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The fluorescent lights inside FamilyMart hummed at a frequency only noticeable when there was nothing else to listen to.

Touma Kase stood in the beverage aisle, staring at two bottles of green tea. One was 158 yen. The other was 168 yen, but it said "deep-steeped" on the label. He had been standing here for two minutes and forty-three seconds. He knew this because he had checked his phone twice, not because he cared about the time, but because looking at his phone was the only socially acceptable way to stand still in a convenience store without looking like he had lost the ability to function as a human being.

He grabbed the 158-yen one. He wasn't going to pay ten extra yen for the word "deep." Nothing in his life was deep. Everything was surface-level, practical, and exactly as expensive as it needed to be and not a single yen more.

He walked to the register. The part-time cashier—a high school kid with a tired face and an apron that was too big for him—scanned the bottle without looking up.

"108 yen after tax."

Touma tapped his IC card on the reader. The machine chirped. He took the bottle, nodded once out of habit, and walked toward the automatic doors.

The doors slid open.

And the humidity of a late-July night hit his face like a wet towel.

Summer in this city was disgusting. It wasn't the romantic kind of summer you saw in movies—no sparkling ocean, no fireworks reflecting in someone's eyes, no cicadas singing a beautiful melody. It was just hot. Stubbornly, oppressively hot. The kind of hot that made the back of your shirt stick to your skin while you walked home from the station at midnight, carrying a bottle of green tea that was already losing its chill before you even opened it.

Touma stepped onto the sidewalk and turned left.

The street was empty. A single vending machine glowed red and blue at the corner, humming the same tune it had been humming for the past five years. A stray cat sat beneath a parked bicycle, watching him with the hollow, indifferent eyes that only stray cats and old men waiting for buses seemed to possess.

He unscrewed the cap and took a sip. It was fine. It was green tea. It tasted like green tea.

His apartment was a twelve-minute walk from the store. He had counted the steps once, out of boredom, and landed somewhere around fourteen hundred. Fourteen hundred steps between a convenience store and a six-tatami-mat room with a single window that faced a concrete wall. That was his kingdom. That was the empire he had built for himself over the past two years.

He liked the walk, though. Not because it was scenic—it wasn't—but because it was the only part of his day where nobody expected anything from him. No professors, no group projects, no Ryouta dragging him to some izakaya under the pretense of "networking" when really it was just an excuse to hit on the part-time waitresses. Just twelve minutes of pavement, vending machine hum, and the sound of his own shoes on the ground.

He passed the laundromat. Closed. The dry cleaner. Closed. The yakitori place that always smelled like charcoal even from three blocks away. Closed.

Everything in this neighborhood closed early. It was one of the reasons rent was cheap. The other reason was that the nearest train station was a fourteen-hundred-step walk away, and the last train left at midnight, which meant if you missed it, you were either calling a taxi you couldn't afford or walking forty minutes from the next station over. Touma had done the walk twice. Both times in the rain. He did not recommend it.

He was passing the park—the one with the rusted swings and the bent basketball hoop—when his phone vibrated in his pocket.

He pulled it out. The screen lit up, blinding him for a second in the dark.

Ryouta: yo you up

Touma stopped walking. He stared at the message. It was 11:52 PM. Ryouta Sato had the texting habits of a person who had never once considered that other people might be trying to sleep, or read, or simply exist in silence without their phone buzzing.

Touma: walking home

Ryouta: NICE guess what

Touma: what

Ryouta: hina's back

Touma's thumb hovered over the keyboard.

The park was dead silent. No kids, no dogs, no old people doing calisthenics. Just the faint sound of wind moving through the trees that lined the back fence. His phone screen was too bright. He could feel the heat of it against his face.

Ryouta: she transferred back to our uni lol

Ryouta: saw her at the admin building today

Ryouta: she looks good man

Ryouta: we should all hang out soon. ill set it up

Touma put the phone back in his pocket without replying.

He stood on the sidewalk for a moment. The stray cat from earlier had followed him, or maybe it was a different stray cat. It was hard to tell. They all had the same expression. He took another sip of green tea. It was warm now. It tasted worse warm.

Hina Shiratori was back.

