away.

“Need any help?” Mai asked. ‘

Koi smiled faintly at her. “No, I've got it.” She went into the
kitchen alone.

“She still seems a little stressed,” Mai whispered, lean-
ing across the table. “Is it still a little awkward for you as
well?”

“W-well . . . yeah, a little,” Kunio said, smiling ruefully.

Mai never beat around the bush.

These sisters had different names and different mothers—
and while Mai had her father’s name, Koi was using her long
since deceased mother’s name. Koi was a product of what
sounded less like a mistress than a one-night stand.

She was not allowed anywhere near her father’s home, and
Mai’s visits were kept secret. If she were caught spending
time with her sister, it would apparently lead to “all sorts of
trouble.”

Given the uniqueness of his own birth, Kunio didn’t care
at all about any of this, but he did occasionally wonder what
Koi herself thought about it. Did it bother her? Did she
suffer because of it? Or did she harbor a grudge against her
father?

(ShouldI...)

How should he react to all this? He did want to know
more, but was it right to ask?

Suddenly, in a quiet, cold voice, Mai asked, “Getting tired
of her yet?”

He turned toward her, shocked. She glanced toward the



KOUHEI KADONO A 95

kitchen, where Koi was still making coffee, not meeting his
eye. Her question had been less blunt than . . . relentless.

“Wh-what do you mean?” Kunio asked, but Mai said noth-
ing more.

When Koi had poured the coffee, Mai went into the
kitchen and carried her own cup back.

“Smells good,” she said, so happily that Kunio wondered if
he had been hearing things a moment before.

“What were you talking about?” Koi asked, seeing his
expression.

Before he could answer, Mai said smoothly, “I was telling
him what a great husband my sister landed.”

Mai lied so well that Kunio had nothing else to add.

YAY

And then one morning. . .

 Kunio was leaving his apartment, carrying out the
nonburnable trash, when he bumped into someone mov-
ing in.

“Hey there! You live here?” a cheery-looking middle-aged
man in a suit said, holding a moving box.

“Yes . . . You’re moving in?”

“Yeah. Name’s Kuriyama. Nice to meet you.”

As they were exchanging small talk, a woman’s voice called
out from behind them.

“They’re waiting for you upstairs!”

“Oh, right! Sorry, gotta run,” the man said, bobbing
his head and boarding the elevator Kunio had just stepped
out of.

Kunio watched him aimlessly, when he heard someone
gasp.

“Ah...K-Koryo...?”

He knew that voice from somewhere. He swung around
and gasped himself.
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It was a woman he had once gone to school with.

“N-Nakayama . ..,” he croaked...but not because she
had become remarkably beautiful since he’d last seen her.

“I-it’s Kuriyama now. Kaori Kuriyama.”

The same Kaori who had been attacked by a deviant and
chased out of town by rumors. She smiled at him nervously.

“Ah, yeah . . . right”

Kunio nodded, barely hearing her.

He could sense it—a huge fracture, far larger than ten
years before, stretching from her neck to her chest.

3

Crimson—his earliest memories.

Presumably, he had been left alone in a place covered in
fresh blood, where nothing else moved. He would never
know where that place was, but if that blood was human,
then this had been the site of a long and terrible slaughter.
The battle had raged on and on, with everyone furiously try-
ing to kill each other—a bloodthirsty world.

(Just like this one.)

That place that was not here, and the place he knew all too
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