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12:42 P.M.

 

Hinako and I were under a tree, opening our picnic baskets. The contents weren’t very ladylike—cutlet sandwiches and salty edamame. 

 “Heh heh… I brought some beer, too,” Hinako said, grinning.

She opened the cooler.
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I smiled, too. I took the can she offered, and held it to my cheek. The cold metal felt amazing after that walk through this sweltering heat.

The cicadas were so loud.

We tapped our cans together, and I took a bite of my sandwich. The breading split, but the bread held it in place. There was no katsu sauce—instead, the breading had a nice spice to it and the meat was juicy.

 “This is good!”

 “Eat up, I brought a lot.”

The edamame were salted just right. After all that sweaty work, my body was craving salt. The beers went perfectly with everything, too.

 “Hey, Hinako.”

 “Mm?”

 “Do you forgive me?” 

It took a lot for me to ask that.

Whoever it was behind her face smiled at me.

 “I’m not the one who can grant you forgiveness,” it said.

 “Yeah, I know. I just wanted to ask. I don’t know if an apology would ever be enough.”

 “How often do you really remember me?”

 “Um…”

 “You’d completely forgotten about me until we met here.”

It was right. I stared at my hands.

 “Sorry.”

It shook its head.

 “No. You forgot because your guilt was too much to bear.”

 “………”

 “And that kept you bound, though you weren’t consciously aware of it. But no matter how much time passes, Hinako will never be anything but a source of harm to you. When by all rights, you should be enjoying yourself, as we are now.”

 “That’s what you call ‘gold’?”

 “That’s whatever you feel has that shine.”

 “But this is just an illusion.”

I let myself say it. No matter how much I wanted not to say it, I had to. No matter how you looked at it, this couldn’t possibly be real.

 “Hinako died long ago, and I’m sure she died mad at me. Here? We’re having fun. But…”

I stared at my knees, forcing the words out.

 “So what?” The voice asked, soft and gentle. “Is that why you’re clinging to what happened, living your life in fear of Hinako’s anger?”

 “Of course I am! What else is there?”

 “There are always options. You just haven’t found them yet. But there are infinite ways of looking at things.”

The voice had suddenly become a man’s voice. Surprised, I looked up.

He was very handsome. He looked to be in his mid-thirties. I could only tell it was the same person who’d been Hinako by the color of his eyes.

 “I’ve seen you before… recently.”

I recognized that face.

From the pamphlet. It was Teratsuki Kyoichiro.

 “A face pulled from your memory… at least, according to Habara Kentaro.”

He grinned. I’d never heard that name before. But I was in no state of mind to ask about that.

 “Then…you’re the King of Distortion?”

That made sense.

 “Well. That hardly matters.” He nodded. “The problem is that you wish to beg forgiveness, but nobody can possibly grant that to you. No matter what I say in Hinako’s form, it’ll sound like a verdict to your ears. Whether you know this is an illusion or not.”

 “………”

He was right. No matter what Hinako said to me, I would have to accept it.

So why wouldn’t he just let me have that?

The King of Distortion took one of the cutlet sandwiches.

 “You mind?” he asked.

 “Hunh? N-no, go ahead.”

They weren’t mine in the first place, but I said it anyway. I knew he’d been Hinako a moment before, but this helped them feel distinct.

The King of Distortion took a bite, savoring it.

 “This is good! I see. In your mind, Hinako really was a person with great taste.”

 “………?”

What did that mean? Were my feelings about Hinako creating this illusion? It sure sounded like it.

 “Th-then…I’m making all of this? This summer, this whole world?”

That couldn’t be true.

If it was, then who was the King of Distortion?

The very fact that he was here contradicted that theory. Or was there some other answer, one I just hadn’t figured out?

 “………”	

The King of Distortion grinned at me.

My memories were fuzzy, but I did my best to remember where I really was.

I think—I felt like there were a lot of people around. And…were we locked up somewhere?

What had happened to all of them?

Were they all in their own worlds, like me?

In that case—was the King of Distortion with all of them? Were there as many Kings of Distortion as there were minds trapped here?

Was he…multiplying?

What did that mean? But the more I tried to think, the more the overwhelming reality of the cicadas and the sunshine and the smell of grass on the wind and the heat beating down made those thoughts seem awfully empty. The tension was getting to me, and I took a sip of beer, and the bubbles running down my throat made me lose my train of thought, made me forget I was even trying to think.

But before I did, I had one thing to ask the man with the kind eyes.

 “Are you…‘using’ me? Us? I don’t know what for, but…”

 “What if I am?” The King of Distortion’s smile never wavered. “Will you see me as evil? Fight me? I am distortion, and if making me your enemy will resolve your problems, then that is one solution.”

 “………”

I wasn’t sure what that meant, and to cover my confusion, I reached for an edamame.

It was really good.

Hinako had made these.

 “………”

I didn’t know what to do, so I just kept eating edamame like an idiot, and drinking beer.

 “Is it good?” Hinako said. She was here again.

 “Yeah,” I said, nodding.

I felt like there was something I needed to find. But until I knew what…I would be trapped here.

 “………”

Oh dear.

That sounded like a really appealing proposition.

I sat in silence for a long time. Then…

In the distance, I could hear a rumble. It was really far away, so I wasn’t sure, but it seemed like the sound was coming repeatedly. Thud. Thud. Thud. What could it be?

 “Like footsteps…”

Was there a faint roar, too?

 “Oh, Zoragi? Don’t worry about him,” the thing with Hinako’s face said.

 “Zoragi?”

What?

 “Like I said, don’t worry about it.”

She seemed ever so slightly annoyed.



4:41 P.M.

 

As I climbed the giant staircase, I was struggling to remember.

 

***

 

 “Oh…?” Saotome Masami said. Or at least, the King of Distortion, wearing his face. He raised an eyebrow. “So you figured it out, President?”

 “Yes,” I said, glaring back at him. “I really should have noticed the moment you appeared, in that place, at that time. I mean, that’s when you said the thing that stuck with me.”

Everything around us was quiet.

The things on the floor, shaped like people, spoke no words. That stupid “Custard Pie” song had finally stopped blaring, too.

 “Something Saotome Masami said?”

 “That’s right. Just an off-handed comment. It went in one ear and out the other and I’d completely forgotten it until now. But—if we go with your way of thinking, that may well be because I wanted that to not be true, because I was trying to preserve my idea of who he was. Maybe I intentionally tried to forget about it.”

 “I see,” The King of Distortion nodded. “You’ve put a lot of thought into this, and it’s very consistent. So far. But what, specifically, did he say?”

 “You said, ‘Do you know how good that feels?’ Right after you’d killed Kirima Nagi. I didn’t want to understand, and I said as much. And when I challenged you, you said it.”

 

 “Beautiful, president. I love your eyes. I love strong-willed, powerful eyes.”

 

I looked right at Saotome Masami’s face.

 “I’ve never gone out with a guy. I don’t hate boys or anything. I just haven’t had the opportunity. So… so in a way, you were my first. The first to ever say anything like that to me. You were the first to say anything in the ballpark of ‘You’re cute!’ ‘I love you!’ Anything like that.”

 “………”

 “But your version was sickening. Given what you were up to, there was no way I could happily accept that. So I did my best not to think about it. But, deep down, I knew.”

 “Knew what?”

 “That you meant it. That you weren’t just mocking me. In that moment, you were definitely in love with me. But to me, that was just terrifying.”

I sighed.

 “I never wanted to know how unsettling love could be. But…”

I looked up.

 “But that’s the truth. I accept that your feelings were real, and I reject them completely.”

This man with Saotome Masami’s face glared at me.

But then he shrugged, and smiled.

 “Are you talking about your own feelings? About your own feelings for Takeda Keiji?”

 “I don’t know,” I said, shaking my head. “But…I don’t want to run from it any more. I want to be able to smile at Miyashita Touka when I run into her.”

Boogiepop had talked about us like we were the same.

Miyashita-san was no different from me. So I didn’t need to be ashamed of my feelings. But I did have to accept the pain that came with not having them reciprocated.

 “You don’t know?”

 “Not now. Not yet. I don’t have the perspective yet. It still hurts too much.”

 “That’s honest.”

 “Well, sure,” I smirked. “I am the Discipline Committee President.”

He grinned back. “Well done, Niitoki Kei. Saotome Masami was all kinds of wrong, but in this one thing, he may have been right. Right to have a high opinion of you.”

 “…mm?”

I wasn’t a fan of that idea. Of putting it like that.

 “Don’t say that with his face. You’re borrowing his appearance! You shouldn’t say bad things about him!”

He burst out laughing.

 “Ha ha ha ha ha ha! I mean it! You’re something else!”

And he began to fade away, leaving…

 

***

 

Leaving me climbing the Moon Temple.

The people around me were no longer art projects. Of course not; they were real now.

There must be something up above. That “Kashmir” announcement had basically been telling us to go up, so I went up.

But I was already struggling to remember.

I was sure I’d faced the King of Distortion, and said something to him, and as a result, I’d returned to the real world, but what exactly had happened? I was no longer sure.

Whatever.

It hardly mattered now. Even if the air supply thing was a bluff, I wasn’t about to stay trapped in this place one second longer.

At last I reached the top, an open area all dressed up for the event. But there wasn’t really anything here.

 “……?”

I looked around. There had to be something. There couldn’t just be…nothing.

 “I’ll find it…!” I said, trying to beat back fear.

 “Niitoki Kei. You again?” said someone behind me.

I let out a little shriek, and spun around.

It was Boogiepop, of course.

 “Wh-wh-what are you doing here? N-never mind, I already know. Argh.”

I took a deep breath, trying to calm down.

He was so bad for the heart.

 “What brings you here?” Boogiepop asked. “You climbed up here for a reason, I assume?”

