




4 Tenjiki Yuu - Stigma



[image: ]



4
Tenjiki Yuu - Stigma

 

Tenjiki Yuu knew exactly why Mikage Kasumi was so worked up. He’d looked into his friends’ backgrounds long ago.

Kasumi had lost a friend to drugs. And because he’d helped the other boy after a violent outburst caused by withdrawal, his school had assumed he was on drugs too, and expelled him. He’d known it would happen and still helped his friend. As far as he was concerned, drugs should not be allowed to exist.

“Calm the hell down, Mikage!” Koumoto Kouji yelled.

“How can I be calm?!” Kasumi yelled back. “Where are they, Koumoto? When is this happening?”

“How should I know?! I don’t even know what I said!”

“Anyone? Anyone know? God damn it!”

Kasumi slammed his fist on the table.

“K-Kasumi-kun…?” Nanane Kyoko looked shocked. Kazumiya Mitsuo and Tsuji Nozomi did, too.

Only Tenjiki Yuu remained calm.

“I believe they’re near a high-rise construction site,” he said.

Kasumi turned to look at him. “…what?”

“You heard that noise right? Go-gon, go-gon. That’s the noise of the pressurized steam used to drill shafts in the ground. The sound of a machine used in high-rise building construction.”

“O-oh!”

“And they said it started raining. That might help pin down the time. They talked like it hadn’t rained in a while, and it hasn’t, so this may be the next day it rains.”

Yuu rarely spoke at such length, and everyone was a little taken aback, but Kasumi was nodding, listening intently to every word.

“Based on prior activations, when Koumoto-kun’s ability triggers not based on any hints, but spontaneously, the event will occur nearby within the next two weeks. His range expands when he’s following up on the rest of our predictions, but no spontaneous activation has taken more than nine days to come true. It seems safe to assume this one’s within that range.”

“R-right…”

“W-wait, Tenjiki-kun…” Nozomi said, hesitantly. “Wh-when did you figure all this out?”

“I’ve just been paying attention,” he said, smiling. This was true.

This was how he justified being part of their group—he was monitoring them.

“But…”

“Kasumi-kun means business. We can’t stop him. So I thought I’d do what I can to help,” he said, gently.

“Tenjiki,” Kasumi said, eyes gleaming. Then he shook his head. “No, I’m glad you feel that way, but I shouldn’t get you mixed up in this.”

“Please, let me help.” Yuu bowed his head.

“Look, guys…this is dangerous. You get that, right?” Koumoto said.

“Of course! Right, Mikage-kun?”

“Y-yeah.”

“Okay. In that case…” Koumoto sighed. “I’ll help, too. Can’t leave this to the two of you.”

“Kouji!” Nozomi cried, but he put out a hand to stop her.

“I’ve made up my mind. I’m in.”

“Arghhh, you’re all idiots,” Mitsuo said. “But hey, I’m the biggest idiot here! At least, according to the rest of you. Can’t very well leave me out, can you?”

He laughed, rubbing his nose.

“Kazumiya-kun, too?” Nozomi asked, flustered.

Then Nanane Kyoto spoke up. “By the river,” she said.

“Huh?”

Everyone turned to look, and she shrugged.

“I smelled stagnant river water. That narrows it down, right?”

“Nanane!” Kasumi said, eyes wide.

“You weren’t thinking of leaving me out, were you?” she said, winking back.

“M-me, too!” Nozomi squeaked. Her usual cool façade was totally gone. “I’m coming, too! You’re not leaving me out!”

“Nozomi,” Koumoto started, but Mitsuo cut him off.

“That’s good, we’re all in this together,” he smiled.

“But…”

“If it gets bad, Tenjiki will protect us. That’s what you meant, right, Tenjiki?”

He was half-joking, but Tenjiki Yuu smiled back.

“Sure,” he said, nodding.

 

It was Saturday, so they disbanded, agreeing to meet on Sunday to hunt down the location.

Tenjiki Yuu walked off alone through the streets at night, but Tsuji Nozomi came running after him.

“Tenjiki-kun!”

“Mm? Oh, Tsuji-san. What is it?”

He’d known it was her from her footsteps alone, but deliberately didn’t turn around until she called his name.

The two of them sat down on a bench in the open area by the station, watching the crowds passing by.

“Er, um…” Nozomi said, nervous. “How—how much do you know about us?”

“What do you mean?”

“Like… earlier, you knew all sorts of things about Kouji.”

“Oh, that? I dunno that I know that much. I mean, we all have a rough idea what Koumoto-kun can do, right? I’m sure you know more than I do, Tsuji-san.”

“I…”

“You’re in love with him, right? The whole childhood friend thing.”

“Yeah,” she nodded. “Yes, but…still…” She hesitated. “I…”

“Whoa, there. We said not to share anything private,” Yuu said. He knew what she’d been about to tell him: the secret about Automatic that Tsuji Nozomi was hiding from the others.

“You already know,” she said, weakly.

“But what of it? We’re all friends.”

“You think so?”

“Of course.” He smiled. “I should ask you the same thing, Tsuji-san. Do you think of me as a friend?”

“You’re a good guy, Tenjiki-kun. You were right there to back Mikage-kun up.”

“All of you are good people. I’m just following your example.”

“Thanks,” Nozomi nodded.

“Tell you what. I’ll let you in on a secret of mine, Tsuji-san.”

“Huh?” she blinked at him.

“Truth is, Tsuji-san, I’m…” 

He looked so serious. Nozomi swallowed hard, waiting.

“I’m not actually human.”

“Huh?”

“I’m a synthetic human created by a giant secret society hell-bent on world domination. Don’t tell anyone.”

He was dead serious. Too serious. He was clearly joking. It was impossible to take this any other way.

Nozomi burst out laughing.

She laughed so hard she bent over double, her shoulders shaking.

“It’s the truth. Don’t tell the others,” Yuu said, dramatically.

Nozomi laughed again, tears in her eyes.

“G-got it, I won’t tell a soul.”

“I owe you one,” Yuu said, smiling at last.

Nozomi smiled back. “Thank you, Tenjiki-kun. Really.”

“Same to you.”

“Come to think of it,” she said…

But Yuu suddenly stiffened, and looked around.

“What is it?” Nozomi asked.

He didn’t answer.

After a long silence, he said, “Tsuji-san, you take the train, right?”

“Y-yes…”

“Let me walk you to the platform.”

He took her hand and pulled her after him into the station, bought a ticket for the last station on the line without asking where to, and pushed it into her hand.

“W-wait, Tenjiki-kun?”

“It’s on me,” he said, and bought the cheapest ticket available to get himself through the gate.

He nearly pushed her onto the train, then stepped back onto the platform.

“See you,” he said, waving as the doors closed.

She waved back, bewildered. “T-tomorrow, then? Tenjiki-kun?”

The doors closed as she spoke and the train pulled out of the station.

Once the train was gone, Tenjiki Yuu’s smile was replaced with a mask as cold as ice.

He moved to the back of the platform and sat on a bench, head down, hands resting on his knees, with his fingers locked together. A figure stood before him.

“‘Sup, Eugene?” it said. It formed a very odd silhouette. Its arms and legs were long and thin, like rods, but the body and head were spherical. It looked completely unnatural.

“What is it, Spooky E?” Tenjiki Yuu asked, quietly.

“What are you doing around here?” A grin spread across Spooky E’s monstrous face.

It was Saturday evening. Few people would be waiting for a train at this hour. No one else stood nearby.

“Why do you ask?”

“Come, now,” Spooky E said, sighing dramatically. “Aren’t we both Towa Organization bio units?”

“I’ll ask again: what do you want?” Tenjiki Yuu spoke in a manner entirely different from how he did when he was with the other five. His voice was a knife, merciless, like he was slicing away at the man he spoke to.

Spooky E’s grin faded away.

“Who do you think you are, Eugene? This is my territory. What the hell are you doing here?”

“Your ‘territory’?”

“Yes. I own this city! You may be B7-Tier, but you’ve got no right to mess up my work!”

“I don’t recall consulting any C9-Tiers on their opinions.” Tenjiki Yuu smiled. The smile couldn’t be less like the one he’d used with Tsuji Nozomi. This smile was pure hostility.

“The hell with that! Tiers only designate the unit’s purpose, not the chain of command,” Spooky E snarled, baring his teeth.

Tenjiki Yuu didn’t bat an eye.

“If our purposes are different, what’s the problem? You’re just scared you’ll lose your freedom if another Towa Organization agent is nearby.”

“What?” Spooky E’s round cheeks quivered. 

“What are you up to, anyway? Your instructions were to keep the drug contamination in the area below Level F. Market penetration on drugs is far too high.”

“None of your business!” he yelled. The handful of others in the station were too drunk to pay them any heed. Anyone sober would just assume they were two drunks arguing, and move away.

“Then don’t make it my business. Concentrate on your own mission, Spooky E.”

Spooky E’s face twisted with hatred, but then he snorted.

“I could say the same. What’s with those five brats? Are those the targets you’re monitoring? Are they even worth calling MPLS? A bunch of useless dropouts?”

Tenjiki Yuu remained unresponsive.

“Seems like you’re just doing whatever you want, too. Eh? How long’s it been since you sent Axis a report?”

Again, Tenjiki Yuu refused to respond.

“If those brats are MPLS, you sure have let them remain free a while.” He paused. “What are you even doing? Let’s be clear. You’re the one in deep shit if upstairs finds out.” He waited for a reply, and continued when none came. “Look, let’s make a deal. I can help you out,” Spooky E said, the grin back on his face. “You onto something here? Something big enough you won’t have to be at the Towa Organization’s beck and call?”

“Spooky Electric,” Tenjiki Yuu said, in quiet but firm tones. “You are class C, and I am B. If you interfere with my actions in any way, I have the right to dispose of you. Are we clear?”

“Big talk.”

“Or do you want to fight? A specialist-ability type against a combat-focus model? Do you really think you have a chance against me head-on, even if you catch me off guard?”

Spooky E’s smile didn’t fade, even in the face of a clear threat.

“Okay, okay, have it your way. But if you need help, just say the word.”

“Leave.”

“Got it. But Eugene…you better be careful. Word has it you know what’s lurking in this town.”

“What?”

“‘Boogiepop.’ He’s around here, somewhere!”

He chuckled. He was clearly joking. But if Spooky E had known he would lose an ear to ‘him’ later, he would not have laughed.

Tenjiki Yuu said nothing for a moment, then finally replied, “Never thought you’d believe in urban legends.”

He, too, knew not what fate had in store for him, but the wheels of that fate were already churning.

“An urban legend? You’re not wrong. But that name’s mixed up with a number of unexplained mission failures. That much is true. Hehehehe.”

No, at this point, Spooky E did not believe the stories, either. He was just mocking Tenjiki Yuu.

Tenjiki Yuu did not take the bait.

Spooky E put his hand on the boy’s shoulder.

“You’d better watch out, Eugene.”

And then he left, guffawing.

Tenjiki Yuu let his head droop.

Fate…

His friends might be able to see the future, but they couldn’t see fate. Fate was not a point that lay in the future, but the path that led them there. No matter what powers one had, there was no way to stop the wheels of fate from spinning.

The loudspeakers echoed through the station. “Train approaching. Remain behind the yellow lines.” An express train thundered through.

When the train was gone, there was no trace of Tenjiki Yuu.

 

***

 

“Lucky find,” Mikage Kasumi said, staring at the abandoned bicycle.

“Mm?” The other five looked at him, baffled.

They were near the target construction site. They’d met up at seven that morning and found the location of the ‘deal’ by nine. The sign said “Moon Temple Construction Site.” Must be the name of the building they were putting up.

Work was suspended for the day and it was dead quiet. No signs of anyone but the six of them.

“What? What about that bike?” Koumoto Kouji asked, but Kasumi ignored him, fiddling with the bike’s mirror.

The bicycle was a rusted mess. The chain was broken and the basket filled with cans tossed into it by passers-by. Odds were it had been stolen and abandoned here.

Kasumi was adjusting the bike’s half-broken rusty mirror.

“Hey, Kasumi-kun,” Nanane Kyoko said, stepping closer and tapping him on the shoulder.

“Seven of them,” Kasumi said.

“Huh?”

