






DAZE1

“Why am I even watching TV right now?”

I found myself muttering the question to no one in particular as I
sat before the analog television.

My mind didn’t feel particularly foggy. I had no memory of falling
asleep, and I didn’t think I’d fainted or anything like that, either.

…Wait a minute. I didn’t actually remember anything at all.

What was I doing here? And why was I staring at this TV? For
whatever reason, I found it completely impossible to recall.

Not only did I fail to remember a single thing about the program
I’d supposedly been watching, but there really was nothing in
memory, right up to the moment I’d opened my mouth to speak. It
was like someone was operating a conveyor belt into my brain,
ferrying out the memories before I could even hold on to them.

I focused my distracted mind back on the TV. Lines of text flowed
up the screen like credits at the end of a movie, accompanied by the
graceful yet warped melody of a violin.

So had I been watching some kind of film, then?

…That struck me as pretty unlikely. Movies were never something
I’d been particularly interested in. The most recent ones I could
remember at all were the movie versions of that “cute fighting girl”
anime that aired on Sunday mornings. But picturing myself staring
blankly at movie credits, for who knows how long, was difficult to
imagine. No matter how much free time I had in my life—and trust
me, I had a lot—this struck me as an incredible waste of it.





The gunshots, the death screams, the noises of flesh ripping apart…
They poured out from the speakers, creating a cacophony that filled
the room. It sounded like nothing a shooting game should ever
generate, and it awed me. The audience, silent up to now, was
starting to erupt into cheers and gasps.

It was mastery in motion, unfolding before us second after
exhilarating second.

The monsters, appearing on-screen before instantly being blown
away, were difficult to even tell apart with the naked eye by now.
Spotting them, aiming, firing—both of them repeated this process
over and over again with startling speed and accuracy. It was
impossible to put into words, but if I had to, I could only call it
“intense.”

This battle was undoubtedly going to be one for the history books.
That boy in the hoodie was easily an even match for Takane…Maybe
even better than her, in fact. And Takane, on her side, was taking no
prisoners. I no longer had any idea who was going to win.

The monsters must’ve appreciated having these two masters of
their craft take them on. Great work today, guys. It was a tough role
to fulfill, but you’ve made this fun for a whole lot of people. I’m
definitely gonna be making pins out of all of you later.

The two minutes seemed to drag on forever. Now, though, we were
at the final ten seconds. Neither side budged from their pursuit of
perfection, and the dead heat was continuing on to the very end. Only
one of them could win.

Which is it? Who’s it going to be? As we all watched with bated
breath, I found an emotion I wasn’t expecting starting to make itself
known in my heart.



…I’m so jealous.

Both of them are so cool. I’m incredibly jealous of them. Why am I
standing here, letting this amaze me like an idiot?

Look at Takane, lost in battle, body twitching this way and that as
she plays…What could she be feeling right now? It’s got to be just too
much fun for her.

…I can’t stand it. This is so frustrating. I want to sit next to Takane
and play a game with her, too. I want to become good enough to get
Takane impassioned like this.

Ah, how awesome would that be, if I managed to do that? If I had
that kind of future in store…

The two of them, silhouetted by the light from the displays, seemed
like faraway presences. All I could do was stand behind them, staring
at them with envious eyes.

The game-over buzzer rang out, and the “results” screen popped up.

I crouched next to Takane again. I wanted to say something to her.

I wanted it to be something like “That was great!” or “I was so
amazed!”…but I couldn’t utter a word.

The “results” screen was pretty simple. All it told you was whether
you won or lost. That’s it. The score on Takane’s was her highest of
the day, but the word WIN wasn’t underneath it.

Takane lost.

“Takane…”

While I fumbled around for words, the kid in the red hoodie quietly



stood up and headed for the exit.

Oh no. I need to give him our prize. After such a passionate duel, I
could never let him go home empty-handed.

I thought for a moment before figuring out what I’d say to Takane.
I chose to just go with what I was feeling.

“…Ene, that was awesome, right up to the end! Great work today!”

“Hey! W-wait a sec…!”

I chased after the boy, running short on breath.

The specimen I had in hand was pretty heavy. It wasn’t exactly
attractive-looking, either. As a prize, it presented some issues. Why
didn’t I notice that before? He might think I was just screwing with
him or something. But given that we advertised a “wonderful prize,” I
had to give him something. If I didn’t, and Takane was branded a
liar, that’d be just awful. Even if he says he doesn’t need it, I’ve got to
get him to take it…!

“Stop, please…!”

I called to the kid multiple times, but he never paid me any
attention as he quickly headed toward the front door.

Wasn’t he supposed to be going out with Ayano? ’Cause he pretty
much left her in the dust. Was that okay?! I recalled Ayano gingerly
introducing the kid earlier. She must’ve been looking forward to this
day a lot. Getting stood up like that made me pity her a little.

As if my feelings telepathically came across to him, the hoodie kid
suddenly turned around. Our eyes met. It was now or never. I tried to
sound as authoritative as possible:



“Um, this is your prize! Please take it!!”

The kid looked dubiously at me. He must have remembered me
from the room, though, because he didn’t play dumb. I managed to
catch up to him just as he removed his earbuds and put them in his
pocket. Oh. Well, no wonder he wasn’t listening to me.

“Uh, what’s that…?”

The question could only be described as scornful. I had to agree
with him. What is this thing I’m lugging around?

…Wait. No. I need to answer him.

“This is your prize for winning in that shooting gallery…I came
here to present it to you.”

“Huh?!”

“It’s your prize. You earned it. It, um, it’s all yours.”

Ugh. I feel like I’m trying to sell it to him. But I had to stay strong.
Otherwise, I wasn’t sure he was going to accept it at all. Oof, look at
him, he looks like he’s hating every moment of this.

“Umm…I don’t need it.”

I knew it.

“Well, could you just take it, maybe? It’d be like taking home a
memory of today. What do you think?”

Yes, I know. I’m asking a hell of a lot from you. The only thing this
would be a memory of is a deep-sea expedition. Ugh, what am I
going to dooooo…? He’s never going to take it now. Like, why would
anyone even want something like…

…Ah.



“…Hey, you were going out with Ayano today, right?”

“Yeah, so what?”

The boy now looked even more suspicious of me. Maybe I was too
sudden with it. But I couldn’t turn back now. Just push a little
harder…

“Well, maybe you don’t need this, but I think Ayano would really
appreciate it if you gave it to her. I’m, like, totally sure of that.”

I honestly felt this was my most brilliant idea of the day. Who
purchased this in the first place, after all? It was Ayano’s father, Mr.
Tateyama. If Ayano took it, at least it’d be useful for something. In
fact, she’d probably love it if it was a present from this guy. I was
pretty sure she liked this guy a lot.

Yep. I am so smart sometimes. Not only was I doing my job here; I
was also potentially playing Cupid for these two lovebirds. Ah, what
can I say? Heh-heh-heh…

“Oh, okay. Could you give that to Ayano directly for me? See you.”

The boy turned and started walking again, thinking nothing more
of it. I chased him down in a panic.

“Whaaa—?! No, wait a second! It doesn’t mean anything unless
you’re the one giving it to her…Like, if you’re the one she’s accepting
it from…!”

“Uh, you’re really not making any sense. Stop following me, all
right?”

The kid refused to slow down as he spat the words at me, weaving
his way through the festival crowd. With the baggage I was carrying,
I had trouble keeping up.

Finally, we reached the school’s front door. The boy removed his
guest slippers and was just about done putting on his own shoes when



I reached him.

“Ahh, wait a minute! I’ll think of something, so…um…!”

Crap. If he leaves the school grounds, I won’t be able to chase him
around forever. What do I do now…?!

Then, at that moment, someone bumped into my shoulder. “Sorry!”
she said. I turned around to find a female student selling drinks and
looking at me with sorrowful eyes. The cooler slung from her
shoulder had SODA  1 00 YEN written on it.

“Well, I’m outta here. Please don’t follow—”

“Do…do you want a soda?!”

The boy stared slack-jawed at me.

“Uh, I don’t really like sugary drinks like that, so…”

“Please! Just one can! You gotta be thirsty, right?! That was such a
killer match, I bet some soda would taste great right now! C’mon.
let’s have a drink! C’mon!”

The boy responded with what almost seemed like fear at my fervent
request. Other people nearby us stopped, wondering what my deal
was.