He said the name in his head, and it felt like pronouncing a word in a language he used to be fluent in but hadn't spoken in five years. The shape of it was familiar—Hina—but the sound of it had lost its meaning somewhere between fifteen and twenty. It was just a name. Two syllables. Hi-na. It didn't belong to a person anymore. It belonged to a file in the back of his brain that he had taped shut and shoved under everything else.

He started walking again.

His pace was faster now. Not running—Touma Kase did not run—but walking with the kind of deliberate speed that meant he was trying to outpace something. His shoes hit the pavement harder than they needed to. The green tea sloshed in the bottle.

She looks good man.

Of course she looked good. Hina Shiratori had always looked good. Not in the way that made heads turn on the street—she wasn't that kind of pretty. She was the kind of pretty that crept up on you. The kind you didn't notice until you'd been sitting next to her for three hours and suddenly realized you'd been staring at the way her hair fell against her neck instead of paying attention to literally anything else.

Touma gripped the bottle tighter.

He turned the corner onto his street. The concrete wall of his apartment building came into view, gray and featureless under a single flickering streetlight. He fished his keys out of his pocket.

We should all hang out soon. I'll set it up.

Ryouta would do it. That was the thing about Ryouta Sato—he didn't understand pauses. He didn't read the silence between words. If there was a gap in a conversation, Ryouta filled it. If there was an awkward social situation, Ryouta plowed through it like a bulldozer. It was one of his most admirable and most infuriating qualities, depending on which side of the bulldozer you were standing on.

Touma climbed the stairs to the second floor. His apartment was 204. The number had peeled at the corners, so it looked more like _04. He unlocked the door, stepped inside, and slid it shut behind him.

Six tatami mats. A desk with his laptop on it. A small TV he rarely watched. A mini-fridge that hummed louder than the convenience store lights. A bed rolled out in the corner because there wasn't enough space to keep it set up during the day. One window. Concrete wall.

Home.

He set the warm green tea on his desk. He sat down in his chair. The chair creaked—it had been creaking since he moved in, and he kept telling himself he'd tighten the screws, but he never did.

He pulled out his phone again.

Ryouta had sent two more messages.

Ryouta: hello?

Ryouta: you fell asleep lol

Touma stared at the screen. His thumbs hovered. He could type something normal. Something like "that's great, let me know when." That's what a normal person would say. A normal person who had kissed his best friend at a summer festival when he was fifteen and then dated another girl the very next day and never spoke about it and watched that best friend transfer schools a month later and disappear from his life completely and—

He locked the phone and set it face-down on the desk.

The room was quiet. The fridge hummed. The chair creaked under his weight.

Touma leaned back and pressed his palms against his eyes until he saw spots.

Five years.

He had done the math more times than he cared to admit. Five years since the summer festival. Five years since the kiss. Five years since Sana Kurokawa. Five years since Hina stopped looking at him. Five years since she transferred to a school two cities away. Five years of nothing—not a text, not a call, not a single word exchanged between them.

And in those five years, Touma had done exactly what he always did. He structured his life. He built routines. He woke up at seven, went to class, came home, studied, went to bed. He got a part-time job at a bookstore that he didn't need but that filled the hours between evening and sleep. He kept his head down. He didn't take risks. He didn't make waves. He became the most reliable, most boring, most emotionally unavailable twenty-year-old in the entire prefecture.

Because if you never felt anything, you could never hurt anyone.

It was a philosophy that sounded pathetic when you said it out loud, so Touma never said it out loud. He just lived it. Day after day. Fourteen hundred steps to the station. Classes. Fourteen hundred steps back. Green tea. Sleep. Repeat.

And it had worked.

For five years, it had actually, genuinely worked.

Until now. Until two words on a phone screen had undone the entire architecture of his carefully built nothing.

Hina's back.

He opened his laptop. He didn't want to think about it, so he did the only thing he knew how to do when he didn't want to think: he worked. He opened his Urban Planning assignment—a comparative analysis of pedestrian flow in post-war Japanese suburbs—and stared at the blank document.

The cursor blinked.

He typed a sentence. Deleted it. Typed another. Deleted it.

His mind wasn't on suburban pedestrian flow. His mind was on a summer night five years ago. The smell of yakisoba and fireworks smoke. The sound of a festival booth playing the same enka song on repeat. The way Hina had looked at him under the paper lanterns—not with romance, not with longing, but with the simple, uncomplicated warmth of someone who had known you since you were five and thought they would know you forever.

