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Chapter 1: The Cruelty of Absence
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The elevator doors slid open with a soft chime that sounded more like a warning bell to the thirty-seven employees currently pretending to work on the eighth floor of Weiss Marketing Agency.

Haruki Yamamoto stepped out.

He did not glance left or right. He did not return the chorus of good mornings that rose and died in the air like paper cranes tossed into a furnace. His gaze was fixed somewhere six inches above every head in the room, as though eye contact were a currency he had long ago declared bankrupt.

The click of his leather shoes against the marble floor set a rhythm that junior staff had learned to read like a heart monitor. Fast clicks meant a deadline had been missed. Slow clicks meant someone was about to be summoned. Today, the clicks were neither fast nor slow. They were measured. Deliberate. The rhythm of a man who had already decided that today would be tedious, and tedious days made him cruel.

Natsumi, a senior planner with eleven years at the company, stood waiting outside his glass-walled office. Her hands clutched a proposal folder so tightly that the cardboard had begun to bend. She had been preparing this pitch for six weeks. She had rehearsed it in front of her bathroom mirror, in front of her cat, in front of her husband who had long ago stopped pretending to understand what she did for a living. She believed in this campaign. She believed it could save the ailing cosmetics account that had been bleeding revenue for three consecutive quarters.

Haruki Yamamoto would kill it in under four minutes.

He walked past her without acknowledgment and settled into the black leather chair behind a desk that held nothing but a monitor, a keyboard, and a single framed photograph turned face-down. The chair did not squeak. Nothing in Haruki Yamamoto's world was permitted to squeak.

"Come in," he said, though she was already standing in his doorway.

Natsumi entered and placed the proposal on his desk. She did not sit. He had not offered her a seat. Three years ago, a new hire had sat without permission, and Haruki had stared at him with such frozen silence that the man had eventually stood back up, apologized, and resigned by the end of the week.

"Tanaka Cosmetics," Natsumi began, her voice steadier than her pulse. "I've restructured the targeting parameters. The demographic data shows that if we pivot toward the twenty-five to thirty-four age bracket with a wellness angle, we can recover the twelve percent loss from last quarter and—"

Haruki opened the folder.

He did not flip through it. He opened it to the first page, scanned it for approximately eight seconds, and then closed it.

"No."

The word landed like a stone dropped into a still pond. Natsumi felt the ripples hit her chest.

"Director Yamamoto, if you would just look at the market analysis on page four, I've included competitive benchmarking that—"

"I said no." He finally looked at her. His eyes were dark, unreadable, the color of coffee that had been sitting too long. "You're targeting women who buy twenty-thousand-yen moisturizers. They are not watching wellness influencers. They are watching luxury influencers. Your angle is off by an entire demographic. Redo it. I want the revision on my desk by Friday."

"But the data from the focus group clearly indicates—"

"Friday."

Natsumi's throat constricted. She had spent six weeks on this. She had canceled a family trip to Hakone to finish the competitive analysis. Her daughter had cried. Her husband had said nothing, which was somehow worse.

She reached for the folder with trembling fingers. "Yes, Director."

She walked out of the glass office with her spine held rigid, but the moment she turned the corner into the stairwell, her composure shattered. She pressed her forehead against the cold concrete wall and let the tears come. Silent. Contained. The Weiss Marketing way.

Haruki Yamamoto had already moved on to the next item on his schedule.

The morning crawled forward. Haruki dismissed two more proposals, canceled a vendor contract that had been underperforming by 1.3 percent, and sent an email so curt that the recipient would spend the next three hours wondering if they were about to be fired. By eleven o'clock, the tension on the eighth floor had reached a density that made the air conditioning seem insufficient.

Saito, Haruki's personal secretary, watched the office from his desk positioned strategically just outside the glass walls of the director's lair. Saito was forty-five years old, with graying temples and the weary eyes of a man who had served under four directors in his career. He had outlasted all of them. He understood the ecosystem of corporate survival the way a deep-sea fish understands pressure.

He also understood that Haruki Yamamoto was different.

Not cruel in the way that some executives were cruel — with shouting and threats and coffee mugs thrown across rooms. No, Haruki's cruelty was quieter. It was the cruelty of absence. He did not berate incompetence; he simply erased it. People who failed him did not get second chances. They got reassigned, transferred, or mysteriously resigned within the month, their departure emails so polite that you could almost miss the trembling in the punctuation.