“Seven, three of them foreigners.”

“Oh,” Tsuji Nozomi got it first. “You see them in that mirror?”

“Mm?” Nanane Kyoko took a good look at Kasumi’s face. When he was using his talent, his eyes always took on a haunted look.

“You can do that? Not just in people’s eyes?”

Everyone was surprised by this.

Kasumi just kept on talking. “Don’t seem like yakuza. More like academics? The foreigners are wearing long coats, but I dunno where they’re from. The Japanese-looking ones are all wearing suits.”

He clicked his tongue, annoyed.

“It’s too far away to see any more details.”

“About where are they standing?”

Nozomi opened her sketchbook, glancing in the direction the mirror was reflecting.

“No, don’t draw anything this time,” Koumoto said, grabbing her hand.

“Why not?”

“Too dangerous. And Mikage said he couldn’t make out much. Better to not have any evidence on us.”

“Yes, that’s a good idea,” Tenjiki Yuu said.

Nozomi looked at him. “You think?” she asked.

But Mitsuo answered instead. “I do.” He nodded.

Nozomi glanced down at her page in silence.

“Anything coming to you? Automatic ready to activate?” Nanane asked. 

Nozomi jumped and then shook her head. “N-no,” she said, and closed the sketchbook.

Meanwhile, Kasumi had set out on his own, headed for the spot he’d seen in the mirror.

Everyone hurried after him.

“Y-yo, dial it back a bit, Mikage.”

“Don’t worry, the sky looked nothing like it does now. It’s at least a few hours away,” Kasumi said, irritated.

Then he stopped, and looked around. They were a fair distance from the construction site itself, in an area where building materials were kept. Piles of girders were stacked everywhere. Excavators parked nearby.

Kasumi was absorbing everything, his eyes like daggers.

“But what exactly is the plan here?” Mitsuo said, speaking for everyone.	“Sure we shouldn’t just call the cops?”

“Yeah, we’ll do that. Once we’ve destroyed all the drugs. Ain’t gonna let those dirty cops sell this shit on the side!” Voicing his deep-seated distrust of authorities, Kasumi began scrambling up the pile of girders.

“But…we’re just a bunch of kids! Can we actually do this?” Nanane said, anxious.

“I’m grateful you came this far with me,” Kasumi said. He kept moving about, not explaining his actions at all.

“What are you looking for?” Koumoto asked. 

When there was no answer, Tenjiki Yuu said, “Kasumi-kun, those girders won’t work. If you’re doing this, use the excavators. Dig out the dirt underneath and you can knock them over easily.”

“Yeah?” Kasumi said, looking at him. “Can’t tip this pile?”

“Hard to time it right.”

The others had no idea what they were talking about.

“What do you mean?” Nozomi asked. “Knocking things over? Tipping piles? You don’t mean…”

She’d figured it out.

“You’re gonna knock it over on them?”

“What?!” Koumoto gasped. “Like, dump a pile of girders or an excavator on them? You do that, you could seriously kill them!”

“Who cares? They deserve it,” Kasumi said.

He had a lot of residual guilt over letting his friend get addicted to drugs. That had led to this deep well of anger, along with a near-suicidal desire to punish himself.

But the others didn’t know that.

“That’s not the point! There’s no reason for the two of you to become murderers!”

“Doesn’t matter what happens to me.”

“Say what?”

“Don’t worry, we’ll do it right,” Tenjiki Yuu said. “We know exactly where they’ll be standing. We can pin them down without killing them. And then let the police have them.”

“That sounds better, but can you really pull it off?”

“That’s what we’re looking into. Right, Kasumi-kun?”

Kasumi said nothing. He clearly didn’t care if they died or not.

Or what happened to him afterward.

“Now, as for the direction…”

Tenjiki Yuu went right on with the work, totally unbothered by Kasumi’s behavior.

At last, Nanane said, “I wanna help. What should I do?”

That turned the tide and the others began helping Kasumi and Yuu. 

The six of them always worked together.

 

***

 

Go-gon…

The skies grew darker quickly and rain began pelting down.

“Can’t remember the last time it rained this hard.”

“Where’d it even come from?”

The men standing in an empty yard away from the construction site glared at the skies, annoyed.

There were seven of them. Four Japanese, three foreigners. Each group facing the other at a distance.

…Go-gon…

The rumble of a shaft being drilled nearby.

“You got what it takes to pay for this volume?” one of the Japanese men asked the foreign group.

“Of course,” the foreigner said, in fluent Japanese.

…Go-gon…

He opened the case in his hands. But there was no money inside. There were just a few thin black chips.

And yet, the recipients looked very pleased to see them.

“Amazing! How’d you get your hands on those?” one of the Japanese men asked. He wore silver-rimmed spectacles.

All of the Japanese men looked like they worked in or around research and development at some conglomerate—they were just salarymen. The black chips weren’t much to look at, but they were so high-tech, they were worth more than any jewels.

“You sure you just want drugs for those?”

“Yeah. Drugs can be turned into money fast, anywhere in the world.”

“We can send you cash online anywhere in the world, too. There some reason you’re staying offline?”

“No questions. We’re here to do this deal, nothing more.”

This might be a criminal deal, but neither group looked shifty or aggressive. Both were simply here to do a job and were being professional about it. The foreigners, in particular, clearly viewed this as the mere means to an end.

The rain died down and eventually stopped.

“Fine. This is just business for us, too.”

The Japanese pulled their trunk forward and set it on the ground. They stepped back.

One of the foreigners stepped past the trunk and handed the package of black chips to the Japanese.

On his way back, he reached out to grab the trunk.

And then…

There was a horrible creak.

The man looked from the trunk handle towards the source of the sound.

His face froze.

The excavator parked nearby was tilting towards him—or more precisely, towards the trunk next to him. 

He jumped back. A second later, the long arm of the excavator landed with a thud.

It scored a bull’s-eye on the trunk, squashing it flat between the ground and the metal arm.

“Tch.” He tried pulling the trunk out, but the arm was too heavy and it didn’t move.

“What the hell?!” The foreigners pulled out guns, pointing them at the Japanese.

“W-we don’t know!” the Japanese said, shaking their heads. But this was far too much of a coincidence. Common sense said the excavator toppled because someone had dug out the area under it, and only the Japanese could have placed the trunk precisely where it would land.

The foreigners began to fire.

The Japanese fled.

But as they fled, they kept a tight grip on the case with the black chips inside.

They made a sharp turn at the pile of girders, using them as a shield.

 

“They started shooting!” Nanane Kyoko squeaked, tugging Kasumi’s sleeve. They were watching from the shadows.

“I know!” he said, and pulled hard on the wire in his hand.

The pile of girders collapsed in front of the fleeing men, just as planned.

“Ah!” they yelped and changed course.

But as they ran across the tarp on the ground nearby, the ground collapsed under them.

A pitfall.

They’d fallen right into the most basic type of trap you could make.

The pile of girders rolled across the top, sealing them in the pit with no way out.

There was a clanking sound as the trapped men pounded on the girders, but there was no way they could lift those by hand.

The foreigners watched in shock.

A perfect trap. One sprung on both parties.

“Did this leak, somehow?” They shouted, but not in Japanese. “Is this the Towa Organization?”

They turned and ran.

Girders collapsed in front of them, but they ran right under, not trying to dodge. The pile had collapsed a little too late.

Koumoto, Mitsuo, and Nozomi were hiding in the shadows. When they saw the girders miss, they yelped in dismay.

“Oh no! Too late!”

“Crap, they’re getting away!”

“Shit, Tenjiki’s all alone out there!”

 

Of course, Tenjiki Yuu had let the girders fall a moment too late on purpose, to let the men get away.

He had deliberately led them to where he stood alone.

He moved quickly and without a sound, blocking their path.

“Wh-who the hell are you?!” they shouted, not in Japanese.

And Tenjiki spoke back, in that same language.

“Now that I know you’re enemies of the Towa Organization, I can’t let you leave.”

“Wh-what?” 

The quiet-looking boy’s words caught them off guard.

In a fraction of a second, Tenjiki was on top of his first victim. Moving inhumanly fast, the tips of his fingers stabbed the man in the throat.

They went in deep, all the way to the root of the finger.

“—?!”

The other two didn’t even have time to be surprised. Tenjiki pulled his fingers out. Somehow, there was not so much as a drop of blood on them. Instead, there was a faint purple glow and some sort of liquid coated them.

“When this liquid gets inside you, it’s absorbed rapidly into the bloodstream, spreading through your body… causing a chemical reaction. A moment later…” he whispered.

There was a dull-sounding bang and the man he’d stabbed exploded.

Vanished without a trace.

Bits of his clothes, pulverized to millimeter-sized fragments, fluttered through the air, but the burst of high-temperature fire soon took care of them.

“Eee!” one of the others started to scream, but Tenjiki was already on him and a moment later he was vaporized.

Assassination without a trace.

This was the true purpose of Tenjiki Yuu—the synthetic human, Eugene—and his real power.

The last man didn’t even try to run. Tenjiki didn’t give him a chance.

Before he knew it, he was dangling in the air, Tenjiki’s hands around his throat, wondering how this skinny kid could be so strong.

“……gah…”

The hand on his throat was too tight for him to speak.

“I have a single question for you,” Tenjiki hissed. “Is the Towa Organization after you?”

A strange question. If these men were the Towa Organization’s enemies, then they were his enemies. But the way Tenjiki Yuu phrased it, it sounded as if he had no ties to the Towa Organization himself. It was as though he had no interest in who this man was, as if he had no intention of getting involved in whatever they were doing.

Terrified, the man just made a few strangled noises.

“I see. So if I don’t eliminate you, other Towa Organization members will come here to investigate. Then…” Tenjiki released him, and turned away. “You’re gone.”

Before the man hit the ground, he’d ceased to exist.

 

“Tenjiki-kun!” Nanane Kyoko got there first.

She found Tenjiki Yuu standing, staring into the distance.

“Sorry,” he said. “They got away.”

“Oh… but you’re safe! And we did what we set out to do.”

She came closer, then…

“…Hmm?”

She frowned. There was a strange smell in the air. Not a future smell, one actually present.

It was oily, like grease, or… it reminded her of something, but she couldn’t quite place it.

What…?

But the smell faded quickly, and was gone.

It smelled like animal or human body odor, but much fainter. It was extremely familiar, but impossible to pin down.

Kasumi caught up. “Tenjiki, is this…?” he asked, and knelt down to pick a black object off the ground.

“Beats me,” Tenjiki said, shaking his head. What Kasumi had picked up was a gun the men had left behind. Complete with a holster and extra rounds.

“We need to th-throw it away!” Nanane said. But Kasumi only stared down at it, making no move to get rid of the gun.

The other three caught up.

“Yo, hurry! The construction workers have noticed the commotion!”

Kasumi stood up, shoving the gun in his pocket.

Nanane looked really worried, but decided not to argue about it now.

They poured gasoline on the trunk trapped under the excavator and set it on fire.

After that, they left a note on the girders trapping the Japanese men that read, “These men are drug dealers.”

Then they fled.

Behind them, they could hear people coming.

 

***

 

For a few weeks, nothing else of note happened. The six continued to meet up and hang out, the same as before.

“That couple are gonna get all electric soon,” Mitsuo said, out of nowhere. 

“What?” Nanane asked, frowning. The two of them and Yuu had all showed up way earlier than the rest, and were killing time in a café across the street.

“Uh…you know, just a feeling.”

He was looking at a young couple, probably still in junior high.

“…it’s a real masterpiece. I’m sure you’ll love it, Orihata,” the boy said, chattering happily. The girl was much quieter, and merely nodded.

They projected a gentle aura.

“They look close. Seem like a cute couple.”

“I don’t mean they’re gonna fight or anything. Just… electric.”

“I never understand anything your talent produces,” Nanane sighed.

“Do you have to be so mean about it? You could be a little nicer.”

“Should I be a little more squish squish? That’s how you’d put it, right? Squish squish squiiiish!”

She wriggled her hands in the air like tentacles.

“You an octopus now?”

“Call me the horrible octopus lady!”

She bent over laughing. Mitsuo snorted, but couldn’t suppress a grin of his own.