 “N-not a good one,” I said, flushing. 

Boogiepop shook his head.

 “I thought not. This is you, after all.”

 “That’s just mean!” I snapped. But then I saw a dark line running along the edge of Boogiepop’s bangs.

Blood.

 “…! Are you hurt?”

 “It’s just a scratch. The bleeding has already stopped.”

I had to think about this one. Had he been fighting?

 “A-are you sure you’re okay?” I asked.

He ignored the question, electing instead to stare silently at the ceiling.

 “There’s more above us.”

 “Hmm? Like, a hidden room?”

 “So it seems.”

Boogiepop stalked over to a display case, and hopped up on it. Then he knocked on the ceiling.

 “Definitely. It’s hollow.”

 “I-Is that where the King of Distortion is?” I asked, clutching my fists to my chest.

 “Hard to say. Probably best not to expect a dramatic arrival.”

Boogiepop moved around on top of the display, inspecting the ceiling.

 “Here,” he said.

His arm snapped back, and before I could wonder what he’d done, there was a grinding sound, and something fell from the ceiling.

A folding staircase.

 “Seems to be an emergency exit. Probably not something in Teratsuki’s design; I imagine it was added by someone after the place was built.”

 “W-wow!” I said, getting excited. “Now we can move forward!”

Boogiepop sighed dramatically.

 “So you’re coming, then?” he asked.

 “Of course!” I said, nodding vigorously.

 

When we emerged above, we found ice cold air rushing past us.

 “Wh-what the heck? Is this a fridge?”

 “Well, a cooling system. Must be something generating heat.”

 “Like a computer? Or a server farm?”

 “Perhaps. Either way, seems unrelated to our problems.”

 “Hmm…”

Boogiepop was looking the other way, so I followed his gaze.

There was a boy standing there.

 “Oh! T-Tanaka-kun?!” I cried.

This was my kouhai, Tanaka Shiro-kun. He’d been on my side in the incident the King of Distortion and I had discussed.

 “………”

He stared at us in silence.

 “A-are you the real one? We’re not back in that illusion, are we?” I said.

 “I see,” Boogiepop said, softly. “So that’s how you know me? We fought on the same side once. Naturally you remember, King of Distortion.”

…uh.

My mouth dropped. What? What did he just say?

 “………”

Takana-kun did not respond. He just stood perfectly still, watching us with eagle eyes.

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

I looked from one to the other, unable to grasp the situation.

Both were clearly very serious. Deadly serious.

 “What’s going on…?!”

 “Niitoki-senpai,” Tanaka-kun said. “You should know by now.”

 “Hunh?”

 “You’ve already made it through. You should know this is necessary. Every heart has distortions, and those must be addressed.”

 “………”

I gaped at him. I didn’t know exactly what he meant by this, but what I did know was that Tanaka-kun was the real deal.

The real King of Distortion had finally shown himself.

 “B-but…but Tanaka-kun…”

 “I’m not hurting anyone. They’re already hurt. I’m helping them see that pain. All I’m doing is showing the source of their pain to them. I’m not controlling anyone. I’ve no intention of trying to spread my influence like that.”

 “T-Tanaka-kun…”

 “This is nothing but an experiment. How can we ease the distortions in the hearts of man? And do so without force, but entirely of their own free will? I’m just trying to see if that’s possible. With all these people here, unconscious—it’s the ideal situation. If I tried this in the middle of a normal street, it would cause all kinds of accidents. But in the Moon Temple, with everyone already asleep, I’m not hurting anyone.”

 “Tanaka-kun…”

I didn’t know what to say to him. But this was reality. Unlike those illusions, the scene couldn’t change at a whim.

 “You’re ‘showing’ them?” Boogiepop muttered. “That is your power, then, King of Distortion? What should we call you? The ability to bring hidden distortions to light—to harmonize with people’s minds, and expand a portion of those minds. Hundreds of minds at once. For a sudden manifestation, the scale is unprecedented.”

Sudden…? What did that mean?

 “I’m right, aren’t I? King of Distortion, you only emerged from Tanaka Shiro recently. You’ve only just been born. Perhaps even after Tanaka Shiro arrived at the Moon Temple this morning.”

 “………”

 “That’s why your control is still sloppy enough to allow Zoragi to manifest. That was rather dangerous, you know. Did you learn any lessons there?”

 “………”

 “What about Tanaka Shiro led to your birth? Are you aware of it yourself?”

 “Yes, I am,” Tanaka-kun—the King of Distortion said. “Tanaka Shiro has a deep-seated guilt. Guilt because he never once understood what she was thinking.”

I gasped.

Did he mean Naoko-san? A victim of the previous incident. She’d been in love with Tanaka-kun, but he’d had no idea how to respond to that.

 “That guilt called me forth. His desire to respond to her affection took this form, created this ability. She often told Tanaka Shiro he was meant for bigger things. And indeed he was.”

 “I see.”

 “Inexperienced or not, I can’t turn back here. That would mean betraying her wish. No matter how long this road I’m on will take.”

 “I admire your gumption, at the least.”

 “Well, Boogiepop? Must we fight?”

 “………”

Now it was Boogepop’s turn to fall quiet.

But…

I’d heard about this. According to all the legends, once Boogiepop set his sights on someone, he would show them no mercy. Even if they were a girl.

 “Unh…”

I was freezing, but there was a cold sweat running down my back.

I knew the King of Distortion could throw people’s minds into another world. But would that power work on Boogiepop?

And, like the legends said, Boogiepop was a killer.

If these two clashed, it was clear one of them wasn’t coming back.

 “S-stop!” I said, stepping between them.

 “Senpai…”

 “Niitoki Kei, are you…”

I cut them both off.

 “I said, stop!” I demanded, loudly. “Tanaka-kun… King of Distortion. Something about all this isn’t adding up. Something you said isn’t right.”

I glared at him, and he frowned.

 “What do you mean?”

 “You know! Naoko-san died. That’s super sad! I know that you suffered because of it. But what happened to that suffering? You keep talking about turning pain into gold, but what about Tanaka Shiro-kun’s pain?”

I paused for breath.

The King of Distortion frowned.

 “Well…he…”

 “I should know. Like you said, I ‘made it through’. Tanaka-kun, did you love Naoko-san? Did you have feelings for her?”

 “………”

 “You didn’t, did you? You never felt that strongly about her. Not even now that she’s dead. Naoko-san was in love with you, and you had no idea what to think of her, and before you could figure it out she was gone. If you’d stayed together maybe you would have fallen in love with her eventually. Maybe you wouldn’t. But you never figured out which, and that created all this, but that…”

I took a deep breath, and finished.

 “That’s your distortion, King of Distortion. So I have only one thing to say to you. Fix your own shit before you worry about everyone else. Got it?”

My voice was hoarse by the end, but I’d said my piece.

 “………”

The King of Distortion said nothing.

But Boogiepop whispered…

 

 “Once, there was a boy.

 “The boy himself did nothing wrong. He was just an ordinary human.

 “But he was an enemy of the world.

 “Why? Because he had a deep-seated loathing of life, one even he was unaware of. If he had gone on living, if nothing had happened… maybe he would have led a normal life.

 “But by a quirk of fate, he met a man-eater, and came to know himself.

 “He became a man-eater, too.

 “The monster killed simply to survive, but he killed without any real reason. He had no idea when to end it.

 “If he still lived, he would have sought out a point of no return, and destroyed the world.

 “And there was also a girl.

 “She could see people’s deaths.

 “This was not an impressive power. If she’d become a doctor or an emergency worker, perhaps it would have been of some use to her.

 “But she saw those ‘deaths’ as absolute.

 “The idea of taking those deaths from people, gathering them together, and creating something larger possessed her.

 “She thought it would help break past the limitations of mankind.

 “Soon, she found herself in a position where she did not need to live, as long as she could get closer to what she aspired to. She had become an enemy of the world.

 “She was planning to change the hearts of man so they would not fear death.

 

 “Both of them became my enemies. I’m afraid there was no other path for either of them. All I could do was cut them off before they went any farther down those roads.”

 

Boogiepop’s sudden monologue, one that seemed to have no bearing on our current situation, caught me off guard. What was his point?

The King of Distortion looked puzzled, too. Like he had no more idea than I did what Boogiepop was trying to say.

But Boogiepop went on.

 “There are those who have but one way forward, no other place or future available to them. Whether that absence of options is a blessing or a curse…I could not say. Perhaps it never mattered to them. Perhaps they are simply a particular possibility made manifest, an abstract concept with no free will borne unto this world. Much like myself. Yet…”

Boogiepop turned and looked right at the King of Distortion.

 “Yet, is that you?”

The King of Distortion looked uncertain. “What do you mean?”

 “You said, ‘no matter how long’ your path takes. That spoke volumes about your resolve. No matter what tries to stop you, you’re prepared to adapt to it, to handle the situation.”

Boogiepop took a step closer to him.

 “…!”

Instantly, the King of Distortion’s glare turned toward me, and Boogiepop and I were standing on the edge of a sheer cliff, a straight drop away to nothing.

We’d been flung into another world.

 “Wah…?!” I yelped, and took a step backwards. But Boogiepop remained perched on that edge.

The King of Distortion stood across the chasm on the other side.

It was night, and stars glittered in the sky above.

 “I’m sure you know this, but if you’re injured here, your body in the real world is injured, too. If you fall, even you will not survive,” the King of Distortion said.

Boogiepop’s expression didn’t change.

He continued with his speech.

 “Your adaptability shows both the depth of your conviction, and at the same time, that some uncertainty exists. Nothing in this world exists without some uncertainty. If one without uncertainty existed, that would be someone who had given up hope. And that is not you.”

Boogiepop’s hand moved quickly, and then he took a step forward, off the cliff…onto nothing.