Saito had seen twelve assistants cycle through Haruki's office in two years. The current one — a nervous young woman named Emi — had lasted longer than most. But as Saito watched her scurry out of Haruki's office with a coffee cup that had apparently been two degrees too cold, he knew her clock was winding down.

He was right.

At precisely 11:47 a.m., Emi rushed past Saito's desk with her face blotchy and her resignation letter already printed. She did not stop to explain. She did not need to. Saito had seen this exact retreat enough times to recognize the choreography.

He sighed, pulled out his phone, and dialed the temp agency.

"Yes, this is Saito from Weiss Marketing. We need a new administrative assistant for the Executive Director's office. Immediately. No, the previous candidate was... unsuitable. Yes, temporary contract. Three months, with possibility of extension." He paused, listening to the agency coordinator's bright, practiced voice. "Any qualifications? She needs to follow instructions precisely, never be late, and have a high tolerance for... silence. Yes. That's the qualification."

He hung up and rubbed the bridge of his nose. Outside, the January sky had turned the color of old dishwater. Tokyo in winter was a city of grays — gray buildings, gray streets, gray faces hurrying through the cold with collars turned up and eyes fixed on the pavement. Saito sometimes wondered if Haruki Yamamoto had been born from this exact shade of gray, molded by it, destined to return to it.

The thought was interrupted by the soft ping of his computer. An email from Haruki.

Saito. The quarterly donation receipt for the children's hospital is on my desk. File it. No record on the company server. —Y

Saito nodded to himself. This was the contradiction that kept him loyal. For all his frozen exterior, Haruki Yamamoto anonymously donated a significant portion of his personal salary to a children's hospital in Chiba. Not for tax benefits — Saito handled those, and there were none. Not for recognition — his name appeared nowhere on any donor list. Just because. Because somewhere beneath the ice, a pulse still beat. Saito was one of perhaps three people in the world who knew this.

He sometimes wished Haruki would let more people know. But that was not his decision to make.

Lunchtime arrived. The office emptied in waves, employees escaping to the konbini on the corner or the cramped ramen shop three blocks away. Haruki did not leave. He never left.

He sat in his glass office with the blinds half-drawn, eating a convenience store onigiri that he had bought on his way to work. The rice was slightly stale. The seaweed had lost its crispness. He ate it anyway, mechanically, his eyes fixed on the quarterly donation receipt that Saito had taken away and then, per his instruction, returned to him.

The receipt was creased from being folded and unfolded many times. He smoothed it flat on his desk and stared at the number. Ten million yen. Enough to fund the pediatric oncology wing's new playroom. Enough to buy stuffed animals and art supplies and the kind of brightly colored furniture that made children forget, for a moment, that they were sick.

He remembered the last time he had visited the hospital. He had worn a baseball cap and a surgical mask — not for hygiene, but for anonymity. He had sat in the corner of the playroom while a volunteer read The Very Hungry Caterpillar to a circle of bald, fragile children. One of them, a boy no older than six, had crawled into his lap and fallen asleep.

Haruki had not moved for two hours. The volunteer had smiled at him. He had not smiled back. But he had kept very, very still so the boy would not wake.

The memory made something tighten in his chest, and he did not like it. He crumpled the receipt into a tight ball and threw it into the trash can beneath his desk. There. Gone. No evidence of weakness.

He finished his onigiri and went back to work.

The afternoon was a blur of meetings. Haruki led each one with surgical precision, cutting through presentations, interrupting excuses, and issuing directives that left department heads nodding so fast their necks must have ached. By six o'clock, he had resolved a supply chain bottleneck, approved a revised branding package, and killed a misguided social media campaign that someone in the digital team had spent two months developing.

He felt no satisfaction. He rarely did. The work was a machine, and he was a machine within it, and machines did not feel satisfaction. They simply functioned.

At seven-thirty, the office was nearly empty. The cleaning staff had begun their rounds, pushing vacuum cleaners across the carpet in slow, hypnotic patterns. Mrs. Oshiro, the elderly woman who handled the executive floor, nodded at Haruki as he walked past. He did not nod back. But he did slow his pace slightly, which was, for him, a greeting.

He took the elevator to the underground parking garage. His car — a black German sedan, immaculately maintained — waited in its designated spot. He did not own it out of vanity. He owned it because it was reliable, because it started in cold weather, because it did not demand conversation or companionship.

He slid into the driver's seat and pressed the ignition. The engine hummed to life. For a moment, he sat motionless, hands resting on the steering wheel, staring at the concrete wall in front of him. The parking garage was silent except for the distant drip of water from a pipe somewhere. It was the kind of silence that invited thoughts, and Haruki did not want thoughts.