Tenjiki Yuu smiled at their comedy routine. He had information on the girl they were talking about. He knew exactly what Mitsuo’s ‘electric’ prediction meant.

But he revealed nothing.

He said nothing about anything that didn’t directly relate to the six of them.

“Oh, Koumoto’s here,” Mitsuo said, looking out the window.

They rose to leave.

They passed the couple as they left, but Camille had not been told about the higher-tier Eugene, and never noticed they were there.

“Heeeey! Kasumi-kun! You’re even gloomier than last time!” Nanane called out.

“Shut up! It’s the same thing every time!”

“Oh, you were all in there?”

“What were you talking about?”

“Scary octopus monsters.”

“Let’s go.”

With all six assembled, they headed for the karaoke place in a crumbling mall, shooting the shit as they walked.

“Ugh, it’s getting cold! Is it winter already?” Mitsuo said, shivering. “Looks like it’s getting ready to snow, too.”

“Yeah, those clouds look ominous,” Koumoto said, staring up at the sky.

“I hate winter,” Nanane said. “After it snows, it’s like all smells are suddenly gone. Everything’s the same, all differences erased.”

“Yeah? Never noticed,” Kasumi said.

“Yeah, well. Boys are dumb like that,” Nanane scoffed.

“Fair enough,” Kasumi said, rolling with it.

Walking behind the three boys, Tsuji Nozomi said, with perfect timing, “The dumb one, the uptight one, and the easy-going one. All second-rate chocolate. One ‘dark’ but low percentage, the next with some cheap nuts for crunch, and the last filled with honey that’s far too sweet.”

It was rare for her to joke like this, so Nanane laughed out loud.

“Ah ha ha! Totally!”

“I dunno, sounds good to me,” Mitsuo said.

Both girls laughed even harder.

“I guess I don’t eat a lot of sweets,” Koumoto said, deliberately sounding extra uptight.

“So dumb…” Kasumi said, scowling. But the edges of his lips were turning up.

The six walked on.

Smiling faintly, Tenjiki Yuu followed at the rear, his fists clenched. He was thinking about the girl Mikage Kasumi had seen, and about the shinigami.

Boogiepop. What is he? I doubt he shows mercy to those he judges a threat. And…

That girl. The girl who would tell someone to kill her to obtain the world. Tenjiki was certain—not that he knew directly, but he could tell from her face. She was like him.

But she’d been “created” somewhere else. She was a being who should not exist.

His fists clenched tighter.

He was betraying a massive system that had influence all over the world.

That was fine. The stigma of treason and the risk it incurred were both things he accepted. Death itself did not bother him at all.

But he was scared.

He had the power to kill people instantly, and a body that could survive for months on nothing more than water, and yet, he was more scared than he’d ever been before.

His friends… the one source of warmth an artificial being like him had ever found, or would ever find.

He had to protect them.

But what if he had to reveal his true nature to them in order to protect them?

What if they figured out the truth using their abilities?  

That was what really scared him.

“Mm? Tenjiki, what’s wrong?” Mitsuo said, looking back at him.

“Huh?”

“You looked white as a sheet. You feeling okay?”

His friends often called Mitsuo simple-minded or a slacker, but he was always the first to notice if someone was feeling depressed or out of sorts, and the first to say something about it.

The others were all staring at him now.

Yuu fought back tears and forced a smile.

“N-nothing! I’m fine.”

“If you say so…”

“Tenjiki-kun, you’re so delicate! You have to take care of yourself!” Nanane said.

“The polar opposite of you,” Kasumi snorted.

“You’re so mean!” 

Everyone laughed. Yuu laughed, too.

While he laughed, he felt a tear slide down his cheek.

 

It was winter. It looked ready to snow that evening.



[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]


About the Author

Born in 1968, Kouhei Kadono grew up uncertain about his direction in life. He spent a considerable portion of his early years frittering away his youth before somehow ending up writing novels.

In 1997, Kadono-sensei’s first Boogiepop novel, Boogiepop and Others, took First Place in the Media Works’ Dengeki Game Novel Contest. Early the following year, the novel was released to widespread acclaim and ignited the Japanese “light novel” (young adult) trend. Since that time, Kadono-sensei has written thirteen Boogiepop novels and several related works such as the Beat’s Discipline short story collection and the two Boogiepop manga series entitled Boogiepop Doesn’t Laugh and Boogiepop Dual. In its entirety, the Boogiepop series has seen over two million copies in print and spawned a live action movie and a hit anime series.

In addition to the Boogiepop universe, Kadono-sensei’s body of literary work includes a wide array of fantasy and mystery novels such as the Jiken, Soul Drop, Limited World and Night Watch series.

 

About the Illustrator

Born in 1970, a native of Osaka, Kouji Ogata spent his early twenties struggling to get enough credits to graduate from Osaka Design School. In late 1996, Ogata-sensei was commissioned by Media Works to illustrate the first Boogiepop novel, Boogiepop and Others.

At the time, Ogata-sensei was simply a rising star with a distinctive, eye-catching art style, but he was gradually able to further hone his artistic skills with each subsequent work. His watercolor-style paneling seen in the two-volume Boogiepop Doesn’t Laugh manga series was a particularly high point of his early career.

In addition to providing illustrations for novels and manga, Ogata-sensei has been involved with supplying character designs for anime productions including Boogiepop Phantom, Spirit, and Gin-iro no kami no Agito.

In his free time, he enjoys motorcycles, tennis, and remote-controlled models.


[image: ]



2
Kazumiya Mitsuo - Baby Talk

 

Kazumiya Mitsuo was the one member of the six who was still going to a normal high school—a private school, the kind with guaranteed acceptance to an affiliated college. He wasn’t a troublemaker and had thoroughly average grades. His parents were ordinary middle-class people and both held steady jobs. He was not a particularly deep thinker. Not even when it came to the ‘talent’ he’d had since he was little, which gave him an idea of what was going to happen in the future. When he told his family that his uncle was about to die, they all just got angry with him, so he’d stopped telling people what he knew. His uncle had been very sick anyway, so nobody realized his words had been prophetic.

His Baby Talk might well have provided the most complete vision of the future out of the six ‘talents’ the group had, but since he didn’t think too much about what he saw, his prophecies were always extremely vague. He could never find the words to explain what it showed him, and always ended up using nearly meaningless descriptions, like “Kinda creaky,” or, “Oughta be fluffy.” 

In fact, his ability was the reason the six of them had formed a gang in the first place, six months ago. That and a significant amount of carelessness…

 

***

 

“Mmm?”	

Mitsuo was enjoying his favorite fruit parfait at the sidewalk café by the station when a couple sat down at the table next to him.

A tall woman and a boy only slightly taller than her. They looked good together, he thought.

He knew both faces from somewhere, but couldn’t remember where from, so he casually asked, “Oh, what’s up?”

They turned and looked at him, suspicion registering on their faces.

“Who the hell are you?” the boy demanded.

He’d looked nice a moment before, but there was a sudden glint of steel in his eyes.

“Huh? Look, don’t you remember when the six of us—” Mitsuo started, not really thinking it through.

“What do you mean?” the girl interrupted. “We only met a moment ago.”

“Huh? That doesn’t make sense. The six of us…” Mitsuo said, and then it finally dawned on him.

Six of who?

Even he had no idea where that number came from.

Shit—he was remembering the future.

This happened to him, sometimes. He didn’t realize he was making a prediction, and got the past and the future mixed up.

“What?” the boy scowled. “Did he just say…”

“The future,” the girl said, giving Mitsuo an appraising look. “Kasumi-kun, he smells just like you. He’s gonna meet the same fate in the very near future.”

“Both of us are in his eyes, along with three others. We look like friends.”

Mitsuo couldn’t make much sense of what they were muttering at each other.

He blinked at them for a minute, but in a rare moment of insight, he suddenly got it.

“Then… you, too?” he said, a broad smile breaking out on his face.

The couple—Mikage Kasumi and Nanane Kyoko—both nodded.

“Looks like.”

“Yeah, guess so.”

 

When he explained his powers, Nanane Kyoko laughed.

“What the…? You don’t even know what it means? That’s about as informative as a baby babbling to itself!”

And from then on, they’d called Mitsuo’s talent ‘Baby Talk.’

 

***

 

“Hot, but cold,” Mitsuo muttered, looking at a vision of ‘the world’ girl.

They’d already blown past the three-hour reservation for the karaoke room and were on their second extension. The table was covered with snacks, burgers, and leftover fries they’d brought in, and a number of empty drink bottles. They weren’t allowed to bring in outside food or drink, so if they got caught, they’d get kicked out and fined.

“As non-specific as ever,” Koumoto snorted.

“Yeah… But that’s all I got. It got super-hot for a moment, and then like, hisss… a lot colder.”

“What? Was there a fire?” Nanane asked, but Mitsuo shook his head.

“Didn’t feel like that… It’s clear, but also really not?”

“Always a riddle with you,” Kasumi said, shrugging.

For some reason he turned to Tenjiki Yuu, who’d said nothing. Their eyes met.

He frowned, and said, “Hey, Yuu. Don’t move.”

“Huh…?”

“Something weird in your eyes.”

Tsuji Nozomi quietly picked up her sketchbook.

“Go ahead.”

“Not sure if it’s a man or a woman. Feels like I’ve seen ‘em before, but can’t remember where. Pale face, dark circles under his or her eyes, black lipstick. Wearing a coat? Neck and chin buried in a black collar. Wearing a crazy tall hat like a stovepipe pulled down over the eyes. Not sure if they’re smiling or not… like they’re playing dumb? Left eye narrowed, right side of the mouth turned up, and the eyes are…”

As he described this, Tenjiki Yuu started looking nervous.

“What?” he said.

“It’s gone.”

“C’mon, Mikage-kun. Are you for real? Or are you just pulling our legs?” Nozomi said, staring dubiously at the finished drawing.

“Huh? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“‘Cause… I mean… You just described Boogiepop.”

“Boogiepop?” Mitsuo asked.

“The heck is that?” Koumoto added.

“You don’t know? Right… I guess they said only to tell other girls… You’ve heard of him, Kyoko?”

“Huh?” Nanane said, looking lost. “N-no…”

“I thought every girl around here has heard the stories.”

“Er, well… Every girl with friends.”

“Tenjiki-kun, how about you?”

“Huh?”

“You looked awfully surprised.”

“Y-yeah… I’ve heard of him. From a girl.”

“Guess this playboy here gets all the news,” Mitsuo chuckled.

Tsuji filled the group in on Boogiepop.

An assassin, or shinigami, who wore a black cape and black hat.

Said to kill people instantly, with no pain, at the peak of their beauty.

His—or her—true nature unknown, Boogiepop appeared out of nowhere and was gone just as soon.

The rumors were all kinds of crazy, but she explained everything just as she’d heard it.

“He’s supposed to be a really beautiful boy, but… well, it’s just an urban legend, really.”

As she explained, each member of the group passed around the sketch.

“So Tenjiki’s gonna meet someone dressed like that, then?” Koumoto said. He was the only one really taking this seriously.

“Some sort of cosplay?”

“I dunno, maybe he really exists. You never know when you might meet a shinigami lurking in the dark around a corner.”

“Argh, don’t! That stuff really scares me, you know!”

“Oh? Didn’t think you were the type.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

As the others chattered, Tenjiki Yuu alone stayed silent.

He sat in the corner, his fingers locked together, his head down.

“Boogiepop…” he muttered.

“What’s up, Tenjiki? Something got you down?” Mitsuo said, sitting down next to him.

“Mm… no… It’s nothing.”

“You worried about this Boogiepop?”

“……….”

“Worst thing about our predictions is, we never know when this shit’ll happen. And what we don’t know, we ain’t ever gonna know. Could be tomorrow, could be two weeks, could be six months away. You think this little girl and Boogiepop are connected?”

“I don’t know.”

“Yeah, we don’t know much of anything.” Mitsuo nodded. “I dunno what you make of him, but I’m a bit creeped out by this Boogiepop story.”

“Huh?” Yuu looked up.

Mitsuo nodded again. “Baseless rumors? Stories of sinister monsters? When you think about it, that ain’t much different from us.”

The room remained silent. Mitsuo continued, “You feel me? If anyone else saw what we’re doing, they’d think it was super weird. Not much different from these stories about Boogiepop, really.”