The drink seller took a look at us. “Um, would you like two, then?”
she asked optimistically.

“Yes, two, please!” I immediately replied. “Okay?!”

The boy opened his mouth a couple times, attempting to say
something, but then sighed heavily, giving up all hope.

“…All riiiight. If you want me to drink it, I’ll drink it.”

The response made me want to wave my fist in the air. Yes! I did it!



I did it, Takane! I stopped him! Now our booth is a total success!

“Thank you very much!” the girl said, smiling. A few people around
us began to clap. “I don’t know what’s going on,” one of them said,
“but hey, good job.”

It was a good job. Seriously…

…Why was I going through all this again?

There were communal spaces dotted around the school for festival
purposes. We chose a simple bench on the north side of the first floor,
not far from the front entrance, to sit down and take a load off.

“…Ooh, this is good.”

The hoodie kid, who introduced himself as Shintaro Kisaragi, looked
lovingly at his can. It was like he had never tried soda before. I gave
him a questioning look.

“There’s nothing that rare about it, is there?”

There wasn’t. In fact, he was drinking the most well-known soda
brand in the world. How the heck did he not know about it?

“Well, I know about it and all,” Shintaro replied, sounding a little
hurt. “I just never picked it out for myself because I don’t like that
sugary stuff too much.”

“Oh, I see!” I smiled. “Guess you just made a new discovery.”

“Guess so,” Shintaro said, already uninterested in the topic.

“…So you want me to give this to Ayano?”

Shintaro looked down at the fish specimen by our feet.



I did finally manage to have him accept it, although I was honestly
starting to regret bringing up Ayano’s name.

“I think she’d be happy to have it, but…I’m sorry. If she says she
doesn’t want it, we can take it back.”

“Ahhh, it’s fine. Even if she doesn’t, I got a sister who likes weird
stuff like this, so I’ll give it to her instead.”

Shintaro stood up and tossed his empty can into a garbage bin next
to the bench. Hmm. He’s a pretty nice kid after all, isn’t he? I don’t
know what he did to set off Takane so bad. He’s a pretty damn good
gamer, too. Where’d he come from, anyway? I decided to send out a
couple of feelers.

“Y ’know, though, you were really good at that game. Do you play
in any competitions or anything?”

“Huh? Oh, that was just messing around. All you had to do was
shoot the enemies when they came up on-screen. It’s pretty easy.”

Wow. Yeah, he and Takane were never gonna be too compatible.
Kind of like oil and water, in fact.

“Y-yeah…? Well, it was still really impressive. I mean, pulling off
what you did…I’m really kind of jealous. I sure can’t do anything like
that…”

…Oops. Now what? I was starting to get frustrated with myself
again. Damn, I’m an idiot. Why am I being jealous? I could never
play like them.

But…oooh, that was so cool. If I could play like Shintaro can, then
maybe Takane and I could—

“Uh?” Shintaro looked perplexed. “Well, if you wanna do that, why
don’t you?”

“…Huh?”



“I’m just saying, if you want to play games online or whatever, just
do whatever you want. It’s not like anyone’s stopping you, are they?”

“Well, no, but…”

Shintaro sighed and scratched his head. “So just do it,” he repeated.
“Do what you like. If you want, I could introduce you to some pretty
good…games…”

The feelings running through my mind were probably written all
over my face. Shintaro’s “Uh-oh, what have I done now” look of
shock made that obvious enough.

It was four in the afternoon. Just as someone over the PA system
announced that the festival was over, I stood up and spoke as clearly
as I could.

“Yes! Please! I’d love that!”
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“Huh. So that’s how you got friendly with each other? A classroom,
late at night…That’s pretty romantic.”

“You don’t have to make it sound all gross like that! It’s not like
anything happened.”

“Aw, what’s the big deal?”

Not spending any of the money I was gifted for the past several
New Year’s Days resulted in a pretty decent amount of savings. It let
me buy a much better PC than I was expecting.

Having a computer made me realize all over again how useful the
Internet was. You could play games while using voice chat to talk to
people without a phone, and it was all free, too. Amazing.

I was using the software Shintaro had told me to download to talk
to him right now. But was this really a good thing? We weren’t going
to put the phone company out of business, were we? I was a little
worried about that.

Several months had passed since the school festival.

Ever since that day, it had become a nightly ritual for me and
Shintaro to play online games together. It was the first time I’d done
anything like that, but I found them both incredibly deep and
astoundingly fun the more I got into them.

I always pictured video games as these things you played by
yourself, but online games were kind of like virtual worlds, places
where you could interact with people and compete with them in real
time from anywhere in the world. Some of them were newbies like
me, and some were virtual mountain hermits who spent years honing



their craft. Working on my own skills and taking on these faceless
opponents felt less like a game and more like interacting with a
different culture. I quickly found it incredibly addictive.

These days, I was spending nearly every evening online, playing
Dead Bullet -1989- (Takane’s home turf) and a variety of others. I
mixed up my choices because Shintaro told me to. “You’ll be less one-
dimensional that way,” he said. “It’ll make you a better player.”

Perhaps because of that, I was building a pretty decent record for
myself in Dead Bullet. My handle, “Konoha,” was starting to get a
little name recognition whenever I showed up in the lobby. Shintaro,
on the other hand, never played it. The game helped me overcome
my fear of zombies for good, but apparently his case of undead-
phobia was a lot more serious than mine.

“You’ve gotten really good, though, haven’t you? At this point, I bet
you’d get up there in the rankings for pretty much any game you
tried.”

“Huh? Y-you think so? Well, that’s just because you’ve been such a
good teacher to me, Shintaro.”

“Teacher? I don’t think I really taught you anything. Oh, hey,
more squids incoming.”

The moment Shintaro mentioned that, the windows of the mansion
that loomed on-screen shattered, a swarm of multitentacled aliens
slithering out of each one. The “squids” he mentioned, in other words.
I wrapped my fingers around my controller and calmly began sniping
them down.

Today we were playing Pumpkin Shooter, a free-to-play game with
a Halloween motif. You chose your own character from a witch, a
werewolf, some kind of Frankenstein-like thing, and so on, then you
fought to defend Earth against a giant alien invasion. A little light on
plot, maybe, but seeing it in action was a thrill. I loved it.



Playing it, you got the idea that the developers took a pretty direct
approach. If monsters are scary, and aliens are scary, then mixing
them together ought to be super-double scary. Shintaro still liked it,
though. “Deep,” he called it.

By the way, Ghoulish Gourd, the game’s de-facto mascot, was a
pretty useless power-up by default, but if you didn’t mind shelling out
for microtransactions, he’d fly over to the nearest alien horde and
blow himself up. This selfless fighting spirit meant that players
universally just called it “the pumpkin bomb.”

That didn’t matter to me as much as Shintaro just mentioning I’d
“gotten really good.” Receiving praise from Shintaro was an
achievement in itself. It elated me as I fired a few more salvos into
the next wave of squids.

“Y’know, if you keep that up, maybe you could even beat her next
time. What was her name? Enomoto?”

“Huh? Oh, no way. Takane’s still way too tough for me, heh-heh-
heh…”

“You think so? I dunno. You really got your moves down pat these
days. I think you got at least a fighting chance. Why don’t you
challenge her to a duel?”

That’s easy for you to say. But Takane (well, Ene, really)? She was
on a whole different level. I’d seen videos of her in competitive
tournaments, and what I saw made me doubt I had any chance.

Not that I couldn’t take her on, of course. I mean, I’d lose, but I
could always try playing her anyway. But I didn’t want to yet. Why
not? Well…

“Lemme guess. You’re afraid that if you lose real bad to her, she’ll
never play you again, right?”

Bingo. It felt like one of the squids on-screen had wrapped a
tentacle tightly around my heart.



“Well, that…that’s…part of it, but…Oh, it’s all riiight, though, okay?
I’ll ask her when I feel like it! Give me a break!”

“Yeah, yeah. Not like it’s any of my business anyway…More
squids.”

The warning was followed by the sound of a door creaking open.
Not from the game, but from Shintaro’s room, through my
headphones. Then, a girl’s voice. I began to get a little nervous.

“Hey, bro, can I talk to you for a sec?”

“Huh? Dude, are you stupid or something? I told you to knock
before coming in! I’m kind of busy right now—”

“Ooh! You’re playing that game with the squids in it! Cool! I
wanna play the squid game, too!”