And then the firework had exploded overhead, red and white, and in the noise and the light, they had turned to each other at the exact same time, and their faces had been too close, and it had happened.

Not a romantic kiss. Not a movie kiss. An accidental collision of lips that lasted maybe half a second before they both jerked back like they'd touched a live wire.

And Touma had panicked.

He could still feel the panic if he let himself. The way his heart had slammed against his ribs. The way his thoughts had spiraled—not into "I like her" but into "I ruined it." He hadn't processed the kiss as a confession. He had processed it as a destruction. He had looked at Hina's wide eyes in the lantern light and seen not surprise but disaster.

So he did what every emotionally stunted fifteen-year-old boy does when confronted with something he can't handle.

He ran.

Not physically. Socially. The very next day, he asked Sana Kurokawa out. Sana, who sat next to him in homeroom. Sana, who was nice and safe and had nothing to do with the world he had just set on fire. Sana, who represented normalcy. Sana, who was the ultimate proof that the kiss meant nothing, that he was normal, that everything was fine.

Everything was not fine.

Hina didn't scream. She didn't cry. She didn't slap him or write him a letter or stand outside his house in the rain. She did something far worse.

She disappeared.

Not dramatically. Quietly. She stopped sitting next to him in class. She stopped walking home with him. She stopped responding to his messages—not with anger, but with silence. And then, a month later, she was gone. Transferred. Her parents had apparently been planning to move anyway, and the timing was either a coincidence or the worst kind of confirmation.

Touma never found out which.

The cursor on his laptop was still blinking. He had written nothing.

He closed the laptop and lay down on his bed, still fully dressed, still wearing his shoes. The ceiling was white. It had a small crack in the corner that he had also never fixed. He stared at it and let the silence of the room press down on him.

We should all hang out soon. I'll set it up.

Ryouta would do it within the week. That was his superpower. Within seven days, there would be a group chat, a date, a time, a place—probably that awful karaoke place near the station that smelled like old carpet and spilled beer. And Touma would have to sit in a small, dark room with Hina Shiratori for the first time in five years, and she would look at him the way she always did now.

Which was to say, not at all.

He rolled onto his side. The bed creaked. The fridge hummed. The streetlight outside flickered through the thin curtain, casting a faint orange line across the floor.

He picked up his phone. Unlocked it. Opened Ryouta's messages.

He started typing.

Yeah, sounds good.

He stared at the three words. They sat on the screen like evidence.

He deleted them.

He locked the phone. Set it face-down. Closed his eyes.

Sleep didn't come. It rarely did before midnight, and tonight it felt even further away than usual. His brain was running calculations it had no business running. What would he say? What would he wear? Should he cut his hair? Why did he care about his hair? He hadn't cared about his hair in two years. His hair was fine. Everything was fine.

She looks good man.

Yeah. She probably did.

Touma opened his eyes and stared at the wall. The concrete wall. The gray, featureless, unchanging wall that he had chosen specifically because it had nothing to look at.

Tomorrow, he told himself. He would deal with it tomorrow.

But tomorrow was already here. It was 12:03 AM. And somewhere in this city, Hina Shiratori was unpacking boxes in a new apartment, or lying awake in an unfamiliar bed, or doing any number of things that Touma had no right to know about.

He reached for the warm green tea on his desk, took a sip, and grimaced.

It tasted like nothing.
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Touma's alarm went off at 6:55 AM, five minutes before it was supposed to.

He had set it early by accident two weeks ago and never bothered to fix it, which summed up his relationship with his own life fairly well. He lay in bed for the full five minutes, staring at the ceiling crack, listening to the generic digital tone that came pre-loaded on every phone in the country. At 7:00 AM, he reached over and silenced it. Then he lay there for three more minutes because the gap between waking and moving was the only part of the day where no one could ask anything of him.

He sat up. His shirt was wrinkled from sleeping in it. His neck was stiff. The room smelled like closed windows and the faint chemical scent of the convenience store bento he had eaten at his desk three nights ago and not thrown away properly. He got up, opened the window, and immediately regretted it because the morning air was already warm and thick, like breathing through a damp cloth.

