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​The If Ring

By Shiori Byakuya


Tokyo, autumn 2030.
A ring that shows another possible life, a woman who repairs smartphones, and a quiet engineer.
This is their story.


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter One
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Koharu Miura’s repair shop stood beyond the north exit of Koenji Station, on the way toward Kannana, tucked deep inside a narrow lane beside an old shopping street.

The sign had been weathered by seven years of wind. Parts of the characters in Koharu Smartphone Repair had peeled away, and from a distance it looked as if only Haru Repair remained. Still, regular customers could always find it. In that alley, her storefront was the only one glowing with warm yellow light.

She liked yellow light. White light felt too much like a hospital.

At 3:17 in the afternoon, the wind chime on the door rang.

The man who entered was in his mid-thirties, wearing a faded leather jacket and carrying a laptop under his right arm.

He placed the laptop on the counter. It would not turn on.

“It got wet,” he said. “It was in my bag yesterday. The cap on my bottle wasn’t closed properly.”

Koharu took it, turned it over, and checked the screw holes on the bottom. There were no obvious signs of corrosion, but she caught a faint smell of coffee.

“Are you sure it was water?”

“Americano. No sugar.”

She glanced at him. He spoke with extreme economy, as if unused to being asked unnecessary questions.

But she noticed something. After setting down the laptop, he began removing the rings from his left hand.

Two of them.

One was a plain silver wedding band. The other was thinner, lighter, and along its surface were sensor contacts so small they were almost invisible to the naked eye, arranged like a precise tattoo.

He removed both rings and placed them on the counter, well away from the laptop.

“Worried about static?” she asked.

“Worried about breaking it.”

She did not ask anything else. She had seen customers like this before: technical people with a strangely careful attitude toward their possessions. She opened the laptop’s back panel and examined the motherboard through a magnifier.

“There are some traces near the power management chip, but nothing serious. Cleaning should take care of it. Please have a seat. About forty minutes.”

He did not sit. He stood beside the counter, watching her hands. She felt his eyes on her, but she did not look up. She was used to it.

She removed the motherboard and wiped the corroded area with alcohol. At the edge of her vision, she saw the two rings on the counter.

The thin one. She recognized something about its craftsmanship. It was not mass-produced. The sensor contacts inside were arranged too cleanly, as if someone had soldered them one by one by hand.

She set down the brush and reached for it.

“Don’t touch—”

Too late.

The instant her finger brushed the ring, the silver band lit up.

It was not screen light. It was a projection. Pale blue light poured out of the ring’s surface and unfolded in the air before her, a translucent interface like smoke made solid.

Startled, she instinctively tried to pull her hand away, but he had already leaned across the counter and caught her wrist firmly.

“Don’t move,” he said.

His voice was taut.

A line of text appeared in the interface, faint and quiet.

Match complete. Welcome back, Haruka Minase.

Koharu froze.

“What is this?”

He did not answer. He only stared at the words. She noticed that his hand was trembling, just barely, but enough for her to see.

“What’s your name?”

“Koharu Miura.”

He released her wrist and looked at her. There was no curiosity in his eyes, only something deep and unreadable.

“Who is Haruka Minase?”

He did not answer that either. He took the ring from her hand very gently, as if handling something fragile, then put it back on his finger beside the other wedding band.

“Call me when the laptop is fixed.”

He left without looking back.

The wind chime rang once.

Koharu looked down at her fingertips. In the moment she had touched the ring, she had felt something. Not an electric shock. Something lighter, as if someone had tapped softly on her brain.

She did not know what it was.

But she knew one thing. That ring was not ordinary jewelry.
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He came again the next afternoon, this time without the laptop.

He placed a hot coffee in front of her. Americano, no sugar.

“Your laptop is fixed,” she said. “I cleaned the motherboard and ran the usual tests. No problems.”

“How much?”

“Three thousand yen.”

He paid by scanning the PayPay QR code. Then he did not leave.

“That screen yesterday,” he said. “You saw it too.”

“Haruka Minase,” Koharu said.

She rolled the name on her tongue. For some reason, it sounded less like a real person than someone from a book, clean and graceful, the kind of woman whose shoes would not get dirty even on a rainy day.

“It’s a nice name,” she said. “Doesn’t sound like me at all.”

Makoto Kurose looked up at her.

“It sounds like the name of someone elegant,” she said. “I can’t even be bothered to fix my sign.”

Kurose was silent for a while.

“My wife.”

Koharu said nothing. She waited.

“I made that ring the year we got married,” he said. “It isn’t a product. While she was sleeping, I soldered it together, part by part.”

“What does it do?”

He was silent for so long that she thought he might not answer.

“It reads neural signatures. Then it projects the paths a person abandoned when making major choices.”

“Why would you make something like that?”

He looked at her.

“Because I wanted to know whether she regretted marrying me.”

When he said it, his tone was perfectly flat, as if he were talking about someone else. But Koharu saw the hand he had placed on the counter, with two rings on its fourth finger, and the joints had gone faintly white.

“She...”

“Died,” he said. “Two and a half years ago.”

Koharu did not say, I’m sorry. She simply picked up the coffee and took a sip. It was very hot.

“Then why are you still wearing her ring?”

“Because if I don’t,” he paused, “then it really disappears from the world.”

He stood.

“After she died, I tried wearing it. No response. I had colleagues try it. Friends too. Whoever touched it, it was dead. It never lit up.”

He looked at her.

“Until you touched it.”

“So?”

“So you are the only person I have ever met who could make it glow.”

He left the shop. The wind chime rang once.

Koharu looked down at the coffee. He had not finished it.

Then she noticed the thin silver ring sitting quietly on the counter, beside the place where he had been standing.

He had forgotten it.

Or had he left it there on purpose?

She reached for it and picked it up. This time it did not glow. But the metal still held warmth, a little warmer than the air in the room, as if someone had worn it for a long time.
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She did not return it right away.

She put the ring in the counter drawer with the spare key and an old charger she had not used in years. Then she went back to fixing phones: a cracked iPhone, an AQUOS with a swollen battery, a water-damaged Galaxy.

That night, before closing the shop, she opened the drawer.

The ring lay there in silence.

She picked it up and put it on.

The ring tightened by itself, fitting neatly around her fourth finger. Its temperature sensor created the illusion of a warm hand lightly holding her finger.

Then it glowed.

The projection unfolded in the air before her faster and more clearly than she had imagined.

She saw herself standing on a balcony with a wooden floor. Tiles underfoot, purple flowers twining around the railing.

The balcony where she lived now was piled with junk and a broken washing machine. This was not that place.

She wore an unbleached white shirt with a small gold brooch at the collar. Her hair was longer, tied back.

She looked... proper.

Like a person living with dignity.

The image changed. She was in a laboratory, wearing a white coat, explaining something to a young assistant. When she spoke, her hands moved to fill in the words. She had not known she could speak with gestures like that.

The image changed again. Her kitchen. She was cutting onions. Someone stood beside her. The face was unclear. A hand reached over and gently tucked a
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