I was sure he was going to fall, but his body dipped slightly, and then stayed put.

There were wires, stretching from one cliff to the other. Under his feet.

The King of Distortion tensed. But he seemed more concerned with Boogiepop’s speech.

 “What’s your point?”

 “This experiment—do you really have no intention of ending it? I know you don’t think this is your only chance at success, do you?”

 “No, I don’t.”

 “Then you’re just being stubborn. If you stopped for now, you wouldn’t actually mind that much.”

The King of Distortion thought about this.

 “P…perhaps not.”

 “You see, you have approached me from the start as if I was a threat, an enemy. Why would you think that?”

 “Hunh?”

 “Why did you convince yourself I was? You could have tried to persuade me to join you. Why did that idea never occur to you?”

The King of Distortion blinked at him.

I was just as surprised. What was he even saying?

 “You…aren’t an enemy?”

 “To be more accurate,” Boogiepop said. “Why is it you think you’re ‘evil’? Is what you’re doing all that bad? You yourself said you aren’t trying to hurt anyone. Were you the one who locked everyone in here? Who put them to sleep? That wasn’t you. So why assume you would have enemies?”

 “………”

 “Was the pain so great? Was Tanaka Shiro that convinced he was a bad guy? Then no matter how you look at it, I’m not the one you should be fighting.”

He spoke calmly, but each word hit home like a knife to the gut.

 “………”

The King of Distortion was silenced, unable to respond.

Boogiepop stayed floating in the air, making no effort to get closer.
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And all I could do was stand there, waiting to see how this played out. A helpless observer. That’s all I could see myself as. But…

 “………”

I was sitting on the ground with my mouth hanging open.

The King of Distortion turned to me. “Niitoki-senpai,” he said.

 “Y-yes?” I said, sounding like a total idiot.

 “What do you think?”

 “Hunh?”

 “Do you think she bore a grudge against Tanaka Shiro? You were her friend, you should know. Would she have done that?”

 “W-well…” I hesitated. But before I knew it, the words came tumbling out. “I have no way of knowing that. But…but Naoko-san always said…”

 

 “Kei! Guess what?! I’m in love!”

 “Like there was nothing that gave her more pleasure. Like she was having so much fun. I was always a little jealous of that. I don’t think she ever felt any fear about being in love, never felt guilty for having those feelings. She would definitely never have used that as a reason to hurt anyone else. I believe that to be true, anyway. That’s all I can say for sure.”

 “………”

I finished, but the King of Distortion said nothing in reply.

At long last, he gave a sad little smile.

Then he held up his hand in front of his face.

For a moment, the hand clamped down around his face, and then his entire body crumpled to the ground.

 “Ah…!”

I jumped forward to catch him. Whoops. The cliffs! But they were already gone, and we were back in the Moon Temple. So I just ran over to him like normal.

 “A-are you okay?”

 “Um…the code…” he groaned. Weakened, but there was a strength under it that made me gasp.

 “T-Tanaka-kun? Is that actually you?”

He was back. He’d beaten the King of Distortion.

 “Senpai, see that keyboard? Habara-san found the code…”

He told me a series of letters with a number in the middle. I was always good at remembering that stuff. He didn’t need to tell me twice.

 “Got it!” I said.

I ran across the room to the computer in the corner. There was a boy sitting in the chair, unconscious. This must be Habara-san. I pushed him out of the way and sat down in front of the keyboard. There was some strange man chattering on-screen, but I ignored that.

I took a quick breath, glared down at the keyboard, and typed “STAIRWAY 2 HEAVEN”.

There was a hiss behind me.

I turned around and sparks were shooting out of the giant box-like computers. Smoke, too.

There was a whirr, and the air around us began to move.

 “The ventilation’s working again!” I said, relieved. 

There was a series of clangs, and the shutters on the windows lining the walls of this hidden room opened.

Outside, the rainclouds had cleared away, revealing a beautiful sunset that bathed the room in deep red light.

 “Wow…!” I said.

Beside me, the screen changed, and a list appeared with the instructions, “Choose a song.”

 “…?”

I didn’t get it, but I saw one piece on there that I just had to pick.

 “What else could I choose, Boogie—”

I turned as I spoke.

But there was no sign of the cloaked figure.


9:34 A.M.

 

Was that Niitoki?

I was surprised as I watched her push through the line and slip in through a side entrance.

 “Yo, Sakiko, what’s up?” said the guy next to me, vacantly.

 “………”

I didn’t answer, but just kept glaring at the entrance Niitoki Kei had gone through.

Her? Work here?

No way in hell.

From what I’d heard, she was the head of the discipline committee at Shinyo Academy. That place would never let girls take part-time jobs. There was no reason for her to be going in an employee entrance now.

That girl and I, Michimoto Sakiko, had been together in elementary school and junior high, and she was as stuck-up and serious as I wasn’t. Since she was still presiding over committees, I doubted that had changed at all.

But for her to lie her way in…?

 “What for?”

 “Hunh?” The guy said, in that same vacant tone. 

His name was Takeshi, just some dude from my school, not my boyfriend or anything. I was only here with him because he had tickets and I’d been wanting to go. He probably thought this was a date, but I certainly didn’t.

 “Nothing.”

I decided it was pointless to think about, and took my eyes off the door. It blended perfectly into the wall. The line started moving again, so I had to move with it.

 “I saw some weird cosplay character a minute ago… What was that about? Never seen him before. You know him, Sakiko?”

 “Was there? I didn’t see him.”

 “Yeah, he was like, super fast. Didn’t get a good look, but his face was all pale, with a black hat.”

 “What, like Boogiepop?”

 “Hunh? Like what?”

 “Never mind.”

He wouldn’t know. That legend was only passed around among girls. I didn’t want to explain it to him. I kinda liked those stories, so the last thing I wanted to do was let some random dude in on the secret, whether he got into it or just made fun of it.

Takeshi said something else, but I didn’t bother answering.

As we rounded the building, I looked up at the Moon Temple. It was so weird.

The Moon Temple was a tall building, but didn’t have a single window anywhere. Instead, there were vents, and weird eyeball things that gathered outside light via optical fibers. The shape of the building seemed normal at first, but if you looked closer you’d see it was all twisted. The higher up it went, the more it tilted, and the top floor was at a 90 degree angle to the ground. It was pitch black, like a deep-sea fish.

 “It stays upright even though it’s all bent. It was designed so parts of it maintain tension with each other, using cutting-edge experimental construction techniques. Techniques nobody else would ever want to use.”

Takeshi was blithering on, but I didn’t care about any of that.

This building was weird.

It didn’t fit in at all, but here it was, like it owned the place.

That, I liked.

That drew me to it.

It was a waste to knock it down.

Maybe I didn’t actually want to go in. Maybe I didn’t need to.

But the only way I’d ever be part of this was if I got a ticket and went inside. If just gazing at it from the outside and nodding to myself was enough, I wouldn’t need to be standing here with this boor, but…if I didn’t go in that would leave me…sad? Unsure of my own sensibilities? Pathetic either way, but that’s who I was.

I wasn’t anything special. Not like Niitoki Kei.

…forget about her, already!

I shook my head, driving her out of my mind.

 “What’s up?”

Shut up! Every single time…

 “Oh…nothing.”

How many times did I have to say it?

I was sure this guy wanted more from me. I knew that, but…I just didn’t care.	

About twenty minutes after the line started moving, we finally made it to the entrance.

 “Seems like a waste to go in,” I muttered. 

 “Hunh? Don’t be ridiculous,” Takeshi scoffed. Of course he did.

Inside the doors, it looked like the entrance lobby of any other building. But if you looked closely, the weirdness was only just beginning.

The floor had a number of gentle steps to it, gradually rising upwards. Toward the back, it began to bend.

This building had no discrete floors.

All the levels were instead connected by one long staircase.

There was a ramp to the side, presumably for wheelchair access.

An announcement directed people to the line for the elevators to the left. They were doing some sort of Hyper Visual Virtual show or whatever at the top of the building, and the elevators were for people who’d come only to see that.

 “Let’s get in line,” Takeshi said. 

 “Why?” I said. “Let’s walk up. We’re here, after all.”

 “What a pain… It’s all gonna look the same.”

 “But…”

Why would we just come inside to line up again? It made no sense to skip part of it.

That was the entire point of this event. We were here to remember a modern monument before it was lost forever.

 “What are you, a little kid? Gotta conquer the whole building? Don’t be so stubborn,” Takeshi teased. 

 “Then suit yourself!” I snapped. “I’ll go alone.”

I tried to walk away.

 “H-hold on…what did I do?”

Takeshi grabbed my arm. What gave him the right?

 “Let go of me!” I hissed.

He did.

 “Wh-what are you so mad about?”

 “Whatever.” I stalked away, mingling with the crowd heading for the climb.

Takeshi tried to follow me, but he waited too long and lagged behind. I didn’t look back, so I wasn’t sure how far.

Honestly, who cares?!

Fuming, I climbed alone until I rounded the first corner and saw a bench. I sat down. I was too angry to walk straight.

Someone next to me was giggling. They were laughing at me, so I glared at them.

 “What?”

Two boys were sitting there.

One looked like a bit of a wimp, but the other was pretty tall. He was the one laughing.

 “N-no, just… not every day you see such a cliché fight. Right, Shiro?” the tall one chuckled.

The other one squirmed. “Habara-san, don’t say that…”

 “Nah, sorry, sorry. I just saw myself in him. The girl I love won’t give me the time of day, either.” Habara-san was still laughing through his “apology”.

 “………”

I couldn’t be bothered responding, so I just looked the other way. They soon moved on.

 “………”

I took a deep breath and started to calm down.

I finally looked around and let out a little gasp.

 “Wow…!”

I’d been too mad to notice, but the interior was really fancy.

First, there were the lights.