Oh! This must have been Shintaro’s little sister I’d heard about. He
said she liked “weird” things, didn’t she…?

“These squids are sooooo cute!”

Yep. It had to be her. But what did she want? Something related to
Shintaro? “You can end the call if you want,” I said. No reply. He
must’ve already removed his headset.

“Look, I’m playing with somebody right now. Can you just go
away? You’re annoying me.”

“What’s with that? How come you’re willing to play with some
random stranger, but not me? What’s so bad about me, huh?”

“Okay, well, one, you’re a total sore loser! You start crying and
punching me and stuff. That’s not exactly fun for me, you know,
putting up with you!”

Eesh, Shintaro. Kind of going too far, aren’t you? As I expected, his
sister’s voice began to grow shaky. She wasn’t raising it yet, but I



could tell she was angry.

“Is that what you want? Well, fine. I won’t play any games with
you at all. Ever! For my whole life!”

“Yeah, do what you want. I don’t care. But if you come back later
and ask to play, don’t expect me to say yes.”

Oh, Shintaro! That’s just being mean! You’ll make your sister cry! I
craned my ears to find out what’d happen next. After a couple of
sniffles, she shot back, her voice almost at a whisper:

“I—I actually stopped by a video arcade on the way home from
school today. I wanted to practice a little. The owner came out and
asked me if I wanted to be in some event they’re holding next week.
He said he liked my voice, and maybe I could be a big star and
things…I was kind of nervous about it, so I felt like I should ask you
first…”

“Huuuh?! What the hell’s up with that?! He wants you to go up
onstage or something? There’s no way you could—”

“But I’ve already decided to do it! I don’t need to listen to you
anymore, bro!!”

Then, the slamming of a door echoed across my ears.

“Hey! Momo!” Shintaro cried out at the end, but there was no
reply. The audio fell silent for a bit. Was he chasing her down? It
seemed possible, but from the background noise I could pick up, it
sounded like he was just sitting there, unsure what to do next. After a
while I heard him say “Oh” softly and pick his headset back up.

“…Uh, sorry. I forgot we were still on a call.”

“Oh, no problem. Man, your sister, though…”

He didn’t respond at first. Maybe he was thinking about something.



I decided to press on.

“Um, maybe you should try discussing things with your parents or
something…?”

It seemed like a smart move to make, judging by their
conversation.

“No,” Shintaro began. “If I told my parents that she went to an
arcade, they’d probably ground her forever. Besides, I can’t put up
with every single one of her tantrums. If I did, like…all this wouldn’t
be…”

Shintaro sounded dead serious about it. Myself, though, I felt
relieved. I admired him in a way. He was playing the big-brother role
after all, wasn’t he?

“Yeaaah…Well, guess we’ll just have to do something about it
ourselves.”

“…Huh?”

I closed the game window and brought up my calendar to check
what dates the next weekend fell on. Then I opened a browser
window. In the search box, I typed the date, the name of the local
neighborhood, “arcade,” and “event.”

There was only one relevant result. Man, was having a computer
ever helpful.

“All right, Shintaro. Wanna hit the arcade next weekend?”

“…Oh! There she is, Haruka! Right there!”

“Huh? Where, where?”



“Right over there! Um…I can’t…ngh…”

Shintaro tried his hardest to lift his head above the crowd and point
in a certain direction. He couldn’t pull it off before the waves of people
claimed him. I had no idea where he had been trying to point.

It was hard enough to keep myself from falling down and getting
trampled. For Shintaro, a fair bit shorter than me, it must have been
a harrowing ordeal.

When I heard the term “video arcade,” I was expecting someplace a
bit cozier; lines of machines, little kids running around with a pile of
100-yen coins in their balled fists, that kind of thing. That didn’t
describe this place. It was people, people, people, people, a few game
machines, people, people, people…I mean, what the hell? Was this
really a video arcade? It felt more like a people arcade.

“…Dahh, I lost her! What’s with all these people…Oww!! Hang on,
I caught on a corner …No, no, sorry to bump into you…”

Shintaro apologized as he let the crowds swallow him for good. If
we got separated here, we’d probably not see each other for the rest of
the day.

“Shintaro?!” I shouted, frustrated. “Where are you?! Shintaro?!”

I saw him just barely erupt above the surface, gasping for air.

“Aghh! This is insane! And quit running around, Haruka! You’re so
huge, I promise I’ll never lose you!”

True. My height usually earned me nothing but panicked stares
from toddlers and an occasional bump on the head against the
ceiling, but at times like these, it was pretty useful. I stretched out as
high as I could and looked around. Shintaro was pointing…toward
the main stage, it looked like. If Momo was in this building, I
assumed that’s where we’d find her.



“Haruka, this is totally nuts. If Momo gets put onstage in front of
this huge crowd, she’s gonna…”

Shintaro placed a hand against his forehead in anguish.

“Y-yeah, I know what you mean. Um, how much time do we have
until the event begins? …Twenty minutes?”

“There’s still twenty minutes?! Agh…nh…M-Momo! Momoooo!”

“Whoa! Chill out, Shintaro! …Oh! Sorry, I’m okay! No, I’m not a
creepy weirdo or anything…”

It turned out that Momo was chosen to join a major event at an
oversized video arcade and entertainment center, one of the largest in
the area. I guess they were debuting an arcade version of Pumpkin
Shooter, the game we were playing not too long ago, and the whole
place was already in party mode…Well, not just party mode. It was a
party. The whole place.

This was in part because, borrowing from the game’s Halloween
theme, the event was also a costume contest. You had to be wearing
one to get in, which only made things more difficult. We were
nowhere near Halloween on the calendar, so I figured there wouldn’t
be that many participants. Boy, was I wrong. It made me realize, all
over again, how little I actually knew about the world.

So, anyway, that was why everyone in the arcade was dressed up
like one monster or another. That included me and Shintaro, of
course—we did our homework on the event in advance. He was
Dracula, and I was Frankenstein. We got a picture of ourselves just a
bit ago, but to be frank, we were almost scarily perfect for our roles.

But if this was going to be some kind of mega-event, why did the
arcade manager ask some girl milling around the machines to
participate? I had trouble figuring out what he was thinking. Maybe
Momo had some kind of special ability to hypnotize people at a



glance. I didn’t know. It could all be some huge misunderstanding on
Momo’s part, too—and if it was, no harm, no foul. I’d just get
Shintaro to take her back home, and we’d be clear.

On the other hand, if she really was emceeing this event, I’d be a
little concerned. That depended on the nature of the job, of course, but
if worse came to worst, her parents—or the police—might need to get
involved.

Either way, before things got too hairy, we needed to find Momo.

“Haruka…are you thirsty…?”

I looked around to find Shintaro speaking to me, soft as a buzzing
mosquito. All the people around us were making it uncomfortably
hot. I could understand where he was coming from.

“Yeah, but…Look, look at that line! We’d probably have to wait half
an hour to buy anything…!”

“Ugghh…You gotta be kidding me…”

Shintaro hung his head, drained of all strength. The light was
already gone from his eyes. Yikes. If this keeps up, Shintaro’s gonna
be in trouble before Momo is.

Between this enormous crowd and everyone dressed in disguises,
trying to search for someone right now was a fool’s errand. I recalled
what my friend told me earlier:

“Shintaro, you said you saw her a few minutes ago…?”

“Yeah. I think it was her, but…”

“Do you know what kind of costume she’s wearing? I can look for
it!”

Shintaro shook his head. “No, I don’t know. I haven’t even seen her
once since that fight we had…”



“Huh? Then how’d you know it was her in the middle of this
crowd?”

“Oh, easy. Just look for craziest-dressed person in the room.” The
way he put it suggested that he thought it was the most obvious thing
in the world.

The “craziest-dressed”? Kind of a matter of personal opinion, wasn’t
it? I couldn’t really use that as a baseline for my search. I didn’t know
how to respond to it, so I turned my head around a few times, trying
to spot the weirdest costume I could. It seemed like a silly idea, but…

…Whoa. What’s that crazy outfit?

“…Wait, I got it! Sh-Shintaro, I found someone really crazy. What’s
up with that thing?! There’re pig’s feet coming out of the head…”

“Oh, thank God! That’s her! Let’s get going.”

“Going? We have to go near that thing?!”