He brushed his teeth. He splashed water on his face. He looked in the mirror above the tiny sink and saw a twenty-year-old man with dark circles under his eyes and hair that stuck up on the left side. He wet his hands and pressed the hair down. It stayed down for approximately four seconds before springing back up. He gave up.

Getting dressed took four minutes. He owned three pairs of nearly identical black trousers and seven white shirts that varied only in the shade of whiteness depending on how many times they had been washed. Today he grabbed the one that was closest to actual white. He tucked it in, buckled his belt, and checked his bag. Laptop, notebook, pen, wallet, IC card, phone. Everything was in its place. Everything was accounted for.

Routine was a form of armor. Touma had read that somewhere—in an article about cognitive behavioral therapy that he had clicked on at 2 AM during a period of his life he preferred not to think about. The article said that predictable routines reduced anxiety by removing decision-making from the equation. Every choice was a potential failure point. Every variable was a possible catastrophe. So you removed the variables. You made the choices in advance. You woke up at the same time, wore the same clothes, walked the same route, and in doing so, you built a wall between yourself and the chaos of the world.

It had worked for two years.

It had stopped working approximately twelve hours ago.

He locked his apartment door—_04, peeling numbers, creaking hinges—and walked down the stairs. The morning air hit him again as he stepped outside, and this time it was slightly worse because the sun was up, doing that thing where it pretended to be gentle but was actually laying the groundwork for another miserable afternoon. He turned left. Passed the yakitori place, which was closed but still smelled like charcoal. Passed the laundromat. Passed the dry cleaner. Reached the corner with the vending machine.

He did not buy anything from the vending machine. He had bought nothing from it in two years. But he looked at it every morning, the same way he looked at everything else on this route—not seeing it, exactly, but registering its presence like a checkpoint in a video game. Vending machine. Crosswalk. Station. Ticket gate. Platform. Train.

The 7:41 to Shibuya was not crowded. It was that weird hour where the morning rush was thinning out but hadn't completely died. Touma found a seat by the door and set his bag on his lap. He did not take out his phone. He did not take out his notebook. He sat with his hands on his knees and watched the city slide past the window—gray buildings, gray sidewalks, gray sky pressing down like a lid on a pot that was about to boil.

The train arrived at Shibuya at 8:09. He walked the route to campus without thinking about it—left out of the station, past the konbini, right at the intersection with the broken traffic light that had been broken for three months, through the north gate, past the gymnasium, up the stairs to the humanities building. Fourth floor. Room 407. Urban Planning Seminar.

He was eleven minutes early. The room was empty except for a girl sitting in the back row, highlighting something in a textbook with a pink marker. He didn't recognize her. He sat in his usual seat—third row from the front, second seat from the window—and took out his laptop.

The screen lit up. The document from last night was still there. Blank except for a title: "Pedestrian Flow in Post-War Suburban Developments: A Comparative Analysis." He had written exactly zero words of substance since opening it forty-eight hours ago. The cursor blinked at him, patient and accusatory.

He closed the document and opened his notes from last week's lecture instead. They were meticulous. Bullet points, sub-bullet points, color-coded annotations. If anyone looked at his notes, they would think he was the most dedicated student in the program. In reality, taking detailed notes was just another part of the routine. It gave his hands something to do so his brain could stay safely in neutral.

Students trickled in over the next ten minutes. Kawamura, who always sat in the front and asked questions that were essentially just the professor's previous sentence rephrased as a query. Nakajima, who slept with his eyes open—a genuinely unsettling skill. The two girls from the sociology department whose names Touma had never learned because they always sat in the back and whispered to each other.

At 8:28, someone dropped into the seat next to him.

"Yo."

Kento Igarashi. Tousled hair, half-unbuttoned polo shirt, the faint smell of body spray applied too hastily that morning. He was holding a can of coffee from the vending machine outside the station and a convenience store onigiri that he had already taken two bites out of.

"You're here early," Kento said, settling into his chair with the graceless comfort of someone who treated every seat like a couch.

"I'm always here early."

"Yeah, but today you look like you're here early on purpose. Like you couldn't wait to get here."

"I couldn't wait to get here," Touma said flatly.

Kento looked at him. Then he looked at the blank laptop screen. Then back at Touma.

"Rough night?"

"No."

"Because you look like someone ran over your dog."

"I don't have a dog."