He pulled out of the garage and into the Tokyo night.

The city at eight o'clock was a river of headlights and neon. Haruki drove without thinking, his route memorized, his body on autopilot while his mind wandered to places he had long ago walled off. He passed the illuminated towers of Shinjuku, the narrow alleys of Kagurazaka, the quiet residential streets where families were sitting down to dinner behind curtained windows.

He had once lived in a house like that. A long time ago. His mother had cooked nikujaga on winter nights, and the steam had fogged the kitchen windows. His father had been home sometimes, not often, but sometimes. Those memories were fuzzy now, like photographs left too long in the sun.

His phone buzzed. The car's display screen lit up with a name he had not seen in seven months.

Yamamoto Daisuke.

His father.

Haruki's hands tightened on the steering wheel. The buzz continued, persistent, demanding. Three rings. Four. He could answer. He could pick up the phone and hear whatever cold, clipped message his father had prepared — probably something about the company, or the family name, or how Haruki was still not living up to expectations that had been set before he could walk.

He pressed the decline button.

The buzzing stopped.

The silence that followed was heavier than before. Haruki's jaw was clenched so tightly that his teeth ached. He forced himself to breathe. In through the nose. Out through the mouth. The therapist he had seen exactly three times before declaring therapy useless had taught him that. He had stopped going, but the breathing exercise had stuck.

He turned left onto a narrow side street. It was a shortcut he often took, a route that bypassed the congested main road and shaved seven minutes off his commute. The street was poorly lit, lined with small shops that had closed for the night — a flower store, a bakery, a tiny pharmacy with a faded sign. There were no other cars. There rarely were at this hour.

His mind was still half-occupied with his father's call, the sound of that name on the screen, the weight of a relationship that had been broken for so long that neither man remembered how to fix it. He was thinking about the hospital donation. He was thinking about the boy who had fallen asleep in his lap. He was thinking about whether any of it mattered.

He did not see the schoolgirl step off the curb.

She was small, maybe ten years old, wearing a yellow raincoat even though there was no rain. She had been running — late for something, eager for something, the way children run without looking. Her mother was somewhere behind her, still on the sidewalk, a shopping bag in each hand.

By the time Haruki's headlights caught the bright yellow of her coat, the car was less than two meters away.

His foot slammed the brake.

The tires screeched. The smell of burned rubber filled the air. The car lurched violently, throwing him forward against the seatbelt. Time seemed to stretch into a long, horrible thread — the girl's face, frozen in sudden terror — the mother's mouth opening into a scream that had not yet reached her lips — the certainty, cold and absolute, that this was the moment everything ended.

And then, in the space between one heartbeat and the next, the girl was no longer in front of the car.

She was on the sidewalk.

Safe.

Unharmed.

Blinking in confusion as if she had been gently set down by an invisible hand.

Haruki's car stopped completely. His chest heaved. His hands were shaking. He stared at the empty space in front of his bumper, then at the little girl on the sidewalk, then at the mother who was now running forward with her shopping bags abandoned on the ground.

The girl was crying. The mother was crying. Haruki could not move.

People on the street turned to look at the commotion. The bakery owner came out, wiping flour on her apron. A few pedestrians pointed at his car and murmured. But they were not pointing with the horror of an accident narrowly avoided. They were pointing and... laughing.

No. Not at the accident. At him.

Haruki, still dazed, did not understand. The mother was hugging her daughter, stroking her hair, both of them safe. He should get out of the car. He should apologize. He should explain that he had been distracted, that he had not seen—

Someone in the small crowd snickered. Then another. Then a ripple of genuine, open laughter spread through the group. A teenage boy pulled out his phone and snapped a photo. The bakery owner covered her mouth with her flour-dusted hands, but her eyes were crinkled with unmistakable amusement.

Haruki's confusion warred with a rising sense of dread. He glanced in his rearview mirror and saw nothing unusual. He looked at his reflection in the window glass and saw—

Curly mustache. Monocle drawn around one eye. Whiskers extending from his nose to his ears. And across his forehead, in bold, unmistakable characters:

IDIOT.

He stared. His brain refused to process what his eyes were seeing.

He had looked in the mirror before leaving the office. He had checked his reflection in the elevator. There had been nothing. No marker. No drawings. Nothing. And yet here it was, as if it had materialized out of thin air in the three seconds between the near-accident and now.