Faced with this costume, literally the craziest costume on the
planet, I could feel every hair on my body stand on end. It was like I
was bewitched by some sort of curse. Just approaching it made me
fear for my life.

But even as I hesitated, Shintaro was cutting through the crowd. I
couldn’t just stand there, so I decided to follow him.

We managed to make it about thirty feet from her when the cell
phone in my pocket began to ring. The crowd made it difficult to even
reach down to retrieve it, but I somehow managed to jam a hand
down there, fetch the phone, and bring it up to my eyes.

Takane’s name was on the screen. I pressed the button, wondering
what was up.

“H-hello?”



“Hello? Hey, Haruka. Wow, where are you? Sounds pretty loud.”

Between the roar of the crowd and the music piped in through the
PA system, the arcade was extremely loud. I cupped the bottom of the
phone with my hand to try to block whatever sound I could.

“Sorry! What’s up, though?”

“Well, today’s Ayano’s birthday, so…Did you know that?”

It was news to me.

“No, not at all! In fact, how’d you know, Takane?”

“Surprised huh? We’ve actually been texting buds for a little bit.
Hee-hee-hee!”

Takane sounded weirdly happy about this. Texting buds itself was a
new term to my ears.

“So anyway, I thought we’d celebrate it today, but what’re you
doing right now?”

“Huh?! Well, I’m, uh…”

It’d be easy to just tell her I was out with Shintaro, but they were
still bitter rivals. If I was too indiscreet about revealing that, it could
lead to some rough sailing. The way Takane put it, she was
organizing some kind of party. I wanted to attend, as long as it was
after we took care of Momo, but I had no idea how much time that’d
take.

Now what? What should I say…?!

“…Um, I’m sorry. I, er…I’m out shopping a little.”

“Wh-why’re you phrasing it all weird…? All right, though. I
gotcha.”



Ugh! I just told such a stupid lie! Takane, I’m sorry! There’s
nothing I can do about it. If I told you the truth, I know it’d just put
you in a crappy mood again.

“…Oh! Right, I had one more thing I wanted to ask you. Can I?”

“Hyah?! What is it?!”

“Well…” She lowered her voice. “Like, he’s there with you, isn’t he?”

Putting it like that, I assumed she meant Shintaro. I nodded.

“Yeah, but what’s up?”

“Well, I guess Ayano told him when her birthday was, too, before.
She’s acting really restless today, so I feel kinda bad for her, so…You
know, I doubt he forgot or anything, but I just wanted to see if he
had some kind of present for her. Did he mention something about
that?”

…If Shintaro was here right now, then no way did he remember.

“I—I got no idea! No, none at all!”

“…Oh. Yeah, I guess you wouldn’t…Oh, here we are!”

“Here we are”? Was she going out somewhere? Come to think of it,
I was starting to hear some background noise from Takane’s side of
the line, too.

“Anyway, I’m gonna be out with Ayano for a bit. Hee-hee! Hope
you don’t regret your shopping trip now, Haruka. If you were free, I
was gonna take you someplace you would’ve died to visit!”

“Oh?” I was starting to feel tremendously guilty about all this. “Uh,
heh-heh-heh…Next time, then, okay?”

“Not gonna happennnnn!” she lilted at me before hanging up.



I could feel the tension suddenly drain from my body.

Why did I have to lie to her like that? I couldn’t have handled that
any less smoothly. Let’s just get this deal with Momo wrapped up so I
can go to their party or whatever. Even if I showed up a bit late, I
knew where Ayano lived, so…

I proceeded onward until I spotted Shintaro standing near the wall
off one side of the main event stage, head hung down. I ran up to see
what the deal was. Apparently he had tripped over a cord and
accidentally unplugged the lighting system they were about to use for
the event. It didn’t look like anything serious, but one of the stage
crew was in the midst of giving him a little lecture about it.

However, my attention was focused less on the apologetic Shintaro
and more on the girl nearby, grimly glaring at him.

She had what looked like pig’s feet growing out of her head, and her
outfit was the same one I spotted before. At long last, it was Momo.

Once the crewman left, Momo went up to Shintaro and started
talking to him about something.

Whatever Momo said to him made Shintaro’s face erupt in abject
sadness. She then left him standing there, blending back into the
crowd.

I rushed up to Shintaro and patted his shoulder.

“You all right, Shintaro?”

“Oh, Haruka…I’m in the doghouse now…”

He must have been talking about the lighting. It riled up Momo,
too; that much I knew without asking.

“Well, hey, what’s done is done, okay? I actually wanted to talk to
you about something else, but what did Momo just say to you?”



Shintaro’s face seemed to be drained of all life as he furtively moved
his lips.

“She was like, ‘Why did you come here if you were just gonna make
trouble for me?’ Then she was like, ‘I’m never gonna call you my
brother again’…Heh-heh. It just makes you laugh, huh?”

Then he slid down, skidding against the wall as he slumped to the
ground like a burnt-out husk.

“I…I’m not even her brother anymore. I can’t believe this. Ahh…
Haruka, how am I looking right now?”

Well…Um. Pretty gross, Shintaro. Pretty gross.

“Ugh, I’m dead. You can just go ahead and call me ‘Shintaro the
Ex-Brother’ from now on, Haruka. Ha-ha-ha…”

I think I won’t, thanks.

As a nickname, I couldn’t stomach the idea of it.

It surprised me, though, to see how much his sister affected his
emotions after all. I didn’t have any brothers or sisters so I couldn’t
commiserate, but even I could tell it was tough for him.

I crouched down next to Shintaro and flashed a smile.

“Well, there’s no point just sitting here, you know? Besides, we need
to convince Momo to get outta here, remember?”

“Oh…Yeah, actually, I guess we had the wrong idea the whole
time. Check that out…”

Shintaro pointed at the main stage. From the other side, a woman
dressed like a somewhat provocative nightclub bunny jumped into the
spotlight, accompanied by Ghoulish Gourd, the ol’ pumpkin bomb
himself.



Once she was front and center, the bunny girl breezily reminded
the audience that it was almost time to sign up for the event.
Checking the clock, I saw that only about ten minutes remained until
things kicked off, but I didn’t see any role for Momo to play in this
show. So maybe she just got it all wrong after all…?

As I pondered that, the guy in the Gourd costume struck a wacky
pose and shouted “Pump -kiiiin!!” to the audience. The crowd adored
it. “You’re so cute!” I heard someone say.

…Hang on. I think I’ve heard that Ghoulish Gourd’s voice before.

“So I guess they hired Momo to do the voice for that ‘pump-kiiiin’
thing, and that’s all she did. Apparently they didn’t have anyone else
handy.”

I see. She was the big star of the show, in a way. Her voice was, at
least. Which meant all our concerns about stage-show mishaps were
probably for naught.

Which was great…but something about this still didn’t add up.
There were already a million voice actors out there. Why would they
just pick Momo up off the street to handle that job?

“Yeah, what can I say?” Shintaro said, picking up on my concern.
“This kind of crazy stuff…like, it just happens to her. It’s not normal.”

That may sound harsh on paper, but Shintaro didn’t mean it that
way. There was no scorn or regret to his voice. And besides, he
mentioned that before when we were searching for her—about her
“propensity” for being easily spotted. For all I knew, maybe this really
was the status quo for the two of them.

But it was nothing I had a chance of understanding, and Shintaro
didn’t seem too eager to go into more detail. I decided to stand up and
stop thinking weird thoughts.

“Well, at least everything’s okay. You wanna do something else
now?”



“Oh, you can do whatever. I’ve made you hang out with me long
enough, besides. I just…”

Shintaro began to lightly bang his head against the wall.

“I’m no longer her brother, so I think I’m gonna turn into a wall or
something instead…Man, this is pretty solid. You bastard.”

Oh, great. If you keep this up, we’ll have the cops here for reasons
that have nothing to do with Momo. And you’ve completely forgotten
about Ayano’s birthday, too, haven’t you, Shintaro? All you’re
thinking about is walls and giving yourself a concussion with them.

Now what’ll I do? I can’t just leave him and go home.

Suddenly, I heard a louder cheer from the audience.

I looked up, wondering if the pumpkin had finally decided to
explode, only to find that a giant “squid” trophy had popped up behind
him. It was draped with a sash that read CHA MPION PRIZE. Wow.
Tacky as all get-out. But then I remembered what Momo had said…

“H-hey! Hey, Shintaro, you think Momo might like that as a
present?!”