"That's the problem. You need a dog. Dogs don't care about your problems. They just want food and belly rubs. It's a simple life."

Touma said nothing. Kento bit into his onigiri. The seminar room filled with the low hum of students settling in—zippers, chair legs, coughs, the rustle of plastic bags.

"You got the assignment done?" Kento asked, mouth half-full.

"Mostly."

"Liar. Your screen is blank."

"It's a new document."

"You're a terrible liar, you know that? It's actually kind of impressive. Most people can lie a little. You can't lie at all. Your face just does this thing—" Kento contorted his features into what was presumably meant to be Touma's expression, though it looked more like a man experiencing simultaneous gas and heartburn.

"Stop that."

"I'm just saying. If you ever need to rob a bank, don't be the one who talks to the teller."

"I'll keep that in mind."

Professor Yamamoto walked in at exactly 8:30. He was a small man in his late fifties with wire-frame glasses and the kind of face that had either been born stern or had been carved into sternness by thirty years of dealing with university students. He set his briefcase on the desk, opened it, and removed a stack of papers without greeting anyone. This was normal. Yamamoto believed that the lecture itself was the greeting.

"Today," Yamamoto said, and the room fell silent, "we will discuss the concept of spatial hierarchy in residential planning. Please open your texts to page two hundred and fourteen."

Touma opened his text to page 214. He took notes. Kento ate his onigiri and then fell asleep with his chin on his hand, which was impressive given that Yamamoto's voice had the hypnotic quality of a washing machine on a gentle cycle.

For fifty-three minutes, Touma's brain did exactly what it was supposed to do. It processed information. It recorded key terms. It organized concepts into frameworks. It did not think about Hina Shiratori even once.

This was a lie. It thought about her four times.

The first time was when Yamamoto used the word "intersection" in the context of pedestrian corridors, and Touma's brain immediately appended the phrase "of our lives" to it, which was so absurdly melodramatic that he almost laughed out loud in the middle of the lecture. He didn't laugh, because he had trained himself not to react to anything in public, but the impulse was there.

The second time was when the girl in the back row dropped her pink highlighter and it rolled all the way to the front of the room, and the sound it made—click-click-click against the linoleum—reminded him of the sound of geta sandals on pavement, which reminded him of summer festivals, which reminded him of fireworks, which reminded him of—

He wrote down a bullet point about mixed-use zoning and kept his pen moving until the association dissolved.

The third time was when his phone buzzed in his pocket. He didn't check it. He knew who it was. Ryouta had been sending messages since seven that morning, each one a new variation on the same theme.

Ryouta: ok so im thinking friday

Ryouta: theres that new dumpling place near higashi station

Ryouta: i already asked hina and she said yes

Ryouta: wait

Ryouta: actually she said "if everyone else is going its fine"

Ryouta: which is basically a yes right

Ryouta: touma

Ryouta: bro respond

The fourth time was when Yamamoto said the word "foundation" in the context of building load-bearing structures, and Touma thought about how Hina had been the foundation of his social life for ten years, and how he had demolished that foundation in half a second under a fireworks display, and how he had been living in a structurally unsound building ever since, pretending the cracks weren't there.

"Mr. Kase."

Touma looked up. Yamamoto was staring at him.

"Could you elaborate on the difference between axial and radial street patterns?"

"Axial patterns follow a central axis," Touma said, because he had read the chapter twice. "They prioritize visual corridors and monumentality. Radial patterns emanate from a central point, like spokes on a wheel. They prioritize connectivity but create irregular intersection angles that can complicate traffic flow."

Yamamoto stared at him for a moment, then nodded once and returned to the board.

Kento, who had apparently woken up at some point, whispered, "Show-off."

Touma didn't respond.

The lecture ended at 10:00. Kento stretched, yawned, and suggested they get coffee at the cafeteria. Touma said he had to work on his assignment. Kento gave him a look—the same look he'd been giving him all morning, the one that said "I know you're lying but I'm going to let it slide for now"—and wandered off in the direction of the vending machines.

Touma stayed in his seat. The room emptied around him. The girl with the pink highlighter left without retrieving something she had dropped under her chair. He looked at the thing—a mechanical pencil, standard issue, nothing remarkable—and felt a brief, irrational surge of secondhand anxiety about it being left behind.