He pressed his fingers to his forehead. They came away smudged with black ink. Permanent marker.

The laughter outside grew louder. The teenage boy was now openly filming. Haruki Yamamoto, the terror of Weiss Marketing, the man who could kill a career with a single glance, sat in his luxury sedan with a cartoon mustache drawn on his face, utterly and completely humiliated.

He did not get out of the car. He did not speak to the mother or the child or the crowd. He put the car in reverse, executed a tight turn that made the tires squeal again, and drove away.

Behind him, the laughter followed like a shadow.

He did not stop driving until he reached his penthouse in Roppongi. He took the private elevator straight from the garage, avoiding the lobby, avoiding the doorman, avoiding any human being who might see his face. In the bathroom, under harsh fluorescent lights, he finally got a clear look at himself.

The drawings were absurd. The curly mustache was perfectly symmetrical, as if drawn with the careful precision of a vengeful artist. The monocle was a flawless circle. The whiskers even had little dots at the ends, like a cat's. And the word IDIOT was written in neat, deliberate strokes.

He scrubbed his face with soap and water. The marker did not budge. He scrubbed harder, his skin turning raw and pink. The ink faded slightly but remained stubbornly visible. He would need makeup remover. Or rubbing alcohol. Or, ideally, a time machine.

He braced his hands against the bathroom counter and stared at his reflection — at the mess of smeared ink and reddened skin and furious, bewildered eyes.

How?

The question repeated in his skull like a broken alarm. He had not stopped anywhere. No one had come near him. The car windows were tinted; no one could have reached in. And yet, somehow, in the impossible gap between the near-collision and the moment the girl appeared on the sidewalk, someone had drawn on his face.

It was impossible.

It was insane.

And somewhere, in a cramped apartment on the other side of Tokyo, a twenty-five-year-old temp worker named Yuki Tanaka was looking at a selfie on her phone, giggling so hard that her roommate threw a pillow at her head and told her to shut up.

Tomorrow, Yuki Tanaka would start her new job.

She had no idea that the man in the photograph was about to become her boss.

———
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Chapter 2: The Secret in the Sneeze
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The alarm clock on Yuki Tanaka's phone had been chirping for eleven minutes.

This was not unusual. Yuki's relationship with mornings was complicated. It was not that she disliked waking up — she simply resented the abruptness of it, the way consciousness yanked you out of a perfectly good dream and dropped you into a world that demanded things like "getting out of bed" and "being a functional human being." In her dreams, time did whatever she wanted. In her waking life, time did the opposite.

She finally rolled over and silenced the alarm. The motion disturbed a small cloud of dust that had been peacefully resting on her pillow, and the dust, being dust, immediately floated directly into her nasal passages.

Yuki's eyes widened.

"No, no, no, no—"

She grabbed her nose with both hands, squeezing so hard that her knuckles went white. She held her breath. She counted to ten. The tickle receded, retreated, gave her a false sense of security. She released her nose. She took a cautious breath.

And then she sneezed.

"Hakushon!"

The sound was small and delicate, almost apologetic, the kind of sneeze that did not match the chaos it was about to unleash. For a single suspended heartbeat, nothing happened. The dust motes continued their lazy drift through the morning light. The curtains swayed gently in the breeze from the half-open window. And then—

Silence.

Not the ordinary silence of a quiet apartment. This was a deeper silence. A complete silence. The kind of silence that erased not just sound but the very possibility of sound.

Time had stopped.

Yuki opened her eyes and surveyed her frozen bedroom with the practiced acceptance of someone who had lived with this condition for as long as she could remember. The dust motes hung in the air like tiny suspended planets. The curtains were frozen mid-sway, their fabric caught in a ripple that would have made a sculptor weep. Outside the window, a pigeon was paused in the act of taking off from the neighbor's balcony, its wings spread, its tiny bird face fixed in an expression of eternal determination.

Yuki sighed. "Every single morning."

She threw off her blanket — which remained suspended at a forty-five-degree angle instead of falling to the floor, because gravity, apparently, took these three-minute vacations very seriously — and padded barefoot to the tiny kitchenette. Her apartment was small. One room, really, with a hot plate, a miniature refrigerator, and a folding table that doubled as both a dining surface and a desk. The rent was cheap by Tokyo standards, which meant the walls were thin enough that she could hear her neighbor's cat sneeze. The irony of that particular annoyance was not lost on her.

She checked the timer on her phone. It was still counting down, the only digital device that worked during the freezes. She had discovered this peculiarity years ago — clocks did not move, but her phone's stopwatch app, for reasons she had never understood, continued to function. She had 2 minutes and 47 seconds remaining.