The question was enough to make him stop beating a wall and turn
his eyes to the stage.

“Yeah, maybe…Momo really goes nuts for that character, too…”

The arcade version of Pumpkin Shooter was a kind of tag team
shooting game. We were both experienced players. If we teamed up,
maybe we had a chance. The thought filled me with excitement.
Yeah! It’s not every day I can join a competition. We came all the
way here and everything. It won’t hurt to try.

“Let’s join in together, Shintaro! We can’t let this chance slip away
from us!”



“Yeah. If you’re cool with it, then I…Oww.”

Shintaro let his hand dangle as he stood up. It looked like he must
have twisted his wrist when he got tangled up in the light cord and
fell down.

“Are…are you okay?!”

“Oh, sure. This is fine. Let’s just hurry up and get signed in…”

Only five minutes were left before the event started. There was no
time to lose. Shintaro and I dove into the crowd. The registration desk
was near the front entrance. If we hurried, we might just make it
before the bell.

As we shuffled along, I had a sense of déjà vu as I passed by a pair
of girls dressed like witches. I didn’t dwell on it, though. Their faces
were blocked by their large hats anyway.

“Owww…owwwwww…I wanna go home.”

Shintaro’s voice was shaky as he rubbed his wrist.

“Just hang in there,” I replied softly. “We’re in the final match
now…”

The championship round was about to take place on the main
stage, currently drenched in a variety of colored lights.

As the bunny girl and the Ghoulish Gourd got the audience revved
up, the four of us—including the team we were about to play against
—were lined up front and center.

Having the two of us, Shintaro and me, up onstage like this…it was
nothing short of a miracle. After all, with Shintaro’s wrist giving him
too much pain midway to continue on as normal, it was pretty much



up to me to take the reins and play the game two-on-one style.

But it somehow worked. Between our opponents making a litany of
mistakes and one of them facing an emergency case of diarrhea in
the middle of the match, I somehow managed to drag us all the way
to the final.

Coincidence can be such an amazing thing sometimes. Really, it
scares me.

I looked out of the corner of my eye at our opponents—Takane and
Ayano, both dressed as witches. It brought home exactly how scary it
was.

As we watched the semifinal round, realizing that the two of them
were part of the championship threw us into a panic.

Why wouldn’t it? It was Ayano’s birthday, and not only were we
playing in some video-game contest instead of spending it with her, I
had just lied to Takane about it over the phone. There were obviously
going to be repercussions.

I had no right to complain, even if they used their witch powers to
transform me into a frog or something. I was seriously considering
ditching the whole contest and going home, but I held my ground in
the end. Something told me that if I suggested that to Shintaro, he’d
try to become one with the wall again.

Getting seen here was not a smooth move. But I couldn’t leave
Momo and Shintaro’s relationship in tatters like this. Thus, we stuck
around, going for the utterly hopeless plan of somehow winning
without letting them recognize us. This being a costume party, our
masks were keeping us somewhat anonymous. If we were caught, it
was all over—but given that we were all lined up onstage and Takane
wasn’t kicking at my shins, I figured it was so far, so good.

This mask, though. It felt like something more suited for a
masquerade ball or something. It was incredibly fancy and well



detailed. Hearing them comment about it right next to me (“Those
guys look totally freaky, don’t they?” “Shut up, Takane, there’re
gonna hear you! Hee-hee…”) was starting to mess up my mental
game.

“Why did they have to be in on this…?” Shintaro whined, his voice
still soft and shaky. He had shown up in a Dracula-style suit, but the
domino mask he had later put on for insurance purposes made him
look like a certain famous superhero from 1990s-era magical girl
anime.

I, meanwhile, was in a Frankenstein outfit and mask. We were a
pretty freaky-looking pair, I’ll freely admit.

After the Ghoulish Gourd wrapped up his seemingly endless
audience pump-up session, the hour of competition was finally upon
us. Both teams were guided to their respective arcade cabinets and
seated. We faced one another—me and Takane, Shintaro and Ayano—
and while the video screens prevented me from seeing Takane at all, it
sounded like she was having fun chatting with Ayano.

I sat back in my chair and was just about to steady the grip on my
gun controller when I noticed something.

“Sh-Shintaro?”

“Damn, my wrist hurts…What? What’d you say?”

“I…I’ve never played against Takane before…!”

Ene herself was right in front of me. The thought filled me with a
mixture of joy and morbid fear. My hands began to quiver with
excitement. I thought we had a half-decent chance at winning this,
but now? Yeah right. Her entering the picture just changed
everything. I wasn’t sure I could even fight her, much less defeat her.

Wait. No. I gotta get myself out of this headspace. Personally, I
shouldn’t be caring if I lost or not—but this time, at least, I couldn’t



afford to lose. I’ve got to do this…somehow. Somehow.

“…You’re gonna do fine, Haruka.”

I turned to see Shintaro looking back at me, doing his best to deal
with the pain. “Just do it like you always do, and we got this”—he said
with a smile when our eyes met—“so hang in there, okay?”

Simple as it was, that was enough to make the tension melt away
from my shoulders.

“…Thanks. Let’s do it.”

Oh man, this is just like how the climax of every sports movie
starts out.

If I wasn’t dressed up like some kind of masked stalker, it would’ve
been one of the coolest moments of my life.

Well, nobody’s perfect.

The bunny girl gave the signal, and the stage suddenly went dark.

“Ready to win this?” I heard Takane say in the blackness.

“Uh-huh!” Ayano replied.

Nope. Sorry, but we’re not here to lose to you.

Just before it began, I turned to him one more time.

“We’ve got to win, Shintaro.”

“Yep.”

This must be what they mean when they say “grinning from ear to
ear.”



Those were the only words that came to mind when I saw the smile
on Momo’s face.

“Wow, bro! Are you really sure I can have this?”

“Dude, I’m not gonna say it again. But you gotta thank Haruka,
too, okay?”

Momo turned toward me in response. “Thank you very much!” she
said, bowing her head deeply.

“It’s fine, it’s fine,” I said, trying to restrain myself as I returned the
smile. I really didn’t need any thanks. The main MVP today was
Shintaro, who kept plugging away, hands on the gun controller the
whole time.

That, and that squid currently buried in Momo’s arms, too.

Me? I didn’t need anything.

It took a bit of time to change back into my regular clothes, but we
managed to get out of the arcade while it was still bright and sunny
out. We spotted a few costumed attendees on the road back to the rail
station. They all looked a little embarrassed.

“Haruka, though…”

Takane leered at me.

“If something was up like that, don’t you think you should’ve just
told me? Like, next time you lie to me, don’t expect any mercy.”

She was completely right. I had nothing to say in my defense. I
swear I’ll never lie again.

“Oh, it’s fine, isn’t it, Takane? It got us all together in the end, at
least!”

Ayano, meanwhile, was in high spirits. Not only did she get to see



Shintaro after all, but she also had a chance to introduce herself to
Momo.

Takane, meanwhile, was more of a mixed bag, incapable of
anything but nodding.

“Yeah, but…Like, why did you hide that we were playing against
him? That’s the thing that bothers me the most!”

Her finger, and her eyes, were pointed right at Shintaro. Shintaro
stared back, ready to take this fight another round.

“Uhh? What’s with you, lady? You’re just all whiny because you
can’t stand how Haruka beat you, huh?”

“Whaaa?! Are you kidding me?! And how can you even call that
losing?! I was just startled because Haruka called my name out in the
middle of the freakin’ match! Besides, how come you get away with
saying stuff like that? You want Ayano to beat the snot outta you?!”





“What d’you want from me? My wrist was hurt! We had to do
something! And besides, we won! I don’t see how you get off
complaining about it. That’s just pathetic!”

The sparks were flying between the two of them as Momo looked
on blankly.

“Momo, what’s your favorite food?” Ayano asked, frantically trying
to find some way, any way, to steer the conversation toward calmer
waters.

“Oh, I like eating those bags of dried sardines,” Momo replied. That
answer wasn’t going to be of much help to Ayano, but there you go.

And so we carried on and shouted at each other, all the way to
Takane’s house.

Ayano’s birthday party was about to begin. A little late, though. I
felt bad for making Kousuke and the gang wait, but oh well. We’d
probably just chat for a little while longer and call it a day…

But then I realized.

