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Ishiko Yanagi's interests lie with the macabre and the occult, so a chance encounter with a self-proclaimed paranormal investigator stands to change her life. Asumi Niwa introduces her to the world of the supernatural in exchange for help with a set of programming projects, and the two become close friends. But the two are reckless in their exploration of the dangerous realm of the supernatural, and it may only be a matter of time before they make a fatal mistake...








Chapter 1




"Nope." I said as I slid the book back into its place on the shelf. A sigh escaped me as I turned to check the next promising title.




I had come to this bookstore to look for information on how to meet ghosts, but it was all bullshit. I should have known better than to think I'd find something like that when so many people didn't truly believe in ghosts.




Moving down the aisle, I was too busy eyeing the books to see if anyone else was there. It was for this reason that I ended up bumping into someone, nearly toppling them.




"Sorry!" I said reflexively.




The person I had bumped into took a moment to right herself. Now that I was paying attention, I noticed that she was wearing an oddly mixed outfit: a traditional-looking hanjuban with a miniskirt and thigh-high stockings. Her hair was long and straight, styled like a traditional princess's.




The girl, who seemed about my age, seemed to be forcing politeness when she addressed me. "Apology accepted."




That didn't seem like the right place to end the conversation, so I decided to try some small talk. "Looking for something about the supernatural? Because that's what this aisle is for."




"I see..." The girl nodded, looking at the books. "Though I doubt much of it is more than... fabrication."




"The sad truth." I agreed. "It's so hard to find any real information about ghosts."




The girl looked at me with what might have been curiosity. "You have an interest in ghosts?"




"Sort of, yeah. I want to meet one, someday." I looked away, knowing how most people reacted to this topic. "Prove there is something after death."




The ensuing silence made me wonder if the girl was going to leave without saying anything more. But then she leaned into my view with an unreadable expression. "How much would you pay for that sort of opportunity?"




Surprised by her apparent interest, I shrugged. "I don't have much money. But I'd try to find some way to pay back whoever could help me. Maybe I could program something for them. I'm taking classes for that sort of thing."




The girl nodded and gave a small smile. "As fortune would have it, I actually happen to have a coding project in mind. I'd be interested in someone to do the heavy lifting for it. Maybe I could help you find a ghost when it's done, or at least point you in the right direction."




Not quite registering what was being said, I knew enough to ask for more details first. "What sort of coding project?"




"My working name for it is 'Spirit Ward'. It's a phone application that's meant to work like a talisman, to ward off ghosts." She raised her hands in a shrug. "But I'm a bit lost trying to do it on my own..."




I frowned, trying to figure out if this girl was playing with me or seriously asking for my help. "Who are you?"




"My name is Asumi Niwa." She extended her hand to me. "I've studied the occult and supernatural for years, so you could say I'm a paranormal investigator in training."




"Um, my name's Ishiko Yanagi." I shook her hand. "I go to the local university."




"I do as well." Niwa smiled at me, but it seemed a bit scary. "Perhaps this was not an accidental meeting."




"If you say so..." I played with my unkempt, greasy hair. Coupled with my casual shirt and skirt, I felt out of place around the well-dressed, if eccentric, Niwa.




"How about we exchange contact information, in case you decide to accept my offer?"




"Fine by me." I took out my phone to get her information down.




Once we exchanged email and phone numbers, I decided to head back to my dorm. Looking at the new number, I wondered if this Niwa was really what she claimed to be.




Reaching my room, I checked my email to see that Niwa had already sent me something. It was a short message about how she looked forward to talking more, but what caught my eye was a web link she included. I set up my computer and loaded up the website.




The site in question was called "Field Guide to the Supernatural", and looked almost like a wiki for paranormal information. Curious now, I started picking pages to check at random. It was hard to tell just how accurate the information was, but a lot of it looked well-researched. It was possible that only certain people had permission to edit the pages, in order to keep the information from being faked.




Browsing through the site, I wondered how I had never found it before. Was it not cached by major search engines? The address looked hard to remember, so maybe only a few people knew about it. But exclusivity didn't mean the site wasn't bullshit... I needed something to prove that it was real information shown here.




I decided to settle on something that the article writer called "Imprinted Memories". Such things were lingering memories left on a location or on specific objects that related to that object's history. Most imprinted memories were either powerful events or more recent memories, up to a few days before.




After reading up about how to open my mind to imprinted memories, I headed to the bathroom on my floor. I hoped this information was valid and not part of some remote viewing or psychometry hoax, but there was only one way to really test it. Waiting to make sure no one else was there, I decided on using the sink for the reading.




As I touched the edge of the sink and tried to clear my mind, I worried if I was even able to do this. Supposedly a "sixth sense" or other sort of talent one is born with is what allowed people to touch the paranormal. What if my information was accurate, but I simply wasn't capable of doing what I came to do?