She picked up the cup of instant ramen she had prepared before bed and left on the counter to cool. It was still warm. In frozen time, heat did not dissipate, which was one of the few practical benefits of her condition. She sat on the edge of her unmade bed, cross-legged, and ate her breakfast in the complete, absolute stillness of a paused universe.

"Morning, world," she said to no one. "Well. Afternoon. Evening. Whatever. You're not listening anyway."

She talked to herself often during the freezes. It was a habit she had developed as a child, a way to fill the silence that otherwise pressed in on her like a physical weight. In frozen time, her voice was the only sound in existence. It was both liberating and terrifying.

"Today's agenda," she continued, slurping a noodle, "includes: job hunting, because the temp agency still hasn't called; avoiding Mrs. Tanaka from downstairs, because she cornered me yesterday about the recycling again; and possibly buying more melon bread, because I deserve joy."

She paused. The pigeon outside remained frozen, its wings spread, its tiny life on hold.

"I really need to stop talking to a bird."

She finished her ramen, rinsed the cup in the sink — the water came out as a suspended stream, which she had to manually push through with her fingers — and checked the timer. 37 seconds remaining. She walked back to her bed, arranged herself in approximately the same position she had been in when the sneeze struck, and waited.

The countdown hit zero.

Sound rushed back like a wave. The curtains resumed their sway. The pigeon completed its takeoff with an indignant flap. A car horn blared somewhere in the distance. The world, oblivious to its brief pause, carried on exactly as before.

Yuki flopped backward onto her pillow. "Three minutes. Every single time. Couldn't be five. Couldn't be ten. Three." She stared at the ceiling, where a water stain had formed a shape that looked vaguely like the island of Hokkaido. "The universe has a terrible sense of humor."

The condition had a medical name: Episodic Temporal Stasis. Yuki knew this because her mother had taken her to seventeen different specialists before she turned twelve. Neurologists, sleep disorder experts, a very confused psychiatrist who had suggested that Yuki was simply "very imaginative," and one elderly researcher from Kyoto University who had nodded thoughtfully and said, "Fascinating. Completely impossible. But fascinating."

None of them had been able to explain it. None of them had been able to cure it. The researcher from Kyoto had published a paper that mentioned "anomalous temporal perception in pediatric patients," but Yuki's name had been changed to protect her privacy, and the paper had been largely ignored by the scientific community.

Her earliest memory of it was the birthday party.

She had been four years old. Her mother had decorated their small living room with paper streamers and a cake that leaned slightly to the left because the oven had been acting up. Yuki's father was still alive then — a tall, quiet man who smelled like sawdust and always had pencil shavings in his pockets. He had been a carpenter, the kind who made furniture by hand and refused to use power tools because "wood needs to feel the hand that shapes it."

The birthday cake had five candles — her mother had added an extra one for luck, a family tradition that Yuki would later find both endearing and mathematically confusing. Yuki had leaned forward to blow them out, her cheeks puffed with four-year-old determination, and at the exact moment the flames flickered, a wisp of candle smoke had curled into her nose.

She had sneezed.

And then the world had stopped.

Her mother was frozen mid-clap, her hands a few centimeters apart, her smile fixed in place like a photograph. Her father was frozen in the act of reaching for the camera, his arm extended, his fingers inches from the shutter button. The streamers hung motionless. The candle flames were still, their orange tips suspended like tiny glass sculptures. The entire world had become a diorama, and Yuki was the only thing moving inside it.

She had not been afraid. That was the strangest part. At four years old, she had simply accepted the new reality with the matter-of-fact wonder that children bring to everything. She had wandered around the frozen party, poking at the streamers, waving her hand through the motionless candle flames, examining her father's suspended expression with the same curiosity she brought to picture books.

Then, three minutes later, time had resumed, and her mother's clap had finished, and her father's camera had clicked, and Yuki had burst into tears — not because of the sneeze, but because she had suddenly realized that the cake was still uneaten.

Her mother had held her, wiped her tears, and whispered a promise that would define Yuki's entire childhood: "It's our secret, sweetheart. Just ours."

They never told her father. He died two years later in a workplace accident — a beam that gave way, a fall that was too short to survive but too long to forget. By then, Yuki had learned to control the sneezes, mostly. She had learned to pinch her nose, to avoid strong smells, to carry tissues and antihistamines and a profound awareness of every allergen within a ten-meter radius. Her condition had become a second skin, invisible to everyone except her mother, who watched her with the quiet vigilance of a woman who understood that some secrets were too heavy for a child to carry alone.