The whole place was lit up with light so natural it was hard to believe we were indoors, in a building with no windows. The optical fibers brought light in from the outside, directing it this way and that. Unless you looked closely, it was hard to tell where the light was even coming from. It seemed like it was coming from the countless grooves on the ceilings and walls, but I couldn’t be sure.

And those grooves ran up and down and diagonally, all over the place, while the floor was a gentle staircase. It made it impossible to tell what was level and what was sloped.

Such a bizarre place.

The walls were painted a dim, mottled green. Come to think of it, I think someone had explained, “The interior is designed to ease people’s tensions by eliminating all sense of geographic order.” I think it was Takeshi who said it, so I hadn’t really been listening.

There were a number of monitors lining the walls, displaying different explanations or animated images. These square boxes didn’t match the rest of the interior; it seemed likely they’d been brought in for this event. Whatever equipment the original purpose of this building had required had probably never been installed.

I was starting to enjoy myself. I was glad I’d come. The interior was just as weird as the outside.

I even considered waiting for Takeshi to find me.

Then someone slipped silently through the narrow gap between the back of my bench and the wall. I only noticed because of the wind; they left no other sign.

 “…mm?”

I turned to look.

And…there he was.

Boogiepop, wrapped in a black cape.

 “………”

He really was dressed just like the rumors said. He was moving between the passage and the wall without a sound, slipping through the flow of the crowd.

His face… you could take it for a man’s face, or for a woman’s. He wore make-up, his face painted white, with black lipstick.

 “Ah…ah…!”

I gaped, and the cape swirled, and then he—or she?—was gone.

 “W-wait!”

I jumped up and ran after Boogiepop, but when I made it to the corner, he was long gone.

 “Argh…what the hell…!”

I felt a wave of panic pass over me.

I was a big fan of the stories about Boogiepop. I’d often thought that if he really existed, I’d love to meet him.

I started asking people around me, but no one else had noticed Boogiepop.

 “Um, excuse me?” I said, tapping yet another person on the shoulder.


11:34 A.M.

 

Back then, I, Habara Kentaro, was a huge idiot.

I was having a blast hacking industry data and selling it on the black market, heedless of the danger. School was beyond boring—it was actively painful—and I was so filled with scorn for the lower- or mid-tier firms’ security, so cheap even a teenager could break through it, that I never once felt guilty about stealing from them. I wasn’t after these firms’ data, I was after data from a bigger firm they worked under, but the larger company’s security was way better than the little guys’. I didn’t know what they were thinking, but the big shots all had their heads in the clouds and never bothered to look at the ground they were standing on.

 “Heh heh heh…all mine.”

That day I’d blown off classic lit and was sitting in a café, using a black-market burner phone’s mobile service to hack into an industry data bank. This was a brand-new company, some sort of venture deal, but the investors were all foreign, and I was getting a sense there was something shady backing them.

And their security was shit.

I reached the main bank entrance easily.

 “Heh, it’s your own fault,” I said, and pushed through that gate.

Suddenly my screen started flashing.

 

WARNING: INSTRUMENTALITY OF MANKIND

 

The text appeared on my screen.

Then my device froze and refused to boot back up.

Wh-what the…?!

I panicked.

A moment later, the phone started blasting a really loud alarm. Echoing through the shop.

Sh-shit, a virus! I’m infected!

It was a trap. I hastily pulled the cord connecting the phone to my device, and then removed the battery.

But it still didn’t stop. 

It must be running on residual power.

 “Tch, what the heck? Did it break?” I said, an awkward performance for the other customers glaring at me. I removed the speakers from the computer and at last the sound stopped.

 “Sir, I beg your pardon, but…” the waitress said, frowning.

 “Yeah, sorry. It’s over now!” I said, bowing my head. That weird text screen was still flashing on the phone’s screen, so I snapped it shut.

I asked for my check, and left, ditching the phone where it wouldn’t be found.

 “Jeez, that was bad…”

My computer was assembled by hand from bits bought at the parts shop, so even if they managed to grab some info about it, they’d never trace it to me.

I relaxed. Rather than learn from this, I was totally ready to keep on going.

But the mess I’d found myself in was far worse than I thought.

I hit the town, hoping to grab a replacement phone from a fence. They usually hung around these parts.

But for some reason I couldn’t find a single one.

Weird…?

Instead, there were a lot of dudes with scary looks in their eyes roaming around. They all looked the same, so at first I thought they were yakuza.

But they weren’t. One of them spoke to me.

 “You come down here often?” he said.

 “Er, yeah… I’m a student.”

 “High school? Can I see your student ID?”

When I blinked at him, he showed me a black badge. He was a cop.

 “S-sure, it’s right here. What’s going on?” I asked, handing him my ID. I didn’t need to ask. I knew what. They were looking for me. A lot of them. All of them pulling in OT, all to catch an idiot like me when I rolled up.

 “Oh? Pretty good school.”

The plainclothes detective gave me a look. He wasn’t one to miss a thing.

I just gave a vague nod. “Um…what are you asking?”

 “Meaning?”

 “Is this going to go like, in your report? I’d rather not get mixed up in any police business.” I was doing my damnedest to act like some snobby prep school kid.

The cop laughed. “Maybe it will, maybe it won’t. Just you watch yourself.”

What an asshole. But while his tone reeked of scorn and contempt, he didn’t seem like he suspected me.

He poked at me for another five minutes before giving me my ID back and letting me go.

Exhausted, I went into a nearby café, sighing.

What the hell. They grabbed up everyone fencing stolen phones already? What the hell kind of hornet’s nest did I step in?

I’d barely made it out in time. If I’d let that alarm ring longer, if I hadn’t ditched the phone instantly, they’d have caught me. If I’d been dumb enough to use it again…

Desperately trying to get my hands to stop shaking, I took a sip of coffee.

As I did, a high school girl came into the café.

She was gorgeous, but that was not where my mind was. I soon looked away.

But she came right over to me.

 “Habara Kentaro?” she said. She talked like a man.

 “Who are you?” I asked. 

She didn’t answer, just sat down opposite me. Like we’d agreed to meet here.

 “Uh…”

 “They’re here for you, right?” she said.

 “Wh-what?” I protested.

She ignored me.

 “Time for you to quit that ‘job’,” she said. “You got away with it so far since you weren’t hurting anyone that mattered, but that’s over. I dunno what you hooked, but the world ain’t as forgiving as you seem to think. That alarm spooked you, right?”

She spoke in a normal tone of voice, with a smile.

 “At least you took out a network of fences with you.”

There was a strange power to her smile, somehow both intimidating and reassuring. It didn’t seem like a smile someone who looked like her should have, but I couldn’t imagine her with any other kind.
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 “Um…what do you mean?”

 “Nothing.”

 “No, wait… What are you after?”

Had she been letting me get away with this?

Had she set it so that alarm would go off if someone started hacking me back?

So that my fuckup would get the guys around here picked up?

 “Think what you like,” she said, and turned to the waiter. “Darjeeling Tea.”

She turned back to me.

 “I’ll pick up the check. Consider it my way of saying thanks.”

She smiled.

I gaped at her for a moment, but then it all came flooding out and I blurted, “Oh…! That explains it. I thought it was all too easy! I’ve just been dancing on the palm of your hand!”

And she’d saved my ass. I sighed, and she took a sip of her tea, nodding.

 “Well. Learn your lesson, and don’t do anything stupid again.”

 “I should be pissed. You were just using me!” I said, suddenly angry.

 “I’m not sorry,” she said. “Frankly, you deserved it.”

 “That’s not what I mean,” I shook my head. “I mean, if you’d talked to me earlier, I could have helped do a lot more.”

She frowned at me.

 “What do you mean?”

 “I was hacking and stealing or whatever for… for no good reason. I was just bored, really. So… so if I’d known about you, I’d have been only too happy to help. Why didn’t you say anything?”

I glared at her, genuinely furious.

I was already in love with her.

 “………”

She just stared back at me, at a loss for words.

 “Right, Kirima Nagi-san? Of Shinyo Academy?”

She frowned.

 “How do you know that?”

I laughed.

 “How is that a surprise? Girl as hot as you, I’m hardly the only guy who figured out your name.”

 “………”

She made a face.

And that’s how I got to know Kirima Nagi.

 

But right now, in front of me, that same day was playing out again.

 “So you mean you’ve got a crush on me?” the thing with Nagi’s face said, grinning. But the way it smiled was nothing like the girl I loved.

 “That’s true, but there was no way I could admit that to her then.”

I sighed.

 “Why? Why wouldn’t you tell her?”

That smile grew even broader. It was irritating the hell outta me.

 “How the hell could I? She’s a goddamn superhero! She’s not gonna drop that to date me.”

Lately I’d been trying to help her, but she just said she didn’t want friends getting mixed up in it and sent me packing. I did what I could anyway, but I don’t think it was much help. It’s like I wasn’t really there at all.

 “How noble of you.”

Man, it sounded just like her.

I clicked my tongue, and glanced round the café interior.

The slick interior was all wood, the tabletop lightly varnished, reflecting about half the usual light. The lamps hanging over each table were neither too bright nor too dim, and very calming.

Even the scent on the air was just like the real place.

But…

 “No matter how I look at it, this has to be an illusion,” I said, scowling. “I’m certain my body is still in the Moon Temple. I dunno what’s going on with it…”

 “You think so?” The King of Distortion raised Nagi’s eyebrow, amused. 

 “I dunno what you’re up to, but I’m not about to stay trapped here. I’ll find a way out.”

I fixed the King of Distortion with my best glare.

 “You’re very brave, Kentaro.”

 “At least when you’re watching,” I said, laughing. “I dunno why you took her form, but I can’t show any weakness when I’m around her. Tough luck, there.”

I looked Nagi’s face right in the eye.