I shook that thought away. It was pointless to worry right now. If I failed, I could always pin the blame on paranormalist bloggers with too much time on their hands. I shouldn't be expected to know about a sixth sense before attempting what the site laid out for me.




Clearing my mind of thoughts, I tried to "reach out" to the sink mentally. I guess it was a sort of meditation, in a way. A long minute passed. Idle thoughts of what might have happened here in the past few days clogged my mind, distracting me from my focus. I was about to give up when I suddenly felt a chill run through my body.




For a moment, I was watching a version of the world that had only the sink and its immediate surroundings. Then a girl walked, or more stumbled, into this vision. She was clutching her mouth shut, but she leaned on the sink and puked soon after reaching it. She seemed drunk, and quickly slipped to the floor next to the sink and started sobbing.




I jolted as if waking up suddenly, and I was back in my own body. Gasping, I pulled my hand away from the sink. Either I was hallucinating, or I had somehow tapped into something there. I'd have to try again some other time, to make sure I hadn't imagined the vision. But for now, I was convinced enough to not dismiss the idea of imprinted memories entirely.




Taking a deep breath, I quickly headed back to my room. I decided to play some more of Bloodstained Bride, a game I had spent a great deal on to get a limited-edition version, to try to calm myself down. For some reason, my heart was beating much faster than usual. I prayed that I had truly seen something supernatural, and wasn't having a stroke or something...








Chapter 2


Repeat attempts at reading imprinted memories actually started to meet with some success, a fact I shared with Niwa when she asked me what I thought of the site she had shown me. Though she cautioned me not to exhaust myself with too many psychometric readings (which did make me feel fatigued more often), she seemed almost... pleased with my excitement.


I found out why, one day when I was going to sleep in until it was time for classes. I was woken by a knocking at my dorm room door, and I rolled out of bed to answer without really cleaning up at all. Niwa was there, fully dressed and ready for the day. She frowned reflexively at my appearance, but forced a neutral look quickly.


"So, have you considered helping me with Spirit Ward?" She began after a few words of greeting. "I can provide the formulae for the pulse formation based on my research, but I'm still a novice at programming for mobile devices." She looked at me with a slight grin. "I can try to start looking for a ghost for you in the meantime."


I didn't need too long to weigh my options. Niwa's information was at least partially legitimate, and it would be exciting to get a jump start at exploring the nature of ghosts. "Sure, just let me know what the specs are. I'll get started on it between classes." Then I had a thought that could be important to the project. "How long do you think it would take to get a working prototype, once I set up the basics?"


"Not long, from what I understand based on my research. We could probably finish it by the end of the year, if we don't run into many roadblocks." Niwa frowned and averted her gaze. "Though I suppose it's a bit optimistic to assume everything will work perfectly on the first try. I know enough about technology to know that."


"I'll do my best to get it done without too many delays." I gave what I hoped was a reassuring grin.


Niwa nodded. "I'll send you the information, then." She turned to leave. "I'll also make sure to tell you when I've found a ghost you can meet." She paused for a moment at the door. "Make sure to look up some information about resisting spirits in the meantime. It wouldn't be wise to face a ghost without having a way to fight back if it became violent."


Without another word, she left. I rubbed my eyes, suppressing a yawn. I got ready for the day, and by the time I was almost ready for class I saw that Niwa had emailed me what she needed for Spirit Ward.


Class felt like it dragged on, as I was too busy thinking about Spirit Ward to focus. The program was an interesting idea: by hijacking a smartphone's signal, the application would send a short-range pulse at a frequency that supposedly affected spirits. By sending a specific signal on that frequency, any spirits that were close enough would be repelled or potentially exorcised. But the signal degraded rather quickly by Niwa's estimations from her research: it could only affect up to about 2 meters in front of the phone.


When class was finally dismissed, I skipped out on getting something to eat to get started on the program immediately. I wanted to get at least a good wireframe done by the end of the week as a proof-of-concept to Niwa. I'd need time to research how to hijack the required frequency for the pulse, and so I needed to prove I was at least competent enough to write a basic UI.


------------------


While the times during each day when I wasn't researching mental defenses or coding for Spirit Ward seemed to stretch on forever, the days rushed by during the early development of Spirit Ward. Niwa seemed almost impressed by my progress, though it might have been because she was a novice programmer herself and so was aware of how much more experience I had than her. When the second semester of the school year began, I noticed that I saw more of Niwa in the building that held computer-related classes.


I was in the middle of trying to figure out why a script wasn't compiling when I got a text message from Niwa, asking me to meet her at the campus gates. It was late; nearly 11 PM. Still, I decided that my problem could wait for a bit. I got up and got dressed for going out before leaving the dorm.