This is the last time I’ll ever get to celebrate Ayano’s birthday.
Right. That won’t happen for me next year.

Oof. Why did I forget about that? Weird. I actually thought “this”
was gonna just keep on going forever. I’ve never felt like this over a
moment in my life before. Why…?

…No. I can’t let myself overthink this. I can’t do anything about it.

I winced in pain as Takane punched me from the side.

Apparently I forgot to ask about something. She puffed up her



cheeks, flush with rage. I gave her a wry smile and replied. Ayano
snickered as I did, and Shintaro, for his part, seemed to be enjoying
himself.

Yeah. Don’t think about it. Just sit back and take in the scene
before you.

I moved on, beaming, as I told that to myself.

Yes.

Even as I turned my eyes away from the despair that covered
everything around me.



LOST DAYS · 7

A lone contrail from a jetliner extended across the sky.

The outside world, as seen through my bedroom window, was a
contrast between the wide-open blue and the fragrant green spread
below it.

The insect calls, almost a little too loud, sounded pleasant to my
ears. Somewhere along the line, summer happened—and now it had
taken root.

How much time had passed since that day? The first time I played
competitively against her?

…Man, I must be starting to lose it. It feels like I’m spending more
and more of each day staring into space. I guess it’s really true—if
you don’t keep your body moving, your brain starts to go on you,
too. But that would imply that professional athletes are all geniuses,
and I know that’s not the case.

I sat on my bed, letting my mind ruminate on this for a moment.

Suddenly, the door opened, accompanied by Shintaro’s cheerful
voice.

“Helloooo…Oh! Hey, Haruka, you’re lookin’ pretty good today.”

“Hi, Shintaro. Thanks for coming. Was it hot outside?”

“Oh man, ‘hot’ doesn’t even begin to describe it,” he said as he sat
on the floor, grabbing his collar and flicking it up and down to fan his
chest. “It’s gotta be the hottest day of the year so far.”

He couldn’t have been lying. I watched the sweat from his forehead



form small streams down his body, feeling a little sorry to make him
go through the effort.

“And you still got a hoodie on, huh? You sure are consistent with
that, at least. Don’t get dehydrated or anything, okay?”

“Ha-ha! I’ll be fine. Oh, here, I got a souvenir for you.”

Shintaro took a box out of the paper bag he carried. It contained a
German Baumkuchen cake. The design on the box jogged so many
memories that I couldn’t help but chuckle at it.

Shintaro raised an eyebrow. “Oh, uh, don’t you like this?”

“Oh, no, it’s great! I can’t wait to try it out.”

I remembered how many days into summer break we were. This
was day number…ten? Yeah, that should be it.

Shintaro’s spent a lot of his break visiting me. I felt guilty, having
him walk over here in the summer heat—but, really, his visits were
one of the few things I had left to enjoy.

“Is that the kind of thing you want to spend your money on,
though, Shintaro? I thought you weren’t a huge fan of sugary foods,
and here you bought this whole big cake…”

“Huh? Oh, I’m starting to dig ’em a little more now,” he replied as
he helped himself to a slice. “I think I was just being a picky eater, is
all…Ooh, this is good.”

That was a relief to see. It didn’t look like he was putting on an act,
either.

“Hey, didn’t you say that the first time you drank that soda? I
remember how funny I thought that was. I don’t think I’ve seen
anyone enjoy a soda more than you did at that exact moment.”



Shintaro scratched his head out of embarrassment.

“Well, I meant it, dude! That really amazed me. I mean, I pretty
much never go a day without a can any longer. Guess I owe you one
for that, Haruka.”

“Owe me?” I laughed. “Yeah, I guess you owe me for all the
cavities you’re gonna get, Shintaro.”

Shintaro laughed. “Guess so!”

Here we were, just hanging out with each other, talking with each
other, laughing at each other.

Carrying on in this way made it feel like, hey, we might just be
friends after all. I didn’t know exactly how “friends” were meant to be
defined, but if Shintaro wasn’t a friend by now, I doubted I even
needed any.

I’d put Takane on my friend list, too.

But…maybe I shouldn’t be so blunt with that. If I do, it’s like I get
this bad aftertaste in my throat. Hmm…What, then? Maybe it really
is… that kind of thing. But I just can never get proactive with things
like that. Like, it felt like I have no right to say it.

…After all, I was due to die pretty soon.

I turned my ears to the insects’ buzzing.

Something about the situation suggested that it’d be the perfect
time for me to die. If it were silent outside, a carpet of snow on the
ground, I’d probably be a lot more freaked out over it.

Instead, whenever I catch myself getting lost in my own thoughts,
I turn my ears to the cicadas, just like this. It’s like they’re constantly
shouting at me, “We’re alive! We’re alive!”—and it puts me just that
much more at ease about things.



The nights, though, were still hard. Once I started thinking to
myself, “I wonder what dying’s like,” it was all over. Thinking about
how I was about to go into this state that nobody knew very much
about brought on a sense of nausea I had trouble shaking.

First my breathing would stop. Then my heart. My blood flow
would freeze in place. Then my brain would stop working.

After that, there’d be no chatting, no laughing, no seeing or hearing
or even eating. In fact…I wouldn’t even be able to do this. Sitting and
thinking about things. What would that be like? I couldn’t even
imagine it.

The idea of a state called “death” that I couldn’t even imagine
scared me beyond anything else.

Come to think of it, I used to really believe there was something out
there called “heaven.” There, far away on the other edge of the sky,
was a picture-perfect place where everyone lived happily ever after.
And I’d get to see Shintaro and everybody else there, too. I was just
hitting the trail a little early.

…But there’s no way that place actually exists.

Who ever said it did? It’s not like anybody’s been there. They’re all
a bunch of liars. Liars, liars, liars…!

I was sure of it. After you die, there’s nothing but darkness. A
world of darkness and nothing else, where you were all alone…

“…Haruka?”

Shintaro’s voice whisked me back to reality. I must have lost myself
in my thoughts again. My heart was loud in my ears, my breathing
labored.

Since I couldn’t give him a reply, Shintaro stood up and set off for



the door. He must’ve been trying to alert someone. I grabbed his arm
to stop him.

“I’m okay…you know. This…this is still on the okay side…”

“B-but, Haruka, you look like you’re in pain…”

Shintaro appeared grievously concerned.

This was probably mean, given his worrying and all, but seeing that
made me incredibly happy.

I immediately hated myself for it. Losing myself in thought, letting
it pain me, putting all this burden on a close friend of mine…Just
miserable.

I took several deep breaths. I could feel the juices flowing again.
Not that I had much in the way of “juices” left.

Talking was starting to pain me a little, so I fell silent for a while
afterward. Shintaro didn’t say anything, either, looking out the
window with me.

The color of the sky changed with the approach of dusk. The
cawing of crows began to overtake the crying of insects.

“…Sure hope you get better soon.”

Shintaro just blurted it out, his voice at a whisper. They were his
first words in a while. I wasn’t sure how to respond.

It should’ve been simple. Just a little “Yeah, I’ll try my best” and
everything would be fine. But somehow, I just couldn’t will those few,
ridiculously simple words up from my throat.

“…I’m never gonna.”

I couldn’t see Shintaro’s face. I didn’t want to anyway, and I didn’t
want to show mine, either.



“…Wh-what’re you talking about, Haruka? It’s just getting a little
hot lately, is all. That’s why you’re—”

“No…No, Shintaro.”

I swore to myself that I’d never say it, but I just couldn’t find a way
to stop the words from flowing.

“…I’m going to die. I don’t think I’m gonna last another month. I
knew that long before we came to know each other, Shintaro.”

There was no response from him. I tried to keep it together as I
opened my mouth again.

“Shintaro,” I said. “I’ve never had a friend as good as you in my
whole life. That’s why I want you to be happy. No matter what kind
of bad things you have to deal with, I want you to live the full life
that I couldn’t.”

The evening sky darkened. The room was bathed in an orange light.

I began to regret talking about myself for so long. As expected,
Shintaro couldn’t figure out how to respond.

It was getting late. I had to say something.

“I’m sorry, Shintaro. Do you think you could maybe head home for
today? It’s getting pretty—”

“I…”

I instinctively turned toward the quivering voice. I saw my friend
shedding large, wet tears.

“I…I don’t want you to…to die, Haruka…!”