 “There’s nothing here that I didn’t see personally. So this is all happening inside my own head. It’s a dream of some kind. That’s weird as hell, but you’re obviously pulling everything from my memories.”

 “I see. Makes sense.” Nagi smiling at me like that sure gave me a confidence boost, despite myself. If only the real one would recognize my efforts like this… but that was a dangerous temptation.

Don’t fall for it!

I drove such thoughts out of my mind.

 “What are you plotting?”

 “………”

The King of Distortion avoided my gaze.

But that smile was still on its lips.

 “You called this a dream,” it said, laughing softly. “Perhaps it is. But consider this, Kentaro.”

 “…? Consider what?”

 “The life you’ve led until now was all a nightmare.”

 “What’s your point?”

 “What’s the simplest way to escape a nightmare, Kentaro?”

 “I don’t follow.”

 “It’s very simple. Easiest thing in the world.”

The King of Distortion looked me right in the eye. And then…

 

Dahhdadadan, dan da-dan…

 

I thought I heard that song playing somewhere again and then a tremor shook the café.

The glass in the windows rattled.

An earthquake? I thought, forgetting this was only an illusion. But it didn’t feel like an earthquake.

More tremors came, but the gap between them was too regular. These were paced at the exact same rhythm as a human heartbeat.

My coffee cup fell over, and the liquid inside spread across the tabletop. The lamps were bouncing around and cords were falling off hooks around the café. I could hear the crash of dishes shattering.

 “Wh-what the…?”

 “Couldn’t be simpler,” someone said.

I turned to look.

And froze.

It was no longer wearing Nagi’s form. It was a young male student I’d never seen before. But with that same lack of light in the eyes.

 “Wh-who are you?”

 “The King of Distortion. I told you this.”

 “Th-that’s not what I mean… who is he?”

I’d never seen this boy before. How was he in my illusion?

 “Him? Kirima Nagi knows who he is. His name is Saotome Masami. He’s like you.”

So it was wearing this Saotome’s face now?

 “S-Saotome…?”

 “Just like you, he had a one-sided crush on Kirima Nagi. Although he did actually ask her out. She said no.”

 “………”

I gaped at him.

I’d never even heard the name before. But if he’d showed up here, then that meant…

 “So, the best way to free yourself from a nightmare…” The King of Distortion said. “Is to wake up. What else?”

 “Hngg…”

I could feel fear rising up inside me, the one thing everyone fears the most. Namely…

 

Maybe I’m going insane.

 

If I was, then everything I’d done would fall apart, becoming nothing but an embarrassing, pathetic mistake.

 “Unh…arghhh!” I yelled, stood up, and ran out of the café.

A moment later, that tremor hit me again—so hard I lost my balance and fell down. The roughness of the asphalt scraping against my palms felt undeniably real.

 “Ow…”

I tried to stand up. Then a massive shadow loomed over me. So large it covered everything around me.

 “N-no way…”

This felt wrong. I’d seen something like this before. But just because I remembered it didn’t prove whether this was an illusion or not. Because I’d seen it in a movie.

A series of tremors. A shadow on the pavement. And then a roar from above…

 

 “Rrrroooaaarrr…!”

There it was.

 “You’re shitting me…”

I turned around.

And saw a monster.

No other word for it. That’s what it was.

Fifty meters tall. Like an erupting volcano supported by six legs as large as expressway bridge supports, shaking the ground with every step. The impact made the nearby puddles thrash.

And as the monster stomped, it crushed buildings underfoot.

 “………”

I gaped at it. In a sense, this thing appearing proved that I was trapped in an illusion. But something had a grip on my emotions that I rarely experienced when dreaming. Namely…

 

No way. This isn’t possible. I must be dreaming.

 

Who thinks like that when they are dreaming?

The monster shook its massive frame, and as if the unchecked energy raging inside it was overflowing, countless bolts of lightning shot out of it, destroying everything around. Nothing could stop such overwhelming destruction.

Devastation. This city belonged to the monster now.

I felt like its red eyes turned and fixed themselves on me.

I yelled and turned to run.

The town was deserted. Had everyone but me already fled? I ran through the empty streets. The mountainous beast behind me followed. With each step it took, windows around me shattered.

 “Wh-wh-wh-wh…what the…”

What the hell was going on?!

Struggling to keep on my feet, I ran with all my might, turning a corner to try and get out of the monster’s path.

I saw someone crouching ahead of me.

It was a kid, crying. His head was buried in his knees.

 “Y-yo, kid! Watch out!” I yelled.

The kid jumped, and looked up.

I was surprised to see his eyes were human. This wasn’t the King of Distortion.

He realized this, too.

 “A…a grown-up?”

The monster was getting closer. He didn’t care about following the roads. He just stomped right through the buildings.

 “R-run!” I said, grabbing the kid’s hand.

 “Wh-who are…?”

 “Habara Kentaro! And I’m not a grown-up, I’m in high school!”

The kid ignored me.

 “You can see Zoragi, Mister?”

I’d never heard that title used to address me before.

 “Just call me Kentaro, please. Mm?” I looked down at him. “Zoragi? You mean the monster?

I realized I’d seen this kid somewhere before.

Right, he’d been with his mom next to Shiro and me in line. I hadn’t paid him much attention, but I’d definitely seen him there.

 “…!”

I remembered where I was now.

 “Your name is Makoto, right?”

The kid gaped at me. “How do you know?”

Because I heard your Mom call you that, I thought. I didn’t bother answering.

 “Right, that makes sense,” I said, grinning.

Of course. This was all coming from our memories. It was just that some of it came from barely remembered subconscious memories, things we didn’t know we knew. I’d probably brushed past that Saotome dude once before without realizing it. That explained him.

And Zoragi was probably something I’d seen on TV as a little kid.

 “Wh-why did you stop?! Let’s run!” Makoto yelped.

 “Oh…right.”

I started running again.

But not blindly, not anymore. I had a destination in mind.

What had the King of Destination said?

The best way to free yourself from a nightmare is to wake up.

He was right. I just had to wake myself up.

With Zoragi’s shadow looming over us, I ran as fast as I could, back to where I’d started—back to the Moon Temple.

 

And it was standing exactly where it was in the real world.

 “W-we’re back? Is that good?” Makoto asked, anxious.

 “Not a problem. Leave this to me!” I took Makoto through the unmanned entrance.

We ran up the giant staircase inside. Partway up, Makoto said, “Kentaro, I’m tired!”

He was breathing heavily and sat down on the stairs.

 “Okay, you just wait there!” I left him there, racing toward my goal.

I was about halfway when something hit the Moon Temple, rocking the entire building.

Zoragi had caught up with us and was attacking the building. He knocked me down again.

His roar sounded like it was right outside the wall.

Was he after me?

Why would something that huge be chasing me down?

The pounding knocked me down a few more times as I ran, but at last I was there.

 “I thought so!”

Just as I suspected, I found myself lying on the ground. Zoragi was trying to knock the entire building over, but here I was, fast asleep, just moaning a little.

Annoyed with myself, I put that frustration to work. “Wake up, moron!” I yelled and kicked myself as hard as I could.

 

***

 

 “Wah!” 

I jumped to my feet.

I’d kicked myself in the head and instinctively raised my arms to defend it, but there wasn’t so much as a lump. Although it did feel like it was ringing a bit.

 “Um…am I…?”

It took me a moment to find myself. I felt like I was still running away from Zoragi… what was Zoragi again? I felt like I’d been in some deep shit. But I shook off my confusion pretty quickly. Right, I was in the Moon Temple.

It was dark. There were no windows and the power to the lights had been cut. But it wasn’t completely impossible to see. The green lamps of the emergency exit signs cast a faint glow. Even with the power out, the internal batteries would last a few hours.

Right…the circuits on those are too simple for anyone to do anything to them.

In the darkness around me, I could hear people groaning. I felt my way around. Everyone was in some sort of coma. Like I’d been a moment ago.

 “What the hell is going on here?”

My eyes were getting used to it. I looked around.

 “Unhhh…”

I heard a familiar voice nearby. I reached out and found him.

 “Hey.”

 “Unhh…I don’t know you…”

 “Yo, Shiro, snap out of it! Wake up!” 

I slapped Tanaka Shiro on the cheek.

His eyes fluttered open.

 “Oh…”

 “You remember me? Where we are? Talk to me.”

 “H-Habara-san? Right…this is the Moon Temple.”

He shook his head. He was still with me, at least.

 “What’s happening?”

 “I dunno. Where’d you go?”

 “I met ‘her’. And ‘he’ was there…”

This wasn’t illuminating.

 “He?”

 “The other one she was with,” he muttered. “I mean, honestly, I’m pretty sure he loved her more than I did. I think I tried to apologize…”

I had no idea what he was talking about. Probably something about that dead girl he’d come to the Moon Temple for, but it was all too vague.

 “What about you, Habara-san? You were taken somewhere, too?”

 “Hunh? W-well…”

I couldn’t give a straight answer myself.

I didn’t remember it all that clearly. I was sure I’d met Nagi and that she knew I was in love with her…but I couldn’t admit that to him.

 “Yeah, I met…something called the King of Distortion.”

 “Yeah, that thing… what is it?” Shiro said, nodding.

I folded my arms, thinking. “What’s he trying to accomplish here?”

 “………”

Shiro was lost in thought, but eventually what I’d said caught up with him.

 “He? You mean, you know who the King of Distortion is?”

 “There’s only one person it could be. Same dude who made this weird-ass building.”

 “Then… Teratsuki Kyoichiro? But he’s dead…”

 “That’s the problem. Maybe he only faked his death and is hiding in here somewhere. Or maybe he is dead and he arranged it so this would all happen anyway.”

I scowled.

 “Either way, this is a hell of a situation. We’re all dancing on the palms of his hands.”