Niwa was checking her phone when I met her, and she put it away as I approached. "Sorry about the sudden call. I didn't interrupt anything, did I?"


"I was driving myself insane trying to find a missing semicolon or something dumb like that anyway." I looked around. "So, uh... mind telling me why we're meeting here in the middle of the night?"


"You wanted to meet a ghost, didn't you?" Niwa indicated a direction and began to walk, expecting me to follow. "I think you've managed to work your way up to that much."


I felt excitement creep into me as I fell into step beside Niwa. "So, what kind of ghost is it? Where is it?"


"According to the information I've collected, this ghost committed suicide a few years ago, at an apartment complex near here." She took out a flash drive and handed it to me. "Witnesses claim the spirit only appears after midnight, in the alley where she had fallen to her death."


I made a mental note to check the flash drive as I put it in my pocket. It probably included a copy of Niwa's research on this girl. We rounded a street corner and found ourselves at an apartment complex, likely the one Niwa mentioned. She pushed open a gate blocking our path and pointed at the entrance to the alleyway.


"This should be the place. Are you prepared?" Niwa crossed her arms, frowning at me. "And I mean fully prepared."


I nodded, tapping the side of my head. "Yeah, I'm ready to block it if it tries to attack me. Well, as far as I know how so far..."


Niwa sighed and nodded slowly. "I should find a weak spirit for you to practice with sometime. For now, I'll protect you if the spirit manages to get past your defenses." She motioned at the alleyway with her head. "Let's go."


The alleyway was dark when we walked into it, as most of the streetlights didn't have a good angle between the buildings framing the path. Niwa was looking around for something, her lips pressed together in concentration. After a moment, she stopped moving and slowly turned her head toward a dumpster.


After a moment, I saw why. A girl, partially transparent and almost cloudy-looking, was crawling out of the dumpster. There was a feeling almost like... a chill, maybe? But it was calm, not frightening. Was this what having a sixth sense felt like?


The girl slowly sat against the dumpster, her head lowered. Niwa tapped my shoulder and nodded at the girl. We walked over slowly, with Niwa waving at the girl so she wouldn't be surprised by our presence. She looked up at us with a sad frown.


"Are you here to look at 'garbage girl' too?"


Niwa frowned, crossing her arms. "'Garbage girl'?"


The ghost nodded. "Everyone calls me that. 'There's garbage girl again, trailing her stench everywhere she goes.'"


I suppressed a sigh. Even ghosts got bullied? That was just... that wasn't right. I stooped down to look at the girl from her level. "That's mean. Is it because you stay by this dumpster?"


The girl shook her head, sighing. "People called me that even when I was alive. A lot of people at school would look away or act like they smelled something terrible when I walked by, and the teachers didn't do anything."


"What about your parents?" I asked, frowning.


The ghost shook her head. "My parents told me that I must have done something wrong if people hated me so much."


I felt bad for this girl now. I didn't think that the first ghost I met would have such a sad story... "But... why did you kill yourself?"


The ghost stared at me, confused. "I didn't kill myself. Daisu--Watanabe killed me."


Niwa stepped closer, apparently gaining interest in the story. "Who is this Watanabe? A classmate?"


"He..." The girl sniffled, as if remembering something painful. "I thought... he was my friend..."


"What happened?" I asked.


The girl rubbed her eyes, even though she wasn't crying yet. "We'd been friends since elementary school, but he stopped talking to me as much when people started calling me 'garbage girl'...


"After I got into an argument with my parents, I came here, to his apartment, to stay until I was ready to go back home... But when he answered the door, he got angry at me. He yelled at me and called me terrible names. Then he..."


The girl sniffled. She actually was crying now, letting the tears run down her face. I hadn't even known ghosts could cry like this.


"He... pushed me. He shoved me away, and I lost my footing on the walkway. I tripped over and landed in the dumpster... I think I broke my neck, because I couldn't move or breathe when I was dying."


I stood up to look at the walkway above us, judging how far the fall had been. "Even if it was an accident, that was uncalled for. What an asshole."


Niwa stepped closer to the girl, kneeling down in front of her and looking her in the eyes. "What was your name?"


"Hama Aoki..."


Niwa nodded, frowning in thought. I wonder if this girl was the one Niwa thought would be here. If it was, then this wasn't a suicide, as she had expected it was.


"What's keeping you here?" I asked the ghost... Aoki? I looked at Niwa. "Ghosts usually have a reason they linger, right?"


The ghost pointed up at the walkway. "I'll leave... when Watanabe leaves that apartment for good. I want him to remember what he did to me for at least that long."


Niwa nodded, stepping away and crossing her arms. She thought for a moment before turning back to Aoki. "I have a question before we leave you alone." She leaned in close to
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