The convenience store on the corner of Yuki's street was a cathedral of fluorescent light and organized snack food. At eleven o'clock on a weekday morning, it was largely empty — a bored cashier scrolling through her phone, a delivery man restocking the refrigerated section, and one businessman in a rumpled suit staring at the onigiri selection with the hollow expression of someone who had not slept in thirty-six hours.

Yuki liked this convenience store. It was clean, well-stocked, and the cashier never tried to make conversation. For someone with a condition that could be triggered by everything from pepper to perfume to a particularly aggressive flower arrangement, the controlled environment of a chain konbini was a sanctuary.

She was standing in the snack aisle, debating between melon bread and a seasonal strawberry pastry, when the businessman shuffled past her. He was holding a bento box, the kind with grilled mackerel and pickled vegetables, and as he opened it to inspect the contents — a habit that Yuki found both inexplicable and deeply relatable — a cloud of pepper seasoning drifted into the air.

Yuki inhaled.

The reaction was instantaneous. Her nasal passages, which had been peacefully dormant, suddenly ignited with the fury of a thousand suns. The tickle was so intense, so immediate, that her eyes began to water before she could even process what was happening. She clamped a hand over her nose and mouth, her fingers pressing so hard against her face that she could feel her teeth through her lips.

Not here. Not here. Not in public. Not in front of people.

The tickle receded. Then it surged back, stronger, like a wave that had retreated only to gather more force. Yuki's eyes were streaming. Her shoulders were shaking. The businessman, oblivious, continued inspecting his mackerel as if the fate of nations depended on the flakiness of the fish.

She could not sneeze. If she sneezed, time would stop, and she would be standing in the middle of a convenience store with three minutes of frozen silence and absolutely no way to explain why everything had suddenly paused. She would have to arrange herself exactly as she had been, and the businessman would probably notice something was wrong when his bento inspection resumed mid-bite, and—

She pinched her nose. Hard. So hard that pain overrode the tickle. She stood there, in the snack aisle, with her hand clamped over the lower half of her face, tears streaming down her cheeks, her entire body trembling with the effort of not sneezing.

The cashier looked up from her phone.

"Miss? Are you okay?"

Yuki nodded frantically, unable to speak, still pinching her nose. Her eyes were waterfalls. Her face was the color of a ripe tomato.

"Are you... crying? Over the melon bread?" The cashier's voice was half concern, half genuine confusion. "Because if it's the price, we're having a sale next week—"

"I'm fine!" Yuki managed, her voice muffled and nasally. "Allergies!"

The cashier did not look convinced. The businessman, finally noticing the commotion, glanced at Yuki with the mild curiosity of someone who had seen stranger things on the morning commute and had long ago decided to stop asking questions.

The tickle subsided. Slowly, grudgingly, like a defeated enemy retreating from the battlefield. Yuki lowered her hand, wiped her streaming eyes with her sleeve, and took a deep, shuddering breath. She had not sneezed. She had won. The world had remained in motion.

She grabbed the melon bread, the strawberry pastry, and a bottle of green tea, and approached the counter with the dignity of a woman who had just fought an invisible war and emerged victorious. The cashier scanned her items in silence, but her expression suggested she was considering whether to add "crying over baked goods" to her list of weird customer stories.

Yuki paid and fled.

Outside, the winter air hit her flushed face like a cold compress. She leaned against the wall of the convenience store, clutching her bag of snacks, and allowed herself a moment of pure, undiluted self-pity. This was her life. This was her entire life. Perpetually on the verge of sneezing, perpetually terrified of what would happen if she did, perpetually pretending that everything was normal while her body held the universe hostage with every breath.

She had tried explaining it to a boyfriend once. His name had been Kenji, and he had been kind and patient and completely unable to comprehend what she was telling him. He had nodded along, his eyes glazing over, and then he had asked, with genuine curiosity, "But couldn't you use it to rob a bank or something?"

She had broken up with him three days later.

Not because of the bank comment. Well, partly because of the bank comment. But mostly because she had realized, in that moment, that no one would ever truly understand. Her condition was not a superpower. It was not a gift. It was a wall between her and the rest of humanity, a barrier that could never be crossed because how could you love someone who might literally pause your existence without meaning to?

She opened the melon bread and took a bite. It was slightly stale, but the sweetness helped.

Her phone buzzed.