“Hey, that’s crossing a line!” Koumoto said, indignant. “We’re not killers!”

“I didn’t mean it that way. Just… we ain’t normal. We’re pretty far from what’s ordinary,” Mitsuo said, grinning.

“True enough,” Kasumi agreed. “Koumoto, you gotta give him that, at least.”

“Sure. But there’re things we can do because of that,” Koumoto said, doggedly.

“That’s all you ever say, Kouji.” Nozomi snorted, grabbing a handful of potato chips. “You could learn a thing or two from Kazumiya-kun’s thoughtlessness.”

Mitsuo laughed out loud. “Learn what?!”

“C’mon, Nozomi,” Koumoto sighed.

“She’s got a point,” Nanane chimed in. “Kasumi-kun, you oughta take some pointers, too. Stop lookin’ so gloomy all the time.”

“This again?”

“Bwahaha! From today on, you’re all my students!” Mitsuo threw his hands out, welcoming them all. 

Koumoto put his head down, groaning, but looked up again a moment later. “Fine. We’re not normal. We’re freaks. But like Mitsuo said, that’s not something to worry about, Tenjiki.”

Tenjiki Yuu was quietly laughing at everyone.

“Y-yeah, thanks… You’re all a big comfort,” he said.

He clearly meant it.

 

***

 

Meanwhile, on the other side of the world, a ship was floating in a harbor.

At a glance, it was an ordinary fishing vessel, but the people on deck lacked a fisherman’s tan and had a dangerous gleam in their eyes. And they didn’t look like they were from the country nearby.

“The Towa Organization’s onto us? You’re sure?”

“We’ve lost contact with the rear guard. Can’t reach the ‘facility’ inland. Looks like the lines are down. We should assume they’ve been wiped out.”

“Jesus…”

Whatever language they were swearing in was not Japanese.

“What now? If we stay put, they’ll find us for sure. This location’s probably already blown…”

“Shit, and we finally had a success… God damn the Towa Organization!”

The men ran through the ship to a room at the back and slammed the door open.

Inside this narrow, cell-like room was a little girl, sitting quietly. She was a very pretty girl, with a face like a doll. She looked to be around ten.

She’d been running a comb through her long black hair. With no trace of surprise, she silently stared back at the angry men.

“What do you think? If we ditch her, maybe the Towa Organization won’t hunt us down.”

“Don’t be stupid! Remember how much it cost us to get this one stable! We’ve got to get her to a buyer somehow!”

“But…”

They spoke as if the girl wasn’t there, or as if she were a thing.

Her mouth tightly closed, she glared up at the men.

“Either way, this ship’s no good. They’re onto it for sure. They’ll find us no matter where we go. We’ve got to abandon it.”

The speaker wore a black patch over one eye. He spoke in level tones, looking at each of his men in turn. He was clearly their leader.

“Yeah… let’s get moving.”

One of the men grabbed the girl roughly.

“Yo, Kit! Come on!”

She did not resist, but she wasn’t exactly obedient, either. The men dragged her forcefully down the hall. As they reached the end, she suddenly wriggled out of their grasp and ran back into the room.

“Wh-what the hell?”

They ran after her and found her holding a gold hairband that had been left behind on the bed. It was clearly precious to her.

“Forgot this,” she said, softly. There was quiet strength in her tone, as if she wasn’t afraid of whatever fate had in store for her.

 

***

 

Mitsuo, Kasumi, and their group of six ultimately spent eight hours in the karaoke room without locking down any concrete details. Eventually, they gave up.

“Oh well.”

“It happens!”

They gathered up their trash, shoved it in a bag Koumoto bought and hid it in his backpack, so the staff wouldn’t realize they’d brought anything in.

Out in the hall, they ran into a couple from another room. A young couple, probably in high school.

“Hey, Akiko, what’s up?”

Another couple was still in the room, and they were waiting in the hall for them.

“Yo, Saotome, mind if we go on ahead?”

“Yeah, I’ll be right after,” the boy inside called. He turned to the girl. “You okay?” he asked.

As Mitsuo and the others walked by the door, the boy inside was helping the girl up. She must have been partying hard, because she looked exhausted. Nobody thought anything of it; they walked right on past.

It was already quite dark outside.

The six said good-bye and scattered.

Koumoto had once suggested they were better off not knowing each other’s addresses, so none of them knew where the others were going.

But it just so happened that today, Mitsuo and Kasumi set off in the same direction.

“You know…” Mitsuo said.

“Mm? What?”

“Do we really need to keep this shit secret?”

“Maybe. I mean, we don’t have to worry about anyone ratting us out, right?”

Kasumi shrugged.

Mitsuo frowned. “But they wouldn’t want to be ratted out, either.”

“Sure,” Kasumi said. “Unless one of us is pretending to have powers.”

“Huh?” Mitsuo stopped in his tracks, stunned.

Kasumi didn’t wait for him, so he hastily caught up.

“Wh-what do you mean?”

“Happens all the time on TV or whatever. The government’s secret divisions keeping tabs on anyone with powers.”

Kasumi didn’t sound alarmed at all, but the idea had clearly never occurred to Mitsuo before.

“S-seriously?”

“I’m kidding,” Kasumi said, exasperated.

“Y-you are? Man, you really got me.” Mitsuo wiped cold sweat from his brow.

“But if I wasn’t… you’re the most suspicious, Mitsuo. Your powers are so non-specific. You could be faking it.”

“D-don’t talk like that.”

“Well, ‘talents’ as crappy as ours, why bother keeping tabs on ‘em?”

Kasumi sounded a little bitter.

“Crappy?”

“You might have room to grow. But I feel like Into Eyes is all it’ll ever be.”

Mitsuo stared at his feet for a minute, then asked, “Mikage, does it ever bother you?”

“Does what?”

“That we might, like…be overlooking something really important?”

“Yeah… well, today sort of felt like that.”

“I ain’t Koumoto. But even I think if we figure something out, that means there’s something we can do. Something only we can do.”

“This isn’t like you. You got a feeling about it or something?”

Mitsuo said nothing for a moment, then shook his head. “I dunno.”

“‘Hot then cold,’ was it?”

“No… Um, any idea what the Towa Organization is?”

“The what?”

“I dunno, that word just came to me.”

“What’re the kanji?”

“Would be easier if I knew that,” Mitsuo grumbled.

Kasumi stared at him for a moment and then laughed. “You sure get dark when you’re with me. You’re so upbeat when the whole group’s together.”

“Yeah?”

“You matching my style?”

“Not intentionally…”

“Nah, I mean… deep down you’re just a good dude, I think.”

“I-I am?” Mitsuo took it as a compliment and blushed.

Kasumi laughed out loud.

Mitsuo gaped at him. “What’s so funny?”

But Kasumi just kept laughing.

“Seriously, what?” Mitsuo asked, but before long he was laughing, too.

 

***

 

“Right, we’d better split up here,” Kasumi said, waving.

“S-sure.” Mitsuo hesitated, then made up his mind. “Hey, Mikage…”

“Mm?”

“Are you really going out with Nanane?”

“No,” Kasumi said, making a face. 

“Th-then if you did get yourself a girlfriend, would you tell her about your ‘talent’?” Mitsuo made the question sound urgent.

Kasumi raised an eyebrow, but answered immediately. “Never.”

“Thought not.” Mitsuo sighed, staring at his feet.

When he looked up, Kasumi was already walking away.

Mitsuo stared after him, thinking, Am I the only one who thinks that’s a lonely way to live?

He was sure if he asked any of the others, they’d just wonder why he was bringing it up after all this, but he was a simple-minded man. He couldn’t dismiss his feelings that easily.

And that would decide his fate.
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1
The Six - Our Gang

 

The boy’s name was Mikage Kasumi. He was seventeen. An outcast. He’d been expelled from school a year before, and done nothing much since. There was little point in going home, as nobody but he lived there anymore. He’d never bothered to get a job. Instead, he just spent his days wandering the town, hanging out with friends. He was part of a gang of six--four boys and two girls. Kasumi had no idea where they lived, or what schools they went to. All he knew was what they could do. He had a ‘talent’ himself, and the only people who knew it were the six of them.

 

***

 

There are twelve karaoke joints within a block of the main road alone. They’re clustered in the high-traffic areas—the farther you go from the station, the fewer there are. But there’s still over a hundred of them dotted across the city. Not that I’ve ever actually counted, but since we started using the private rooms of karaoke joints to do our thing, we’ve changed venues every time without ever needing to visit the same place twice.

“Room for one, sir?”

I requested a room for six for three hours. The part-time clerk didn’t look any older than me, and when he looked confused, I explained, “The rest are coming later. We’re meeting up here.”

“Fine, but…if they don’t show, you’re paying for them.”

“I know. I got money.”

He snorted. I didn’t blame him. I was wearing a school uniform and didn’t look like I had that kind of cash at all.

“You meeting some girls?” he leered.

“Some of them.”

He cackled.

“Hope they don’t stand you up!”

That was no way to treat a customer. This was not a well-run business. We’d been hitting a lot of those lately.

But…places like this were better for us. The ideal location for us to gather.

“Sure,” I said, and headed for the room he indicated.

I didn’t start singing when I got to the room. I’ve always hated karaoke. But karaoke rooms were the ideal location for a group of teenagers to hang out for hours on end without arousing suspicion.

I sat doing nothing, just staring up at the cheap lighting on the low ceiling.

I could hear muted singing from the room next to mine, and the room next to that. The more into it they were, the better for us.

 

I undid the front of my uniform. I’d taken off the buttons with the name of my school, and replaced them with new ones. I didn’t know why I was still wearing the thing this long after being done with the place. I guess I just didn't care what I wore, and with the uniform, I didn’t have to think about it. Or maybe because it was black? Like funeral clothes.

I’d added a large pocket to the inside of it. There was a metal lump the size of my palm inside.

A small gun. Loaded.

“Oh, Kasumi-kun. Lookin’ gloomy as ever.”

The door opened and one of the six, Nanane Kyoko, poked her head in.

She was… well, she was tall. Like 170 centimeters. About the same height as me. Despite that, she had a baby face, so she didn’t look grown up, but also didn’t look like a kid. I had no idea how old she was. She insisted she wasn't twenty yet. She was wearing a man’s jeans and jacket.

“I ain’t gloomy.”

I closed my uniform back up.

“Then don’t sit there staring at your weapon all pleased with yourself! You look like a total psychopath. Hehe.”

Nanane had a large gym bag slung over her shoulder, and she heaved it off onto the floor.

I knew what was in it, so I shook my head at her sheer nerve. How could she be so cavalier about carrying that around?

“You oughta be more careful with how you handle that shit.”

“Whatever. You keep worrying about everything, you’ll look even gloomier, Kasumi-kun.”

She brushed me off, which just made me mad.

“I said, knock it off with the ‘gloomy’ thing. And don't use my name! I hate it—it’s a girl’s name.”

Nanane just laughed. “You know, Kasumi-kun, I’ve been thinking… No, never mind.”

“Wh-what?”

I couldn’t just let her leave it unsaid. She shot me a sort of sexy smile, and said, “Nah, I thought better of it. Don't want to be mean, do I?”

She sure looked awful grown-up for such a baby face.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I said, frowning.

“Yo, you two fighting already?”

A man about my age came in, looking worried. Koumoto Kouji.

He had chiseled features, with angular cheeks and sharp corners, but his eyes were on the large side, which made him look strong-willed. He was technically our gang’s leader.

Of course, that was mostly because the rest of us had no interest in trying to wrangle the group.

“It’s nothing,” I said.

“I tried seducing him, but he shot me down,” Nanane chuckled. Koumoto was not the sort of dude to pick up on jokes like that, and he looked at me, alarmed.

“Y-yo, Mikage! We can’t have trouble like that…”

He sounded serious, so I quickly cut him off. 

“Sh-she’s kidding! Nanane’s yanking your chain.”

Nanane laughed harder. “How can I resist?! Look at you!”

Koumoto just glared at her.

“Look, Nanane Kyoko-san.”

“What?”

“Do you even see yourself as part of our team?”

“I do! Totally. I mean, I’m only this upbeat when I’m with you. Not like I have other friends. The rest of the time I’m, well…gloomy.”