He shook it off, packed his bag, and left.

The hallway of the humanities building was wide and linoleum-floored, with notice boards on both sides covered in flyers for clubs, seminars, and part-time jobs. Touma walked down the center of it, eyes forward, navigating the flow of students with the unconscious precision of someone who had memorized the traffic patterns. Left at the stairwell. Down four flights. Through the ground-floor lobby. Past the bulletin board with the peeling "Welcome Back" banner that the student council put up every semester and never took down until it literally fell off the wall.

He pushed through the glass doors into the courtyard.

And stopped.

Not because something dramatic happened. Nothing dramatic happened. That was the problem. What happened was so undramatic that it almost didn't register as an event at all.

Across the courtyard, about forty meters away, walking from the science building toward the library, was a girl with dark hair that fell just below her shoulders. She was wearing a white blouse and a navy blue skirt—the standard kind that half the female students on campus wore—and carrying a canvas tote bag with something printed on the side that he couldn't read from this distance. She was walking at a normal pace, neither fast nor slow, and she was alone.

Touma knew it was Hina.

Not because he could see her face clearly—he couldn't, she was too far away and slightly angled away from him—but because of the way she walked. There was a specific rhythm to it. A slight lean forward, as if she was always walking into a breeze that wasn't there. A kind of focused, unhurried efficiency that made it look like she had a destination and a purpose and no interest in anything in between.

He had walked behind her for ten years. He knew that gait the way he knew his own reflection.

His first instinct was to turn around. Go back inside. Take the long way to the station through the east corridor, the one that added six minutes to his walk but kept him out of the courtyard entirely. This was a viable option. It was, in fact, the most logical option. There was no reason for him to cross that courtyard right now. He had nowhere to be. His next class wasn't until 1:00 PM. He could go to the library on the other side of campus. He could sit in the cafeteria. He could stand in the bathroom for twenty minutes if he had to.

But he didn't move.

His feet were planted on the concrete path, and his body was refusing to obey the very simple command of "turn around." It wasn't courage. It wasn't some dramatic determination to face his past. It was closer to the feeling of seeing a snake on a trail—the part of your brain that handles threat assessment overrides the part that handles locomotion, and you just freeze.

She was getting closer.

Twenty meters now. He could read the tote bag. It had a small logo on it—some kind of bird, maybe a crow or a raven, stylized in black ink. She had bought it recently. He had never seen it before. Which meant she had a bag he had never seen, which meant there were things in her life that existed entirely without his knowledge, which was obvious and normal and still felt like a small, sharp thing pressing against his sternum.

Fifteen meters.

She was looking at her phone. Typing something. Her thumbs moved quickly, without hesitation. She was texting someone with the kind of ease that Touma never had when he typed—his messages always came out stilted, each word weighed and measured and second-guessed before he hit send. Hers looked effortless.

Ten meters.

He could see her face now. Not in detail, but the general shape of it. The line of her jaw. The way her bangs fell across her forehead. She had cut her bangs. They used to be longer. They used to fall almost to her eyebrows, and she was always pushing them back with the back of her hand. Now they were shorter, neater, framing her face in a way that looked deliberate. Like she had thought about how she wanted to present herself to the world and had made a decision.

Five meters.

Touma's heart was doing something unpleasant. Not racing—that would have been almost welcome, because at least racing implied forward motion. It was more like a sustained clench, a fist squeezing and releasing in an irregular rhythm that made him aware of his own pulse in his throat, his wrists, his temples.

She looked up from her phone.

Their eyes met.

It lasted maybe a second. Maybe less. Long enough for Touma to see that her eyes were brown—the same brown they had always been—and long enough for him to register that in that single second, absolutely nothing changed in her expression.

No flicker of recognition. No tightening of the jaw. No softening. No hardening. No micro-expression of pain or anger or nostalgia or anything else that novels and movies told you people experienced in moments like this. Her eyes hit his face the way a pebble hits a window—contact, no impact—and then moved on.

She looked past him. Through him. To the left of him, at the notice board on the far side of the courtyard, as if he was a piece of scenery that happened to be in her line of sight.

She kept walking.

Her shoulder passed within thirty centimeters of his. He felt the air shift as she moved through it—a faint, barely perceptible displacement of warmth and motion—and then she was behind him, and her footsteps were fading on the concrete, and the courtyard was exactly as it had been before.