 “………”


2:56 P.M.

 

I wasn’t immediately sure where I was.

I’d been sitting on the grass in mid-summer, eating and talking with Hinako.

But suddenly the world grew cold. Goosebumps popped up on my arms. I shivered.

 “Cold!” I blurted.

 “What, were you taken to summer?” the boy standing in front of me asked. It was dark around. I could barely see. But the voice sounded familiar.

I squinted, and realized there were two boys peering down at me. I remembered them. The two that had made fun of me earlier.

Earlier…

Oh, I thought.

That’s right. I was in the Moon Temple.

It was February 14th, and I, Michimoto Sakiko, had come here with Takeshi…

 “………”

But that didn’t seem real.

It didn’t feel like I was actually here. The place I’d been in was far more convincing. I didn’t believe what I was looking at.

 “………”

When I said nothing, the boys looked worried.

 “You okay?”

 “You feeling all right?”

I just gazed blankly up at them.
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2:57 P.M.

 

 “You woke me up?” she said, blearily.

 “Yeah. I’m Habara Kentaro. He’s Tanaka Shiro.”

The girl sighed. “Michimoto Sakiko.”

She seemed really out of it.

 “Michimoto-san, were you talking to the King of Distortion?” I asked.

She nodded, woozily. 

 “Tell us about it. Anything that’ll help us figure out what it’s up to.”

Her gaze finally locked onto my face.

 “Why do you ask?”

 “We’re gonna put an end to this. But we need more info.”

 “You? End this?” She didn’t seem like she believed me.

 “I know, I don’t look like I can pull that off. But we mean business.”

I glanced at Shiro, who nodded.

 “Did you see anything weird before it all started? Anything that stuck out, that didn’t seem like it belonged? We think there’s something up with this building. Some trick to it.”

 “………”

She just frowned, then hung her head.

 “What did the King of Distortion say to you?” she asked.

I shifted, nervously. “I… I imagine more or less the same as you.”

That was a stretch.

 “And you still think you can beat it?”

 “When you put it that way…but if we don’t at least try, who knows how long we’ll be trapped in here? Don’t want that, do we?”

 “………”

Michimoto Sakiko stared at us wordlessly, not answering.

 “Habara-san, we can get through here,” Shiro said. He was at the door Michimoto Sakiko had been leaning against, holding it open. “I don’t think it’s unlocked, though. I don’t think it ever had a lock. Doesn’t look like they got around to installing one.”

 “Good!” I said. I glanced back at Michimoto Sakiko. “We’re doing this. You don’t have to believe us, but… well, just wait and see, I guess.”

 “………”

We stepped back into the eaves. This time there was actually light. I looked up, and there were vents open to the outside world.

But that was all there was. This was just an empty corner of the building—it didn’t lead anywhere.

 “Nothing here. Let’s go back.”

 “Right.”

We turned back to the door, but…

The door slammed shut. And then we heard something heavy fall in front of it.

 “…?!”

We ran over to it, but it wouldn’t budge.

 “Wh-what the heck?” we yelled.

 “You’re staying put,” Michimoto Sakiko said.

 “Wh-what?!”

 “I won’t let you interfere,” she shrieked. “Whatever the King of Distortion is after, I won’t let anyone stop it!”

We gaped at each other.

 “W-wait!” Shiro yelled.

But she just shouted over him. “I hate it here! I wanna go back… I’m going back there!”

There was no getting through to her.

And even if there were, we could hear her footsteps moving away.

 “Jesus…” Shiro said, frustrated. He punched the door. “Can’t believe this happened!”

 “Sh-shit…” I said, still reeling. “Are we really locked in here?”

Then the vents behind us slammed shut.
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8:45 A.M.

 

Whoa, the line’s already this long?

I glared balefully at the line wrapped two and a half times around the Moon Temple. I’d overslept a little, but it wasn’t even nine yet! Admissions started at ten, so there were sure a lot of bored people in this world. Lots of couples, too. It was February 14th, Valentine’s Day, so they should all just go give each other chocolate where I couldn’t see them—sour grapes on my part, I guess. I was in love with a girl, but I couldn’t see Kirima Nagi ever showing the slightest interest in exchanging chocolate. I’m pretty sure she didn’t even register me as a man. Damn it all.

 “Tch…oh well,” I muttered, and grabbed a place at the end of the line.

 “Oh, Habara-san!” A voice came from the inner circle, a lap ahead of me in line. “Habara Kentaro-san, right?”

I turned to look, and saw a dude named Tanaka Shiro waving at me. He was a year younger than me, but we’d known each other as kids.

 “Yo, Shiro!” 

This was my chance. I went over to him, totally jumping the line. The people behind us scowled, but I ignored them.

 “Haven’t seen you since junior high!”

 “That’s right. How’s school going, Habara-san? I hear your place is pretty uptight. Is the stress getting to you at all?”

 “Yeah…I’m handling it. Had my share of trouble, but it worked out okay.”

Shiro looked like your classic pretty boy. But since I’d last seen him he’d grown up a bit. There was a little more darkness there—in a good way.

 “You here alone? No date?” I asked.

He gave me a sad smile, and said, “You could call it a date.”

But there wasn’t anyone here with him.

I must have looked confused, because he added, “I was supposed to be here with a girl, but she… she couldn’t be here. So I came alone.”

He was maintaining a decent poker face, but I saw some real grief behind it.

 “She die?”

 “I’m not sure. Probably.”

He nodded, and jerked his thumb up at the Moon Temple.

 “We walked past this place together when they were building it. She said she wanted to come here someday. I just…remembered that last night. That’s why I’m here. So... to me, it’s a date.”

 “R-right…”

This was awkward. Maybe I was in the way.

 “Th-then, I should…” I began.

But Shiro said, “I’d like it if you joined me, Habara-san.”

 “Y-you’re sure?”

[image: ]



 “She always liked crowds. But on my own… well. You know a lot about high-tech stuff, right? Fill me in, please.”

He was smiling again.

 “S-sure. I can do that.”

It didn’t feel right to turn him down. Shiro wasn’t one to say things he didn’t mean.

 “Hmm…but where to start?”

 “The guy who built the place died recently, right? Teratsuki, was it?”

He pointed at the tower behind us again.

 “Yeah…Teratsuki Kyoichiro’s folly. Might well be the best explanation for it.”

 

Teratsuki Kyoichiro.

The man was more than a mere genius—his very name had become a synonym for “monster.”

At age twenty-four, he struck gold after founding an accessory company. He then used his newfound cash to move into a completely unrelated field, starting a large-scale delivery company able to transport packages anywhere on the globe. That was a success, too, and after that he did whatever he wanted. His company, Moon Communications Enterprises (MCE for short) had fingers in every industry there was. There were even rumors they were making weapons abroad. They were especially good at intelligence gathering, and always knew when and where to make a move. Even the starting point, the delivery service, seemed to have been founded because he planned to make use of it later.

But all this success was not because he’d gathered a skilled staff around him. Teratsuki Kyoichiro never created any sort of brain trust or advisory board. MCE was never even publicly traded. It was a private company, with no executive staff. He managed all of its divisions on his own.

So when he suddenly died six months ago, at only fifty-six, there was nothing to be done. He had no successor, not even anyone who had a firm grasp on the exact scale of his company. Teratsuki had no family, no dependents of any kind.

Wherever possible, middle management took over affiliate companies, and wherever not, they were disbanded.

And the latter group included this giant information management system tower, the Moon Temple, his very own Tower of Babylon.

As a building, it was downright bizarre. It was 157 meters tall, but contained nothing resembling floors. To keep it operating properly would cost several billion yen a month. Besides, the land it stood on was Teratsuki’s property. Taking possession of it would cost a fortune in inheritance tax, and nobody wanted to assume that burden.

 

 “But since the thing is here, and they’re in need of extra funds to resolve the mess Teratsuki Kyoichiro left behind, they’ve delayed demolition for a month to show it off, earning money off admissions. The prefectural governor and the tax office and…all kinds of groups are involved.”

 “Wow…” Shiro said, dumbfounded. “So they built the thing, but nobody really knows what to do with it?”

 “I’m sure Teratsuki Kyoichiro had plans… like creating a giant network linking information from across the globe. Up there with the New York stock exchange. But the way things are going, information is going to fragment, not concentrate. They’ll compensate for that by allowing us access wherever we are. Teratsuki Kyoichiro should have known that better than anyone, so I really have no idea what he was thinking.”

 “His ‘folly’, then? The word fits,” Shiro nodded, impressed.

We heard a stir ahead of us in line, and Hopper-kun, the mascot character of the accessory company that had gotten MCE started, was passing out balloons. The costume was basically a giant insect, but didn’t really look much like a grasshopper.

 “He started with that thing, and turned into a real monster,” I said, gazing at Hopper-kun’s giant, goofy eyes. The costume had been well used, and was worn and threadbare. It wasn’t balanced well, and the head was swaying back and forth.

 “But that’s just how the world is,” Shiro said. “The very beginning of anything is always laughably precarious.”

The blue skies were growing swiftly cloudy. I didn’t like the look of those clouds.

 “Is it gonna rain…?” I wondered, looking up at them.


4:22 P.M.

 

We found a toolbox on the tiny landing at the top of the elevator shaft, and used it to pry the doors open.

 “I’m in!”

 “Keep your hands still!”

Shiro hit the crowbar with a hammer, and each blow forced the door further open. At last there was a clunk, and the door stopped fighting us. I guess the lock came off?

 “Cool!”	

We stepped through.

It was pitch black, with not even the dim light of an exit sign to illuminate our path.

I did a quick scan with my penlight. This was definitely not the top floor. The top was an open space with piles of pamphlets, while this had a low ceiling and felt cramped.

And there were rows of tube-like things everywhere.

Everything fell into place in my mind when I saw them.

