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  Chapter 1

  
  




The Jest Begins




The rain didn’t fall in Mock Town; it fizzled. It hit the pavement not with a splash, but with a soft hiss, evaporating almost instantly against the perpetual neon glow and the ambient heat rising from a million chattering datastreams. Tonight’s sizzle was sponsored by *Fizz!*, the carbonated neural drink that promised ‘Clarity in Every Bubble.’ The slogan was projected onto the clouds themselves, a shimmering, holographic lie in a sky that hadn’t shown a real star in decades.




Hikari Mei kept her head down, the collar of her worn synth-leather jacket pulled high. It did little to block the sensory assault. To her left, a flash-mob pirouetted in perfect, unnerving synchrony, their movements dictated by a viral dance challenge that would be forgotten by morning. To her right, a street vendor sold aerosolized nostalgia—the scent of old books, sea salt, or a lover’s perfume, each canister promising a fleeting escape for ten credits. The air was thick with laughter, a brittle, high-pitched sound that seemed to be the city’s official soundtrack.




She navigated the throng not by sight, but by the dissonant symphony of notifications pinging from the AR overlays of those around her. Likes, shares, and fleeting flames of digital approval were the true currency here.




A roar of genuine, gut-wrenching laughter—a rare vintage—erupted from the central plaza. Hikari glanced up. On the monolithic screen that wrapped the City Hall spire, Jiro “The Baboon” Kato was holding court.




—-

**[LIVESTREAM FRAGMENT: ‘The Baboon’s Playground’ - LIVE NOW - viewership: 12.7 million]**




*Jiro, shirtless and painted with glowing tribal patterns, stands on the edge of the Grand Jest Fountain. He’s wearing an absurdly large baboon mask, its grin stretching from ear to ear. In his hands, he holds a single, perfect, real rose.*




**Jiro (voice booming, digitally enhanced):** They say beauty is truth! They say love is eternal! But I ask you, Mock Town… is it *funny*?




*The crowd roars. The comment feed is a waterfall of emojis: 😂😂😂🐒🍌🤡*




**Jiro:** For my next feat, I will find the one thing in this city that cannot be laughed at! A heart so pure, a soul so earnest, it will silence the jest!




*He leaps from the fountain’s edge, landing theatrically in the crowd, the camera drone struggling to keep up. He shoves the rose into a young woman’s face.*




**Jiro:** You! Do you love your boyfriend?




**Woman (blushing, giddy):** I… yes!




**Jiro:** But would you trade him for a lifetime supply of *Fizz!*?




*She hesitates for a split second too long. The crowd howls. Her boyfriend, standing beside her, forces a grin as the public humiliation is broadcast to millions. The Baboon throws the rose into the fountain, where it’s instantly incinerated by a cleaning drone.*




**Jiro:** See? Everything’s a punchline!




—-




Hikari turned away, a sour taste in her mouth that had nothing to do with the Fizz-scented air. It wasn’t the cruelty that struck her; Mock Town was built on casual cruelty disguised as irony. It was the flicker of genuine hurt in the woman’s eyes, a micro-expression of shame that was immediately buried under a performance of good-natured laughter. It was a light, extinguished before it could even be seen.




Her comm-link vibrated in her pocket.




—-

**[PRIVATE MESSAGE: Mira Yamazaki -> Hikari Mei]**




**Mira:** Don’t look. You’ll only break your own heart.




**Hikari:** Too late. He just vaporized a flower.




**Mira:** Poetic. Jiro’s team probably focus-grouped that for maximum nihilistic engagement. His metrics will be through the roof.




**Hikari:** It’s not the metrics, Mira. It’s the silence *after* the laugh. It’s getting louder.




**Mira:** That’s the point, H. A laughing crowd can’t organize. A distracted crowd can’t revolt. You’re looking for meaning in a system designed to eradicate it. Check the sub-nets I flagged for you. The real story isn’t on the spire.




—-




Hikari ducked into a side alley, the plaza’s cacophony softening to a dull roar. The walls here were dark, untouched by the major ad-streams. They were a canvas for a different kind of expression: hastily scrawled lines of code, ghost-tags that only appeared with the right optical filter, and faded, peeling posters of a world before the jest. One poster depicted a simple, hand-drawn sun, its rays stretching out like an open palm. Beneath it, a single word: *Awake*.




She traced the outline of the sun with her finger. Her reflection stared back from a grimy puddle on the ground—a young woman with tired eyes, lost in a city-sized hall of mirrors. Everyone was performing, and she was no exception, her quiet dissent a role she played for an audience of one. But the woman in the plaza, the incinerated rose, Jiro’s empty, echoing laughter… it felt different this time. Not just another act in the carnival. It felt like a beginning.




The beginning of what, she didn’t know. But for the first time in a long time, the simmering hope within her felt less like a foolish fantasy and more like a flint, waiting for a spark. The city’s jest had begun long ago, but tonight, so had her refusal to laugh along.
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Baboon’s Playground




The morning after was always the same: a city-wide hangover of recycled content. The incinerated rose from Jiro’s broadcast was already a meme, a viral symbol of Mock Town’s gleeful nihilism.