“Yet you keep yelling at me for calling you that?” My voice was louder than I intended.

“Keep it down. I could hear you outside.” Another member from our group, Kazumiya Mitsuo, chided us as he walked in. A big, muscle-bound dude, he was built like a tough guy, but had a sweet, gentle face and curly hair. Mitsuo reminded me of a dumb prince from some old animated movie.

“Tch,” I scowled, but let it drop.

“Sorry,” Nanane said, and bowed her head. I’d gotten used to these rapid switches in attitude with her.

“F-forget it,” I said. 

Mitsuo gaped at us. “Lover’s quarrel? You two dating now?”

This clown always oversimplified things.

None of us bothered answering, so he looked at Koumoto.

“Kouji, are they?”

“I dunno,” Koumoto said. Still grumpy.

“Look, I’m not saying them going out is a bad thing!” Mitsuo said, totally meaning it.

“We aren’t, okay?” I said. Again, a little too loud.

“What? What’s going on?” asked the fifth member, our other girl, poking her head out from behind the door. Tsuji Nozomi was unremarkable. She was cute enough—on the small side—the sort of girl you found anywhere.

“Apparently Kasumi-kun and I are getting it on,” Nanane said.

“God damn it,” I said.

“Oh, that explains it,” Tsuji said, closing the door behind her. She put her sketchbook on the table.

“You’re just…cool with it?” Mitsuo asked.

“It’s none of my business. None of our business,” she said, shrugging. “They can do what they like. Not like they’ll be able to get any useful data, just the two of them, so they can’t exactly split off on their own.”

“I guess that’s true,” Mitsuo nodded, gravely.

“That’s not the point,” Koumoto said, completely fed up with the whole thing. “First of all, Mikage and Nanane aren’t actually dating. And let’s not just offhandedly talk about people leaving the group. Tsuji, you have a bad habit of malicious speculation.”

“Just the way I am.”

“Yeah, well, it’s a bad influence.”

Nanane grinned. “I don't mind.” She winked at me. “Do you, Kasumi-kun?”

I was too tired to bother responding.

“Well, I do mind,” Koumoto snapped. 

“Argh, Kouji hates me again,” Tsuji groaned. She flopped down, staring at the ceiling, as I had been a minute ago. I felt a momentary connection.

The six of us weren’t from the same neighborhoods. Koumoto and Tsuji were the only two who’d already known each other—they’d gone to the same elementary school. But the rest of us never had anything to do with each other until we started gathering like this, in secret.

Sometimes I thought about how strange that was. It felt so natural for us to be like this, like everything else was just bullshit.

Koumoto protested, “See? You always have to act like—” 

Thud.

The door slammed open, and the last member sauntered in.

Everyone turned to stare at him.

Tenjiki Yuu.

It sounded like a girl's name, but like me, he was a guy. But he was cute in a way that got him mistaken for a girl a lot. He was rail-thin, impossibly skinny.

“H-hey, everyone. Um… Am I last?”

He always spoke hesitantly, but with a smile. Yuu’s right arm was immobilized in a sling, which explained his dramatic entrance and difficulties with the door. There were bandages wrapped all the way to his wrist.

“Is it there today?” Tsuji asked.

“Oh, no, this isn’t that. I just fell over. This time—”

“Close the door first,” Koumoto said. He stood up, reached past Yuu, and shut the door.

“S-sorry, Koumoto-kun.” 

“Don’t apologize! We’re friends.”

He said that so easily. That's why he was the leader.

Mitsuo clapped his hands, once. Something he always did when he wanted to get fired up. It had become our cue.

“Let’s get this rolling. Mikage, how long do we have the room for?”

“Three hours.”

“Can you extend that?”

“We doin’ this all day?” Nanane asked. “I’m down, I looove hanging out with you all.”

“We can ask for an extension if we go over,” Tsuji said, rationally. She opened her sketchbook.

Our two girls could not be more different.

“True,” Koumoto nodded, and turned on the karaoke machine. He punched in a bunch of random numbers and music started playing. But Koumoto wasn’t going to sing. This was just camouflage.

We set the volume low, so from outside it might sound like we were just singing quietly. The room next door was super loud, so anyone passing by wouldn't notice we weren't singing.

“Okay, then. Tenjiki, whatcha got for us?”

Yuu nodded and began taking off his clothes. With his delicate frame, it was like watching a striptease. The guys in the room shifted uncomfortably, but the girls both looked like they weren’t interested. Neither was at all embarrassed. You’d think they’d at least squeal a little! Or maybe they just didn’t even consider Yuu a guy.

Or maybe it was just that none of us were human, including them.

“See? Right here.”

Yuu pointed to his left side. There was a mark on his beautiful, pale skin, like a welt… only it was in the shape of the kanji for ‘east.’

This was Tenjiki Yuu's ‘talent.’ We called it Stigma.

“What’s it mean?”

“There’s something to the east? Something’ll happen, or something’ll come from the east?”

“Or maybe someone named ‘Higashi’?” Tsuji said, her eyes fixed on a blank page in her sketchbook.

There was a pencil in her hand, the tip hovering just off the page.

“East… East…”

Her fingers moved and began drawing something on the page.

“Is Automatic starting up?” Koumoto asked. 

She shook her head. “No. I’m drawing this myself,” she said. She was drawing Yuu, standing there with his shirt pulled up, looking faintly ridiculous. Her hand moved incredibly fast. Whatever she drew ended up looking angelic, like an object of worship.

“D-don’t, this isn’t…” Yuu spluttered.

“Look, it’s sexy, don’t worry,” Tsuji said. “You’re a beautiful man.”

Yuu had dropped the pose, but the picture was already nearing completion.

“Maan, your art and your personality couldn’t be more different," Mitsuo said, looking over her shoulder at the drawing. “You’re downright cold-blooded, but your art has a real warmth to it.”

“Is your Baby Talk active?” Tsuji asked. “Or did those words just seriously come out of that face?”

When she mocked people, it was always calmly and never with any heat behind it.

“What’s my face got to do with it?” Mitsuo had a face like a tough guy, but blushed rather easily. It never looked right.

“Hey, Kasumi-kun, can Into Eyes see anything in my eyes?” Nanane said, peering into my face. I hated meeting people’s gazes, but I steeled myself and looked into her eyes.

For someone who had trouble with eye contact, it was totally unfair that I had a ‘talent’ that required doing just that.

I glared at Nanane, searching for signs of anything in her eyes.

She was grinning at me. We must have looked very strange: a guy glaring, a girl smiling back, and everyone around them quietly watching their staring contest.

I tried to focus.

All I could see in her eyes was my own face scowling back at me.

Two years ago, I’d been going out with a girl. She ended up dumping me, but she once said, “Mikage-kun, you’ve got a gentle face, but sometimes you look really angry. It's kinda scary.” That was the face that was staring back at me now.

I didn’t look like this by choice. I didn’t really like the way I looked at all.

As I kept staring, Nanane said, “You were thinking about a girl, weren’t you?”

“No,” I said.

“C’mon, take this seriously,” Koumoto said. 

“I am! Wait…” I tried to protest, but then I saw a change. My face vanished from Nanane’s eyes, and someone else’s face appeared instead. “A girl. Some kid. She’s like…nine or ten? Chin’s a little pointy. Big eyes like a foreigner or a French doll…”

As I described what I was seeing, I heard the scritch of Tsuji’s pencil over the karaoke background music.

“Long hair, down past her shoulders. Gold hairband. Well-combed hair, she takes care of it. Red and black checked clothes with a white collar. Upscale, looks expensive. Oh, she’s gone.”

My own face was back in Nanane’s eyes.

I could only keep my power active for like, ten seconds.

“Mikage-kun, this look right?” Tsuji said, showing me a picture of a girl. I nodded. She always nailed it. She could totally work as a police sketch artist. Without her to draw for me, the visions I saw would be of no use to any of us.

“She’s pretty cute…but I don’t know her,” Nanane said, shaking her head. “Which means she must be someone I’m going to know.”

Yeah.

I had the ability to see who someone was going to meet. We called this talent Into Eyes.

It was a prophetic ability, I guess. But I couldn’t see faces for people I was going to meet, and it took me the longest time to realize it was anything more than my reflection becoming distorted somehow. I never told anyone, assuming they’d think it was creepy.

Until I met the other five people in this room… none of us told anyone.

 

This all started about six months ago.

I’d just quit school for a bullshit reason and had no idea how to fill my days.  A friend of mine had done some bad drugs in school and started swinging a knife around. He didn’t have any real family, just some distant relatives, so I took a week off to take him to a rehab facility way up in the mountains, and when I got back…they expelled me.

Guess they thought I was the same as him.

Though I hadn’t done any drugs, I’d definitely been close to him. So I just decided the whole thing was stupid and let them kick me out.

I told my parents I’d take the University Entrance Qualification Exam, but I hadn’t made the slightest attempt to study for it.

Then in mid-February, I was wandering around the station, idly wondering if there were any decent part-time jobs, when I ran into a friend from junior high.

“Yo, Takeda,” I said. 

Takeda Keiji.

Keiji jumped and turned towards me, but relaxed when he saw who it was.

“O-oh, Mikage! Haven’t seen you around.”

“You meeting someone?”

“Y-yeah.”

“For work? Or a girl?”

Keiji had been working as extra staff at some design agency since junior high. He was a good dude, but a little uptight, so I was joking about the girl.

But he shuffled awkwardly and admitted, “A girl.”

I whistled.

“Yeah? You finally ready for that sort of thing? Well, that’s good.”

“First time meeting her today.”

“Whoa… what, did you get Valentine chocolate from her? A letter in your shoebox?”

I was joking again, but he looked surprised.

“How’d you know?”

“It’s classic, man,” I laughed. How like Keiji to go old-school like that. “What’s she like?”

“Her name’s Miyashita Touka. But…I don’t think I’ve ever heard that name before…”

“Hmm?”

Curious, I met Keiji’s gaze and held it.

My reflection in his eyes changed, shifting into the face of a girl. She looked back at me with an earnest gaze, a little worried about meeting Keiji, a little hopeful. She was pretty cute.

Looks like a good kid, I thought.

I thought Keiji would probably like her.

“You should say yes, man. I’m sure it’ll work out.”

“I dunno.” Keiji looked lost, and not because he was embarrassed. “I just can’t make up my mind.”

“About what?”

“Mikage, what happens when you quit school?”

Where’d that come from? “Absolutely nothing.” I shrugged.

“Someone like me? Go to school, don’t go to school, it doesn’t matter. I just keep on living.”

“I’ve been thinking about dropping out,” Keiji said. This didn’t really surprise me. Anyone who got on well with me was probably at least considering it.

“Aren’t you going to Shinyo Academy? General Studies division?”

“I’ll be a third-year in April. Everyone else’ll be cramming for entrance exams. What’s the point of me being there?”

“Hmm… Yeah, you’ve got a different path in life.”

“But if I say that, I dunno if this Miyashita girl will understand.”

He was serious. He was always serious.

“I doubt she’s asking you out that lightly,” I muttered. The girl I’d seen looked like she meant it.

“You think?” Keiji cricked his neck.

“So, when you meeting her?”

Keiji glanced at his watch.

“Um… in like, fifteen minutes.”

He was here first? Of course he was. If he and Miyashita started going out, he was going to spend a lot of time waiting for her.

“Then I’d better vanish. You hang in there!”

I slapped him on the shoulder and started moving away.

“Um… Mikage!” he called after me.

“Mm?”

“Minegishi…I heard he died?”

“Yeah. Didn’t even have a proper funeral. Heard about it too late.”

“Shit.”

“I’m never there when it matters most,” I said. 

I must have made a face, because Keiji spluttered, “No, I… I think you really handled that well. I was impressed. Getting yourself expelled trying to help a friend… I couldn’t have done it. So…”

“Thanks. But it didn’t mean anything, in the end.”

I sighed.

“Maybe you should stay in school for Miyashita’s sake?” I said.

“Huh?”

“Memories of school with her wouldn’t be the worst thing to have.”

I waved a hand over my shoulder and walked away.

I hadn’t gone far when I saw a girl in uniform trotting toward me. I dunno if she’d come here straight from school or what, but she had a Spalding sports bag over her shoulder.