Shintaro’s vocabulary far outclassed mine. He could belittle you
with his intelligence, and he could also act so nice, out of



consideration to you.

I know. I knew that. He was my friend.

“Me neither…”

That’s why I could no longer hold anything back against Shintaro’s
words.

“I…I don’t want to die either…! Why…? Why me?! This is just
crazy…”

The tears left stains on my comforter. I don’t think I had ever cried
in front of anyone else before.

“My body’s getting more and more out of whack…,” I spat out. “I
can’t even tell what food tastes like anymore. I’m scared…I’m so
scared. Somebody, help me…!”

I buried my face in my comforter and cried.

Shintaro patted my back for a little while. I’m not sure how long. I
fell asleep somewhere along the line, and when I woke up, it was
night.

Realizing that Shintaro was asleep on the carpet by the bed, I
placed a blanket over him and went outside for a bit.

I think I just walked around aimlessly for a while, with no
particular destination in mind. After that, I thought about the last
thing I would ever do and what I needed that to be.

I wasn’t thinking, “I need to leave my mark on the world” or
anything as epic as that. But something drove me to go to school.

Ah, right. There was a Dead Bullet -1989- tournament coming up.

I created the account and everything. It’d be kinda cool if Konoha



could challenge Ene to a match. Just to wrap things up.

I pondered this as I walked down the night streets.

These might be the most precious moments of time left in my life.
But I didn’t feel like I was wasting a single second.
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Today, August 15, was a perfectly average day. It was a good one, I
thought.

The news this morning said it’d be an easygoing kind of day.
Completely normal temperatures for this season. They were
absolutely right.

So I had nothing to complain about. If I had to come up with
something, I guess I’d like to see the sunset just one more time, right
at the end.

Oh, and if I could add something else, joining that tournament
would’ve been nice. But there’s no reason to be greedy.

…Life, I figured, was just kind of short like that.

I heard the ambulance siren and felt some light bumping below
me. I heard Takane’s voice as I fell in and out of consciousness.
Probably stuff like “It’s all right” and “Hang in there” and so on.
Earlier, I was in so much pain that I was incapable of focusing on
anything else. Now, though, I couldn’t feel anything at all.

It was funny. It didn’t feel like I was cured. It was weird, but it felt
more like it all just disappeared.

If I had to guess, the part of me that feels pain was probably dead. I
had no way of confirming this, but thinking about it made me feel a
little lonely.

The sounds around me seemed to echo mindlessly in my ears, and
soon I could only pick up on the barest nuances of Takane’s words.
What did she say? I didn’t know. She sounded real sad, though.



Ahhh, I’m sorry, Takane. I’m really sorry. I’ve received so much
from you, but I couldn’t give anything in return.

I bet you’re angry about it. Well, you can be, if you want. You can
punch me, even. If it helps you get over it, you can do anything you
like.

Oh, but don’t take it out too much on people besides me. You might
run into all kinds of wonderful people later on in life. You need to
treat them with the care they’ll deserve.

Yeah. That’s right. You’re a kind, gentle girl, Takane. You need to
keep on smiling. You need to be happy.

So please, Takane. Stop crying…

Once the final echoes faded away, I no longer felt anything.

This was exactly the kind of silence I feared the most, but now that
I was faced with the full brunt of it, it was nothing.

So this was “dying”?

No. If I was still thinking about stuff like this, I guess I wasn’t quite
there yet.

I didn’t see my life flash before my eyes, or any other handy
guidepost showing where I was in the process. In fact, I wasn’t
exactly sure what was going on.

But I suppose my thoughts would disappear before too long. I
wouldn’t be able to think about anything else, and then…

…No.

I just can’t accept this. I don’t want to die.

What’s going to happen to me now? Hey, Takane, are you still near



me? If you are, tell me. Come on. Tell me…

Takane, Shintaro, Ayano, Mr. Tateyama…

I wanted to be together with all of you for longer. I wanted to play
around with you guys so much more.

I didn’t want to be born in this weak, broken body. If I was
stronger…as strong as the hero of a video game, I could’ve been with
all of you forever…

Forever…with all of you…



“Is that what you want, foolish human?”

Where did that come from? Those words that so suddenly filled the
darkness?

I tried to think about it, but then my consciousness shut off, like
somebody unplugged the cord.

—My life is over, my senses have disappeared, but I  am still here.
What am I?

The pure white space spread out around me in all directions. I was
surrounded by a dizzyingly large array of IV drips. I was on a bed. I
was there.

I couldn’t move. It was like someone had stitched me right into the
bed. All I felt there was my consciousness.

This wasn’t “reality.” I was dead.

It didn’t take long for that to dawn on me.

But no matter how I tried to justify it, this didn’t seem like
“heaven.” So what was it…?

“I have heard your wish, human.”

The voice boomed from nowhere in particular. It sounded like
human speech, but it wasn’t. It was a low guttural tone, one that
made me sick. And yet, I was still able to interpret it as human
language.

“My wish? Who are you…?”



The moment I tried to ask, I noticed someone familiar standing
beside my bed. My voice froze.

“It is your own body. Why are you so surprised? This is exactly
what you always wanted. Your ideal body.”

The white hair. The black collar. This was Konoha, the game avatar
I created for myself.

“Wh-why is Konoha here…? What do you mean, this is my body?”

Konoha’s lifeless eyes stared at me. Then, inside my head, I
suddenly saw my own form on the bed, as seen through Konoha’s
eyes.

My mind was forced to comprehend it. This…is me. “Something”
had entered my body, and I had been forced out of it.

“Is this not what you hoped for? You wanted a strong body. Now
your wish is granted. A shame that it seems to have rejected your
meager ‘spirit.’”

My body has become “Konoha”? “Konoha” kicked me out?

That’s insane. That wasn’t what I’d “wished” for at all.

“N-no! That’s not it!! My wish was to be with everyone. With all
my friends!”

“Ah. Yes. You’re right.” The voice droned, a hint of supreme self-
satisfaction behind it. “Let me do this, then.”

The next moment, the ground Konoha stood on turned black, rose
up, and started to swallow him. Konoha did nothing to defend
himself.

“Wh-what’re you doing?! Stop…! Stop it!!”

“He is going to your ‘friends.’ And let me say, I am very glad that



was your wish for me. Even a pile of ‘embers’ like you has a ‘master.’
If you do not wish for anything, I cannot ‘fulfill’ anything.”

Konoha’s eyes continued to look at me.

My face, as seen in my head, was transformed into a mask of wild
desperation.

Oh. So that was it.

The owner of this voice, under the pretense of granting me a wish,
had snatched away my body. And now he was trying to take it to the
real world.

“What’re you gonna do with it? Over in the real world?”

“Oh, this is just a ‘trait’ of the system. We are being called by the
‘goddess,’ and it is your wishes that set the whole system into motion.
What I do with it depends entirely on you.”

“…That’s terrible.”

“How could you say that? There are many far more terrible than
me. Wasn’t one of them the main reason you came here?”

By the time the voice stopped, “Konoha” was completely swallowed
by the black.

The main reason?

There couldn’t have been any “main” cause of death besides my
illness. What was the voice talking about?

After a few moments of silence, a sound rang out in my mind. I
instinctively realized this was what “Konoha” was hearing.

It was muffled, like he was underwater, and it sounded like some
kind of machine humming along. Then: someone’s sneering laugh.



The tone of voice was completely off-kilter, so I didn’t understand
who it was for a second, but then I realized in the next instant.

“Mr. Tateyama…?”

That voice definitely belonged to my teacher. But why?

“…You did want it, didn’t you? A stronger body.”

Mr. Tateyama’s voice wasn’t the laid-back, friendly one I
remembered. It was cold, calculating, like the guttural drone from
before.

“That’s why I chose you. Good thing ‘Awakening’ just waltzed right
in for me, too…Phase One looks like a success, anyway.”

Whether he knew I was hearing him, I couldn’t say.

“Ha-ha! I wasn’t expecting results like this on the first try. The year
I spent preparing for this certainly seems worth it now…But let me
tell you, it was rough! I mean, someone who can’t stop sleeping and
someone with a weakened body? Throwing both of you in there at the
same time…What a pain in the ass that was.”

Just then, images came back into my mind. Konoha must have
opened his eyes.