—-

**[SOCIAL MEDIA FEED: #MockTownTrending]**




**@User48A1:** Pic of my breakfast toast, which I burned. In honor of the #RoseRoast. 😂 #BaboonsJest

**@Glam_Botique:** Get the look! Our new “Scorched Petal” line of cosmetics is 50% off for the next hour. Don’t just watch the joke, BE the joke! 🔥💄 #Sponsored

**@TakeshiFujiwara_Official:** A flower? How sentimental. True art is making them forget what a flower even was. #ChaosCascade coming soon. Stay tuned. 😈

**@TruthSeeker99:** Anyone else see the woman’s face? The one Jiro humiliated? He didn’t just burn a flower. #Awake




—-




Hikari scrolled through the feed on a public terminal in a transit station, the last comment a tiny island in a sea of laughing emojis. That handle, *TruthSeeker99*… she’d seen it before, a ghost in the machine posting dissonant thoughts that were usually swallowed by the algorithm within minutes.




Her destination was the Old Quarter, a relic of a neighborhood where the neon didn’t quite reach and small, independent shops fought for survival against mega-corps and their influencer-driven marketing blitzes. It was here she hoped to find a flicker of the genuine.




A sudden commotion up ahead made her pause. A swarm of delivery drones, instead of dropping packages, were dive-bombing a small noodle shop, pelting its entrance with brightly colored, harmless paint pellets. Patrons scattered, laughing and filming on their devices. Projected onto the side of the drone swarm was Takeshi Fujiwara’s signature icon: a stylized vortex. This was his #ChaosCascade. It was petty, pointless, and utterly captivating for the masses. The shop owner, a grim-faced old man, stood in the doorway with a broom, looking defeated.




This was Takeshi’s brand of influence. Where Jiro created a single, monolithic spectacle, Takeshi orchestrated a thousand tiny disruptions. He was the entropy to Jiro’s ceremony, and the city loved him for it. He didn’t need a stage; the entire city was his playground.




—-

**[LIVESTREAM FRAGMENT: ‘Chaos Cascade’ - LIVE NOW - viewership: 9.3 million]**




*Takeshi’s face, sharp and handsome with a cruel smirk, appears in a small window on the screen. The main view is from one of the paint-pelting drones.*




**Takeshi (voice smooth, conspiratorial):** Look at them scatter! Beautiful, isn’t it? Predictability is a prison, Mock Town. I’m just here to rattle the bars. Why eat noodles when you can have a story to tell? This ramen just got a flavor-upgrade: *relevance*.




*The comment feed scrolls at an impossible speed. A flood of thumbs-up and vortex emojis.*




**Takeshi:** Now, who should we bless with chaos next? Your votes decide!




—-




Hikari felt a familiar wave of nausea. This was the other side of the Baboon’s coin. Jiro offered a spectacle to laugh at. Takeshi offered one to participate in. Both were just different flavors of distraction.




Her comm-link buzzed. It was Mira.




—-

**[VOICE CALL: Mira Yamazaki -> Hikari Mei]**




**Mira:** Let me guess. You’re watching the paint-pocalypse.




**Hikari:** He’s attacking an old man’s noodle shop, Mira. And people are… voting on it.




**Mira:** It’s not about the noodles, H. It’s never about the thing itself. It’s about the engagement. Look deeper. I’ve been tracking their back-end metrics. Jiro’s ‘Baboon’s Jest’ viewership peaked at 12.7 million last night. Takeshi’s ‘Chaos Cascade’ went live the exact moment Jiro’s post-show sentiment analysis hit its apex.




**Hikari:** A rival trying to steal the spotlight.




**Mira:** No, that’s the performance. It’s not a rivalry; it’s a duet. They feed each other. Jiro creates a massive, passive event. Takeshi follows up with a chaotic, interactive one. They’re trapping the city’s entire attention span between them. They’re the sun and the moon of this stupid playground, and they’re making sure there’s never any darkness for people to actually see what’s around them.




**Hikari:** And the Mayor? Sorata just lets this happen?




**Mira:** (A short, bitter laugh) Sorata’s a figurehead. His approval rating is tied to the city’s overall ‘Happiness Index,’ which is directly correlated with social media engagement. Jiro and Takeshi are keeping the city ‘happy.’ He’s a puppet, and he probably doesn’t even see the strings.




—-




The call ended. Hikari looked from the paint-splattered shop to the giggling crowds filming the spectacle. Then she looked at the old man, who had given up swinging his broom and was now just watching, his face a mask of quiet resignation.




In his eyes, she saw the same flicker she’d seen in the woman’s at the fountain—the light of a genuine emotion being snuffed out by the sheer, overwhelming force of the jest.




She walked towards the noodle shop, pushing through the crowd of spectators. She ignored their annoyed glances, their phones, their augmented reality overlays that probably painted her as a glitch in their perfect, chaotic frame. She stopped at the doorway, the scent of broth now mixed with the chemical tang of the paint.




She looked at the old man.




“I’d like a bowl of ramen, please,” she said, her voice quiet but clear.




For a moment, the old man just stared at her, as if she were speaking a forgotten language. Then, slowly, he nodded, a crack in the mask of his despair. He turned and shuffled back into the quiet dark of his shop. Hikari followed him in, leaving the playground behind.