It was the girl I’d just seen--Miyashita Touka.

I was suddenly very amused. I fought down the smile and stepped aside to let this girl go to her first date.

But I bumped into another girl in the process.

“What the hell?” she said, clearly pissed off. She was really tall and wore big round sunglasses.

“My bad,” I said. I watched Miyashita Touka go past, looking nervous, a little flushed. Only when she was gone did I step back and take a good look at the new girl. “Sorry,” I said.

“What… Who was that girl?”

She took her sunglasses off. She was younger than I’d thought.

“Oh, I don't know her. But she’s gonna know a friend of mine.” I told the truth, expecting her to take it as a joke.

But she looked suspicious. “What’s that mean?”

I wasn’t sure why she was taking this seriously, but I couldn’t be bothered, so I just said, “Eh, I was just trying to pick you up.”

I expected her to say, “Don’t be stupid,” and stalk off angrily.

But instead she said, “Hmm…” and frowned at me.

Then she leaned in and sniffed.

“Are you wearing any cologne?” she asked.

“No?”

“Then you ought to be careful. I smell blood on you. Soon.”

“Huh?”

I froze. Suddenly, I had the feeling that she was like me.

That was how my Into Eyes met Nanane Kyoko's Aroma.

At the time, neither of us imagined we’d end up in a gang together. Our abilities might be prophetic, but we never thought they’d be of any use.

 

In time, there were six of us. A gathering of people trying to catch a glimpse of the future. Our powers weren’t much good on their own, but with the six of us, we could come up with an accurate prediction from time to time.

We never really talked about what to do when we managed to predict something. I guess Koumoto was pretty serious about trying to use our powers to help people. Once, he’d predicted a pregnant lady’s water was gonna break unexpectedly, and was there to catch her when she collapsed on the sidewalk.

But that sort of situation was rare. Most of the time, we were just trying to find a way to use the powers we had.

Like how karaoke places exist because you can't sing as loud as you want anywhere else.

“But who’s this kid you drew?”

Our meeting dawdled on, accompanied by the muted karaoke music.

“She looks rich.”

“Bet she’s a little stuck up, too.”

“If she’s rich, then maybe someone’s after her money?”

Nanane folded her arms, thinking. “We don’t really need any more money.”

She picked the sports bag off the floor and set it on the table, unzipping it.

At a glance, you’d think it was just stuffed with random scraps of paper, but if you looked closer, you’d realize they were actually 10,000 yen notes. Not bound or anything—just a loose pile of bills.

Worth more than 10,000,000 yen, all told.

“Damn, I can’t believe you walk around with all that,” Mitsuo said.

“Well, I can’t exactly leave it at home. What would I say if my parents found it?”

“I stuck mine in a coin locker at the station.”

“Oh, good idea. Didn’t think of that. I’ll do that, then.”

“Hehe… I’m smart, see.”

“Neither idea’s all that great,” Koumoto snickered.

“Then what are you doing, Koumoto-kun?”

“I live alone. It’s in the eaves above the closet.”

“You’re lucky. Kasumi-kun?”

“Desk drawer.”

“Parents won’t find it?”

“They ain’t the type to look,” I muttered. They were never home. My mother had another family and my father slept in his mistress’s apartment.

“Hmm,” Nanane said, then stuck her finger out right under my nose. “You’ve gone gloomy again!”

“Gimme a break!”

“I mean…the six of us have been at this for months now, yet I’ve never seen you smile! Not for real, anyway.”

“You just smile too much.”

Mitsuo cracked up laughing. “Hahaha! He’s got you there!”

“You’re one to talk,” Nanane said, glaring at Mitsuo.

He just kept laughing.

Then, suddenly…

“What is it?” Tsuji cried out.

We all looked at her. She was staring at Yuu, so we all turned to look at him, too.

“Ah…”

Yuu had Tsuji’s drawing of the girl I’d seen. He looked back at Tsuji, confused. “Wh-what?” he asked.

“Tenjiki-kun, you were just staring at that picture, looking very serious,” Tsuji said, pointing at the drawing. “I thought maybe you recognized her.”

“N-no, that’s not it… I just thought…she was pretty.”

“So Tenjiki’s a pedophile,” Mitsuo chuckled.

“Okay, let me have a look,” Koumoto said, taking the picture.

He frowned at it for a moment.

“Hmm…”

A few seconds later, his eyes went unfocused.

His head sagged and he began shaking.

“There he goes.”

“Shh!” Mitsuo shushed Nanane.

Koumoto’s mouth pursed, then opened. A sound like the wind rushing through a crack emerged.

This was how Koumoto Kouji's ‘talent,’ Whispering, always started.

“Ffffwwww… huhhhhhhh…”

It was the damnedest noise. I could never believe it was a sound the human voice could make.

“Ghhhhhhaaaaaa, then…”

Words.

We held our breath, trying to catch the words.

That voice wasn’t Koumoto’s. It was someone else’s entirely.

Like the images my Into Eyes saw, this was a voice from the future. Something somebody, somewhere, was going to say.

“…rld, the world… If you want the world, then…”

A girl’s voice. A beautiful soprano, like in a choir.

“Then you can have it. If you kill me.”

We all gaped.

Kill?

To have the world?

What?

But that was all he said. Koumoto’s body thrashed, he blinked…and he was himself again.

“Uunh.” His eyes focused back on us. “Did it activate? What did I say?”

 

Koumoto never knew what he said. He always had to ask.

But none of us knew what to say. We just sat there, stunned.
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3 
Nanane Kyoko - Aroma

 

Nanane Kyoko called her talent Aroma. It could capture scents from the future. 

However, she was lying to the other five.

She talked as if she was going to school somewhere, but in fact, she wasn’t going to school at all.

She’d refused to give her exact age, insisting only that she wasn’t twenty yet, but she was actually the youngest of them. She was tall enough that no one guessed the truth.

And the biggest lie she’d told was that she was from a normal middle-class family and lived nearby. Her family was a complete work of fiction.

 

***

 

Sometimes, when I see Mitsuo-kun looking all pleased with himself, I just get so mad.

I don’t hate him or anything. I just wish we’d met him a little later, is all.

Kasumi-kun and I were the first of our group to meet. Well, Koumoto-kun and Nozomi-chan had been a dynamic duo before, but this group of six started with the two of us.

And sometimes, I wonder…if it had stayed just him and me, would Kasumi-kun and I be…a little closer than we are?

I’m in love with him.

But no matter how many hints I drop, he just thinks I’m making fun of him, so I always end up laughing it off.

Sure, I’m not really trying to let him know how I feel. I just can’t bring myself to say it outright. To say, “I love you.”

 

The six of us used pagers to get in touch. All of our pagers were taken out in Koumoto Kouji’s name. He paid for them all, too.

We all had money now, but when we met we only had the kind of money kids our age have, so Koumoto-kun was really generous—at least, he spent a lot of time thinking about how we should stay in touch.

It had actually been really easy for Kasumi-kun and me—and Mitsuo-kun—to find Nozomi-chan and Koumoto-kun.

The three of us met up on a Saturday, and we hung out in the café by the station, watching the crowds, wondering if the other three Kasumi-kun saw would pass by. And they did!

“Oh! There,” Kasumi-kun said, pointing.

We looked. A boy and a girl were walking on the other side of the street. They looked less like a couple and more like brother and sister.

“Um, yeah,” Mitsuo-kun nodded.

I really couldn’t wrap my head around how his power worked, or what it could tell him, so I found myself asking, “You’re sure? Can we really trust you?”

And he got upset. “It’s true! I dunno how… I just know, okay!” he yelled.

“Shh, keep your voice down,” Kasumi-kun said. Too late. Everyone was staring at us.

“Uh… ahaha, sorry. Nothing’s going on, pay no attention to us,” I said, smiling at everyone and bobbing my head.

Everyone chuckled and went back to what they were doing.

Bright red, I whispered, “That was soo awkward! Mitsuo-kun, get with it!”

“I… I didn’t mean to…”

He was as red as I was.

Kasumi-kun said nothing. I followed his gaze.

The pair on the other side of the street were staring back at us.

“Yo,” Kasumi-kun said, waving.

The boy looked at the girl. She nodded.

And then they came over to us.

I knew they’d smell like Kasumi-kun, but it still surprised me when they did.

“Seems like you know us,” the boy, Koumoto Kouji-kun, said.

“Seems like you know we do,” Kasumi-kun said.

The girl—Tsuji Nozomi—looked at Mitsuo-kun. “I’ve heard your voice before. The same thing you just shouted.”

What she meant was that Koumoto-kun’s Whispering had captured the yell Mitsuo-kun had just let out. His partner, Nozomi-chan, had heard it and remembered his voice. They explained the details eventually.

But at the time I was just baffled.

“Why are we suddenly a group after all this time alone?” I said.

Kasumi-kun shrugged. “Each of us tried predicting something, and predicted we’d run into each other. Guess those predictions just overlapped.”

“Maybe,” Koumoto-kun said. “You seem level-headed.”

In hindsight, our biggest problem wasn’t that we had powers the world couldn’t accept, or that we got overconfident and tried to bite off more than we could chew.

It was all too easy for us to find each other, so we became friends just as easily. Everything we had, we got without any trouble. That was all.

That 120,000,000 yen was the same. The money itself wasn’t a problem. None of us were the type to turn the sheer size of that cash pile into a problem; we just divided it up like it was nothing. But it was just all too easy.

 

***

 

Sensing something approaching, ‘he’ awoke from standby mode.

As a weapon of destruction, he came equipped with hibernation functionality. In protracted battles of attrition or when ordered to lie in wait for an assassination opportunity, this functionality allowed him to survive for years without resupply.

“Something caught in my trap?” he asked under his breath. After years of isolation, he’d developed a habit of talking to himself, but these words were inaudible to anyone but him. His missions were invariably solo and he rarely had anyone to talk to.

He began to move, making no sound.

This was no jungle, nor a battlefield. It was an ordinary building in a normal city. The building hadn’t had much money poured into it; there were no high-tech security systems or anything like that, just typical low-cost construction.

He was at the top of a spiral staircase, the emergency exit. It was normally closed off. He’d laid a trap there, and waited.

The bait was 120,000,000 yen.

But no ordinary human would know it was there.

Only an extraordinary human would ever come here.

The sort of human monitored by the system that created him. The Towa Organization.

The type that knew things they should not. That did things they should not be able to. People like that were referred to within the Organization as MPLS, but he did not know the origin of that name.

They’re here.

Light broke the darkness. Someone flipped a switch below.

He was hiding in the shadow formed where the corridor from the emergency staircase connected to the main building, completely invisible from the stairs.

The footsteps came closer.

Three males, two females… all young. Mid-to-late teens…

Tiny variations in the echoes of their footsteps told him the heights and weights of those approaching, and even gave him a rough idea of any illnesses they might have.

He heard voices.

“Mmm, here! I remember this dizzy feeling.”

“I’ve definitely smelled this moldy, dusty stench.”

“So is it really here? This treasure or whatever? Mm, Koumoto?”

“I can’t hear my own power, so you’ll have to be the judge of that.”

“I know, but…”

“Man, these stairs are long.”

“You can wait here, Nozomi.”

“I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.”

Few listening would understand what they were talking about.

He said ‘power’…

He nodded to himself.

This group had somehow predicted their own actions and known that they would come here.

Had they come because they’d known they would, or had they come because they thought they should? Had they predicted it, or had they bent the future to their will? That was a paradox, and one where the truth would never come to light.

Either way, it wasn’t his problem.

The problem was what he should do about them.

If they were dangerous, he had to eliminate them at once. If not, he had to apprehend them. To kill, or to capture…

He waited silently as the five of them passed by, never noticing he was there.

They found the bag resting on the floor above.

“Whoa!” 

Cries of jubilation.

“Holy crap, it’s real… How much is there?”

“I guess this counts as treasure? Not exactly what I’d dreamed of. Very…real world.”

“Ah… Kasumi-kun, that was it!”

“Oh.”

“That’s the phrase I predicted?”

“So weird! Hearing your own words before you say them!”

“Now you get how weird I feel all the time.”

“You’re just a weirdo, Mitsuo-kun.”

“Don’t be mean!”