It was dark, but I could see a large array of monitors, of all
different sizes. It looked like some kind of lab. Just as I’d surmised,
Mr. Tateyama was there, and behind him was…No, it couldn’t be…!

“Oh, are you awake, Konoha? Well, sorry. I know you’re here to see
your friends and all, but…”

The body of Takane, laid down behind my teacher, shocked me into
silence.

“Sad to say, the friend you want to ‘play around’ with so much…



Well, she’s dead.”



DAZE2

It was a long, long tale, but oddly, it didn’t seem like any time was
passing at all.

That might be because we were stuck in this space. Or maybe it
was because everything Haruka said was so fresh that it drew me in,
making me forget all about the passage of time.

After he finished, Haruka sighed softly and looked back toward me.

“…Sorry that went on for so long, I guess.”

I shook my head. I tried to say something, too, but I couldn’t come
up with anything decent. Just like back then, come to think of it.
When Haruka revealed his illness to me at his place. I had nothing for
him then, either. I had just frozen.

Two years, and I haven’t grown at all since then.

But I had to say something. I selected a few words and brought
them to my lips.

“Um…That’s amazing. I can’t believe you were the guy behind
Konoha…”

Haruka looked away bashfully. “Sorry I couldn’t tell you over on
the other side,” he apologized. Judging by the story, though, I don’t
think he ever had the ability. Konoha had his own personality. He
was the one moving Haruka’s body around right now.

Listening to Haruka’s story must have jogged my memory a little. I
began to remember the broad outlines of how I came here.

How I lived out the two years since Haruka died.



I dropped out of school. I holed up in my room. Enomoto somehow
transformed into this ball of wicked energy and set up shop inside my
computer. I still haven’t forgiven her for that. Then I met the
Blindfold Gang…As I recalled it, I couldn’t believe that I somehow
forgot about everything. It was all just so surreal.

Oh yeah. I joined the Mekakushi-Dan. And I needed to get back
fast, so I could help out with Operation: Conquer Kagerou Daze or
whatever it was.

I had to break out of here as soon as possible. But I was missing
one vital key. One final thing I still couldn’t recall.

The day we went to Mari’s house. My memories from the day after
that until I’d arrived here…For some reason, I just couldn’t call it up.
Which bothered me.

“…Shintaro. I told you at the start that there’s something I need to
‘clear up.’ You remember that?”

“Yeah…Yeah, you mentioned it. Did your story have part of that?”

“No, it didn’t. I’m gonna talk about it now…”

Haruka paused, composing himself, then spoke anew—

“You said you don’t remember why you came here. Is that…really
true?”

Really true? I arched my eyebrows.

“Uh, sure it is. What, are you doubting me? Why do you ask?”

Haruka’s face immediately darkened.

“I mean, there’s no way you couldn’t remember, the moment you
looked at my face. You don’t have to lie to make me feel better…”



“Huhh? No, uh…Like, I totally don’t know what you’re talking
about. And more than anything right now, I really want to know!”

“You’re been acting strange this whole time, besides. You see what
kind of screwed up place we’re in. How can you act all composed like
that? It’s weird.”

…It’s fine, Haruka. You don’t have to say it.

“Come on, Shintaro. You gotta remember it. Besides…”

…No. Please don’t say it. You can’t…!



“… You died when I XXXXXed you, didn’t you?”





A bolt of pain shot across my stopped heart.

It was like he was warning me never to forget about it.

“So please, Shintaro. You need to kill Konoha…You need to kill me.
Before this whole story ends with a Game Over…”

Then Haruka cried, just like he did on that summer day.

I was there, standing motionless, right in the middle of the Kagerou
Daze.

What the hell could I ever do? I couldn’t save a single one of them.
So, what…?



AFTERWORD

Where Your Eyes Don’t Go

Jin here. It’s an honor to have you holding Kagerou Daze VI -Over
the Dimension-.

In the afterword to the last volume, Kagerou Daze V -The
Deceiving-, I wrote the following: “I think we’ll be able to get Volume
VI released before too long.” Tee-hee! Check it, check it, check it,
dudes and dudettes!! It’s been over a year since then.

…What? What happened to me? Well…I mean, ugh, it’s a year. A
whole year. In hamster terms, that’s, like, half of your life. I really
can’t believe this. I’m producing these books far too slowly. I bet
you’d just like to reach through these pages and wring my neck, don’t
you? Don’t you? Well, (falling on hands and knees) I sincerely
apologize about this.

Although, in my own defense, it’s been a busy year. There’s been
the anime, the live shows, and all the music production I’ve been
doing. I’ll make an effort to get the pace going a bit more quickly, so
I’d appreciate it (he said, tearfully) if you didn’t dump me by the side
of the road just yet.

So, to everyone holding this volume in their hands—once again,
sorry. Volume VI is done.

The hero this time around was Noted Shy Kid, Haruka. This
character was, shall we say, a challenge to write. It was the first time
I ever tackled him really, but trying to figure out how to fully portray
the “pureness” of his personality was a real bear. What do you want
from me, after all? When I’m writing, I’m in a place that’s about as
nonpure as nonpure can be. Positively evil, in fact.



Thus, while I wrote this, I shouted to myself, “What would Haruka
say in this situation?! What?! Gaaaahhh!!” on more than a couple
occasions.

When he and Ayano first met, the first line I had for Haruka was,
“Dude, you’re hot, are you on Snapchat?” Sadly, my editor—you’d
recognize him on the street, he’s the one in the iron mask—was about
ready to take a pair of pliers and rip my fingernails off with them, so
it was rewrite time. And here I thought I’d be allowed to have a little
fun for a change!

I can’t help but foster a fondness for my characters as I write for
them, though. Nowadays, I’m head over heels in love with Haruka.

The latter half of the story has a scene where Shintaro visits him on
his deathbed, but if anything, I wish I was the one dropping by
instead.

“Wow, Haruka, you’re looking pretty chipper today!”

“Thanks for braving the heat to visit me, Jin.”

“Aww, no worries, pal!” [smirk]

It would’ve been awesome. Why couldn’t I have just tossed myself -
Over the Dimension-, I wonder? When’re they gonna invent that app
for me?

Regardless, I’m now here, writing the afterword to the latest
volume…but I’m actually in a little bit of trouble.

Uhmm, well, I’m homeless (gasp!).

I was so busy that I wasn’t able to find a new place to rent before
the lease on my old one expired. Thanks to that, I’m currently staying
inside a room in the office, where I shackled myself to the chair so I
could write this novel. It’s, uh, not ideal.



My heart goes out to all the employees here, too. You see, when I
write a novel, I usually hole myself up in my room, just writing on
and on and on until I’m done. There’s no hard and fast daily schedule
to speak of, so there can be times where I’m writing for ten hours a
day, or even more if I’m not careful.

This results in a lot of what I will give the fancy name of
“garbaggio” piling up around the room. I have to eat, too, so if I don’t
clean that up, the “smellzio” gets pretty bad, too. Having that kind of
thing occupy an entire room in an office building…I’m sure it’s not all
that tolerable, no. I can already feel all the “hatred-eo” from the rest
of the staff. Sorry, guys. Really.

So. I know I was keepin’ it a bit real for the past couple paragraphs,
but I still have to remind you that I couldn’t write this without the
kind support of everyone around me. I really can’t say enough good
things about Sidu, whose trendy and attractive drawings decorate
every volume of this series.

I know, I know. I really feel like I need to work harder on this. And
I will.

Priority one is to get a new apartment, but priority two is to get
working on Volume VII right away.

This volume ended with Shintaro in a situation where we’ve got no
idea what’s going on with him, after all. I’ll try to resolve that in the
next volume, so keep an eye out for it.

I’d also like to try tackling a spin-off volume sometime, like I hinted
at in the previous volume. The main story comes first of course, but…

I actually discussed this with the editor a bit ago. It went like this:

Me: “I’d like to make a spin-off series with [censored] as the main
character, but…”



Editor: “You dumbass!” [his way of sayin, “Sure, great!”]

Me: “Oh, Mr. Editor…[whine, whine, lick]”

I think that’s how it went, anyway. So keep an eye out for that, too,
but not too keen of one, if you know what I mean. In fact, if you ever
thought to yourself, “I want to read more about this guy!” let me
know. I’d love to hear your feedback.

So! I’ll do my best to get the next volume out quick, so here’s to the
future!

JIN (Shizen no Teki-P)
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