 “I see… that’s why he filled the lower areas with all those bad art projects,” I said.

 “Oh!” Shiro said. “Camouflage?”

 “You want to hide some weird shit, hide it with a bunch of other weird shit. The crew working on this building just assumed these were the same as that mannequin art, and brought them here without questioning it at all.”

 “So these tubes are definitely…”

 “Gas canisters. He called them junk art and tricked everyone.”

Hundreds of them, enough to fill the entire building.

 “This is insane. He planned all of this?” Shiro sighed.

I felt the same way.

The rows of gas canisters looked like rows of mortar shells in an armory. This was an armory, and these were his weapons.

Shuddering, I swallowed hard.

 “Oh, is this…?” Shiro muttered. Abruptly the room filled with a pale purple light.

Surprised, I turned around, and found him pointing at a switch on the wall.

 “I pushed this, and the lights turned on.”

 “So the backup power only works here?”

I turned off the penlight.

Didn’t seem to be anyone here.

We began poking around. We were 150 meters up, but this place sure looked like a basement. 

 “Make your way to the top of the tower, and find yourself in a dungeon. Defies all the rules of RPGs. Teratsuki Kyoichiro may have been a great CEO, but he wasn’t much of a game designer,” I said, hoping the joke would fight back the fear rising inside me.

Shiro snorted. “You can say that again!”

He seemed to be enjoying this. Dude has balls, I thought.

 “Hey, Shiro.”

 “What?”

 “About, um… that girl who was in love with you.”

 “Mm…”

 “She had good taste. I can see why the age difference wouldn’t have mattered to her.”	

 “You think?”

 “I do,”	I nodded with conviction.

Because of her, Shiro had come here. And given me a partner I could trust.

Thanks, lady. You did me a real favor.

At the back of the room, we found a door.

There was a plate on it that read, “Chairman’s Office.”

 “Here!”

 “Looks like we finally made it.”

Both of us hesitated, glanced at each other, and nodded.

Each of us stood to one side of the door.

Shiro reached out and knocked.

No response.

I steeled my nerves, and grabbed the knob.

 “…!”

It wasn’t locked. I turned the knob and pushed the door gently inwards.

I let go, and the door swung slowly open.

A burst of cold air came rushing out.

 “…?!”

 “Is this…air conditioning?”

We sniffed the cold air, and looked at each other.

 “If they’re keeping it cold?”

 “Then…computers?”

We stepped into the room.

Inside were rows of supercomputers, and the audible hum made it clear they were functioning.

It was like standing inside Stonehenge. The chill in the air made me feel like I was placing a flag on the northernmost point on the continent.

There was nobody here.

Each time I breathed out, a cloud formed. It was colder in here than it was outside. In February.

 “Is this controlling all of the Moon Temple?” Shiro asked.

I shook my head. “If that was all it was doing, they wouldn’t need anything this massive. This room has to be processing the entire information load for a certain…system. Enough data to conduct information warfare on an entire country.”

 “So…?”

 “Let’s see if we can get anything to show on a screen.”

There was a single desktop placed almost apologetically in a corner, and I turned that on.

It booted up like normal, nothing out of the ordinary about it. I tried connecting it to other lines.

Immediately, words appeared on the screen.

 “Open if you dare.”

Below that, an image of a box was flashing.

 “…?”

 “I…guess we should open it?” Shiro said, leaning closer.

I didn’t know what else to do.

I clicked the “Activate” button above the box.

And the screen cut out.

 “…?!”

We panicked, but a moment later the screen filled with static, which in turn resolved into a single image.

A man, sitting on a chair in a dimly lit room, facing us. It was Teratsuki Kyoichiro. But there was something strange about him.

This Teratsuki Kyoichiro was much younger than he’d looked in magazines or on TV. 

 

***

 

 “Well done! You, and your companions—if you have any, I have no way of knowing—deserve praise for making it this far.

 

 “Oh, my face? Yes, I don’t blame you. I used a great deal of makeup in my public appearances, but this is what I actually looked like. In my line of work, being of a certain age gives you that extra tinge of authority. Ha ha, putting all that makeup on every day was a real nightmare! I doubt even famous actresses cake it on like I do. Even with the makeup, people accused me of looking young, or not looking my age. I suppose I just never had the knack for it!

 

 “Although I suppose that’s not the answer you’re really looking for, I know. The Moon Temple, right? As you may have guessed, all of this was created just to bring you here. Or at least, it will be. As I’m recording this, the building is not yet complete, which complicates things. How’d it turn out? I hoped to create something that would loom over the city, dominating the skyline, and yet remaining completely out of place. Did I succeed? If everyone thought, ‘What a weird building,’ then I did.”

 

The man smiled. He locked his fingers together on his knees.

 

 “Right, right, I have so much to explain. But, like I said, things are complicated. Perhaps I just sound like I’m beating around the bush, but bear with me, please.

 

 “Have you ever considered whether the world has a ‘flow’ to it? You can call it destiny, or perhaps a ‘trend’. Have you ever really thought about it? Thinking about it didn’t get you anywhere, did it? Ha ha, I suppose not. But this is a problem mankind has thought about since we first arrived in this world. A problem we still ponder today. And there are parts of it we’ve come to understand. After all, it’s been quite a while since we came up with the concept of ‘evolution’.”

 

The man looked up at the ceiling, and sighed.

 

 “Yes…that isn’t something that can be explained with mere probability. No matter how you look at it, there must have been some direction, some flow to it. I can only think of how giraffes’ necks must have suddenly become incredibly long, and how whales abruptly became so ludicrously huge. These changes took place far too fast for these to have been minor chance mutations that slowly proliferated. Each replaced what came before quite quickly. When they didn’t replace their predecessors, things were even more extreme. The new and the old were so different they didn’t even try to kill each other off, just divided their territory up. Like humans and monkeys. And this line of thought naturally leads us to wonder if this flow is still going. And if so, then what comes next? Perhaps we can’t know for sure, but can we at least get a read on which direction the flow is going in?”
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 “Maybe that’s something only God can know? Not one powerful man in all of human history has ever resisted the impulse to meddle in God’s domain. But in our modern age, it is harder to tell who is in charge, who holds the real power. Instead, we have a system. A system with no real name. For convenience, we call it the Towa Organization. I belong to it, and I was created by it.

 

 “Yes, I am a man-made man. I am less a human being and more of a robot made from biological parts. And my purpose was to manipulate the economy to the Towa Organization’s benefit. Yes… ‘was’. Past tense. My role has ended. Of course it has. My power grew a bit too great, you see. I’ll be disposed of soon. I predicted this, but I’m afraid the economy wouldn’t let me tone things down that easily. Once you realize you’ve grown too big, there’s little you can do to stop it. So I decided to make one last big gamble. To take a huge amount of money, and play a game with the Towa Organization. The construction of the Moon Temple.

 

 “After my death, I’m sure the Moon Temple will be turned into an exhibit. That’s the only way for them to turn any short-term profit from it, after all. Is that what brought you here? Or are you from the event management team? Either way, I doubt you expected to get mixed up in anything like this. But here you are. As you should be. Things like this happen. That isn’t proven, there’s no evidence to support that notion, but I believe there are people who know things they should not, and who go where they must go. And those people are what the Towa Organization is hunting. The Towa Organization has laid traps the world over to draw those people to it. And this Moon Temple is one of those. The only one of its scale, of course, and one created without the permission of Axis.

 

 “You were locked in here, and lost consciousness. But fear not, the sleeping gas used is quite weak. You were not harmed by it. What matters is that you woke up first, and made your way here. You know what that means, don’t you? You have powers beyond ‘coincidence’—certainly enough that the Towa Organization would want to keep tabs on you. You have the potential to be the Towa Organization’s enemies.

 

 “I wanted to let you know. The Moon Temple and all Teratsuki Kyoichiro’s fortune existed for no other reason than to tell you to be careful. The supercomputers around you are busy distracting the entire internet, making it so no one can ever find this message. I can only hope they succeeded.

 

 “The code to unlock the Moon Temple’s current state is “STAIRWAY 2 HEAVEN”. This will open every lock. Type it into the keyboard before you, and as you do, this record will be deleted.

 

 “You have potential. I cannot imagine what kind. Perhaps you are not yet aware of it yourselves. But I would prefer that you not waste it. Becoming the enemy of the Towa Organization is secondary. What really matters here is how you grow that potential, and how you make use of it. I wish you well.”

 

The image changed. The man’s eyes looked away from the camera, to one side. Speaking to someone who’d entered the room. As he spoke, he reached down and pressed a button on the side of his chair.

 

 “Oh, they sent you, Eugene? I’m sure you’ll do a fine—”

 

The image cut out, replaced by static.

 

***

 

 “………”

I found myself remembering the first time I ever met Nagi. Wondering if the trap I’d set off that day was part of the ‘distraction,’ the jamming program he’d set up here.

But that didn’t matter. This was way beyond that.

The video started over again, playing on repeat.

 “Well done! You, and your companions—if you have any, I have no way of knowing—”

I watched it again, dazed.

But Shiro nodded to himself.

 “Well, that explains a lot…”

 “W-wait, Shiro, this isn’t right… it’s…”

 “How so?”

 “B-but… but this is… how is…?”

My voice was shaking. Pathetic. 

The video just kept going. “Right, right, I have so much to explain. But, like I said, things are complicated. Perhaps I just sound like I’m beating around the bush, but bear with me, please.”

The same thing as before.

 “Why… why doesn’t he say one word about the King of Distortion?!”

He didn’t explain that at all!

He only mentioned us being trapped in here and put to sleep!

 “………”

 “He didn’t cover the most important part! What the hell?!” I yelled.

And then… the Teratsuki Kyoichiro on the screen changed. He stopped talking, and grinned. 

 “Don’t you get it?” he said.