They were clearly excited. But they didn’t react to the money itself the way he’d thought they would. It was more like they were just enjoying doing this at all.

“But how is this here? I mean, there’s that story about someone with too much money throwing it away in a bamboo grove, but…”

“This doesn’t really seem ‘hidden,’ exactly.”

“Abandoned campaign funds?”

“The most boring origin story.”

He moved quietly, drawing closer. They were busy talking. None of them were looking at the stairs.

It’s a question of numbers… five is a lot. And they’re conspiring together. I have to treat them as a significant threat.

He made up his mind.

He would have to use enough force to disable them, and kill them if necessary.

Right…!

He got ready to leap, prepared to tackle all five at once.

And just then… one of them looked right at him. A tall girl.

Her eyes met ‘his.’

––––!

For a moment, he hesitated.

The girl frowned for a second and then did something he couldn’t believe.

“Ahhh!” she said, pointing right at him. With a smile that radiated pure joy, she exclaimed, “I know you!”

“Huh?”

He blinked, completely thrown off by this warm welcome. He had never once in his life had anyone smile at him.

 

***

 

When I yelled, everyone turned and looked.

“Oh, you’re right! It’s him!” Kasumi-kun said. He’d seen the newcomer in Mitsuo-kun’s eyes. We all knew his face from the sketch Nozomi-chan drew based on Kasumi-kun’s description. He was a boy with a very pretty face.

“Er, um…”

“You know about us, too?” Koumoto-kun asked.

“N-no, I, er…” he stammered, flummoxed. “Um, why are you…here? Is that money…yours?”

Mitsuo-kun burst out laughing. “Nope! It belongs to the six of us.”

“Six…?”

“Including you,” Nozomi said, smiling at him. She was normally pretty poker-faced, so when she did smile, it was really cute.

He blinked at us.

We went down the stairs and stood around him.

“Hate to spring this on you, but you’re one of us now,” Koumoto-kun said.

“O-one of you?”

“You sound suspicious, and I don’t blame you! But you aren’t like other people, are you? Isn’t that what brought you here?”

“Er…”

“No need to hide it!” Mitsuo-kun said, comfortingly. “We all have ‘talents.’ Mine’s called Baby Talk. Lamest name ever, right?”

“Mine’s Whispering.”

He looked around at us, mouth flapping like a goldfish.

“Uh… s-so you can all…tell the future? Like…”

“Yep,” Kasumi-kun nodded.

“Really?”

“If it wasn’t true, we wouldn’t be here, and neither would you.” Kasumi-kun shrugged. It was so like him to be blunt about it.

“So you’re all…friends?”

“And you?” I said, happily. “Want to be our friend?”

He looked surprised.

“Me? Your friend?”

“Is that bad?”

“N-no, just… I’m, you know… you can’t just trust me…” He hung his head, muttering.

We looked at each other.

And then all of us laughed.

“Wh-what?”

“Uh, you’ve got quite the sense of humor there, buddy,” Koumoto-kun said, grinning.

“Huh?”

“We can’t trust you?” Koumoto-kun said. “Don’t worry. None of us trust each other.”

“We all keep our private lives secret,” Nozomi-chan added. “You don’t need to tell us anything.”

“But…”

I winked at him. “But we’re still friends. That much we’re sure of.”

“Yeah.”

“Pretty much.”

Kasumi-kun and Mitsuo-kun chimed in.

“Friends…” the boy said, looking like a prisoner who’d seen the light of the sun for the first time in a decade.

“What’s your name? I’m Koumoto Kouji.”

We all gave our names.

“I… I’m…Yuu. Tenjiki…Yuu.”

He seemed highly embarrassed by this.

“That’s an adorable name! Kasumi-kun, you’re not the only one.”

Kasumi-kun scowled at me, but Tenjiki-kun just turned even redder.

 

***

 

And thus there were six of us.

A lot more happened before today—but really, nothing that’s worth mentioning.

Koumoto-kun was into helping people and had already saved a baby and called in a fire five minutes before it started—stuff like that—but me? I was just having fun.

We met up three days a week. There was no set schedule. If someone made a prediction, they’d let the rest of us know via the pagers. We mostly met up in karaoke rooms.

“Feels like a waste, though,” I muttered, one day.

“What does?” Koumoto-kun asked.

“I mean…we never sing!” I responded. “All this time in karaoke places, but…” I waved a hand at the machine quietly churning out some enka song. “Do you want to sing? I don’t really know any songs, but help yourself.”

“Anyone else?” Koumoto-kun asked.

“L-Leave me out of this,” Mitsuo-kun said, shaking his head. “I-I don’t like singing.”

“Tone deaf?” Koumoto-kun chuckled.

Mitsuo-kun went beet red. “I just don’t like it!”

“Me either,” Nozomi-chan said.

“Huh?” I straight up didn’t believe that. “But you’ve got a beautiful voice.”

“Yeah, sorry.” She glanced at Koumoto-kun. Was she checking his reaction? Koumoto-kun was too busy making fun of Mitsuo-kun to notice. I thought to myself, She’s only saying that because he said he wouldn’t sing.	That made sense.

“Then, Kasumi-kun? Tenjiki-kun?”

“I-I don’t really mind, but…” Tenjiki-kun said, stiffening up. He was positively shaking with embarrassment. Nope, there was no way he was singing in front of us.

“D-don’t worry, I’m not forcing you,” I said and glanced at Kasumi-kun.

He was sitting in stony silence.

“Um…”

“They don’t got ‘em,” he muttered.

“Huh?”

“No Bob Marley, no Steel Pulse.” He sounded disgusted.

“Who?” Koumoto-kun asked, baffled. I was, too. I’d never heard either name before.

“Foreign music? I mean, ‘Bob’…”

Kasumi-kun ignored Mitsuo-kun’s question. “It’s a load of crap,” he spat. His tone was straight up hostile.

I was pretty taken aback.

“Wh-what, Mikage? What’s gotten into you?” Mitsuo-kun asked.

Kasumi-kun didn’t answer. “Look, I ain’t singing. It’s stupid.” He then glared at me like this was all my fault. I tried to think of how to respond.

“No need to take that tone,” Koumoto-kun said. “Nanane just thought it would be fun.”

“And I’m saying it won’t be.”

“Damn, dude…”

“L-Look, it’s fine, okay? Sorry I mentioned it.”

The mood was getting ugly fast.

“If I could sing I would, but… Sorry,” Koumoto-kun said, giving me an apologetic look.

“N-no need, seriously.”

Kasumi-kun sank back into silence.

We spent the rest of the day producing predictions that weren’t of any use at all and chatting about nothing until it was time to go.

As always, it was dark out by the time we left. After saying our goodbyes, everyone decided it was time to head home.

“Good night,” I waved to them and made it look like I wasn’t in any hurry as I waited for the others to clear out.

If anyone saw which way I went home, well…that could be trouble. My current crash site was right next to this particular karaoke place.

I’d been regularly changing where I slept the last few months--staying at apartments with weekly rentals, at business hotels, at twenty-four-hour saunas. I was tall enough to pass as a businessman if I dressed like a man and kept sunglasses on, so I was able to get a room just about anywhere without a second glance. I always gave my occupation as ‘freelance writer.’

I’d wager I was getting the most use out of that 120,000,000 yen. When we found it, I was scraping the bottom of the money I’d saved before running away from home. If we hadn’t found it, I’d have been sleeping outside.

Right now I was at a cheap hotel by the station. Not one of those hotels, but probably a hotel that was mostly used for that anyway. As long as you had money, no one cared who you were or what your purpose was.

But if any of them saw me going in a place like that…

So I hung around for a few minutes before slowly walking away. 

The town at night smells murky, like leftover bits of the day. I felt like it was clinging to me.

I didn’t feel like getting dinner. We’d eaten a few snacks during our meeting, and I had no appetite.

“Argh…” I dunno why, but I felt really down in the dumps. “I’m a mess,” I muttered.

The hotel was a two-minute walk away. I’d only just arrived when a voice came from behind me.

“Yo, Nanane.” It was Kasumi-kun.

………?!

I froze.

Did he see me? Did he know I was headed into the hotel?

There was only one reason a high school girl would go in a hotel like this. Only one anyone would think of, anyway.

Crap. How could I explain this? What should I say?

I just stood rooted to the spot in silence. I could hear him coming up behind me.

“So, uh…”

“Wh-what?”

I swung around to face him. Like a jack-in-the-box, my heart was trying to leap out of my chest.

“Well…” he hesitated.

I was sure he was gonna ask what I was doing in a place like this. I almost blurted, “No, it’s not what you think!” but the words stuck in my throat.	I whispered, “Ah…”

“It’s just… I’m sorry,” Kasumi-kun said.

I gaped at him.“For what?”

“For earlier. I got…pissed off.”

He wasn’t meeting my eyes, staring fixedly at something to one side of me.

“O-oh, that? Forget it,” I said, still trying to calm myself down. “S-so you just came after me to apologize?”

“Yeah, I dunno. You looked depressed, so…”

“I’m fine. Nothing wrong with me. Yeah.”

I was mostly just relieved Kasumi-kun hadn’t noticed where I was going.

“W-wanna get some tea? Not here, obviously,” I said, desperate to get him away from here.

“Not here?” he said, suddenly realizing we were standing outside a seedy hotel. There was only one reason a boy would be talking to a girl in a place like this. “R-right,” he nodded.

We headed to a café we often went to. Once there, I reassured him once again.

“Seriously, Kasumi-kun, you’ve got nothing to apologize for. I shouldn’t have brought it up.”

I took a sip of my coffee. It was cheap coffee, but I found the scent of second-rate blends much more relaxing than gourmet stuff brewed with the best beans.

“Nah, I was just taking my feelings out on you. I knew it wasn’t your fault. He stared at his hands.

“Well, what are friends for?” I asked. I guess I sounded a little sad, because he shook his head.

“Not that. You had no way of knowing. Just… once…”

“Once?”

He had my attention.

“Yeah, I used to have this friend. He really liked karaoke…used to make me go sing all night with him.”

“Had enough to last you a lifetime?” I said, not really thinking.

He shook his head again. “No, it’s just… he died.”

He said it so quietly it took me a moment to grasp his meaning.

“Oh…”

“He didn’t have any friends but me, really. No one else to ask. So I was always the one he dragged into it. But thinking back on it… I did the same shit to him.”

I sat in silence. Kasumi-kun continued, “He had nothing really going for him, nothing else he was any good at, so karaoke was the one bright spot in his life. He sucked at it, too… And then, before he ever got any better at it, he dropped dead, miles away from anyone he knew.” We sat in silence for a moment. After a beat, he went on. “So, like, I dunno, I just…can’t do karaoke any more. He liked it so damn much that every time I sing, I feel like I’m…praying for him. But even then, I just…”

On the table, his fingers wove together and split apart again.

“So it ain’t about you. Or the others. Nothing to do with you. So for me to get like that… I’m sorry.”

He finally looked up at me. And his face froze.

Because I was crying. Big tears streaming down my cheeks.

“Wh-what…?”

“Kasumi-kun… I’m so sorry,” I said, choking up. “Sorry, really… I didn’t mean to hurt you like that.” I wanted to sink into a hole. I can smell scents from the future, but can’t pick up on anything that really matters. I felt so horrible. I couldn’t stop the flood of tears. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.”

“S-stop that! It’s like I did something to you, now…” Kasumi-kun stole a quick look around. But I just couldn’t stop myself. There was snot mingling with the tears and I must have looked a fright, but they just kept coming.

“L-Look, here, wipe your face.”

Kasumi-kun held out a handkerchief. I took it, but just held it tight.

“Argh, alright then,” Kasumi-kun grabbed a bunch of paper napkins from the table and started wiping my face with them.

I let him do it, like I was three years old again. Somehow…I wasn’t embarrassed at all.

 

***

 

If I’d run out of money, what would I have done?

Given up on this runaway thing? Gone back home, back to making meals for my mother and her new lover, since she can’t stop being a kept woman after flubbing the paternity suit?

Or would I have refused to ever go back there, and gotten myself a job in a massage parlor or a strip club or…one of those shops?

Or—and this idea was by far the most appealing—would I have wound up dead in a ditch somewhere?

But now, none of those felt real. None of them seemed like serious possibilities.