Yuki fumbled the melon bread — nearly dropping it, which would have been a tragedy of catastrophic proportions — and dug her phone out of her coat pocket. The screen displayed a number she recognized: the temp agency.

She answered on the second ring. "Hello?"

"Tanaka-san? This is Hasegawa from StarTemp Agency. How are you today?"

The coordinator's voice was bright and professional, the kind of voice that had been trained to make even bad news sound like an opportunity. Yuki had worked with Hasegawa before — short-term data entry, a two-week receptionist gig that had ended when the permanent employee returned from maternity leave, a truly disastrous three days at a pet store where a hamster had escaped and Yuki had sneezed and spent three frozen minutes chasing it through a maze of shelving units.

"I'm well, thank you," Yuki said, because that was what you said even when you had just nearly sneezed in a convenience store and cried over baked goods.

"I have an assignment for you. Administrative assistant position, Executive Director's office, Weiss Marketing Agency. Starts tomorrow. Three-month contract with possibility of extension. The pay is..." She named a figure that made Yuki's eyebrows rise. "...and they need someone immediately. The previous assistant resigned quite suddenly."

Yuki's mind raced. Weiss Marketing was a prestigious firm. The kind of place that looked good on a resume. The kind of place that might lead to a permanent position, stability, a future that did not involve bouncing between short-term gigs like a pinball in a machine she could not escape.

"Is there anything I should know?" Yuki asked. "About the director?"

A pause. It was a very small pause, but Yuki had learned to read pauses the way sailors read the sky.

"The director is... particular," Hasegawa said carefully. "He has high standards. Very high. But I'm confident you'll manage. You've always been one of our most adaptable temps."

Adaptable. That was a polite way of saying desperate enough to take anything. Yuki did not mind. Desperation was a currency she had learned to spend long ago.

"I'll take it."

"Wonderful! I'll send you the details. Report to the eighth floor at 8:30 tomorrow morning. Ask for Saito-san, the secretary. He'll handle your orientation."

The call ended. Yuki stared at her phone for a long moment, the melon bread forgotten in her other hand. Weiss Marketing Agency. A real office. A real job. Well, a temporary real job. But still.

She allowed herself a small, private smile.

That evening, Yuki stood in front of the full-length mirror that hung crookedly on her closet door and practiced her professional bow.

"Good morning, Director," she said, bending at the waist. "My name is Tanaka Yuki. I look forward to working with you."

Too stiff.

"Good morning! I'm Tanaka Yuki. Please take care of me."

Too cheerful. She sounded like a game show host.

"Good morning. Tanaka Yuki. I will do my best not to inconvenience you."

Better. Professional. Humble. The kind of introduction that said I am competent but not threatening, eager but not annoying.

Her roommate Kiyomi appeared in the doorway, a half-eaten bag of shrimp chips in one hand and her drawing tablet in the other. Kiyomi was a webtoon artist who specialized in romantic comedies, which gave her an inflated sense of her own matchmaking abilities. She was wearing sweatpants with cartoon cats on them and a T-shirt that said "DEADLINE IS A LIE" in English.

"You're practicing your bow," Kiyomi observed. "That's either a new job or a date with a very formal ghost."

"New job. Temp position at Weiss Marketing."

Kiyomi's eyes widened. "The Weiss Marketing? The one in that fancy building in Marunouchi? The one where everyone wears suits that cost more than our combined rent?"

"That's the one."

"You're going to be eaten alive." Kiyomi said this with the casual cheerfulness of someone delivering good news. "You know that, right? Corporate people are sharks. You're a tiny, sneezy fish."

"Thank you for the vote of confidence."

"I'm serious. You need to be careful. Especially with—" Kiyomi gestured vaguely at Yuki's nose. "—you know. The thing."

"The thing," Yuki repeated flatly.

"The sneeze thing. The time thing. The thing that I'm not supposed to know about but definitely know about because you talk in your sleep and also I've seen you freeze mid-ramen and then suddenly appear three feet away with no explanation."

Yuki winced. She had not told Kiyomi about her condition — she had never told anyone except her mother — but Kiyomi was observant in the way that only people who spent twelve hours a day drawing subtle facial expressions could be. She had never confronted Yuki directly. She had simply accepted that her roommate occasionally defied the laws of physics, the way one might accept that a cat insists on sitting in cardboard boxes.

"It won't be an issue," Yuki said, with more confidence than she felt. "I can control it."

"Uh-huh. That's what you said before the hamster incident."