Touma stood there for eleven seconds. He counted.

Then he turned left, walked to the east corridor, and took the long way to the station.

He spent the next two and a half hours in a manga cafe two blocks from campus, sitting in a partitioned booth that smelled like stale air freshener and old carpet. He had ordered a drink he didn't finish and a thirty-minute internet session that he extended twice because he couldn't bring himself to leave the booth.

He wasn't reading manga. He was sitting with his hands flat on the small desk, staring at the partition wall in front of him, which was covered in scratched initials and phone numbers written by people who would never be called.

She looked through me.

He kept turning the moment over in his head, examining it from different angles like a broken object he was trying to figure out how to fix. But there was nothing to fix. She hadn't done anything wrong. She hadn't been cruel. She hadn't been cold. She had simply not seen him. And that was worse than any reaction he could have imagined, because a reaction—anger, disgust, even a polite nod—would have meant he still existed in her world.

He didn't exist in her world.

He was a stranger. A background character. A piece of furniture in a courtyard she walked through on her way to somewhere that actually mattered.

His phone buzzed.

Ryouta: friday 7pm dumpling place near higashi station

Ryouta: me you hina eri maki daiki

Ryouta: daiki's in hina's seminar lol he's a good guy you'll like him

Touma stared at the message. Daiki. There was a Daiki now. Some guy in Hina's seminar who was, apparently, a good guy. Touma had never met a Daiki, but he already hated him on principle. Not because Daiki had done anything—Touma knew this was irrational, he could feel the irrationality like a physical weight—but because Daiki existed in Hina's present tense, and Touma did not.

He typed a response. Deleted it. Typed another. Deleted it.

Touma: ok

He hit send before he could think about it.

The word sat there on the screen, small and pathetic and final. One syllable. Two letters. The entire spectrum of human emotion reduced to an acknowledgment of attendance.

He set the phone down and pressed his palms against his eyes again. The manga cafe's air conditioning hummed. Someone in the next booth was flipping pages. Somewhere in the building, a microwave beeped.

Friday was four days away.

Four days to prepare for a dinner where he would sit across from a girl who couldn't see him, next to a guy named Daiki who could, surrounded by friends who had no idea that the air at that table would be so thin it might not be breathable.

Touma picked up his untouched drink, took a sip, and grimaced.

It was cold. It was sweet. It tasted like someone else's life.

He went to his 1:00 PM class. He took notes. He answered a question when called upon. He walked to the station. He rode the train. He walked the fourteen hundred steps home. He passed the vending machine, the park, the yakitori place, the laundromat, the dry cleaner. He unlocked his door—_04, peeling numbers—and stepped inside.

The room was exactly as he had left it. Warm. Stale. Humming with the sound of the fridge.

He sat at his desk and opened his laptop. The assignment was still blank. He typed a sentence: "In the post-war period, Japanese suburban development was characterized by a prioritization of vehicular traffic over pedestrian mobility." It was a fine sentence. It was a true sentence. It was a sentence that had nothing to do with Hina Shiratori, and for that alone, it was a small victory.

He kept typing. Slowly, painfully, one sentence at a time, like a man building a wall one brick at a time in the hope that it would be tall enough to block out the view.

By midnight, he had written eight hundred and forty-two words.

It wasn't enough. The assignment was due in six days. But it was something. It was proof that he could still function, still produce, still exist in the world of axial street patterns and load-bearing foundations even while his actual foundation was crumbling silently beneath him.

He closed the laptop. Lay down on the bed. Did not take off his shoes.

The ceiling crack stared back at him.

If everyone else is going, it's fine.

Hina's words, filtered through Ryouta's paraphrasing. She hadn't said yes. She had said "if everyone else is going, it's fine." Which was not a yes. It was a conditional. A permission slip for her own presence, contingent on the presence of others. She was willing to be in a room with him, but only if there were enough people between them to ensure they never had to interact directly.

It was a perfectly reasonable boundary.

It was the most painful thing he had ever heard.

Touma closed his eyes and tried to sleep. The fridge hummed. The streetlight flickered. Somewhere outside, a dog barked once and then stopped, as if it had started a sentence and then decided it wasn't worth finishing.

He understood the dog perfectly.
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