Except when the six of us were together, I’d spent months not talking to anyone else. Honestly, the times we spent together were the only thing that mattered anymore. We all said shit like, “Yeah, well, I don’t trust any of you,” but the one who said that the most was Kasumi-kun, and he could be so nice to me.

“I doubt I’ll live that long,” I said once, when we were all piled into a karaoke room.

“Why not?” Mitsuo-kun said, baffled.

“Just a hunch,” I said.

“You’re wrong, Nanane-san,” Tenjiki-kun said. “If we help each other out, we can get through anything. I’m sure.”

Those words sounded so genuine when he said them.

“You’ll help me out, then, Tenjiki-kun?” I asked, grinning.

“O-of course!” he said, nodding.

I was super happy, but I played it off as a joke.

“Kasumi-kun? Will you protect me, too?”

“Not if I can help it,” he said, grimacing. “Besides, I’ll die before you ever do.”

“There you go again! Talking like that…”

“You said it first.”

“I got no plans to let you win the futureless contest.”

“None of us have one.”

“Oh? Is that so?”

“We’re all in the same boat.”

“I can’t say I get it, but, like…” Mitsuo-kun shot us both a look. “Don’t that kind of talk scare you?”

“Not really,” Kasumi-kun said.

“Nope. Facts are what they are,” I said, laughing.

Mitsuo-kun scratched his head. Mitsuo-kun himself was the least likely of us to be scared by anything, I thought.

Then Nozomi-chan turned towards us and hissed, “Shhh!” Her finger was pressed to her lips. She’d noticed Koumoto-kun going into a trance. “He’s starting up. Quiet.”

We shut up, and waited.

Koumoto-kun had forbidden us from ever recording his whispers. He argued that recorded evidence could put him in danger of being discovered. That’s why he and Nozomi-chan had partnered up. Now the rest of us were his listeners, too.

His started shaking.

The sound he made was hard to describe, like the wind leaking out of his throat.

“…ough…is the purity good enough? Go-gon… not a problem… 100% pure… go-gon… one shot of this and anyone’ll be… go-gon …”

There was more than one person, and not just human voices—background sounds were getting mixed in.

“…can’t remember the last time it rained this hard. Where’d it even come from? Go-gon… you got what it takes to pay for this volume? … go-gon… of course… go-gon …”

And then, like always, it was as though a switch flipped and he was back to normal.

“So, what’d I say?”

“Uh…” I said, not sure how to describe it.

“Bad news, either way,” Mitsuo-kun sighed. “Probably a drug deal.”

“What? Really?”

“They were talking about purity,” Nozomi-chan said, frowning. “And a pretty big deal. They said ‘enough cash to pay for this volume,’ so not exactly a street corner deal.”

“Whoa, jackpot, huh?” Even Koumoto-kun looked spooked. “Can we narrow down where? Let the cops know?”

“Cops won’t be any use!” Kasumi-kun roared. We all jumped.

“Wh-what?”

“Those pigs don’t care what happens to people!” he yelled, his face bright red. “You report this, they’ll just try and figure out the route or whatever, making some shit excuse about letting them make the deal so they can follow it.”

This was so not like him.

“And while that bullshit’s going on, everyone they’ve sold shit to is getting strung out! We gotta do something, first!”

His hands were clenched, and his whole body was shaking. He was beside himself with anger.

I’d never seen Kasumi-kun like this. I didn’t know what to do.	
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7
Tsuji Nozomi - Automatic

 

Tsuji Nozomi did not actually have any powers. No ‘talent’ like the others had. Her ‘Automatic,’ in which she sketched visions of the future, was entirely fictional. A performance. Like Tenjiki Yuu, she just made up stuff that seemed convincing.

And she did it all because she had loved Koumoto Kouji for years.

She’d started liking him back in elementary school. Everyone around her gossiped about him. “Koumoto? He’s like… you know…” She always thought, “But he isn’t!” She never said anything, but it angered her. She could tell Koumoto was always fighting something. He always looked so uncomfortable, but he never let it get the best of him; the way he always faced it head-on really impressed her. When no one was looking, she started talking to him. It was always Kouji who made sure no one caught them talking. He was afraid if anyone noticed, Nozomi would be ostracized, too. Even as a little kid, he always thought of things like that. Nozomi was sometimes frustrated by this, but she also knew he did it for her, and that only intensified her feelings for him.

But if that was all it was, her first love might well have faded without her ever realizing it was love. Koumoto Kouji would have taken over from his parents, and Tsuji Nozomi would definitely not have followed him there. They’d have lost contact once junior high started, and even if they ran into each other decades later, Kouji would have adjusted to life as a cult leader; sure of himself, but the struggle to retain his dignity long since lost. Meanwhile, the compromises any ‘grown-up’ woman faces would have left Nozomi out of touch with her feelings. They’d have had no means of finding that connection again.

But fate had other things in store for them.

When Koumoto Kouji’s ‘talent’ first activated, Nozomi was the only one with him. When Kouji told her not to tell anyone else, she knew he’d made up his mind.

This actual miracle would force Kouji to break off contact with his parents.

When that happened, Nozomi thought, he’d cut her off, too. To keep her out of whatever trouble it caused him.

This realization led her to lie impulsively. “You’re not the only one, Kouji. I can do the same thing,” she’d said. And she’d kept the act up for a decade.

They’d become partners. Even after they went to different junior high schools, even after he left home, even after Nozomi’s parents divorced and she followed neither, electing instead to enter an art school and rent an apartment of her own.

The whole time, their relationship continued.

It was always a very distant relationship; they’d spent years together and barely even held hands. They were just two people with similar powers, who’d become friends because of that.

Even so, Nozomi enjoyed what she had. Yet she was always anxious. Would he figure it out some day? Part of her wanted to know what Kouji would do if he did. Would he forgive her? Would he realize at last how she felt, why she’d followed him all this time? Hope and anxiety mingled, leaving her desperate to tell him, but unable to risk it. While not the life she’d hoped for, it was certainly one that kept her heart beating.

But now—

 

“Kouji! Kouji!”

In the darkness underground, Nozomi sobbed, clinging to Koumoto Kouji’s unmoving body.

“Come on! Answer me! Say something, Kouji!”

There was no sign of the calm, collected girl her friends knew. Tears were gushing down her cheeks, her face twisted with despair.

Koumoto Kouji’s body was unbelievably heavy. The puddle they’d landed in had soaked his clothes through. And Nozomi’s arms were the only thing supporting the full weight of his limp body.

She could hear the creatures that had been coming after them getting closer.

But she kept on dragging Kouji further and further in.

“Kouji, Kouji! This isn’t happening! This can’t be true! Kouji!”

Words flooded out of her, barely making sense. She could see he wasn’t breathing. But she couldn’t wrap her mind around it. Her brain refused to accept it.

“Kouji! Say something! Kouji…!”

She heard splashes as their pursuers landed in the puddle.

She pulled Koumoto Kouji’s body harder, desperate.

But he was too heavy for her, and slipped out of her hands. She stumbled, tripped over him and fell face first into a puddle. 

She sat up gasping, and the enemy was right in front of her.

Nozomi didn’t try to back away. She just threw her arms around Koumoto Kouji, clinging to him.

His body was already cold. The chill of the water had robbed him of his warmth. And whatever functions generated body heat had almost completely ceased.

But Nozomi didn’t let him go. She held him tight.

“Kouji…!”

She closed her eyes.

 

Then… 

Then she heard a sound. Far away, yet close by. It was hard to judge the distance.

At first she thought it was the wind.

But it grew louder.

A bizarre hissing whistle, like no other sound on earth.

The sound instinctively put the fiends on guard. They stopped, keeping their distance.

The sound was coming from the corpse in Nozomi’s arms.

Nozomi opened her eyes.

She knew this sound. She’d heard it more often than anyone else.

It was the sound of Whispering activating.

But Kouji’s body no longer lived. His mouth hung open, not moving. And yet, from within it came a shrill whine, like wind escaping.

 

“…rroooooobbbssssssgggrrrrrrooooaaaaaaaaar…..!!”

 

It did not form any recognizable words. These were words from a world not yet born, that did not yet exist. Words from the far distant future, words that were, as yet, only a possibility. These words were the scream of someone putting their life on the line in whatever world it was they lived in.

It was a shout. A roar. The desperate, throat-ripping shriek of someone protecting the thing most precious to them.

Modern man could not possibly understand the meaning of these words, yet they were thrown through time, into the distant past, echoing from the throat of a boy no longer able to move.

The sound shook the air, filling this underground room.

Nozomi stared down at Kouji’s lifeless face, dazed.

She had no idea what was happening.

At last the scream faded, and the cave was silent again.

The fiends waited, on guard, making sure whatever it was had passed.

Then they began moving closer to her.

Nozomi stayed still, not moving.

One of the fiends leapt, grabbing her shoulder, trying to rip her apart.

In that instant, there was a soft sound, like something slicing through the air, and the arm pulling Nozomi’s shoulder…was suddenly severed with a sickeningly wet sound.

The fiend lost its balance, and fell over. The beasts backed away, observing.

Nozomi looked down at the severed arm on her shoulder. It slid off, landing in the water with a splash. Nozomi felt no surprise. She looked up at the fiends, then followed their gaze.

A figure stood in the shadows. It spoke to her, softly. “I heard his scream. It led me here.” A strange voice, androgynous; it could be read as either male or female.

Nozomi was not surprised. She just assumed she’d gone mad. She knew the shadow standing before her. Not just her; all the girls who lived around here knew who this was.

A black hat and a black cape. A white face with black lipstick. Everyone knew the shinigami.

Everyone knew Boogiepop.

The fiends screamed wordlessly and threw themselves at their new foe.

Something in the air around Boogiepop glinted, like thread catching the light. A moment later, the creatures in the lead fell apart, their bodies sliced to pieces. Was that monofilament?

To Nozomi, it looked like something as fine as thread had been quickly wrapped around the fiends, and then yanked tight so fast it cut right through them. Certain she’d gone mad, she watched, perfectly calm.

The fiends were long past fear, but for the first time, they looked surprised. They took a step back.

Boogiepop was right in front of them, instantly moving closer.

Three more fiends fell to pieces, bits of their bodies splashing into the water around them.

Boogiepop was so fast, so precise, its motions so refined that Nozomi was sure it must be a machine. Nozomi’s own power was a fake, but this was real, an automatic thing moving with no mind of its own. There was a hiss as something sped past her and the liquid it flung off landed on her cheek.

It was blood. The heat of it shook her. The feel of the blood was so real she could not believe it was the product of a mind gone mad. 

She gasped and looked around her.

It had been less than a minute. Mere seconds!

There were no fiends left anywhere. Just a black shadow standing quietly nearby.	Boogiepop looked down at her. The shinigami’s eyes were cold, like ice. The light of them transfixed Nozomi. She couldn’t move.

Boogiepop glanced down at Koumoto Kouji’s unmoving body. It spoke. “That is gone,” it said, coldly. “You may cling to it if you wish, but that voice… that scream did not belong to this world. It coming here was…a miracle. A miracle that gave you a path to live, and if you choose to cling to the body of the one who performed a miracle to save you… well, that is up to you.”

Nozomi stiffened like she’d been struck by lightning.

Her lips shook. But no words came out.

Boogiepop glared silently down at her.

“B-but…but…” she said. She couldn’t talk.

“I know not whose will brought that scream here. But if you waste the life it has given you, then you rob that will of meaning, too, without ever knowing why you survived.”

Boogiepop’s words overpowered her, echoing through the darkness, without mercy, without emotion.

Unable to bear it, Nozomi looked down. For a brief instant, she thought she saw a smile on Koumoto Kouji’s lifeless face.

It was just an illusion. He was long past moving.

But Nozomi was sure she’d seen it. She was sure Kouji had smiled at her.

There was only one thing that that could mean. Kouji had been so damn serious. He’d never been one to understand complex feelings. She knew exactly what he’d say to her now.

“Nozomi, you always give up so fast. That ain’t good. No matter how hard things get, you gotta push forward.”

That sort of self-help-book bullshit was all he ever said.

“Kouji.”

She slowly let her hands fall from his corpse, and looked up.

She blinked, surprised.

The cloaked figure was gone.