 “Hunh?”

 “Do you really not know why?”

The light in his eyes was gone.

 “…?!”

And “Custard Pie” echoed through the air…

 

Dahhdadadan, dan da-dan…

 

Pounding in my ears.

And a second later I was standing all alone in the center of a sunlit field.

 “N-no?!” 

A wave of heat struck me, and before I knew it I was drenched in sweat.

 “God damn it!”

Sitting in front of me, just as he had been in the video, chair and all, was Teratsuki Kyoichiro.

 “It’s simple. Very simple,” he said, and chuckled to himself. “How could that video have explained me? After all, he only provided the ‘opportunity.’”

 “S-so you—the King of Distortion isn’t part of…?”

 “Think of this as a ‘collaboration’. Between myself, and the man whose face I wear. I owe him a great deal for creating such an ideal stage for me. Bravo!”

I shuddered.

Had I been dancing on his palm this whole time?

But…

But I wasn’t out of options, yet.

I glared at the King of Distortion.

He was the same distance away as he’d seemed when I was looking at him on the monitor. This might be an illusion, but in the real world I was still sitting in front of the monitor. It sure felt like I was standing up, but that was just here. Which meant my fingers were still…

 “………”

I closed my eyes. Seeing anything would just confuse me. I let my mind go blank, not thinking anything. Telling myself I couldn’t hear “Custard Pie” playing in my ear.

My fingers were still resting on the keyboard, and they should still be resting on the right keys. Obviously, I could touch type. I could type whatever I wanted by reflex, without consciously thinking about it.

I could do this.

I was sure of it.

I had to do this!

I’d been typing for years. It was effortless. I could pull this off!

I swallowed hard. And tried to punch in the code we’d just heard.

But as I did, someone grabbed my arm, and twisted it back.

 “I’m afraid we can’t have anyone opening the Moon Temple just yet,” he said, quietly.

I gaped at him.

It was Tanaka Shiro.

But this Shiro… his eyes were…

 “Sh-Shiro, your eyes…”

 “………”

 “Your eyes…if you’re in here, how is there light in your eyes?”

The King of Distortion had no light in his eyes. Most likely because he was a shadow, a reflection of other things. Shadows had no light of their own. And if there was something in that shadow that had light, that must be…

Shiro wasn’t letting go of my arm.

He spoke calmly, solemnly, with all the weight his name implied.

 “Yes. I’m the real King of Distortion.”
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9:26 A.M.

 

 “Ew, rain!” 

I was on my way to turn in an application to a cram school, but now I hastily took cover inside the nearest building.

I rummaged through my bag, looking for the folding umbrella I swore I’d put in there.

But then my hands froze.

There was a boy standing in front of me. He seemed out of it, like he hadn’t noticed me standing there. He drained the paper cup in his hand, then went back to the bench behind him.

I fled before he saw me. I didn’t actually need to run away, but I did anyway.

The boy’s name was Takeda Keiji-san.

I’m Niitoki Kei, President of the Student Discipline Committee at Shinyo Academy, a private high school. And he’s the boy who recently broke my heart.

No—maybe not that recently. It was like six months ago. But to me it still felt like just the other day.

I’m extremely short, and look young—people often think I’m still in elementary school. I don’t know if that has anything to do with me not being able to get over this, though. My friends all think I’m great at compartmentalizing, so I must look like I’m handling it well, but that’s just on the outside. I’m doing no such thing.

 “Hahh, hahh…”

The sound of my own breathing snapped me out of it. I was running around, out of breath, bag open… I hadn’t even pulled the umbrella out.

 “I’m an idiot.”

The rain was still coming down, so I found the umbrella and opened it. But I was already soaked through. I dabbed my hair a bit with a handkerchief, feeling gloomy. How much sadder could one girl be?

There was a lot of commotion going on around me.

Right, I’d heard about this… there was some event starting today at the Moon…something. I was too busy studying for entrance exams to pay attention to that sort of thing.

There was a long line of people filing into some weird-looking building. Guided by some poor souls dressed as Hopper-kun. That must be the worst job, I thought. How hot did those costumes get?

Lots of couples. Just looking at them annoyed me.

…none of my business.

I sighed and turned to forlornly hand in my application to the cram school, my world devoid of dreams.

But I only took a single step before I froze in my tracks.

There was a girl standing at the crossing ahead of me. She had a large Spalding sports bag slung over her shoulder. My classmate, Miyashita-san.

 “………”

She was staring up at the sky.

Or not the sky—maybe she was staring at the building.

But for Miyashita Touka to be here made no sense at all. She was Takeda-senpai’s girlfriend. She should be heading to meet him.

And that glint in her eyes wasn’t what you’d expect from any girl out on a date.

I gasped. I’d seen her—or rather, someone with her face—with this exact same expression. And not under ordinary circumstances.

N-no way…

No sooner had the thought crossed my mind than she spun and ran across the crosswalk. Away from where senpai was waiting.

 “W-wait, Miyashita-san?!”

Concerned, I moved to run after her.

But there was no need.

Seconds later, a figure stepped out of the shadows.

Black lipstick on a white face. A black hat, and a black cloak, wrapped around the whole body so their silhouette looked like a pipe. A look I knew only too well—
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 “B-Boogiepop?!”

That name was a legend. Rumors spread among the girls in the area. A shinigami, identity unknown, said to kill people when they were at their most beautiful, before they had a chance to grow ugly.

And Boogiepop had the same face as Miyashita-san. I was decidedly less certain if he shared her gender. 

Boogiepop flew past me like the wind, slipping through the crowd. He opened a door on the side of the strange building—a hidden door, one that looked just like part of the wall—and went in. An employee exit?

But nobody seemed to think this was the least bit strange. With that getup, maybe they just assumed Boogiepop was part of the event.

 “W-wait! Stop!”

I knew better. Kirima Nagi had told me what made him appear.

This meant the world was in danger.

 “Excuse me! Let me through! I work here!”

With this lie, I cut through the crowd, chasing Boogiepop. I’d been working with the discipline committee a while now, and knew just how to give my voice the right level of authority.

Everyone bought the lie and stepped out of the way. I hopped over the fence and went inside the building.

It was like being slapped in the face with cold water.

I continued inside…


2:21 P.M.

 

Wham! Once again, the Moon Temple shook, like someone was hitting it with a giant hammer.

I glared at the King of Distortion, who’d taken Saotome Masami’s form.

 “I’m starting to figure this out,” I said. 

 “Figure out what, Niitoki-san?” it asked.

 “Who you are, King of Distortion.”

 “Oh? And what am I?”

 “At first, I thought this was another dimension you’d made, or at least some illusion you’d thrown me into. But if that was true, there’d be no way to contact the outside, and no way for Boogiepop to come into the illusion to help me. This isn’t your illusion. You aren’t pulling me into it.”

 “………”

 “You’re the one being pulled into it, King of Distortion. This is inside of me.”

 “Inside you?”

 “To be blunt, I think you’re my other personality. Suema-san said our personalities are far more multi-faceted than people think. And that’s what you are. You’re someone inside of me, someone normally locked away inside a box—and the King of Distortion is an invader borrowing that shape. You can’t do anything yourself. All you can do is maintain your shape within the narrow confines of what already lies within us. You’re a sad creature, with no will of your own.”

The King of Distortion grinned.

 “So what exactly is the King of Distortion?” it asked. Confidently. 

This didn’t dissuade me. “A parasite. That’s the only explanation,” I said.

I didn’t know if it was a space invader or a psychic creature or just a ghost of some kind, but I knew one thing for sure.

I wasn’t gonna let it win.

 “So harsh. I suppose you did face the Manticore head on, Niitoki Kei.”

 “But, because this is your nature, you’re bound by the limits of human potential. These shockwaves—those aren’t your doing, are they? This is the power of someone else you’ve attached yourself to—something hidden you’ve accidentally unearthed.”

That was the only thing that made sense. I’d felt those tremors before getting pulled back in here.

 “………”

The smile faded from the King of Distortion’s face.

 “And it’s on a rampage, and threatening you as well. Right?” I demanded.

It shrugged. “Its name is Zoragi. A monster dozens of meters tall. So massive its existence is separating from the host. Its power will soon destroy the Moon Temple. But it doesn’t seem to have any real goal in mind, so it isn’t attacking all that aggressively. Still,” he spread his hands, as if helpless. “If it really wants to, it could turn this building to dust in seconds.”

 “Then stop what you’re doing this instant!” I yelled. “If you stop doing this to everyone, it’ll disappear! Just like you pulled away when Boogiepop showed up!”

 “But if I do that, will the Saotome Masami-kun within you disappear as well, President?”

There was a sharpness to his tone, like the words were stabbing into me.

 “Th-that hardly matters now…”

 “It does. At the least, if your ‘alternate personality’ theory is correct, it can never leave you. The Teratsuki Kyoichiro inside Hashizaka Shizuka, the Suzuki Hinako inside Michimoto Sakiko…none of them will vanish.”

 “Argh…”

 “It makes sense. I am inside of you. That’s why I know what you know. Remember what else Suema Kazuko said? ‘Multiple personality disorder is fake.’ The distorted desire to make what they did into something they didn’t.”

 “B-but that’s…”

 “So if I am your alternate personality, you must become conscious of the ‘desire’ that created me. Why am I here? You must find the answer. No matter how hard that is, no matter how much you wish to turn your back on it.”

 “………”

 “Until that pain turns into gold.”

 “………”

Even as he spoke, the shocks of Zoragi’s attacks grew stronger. “Wh-what about you? Do you really have time to waste on me?”

There was a hint of panic in my voice. But the King of Distortion just smiled.

 “Oh, don’t worry about that. It looks like he’s going to take care of things. I’ve no idea what he intends to do…but I plan to enjoy the show.”