"The hamster incident was a one-time thing."

"The hamster would disagree. If it could talk. Which it can't, because it's a hamster."

Yuki turned back to the mirror. "Good morning. Tanaka Yuki. I will do my best not to inconvenience you."

Kiyomi watched her for a moment, chewing her shrimp chips thoughtfully. Then she said, "You know, the thing you do. The time thing. It's not a curse."

Yuki's reflection stared back at her. "You don't know that."

"I draw stories for a living. I know a plot device when I see one. And in every good story, the thing that seems like a curse always turns out to be something else." Kiyomi shrugged. "Maybe this job is where the 'something else' happens."

She wandered back to her room, leaving Yuki alone with her reflection and a bag of melon bread and the quiet, terrifying hope that maybe, just maybe, her roommate was right.

Tomorrow, she would walk into Weiss Marketing Agency and begin a new chapter of her life.

She had no idea that the man in the selfie — the man with the marker mustache and the furious, bewildered eyes — was waiting for her on the eighth floor.

———
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Chapter 3: Three Minutes of Vengeance
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The evening air tasted of winter and exhaust fumes, a combination that Yuki Tanaka had long ago decided was Tokyo's signature perfume. She zipped her padded jacket up to her chin, pulled her helmet over her ears, and swung one leg over the seat of her motor scooter. The scooter was not impressive. It was a faded shade of mint green that the previous owner had optimistically called "vintage" and that Kiyomi had accurately described as "the color of regret." It had a top speed that made elderly cyclists look competitive and a headlight that flickered whenever she hit a bump. But it was hers. Fully paid for. Fully functional. Mostly.

She revved the engine, which coughed twice before settling into a reluctant hum, and pulled out of the apartment building's narrow parking area onto the quiet residential street. Kiyomi had a deadline looming — chapter fourteen of her webtoon was due by midnight, and the male lead had apparently decided to be emotionally constipated at a crucial moment — so Yuki had left her muttering at her drawing tablet, surrounded by empty shrimp chip bags and the faint aroma of creative despair.

The ride had no destination. That was the point. Yuki often rode her scooter when her thoughts became too loud, when the walls of her apartment seemed to press inward, when the weight of another temporary job and another temporary life settled on her shoulders like a coat made of lead. The scooter could not outrun any of those things, but it could make the wind loud enough to drown them out for a while.

She turned onto a wider avenue, the neon signs of convenience stores and ramen shops blurring past in streaks of fluorescent color. The streets were not crowded — it was a weeknight, and the salarymen and office ladies had already retreated to their homes or their after-work drinking holes. A few pedestrians hurried along the sidewalks with their collars turned up against the cold. A taxi idled at a corner, its driver visible through the window, staring at his phone with the hollow patience of someone who had been waiting a very long time.

Yuki turned left onto a side street, a shortcut she often took to reach the small park where she sometimes sat and watched the cats that lived behind the shrine. The street was narrow, barely wide enough for two cars to pass, lined with darkened shops — a flower store, a bakery with its shutters pulled down, a tiny pharmacy with a faded sign that creaked in the wind. The streetlights here were spaced farther apart, pooling light at irregular intervals and leaving stretches of shadow in between.

The pollen count had been high all day. Yuki had checked it on her phone before leaving, the way other people checked the weather. Moderate levels of cedar and cypress, with a warning for those with respiratory sensitivities. She had taken her antihistamine. She had tissues in her jacket pocket. She had done everything right. But the air on this particular street was thick with something — maybe pollen from the potted plants outside the flower shop, maybe dust kicked up by the day's traffic, maybe just the universe being its usual uncooperative self — and she felt the familiar prickle at the back of her nasal passages.

She sniffed. The prickle subsided. She kept riding.

Ahead, the street intersected with a slightly larger road. The bakery on the corner was dark, its windows reflecting the streetlight in dull rectangles. A woman with shopping bags was walking along the opposite sidewalk, her attention fixed on her phone, her steps automatic. A child — a small girl in a yellow raincoat, though there was no rain — was running ahead of her mother, her arms spread like wings, the way children run when they are pretending to be airplanes or birds or anything that can fly away.

Yuki noticed the girl because the yellow raincoat was bright, almost luminous in the dim street. She noticed the mother because the shopping bags were slowing her down. She noticed the car because its headlights were approaching too fast.

The car was black, sleek, expensive — the kind of car that belonged in a showroom, not on a narrow side street at night. It turned onto the road without slowing, its engine a low, powerful hum. The driver was visible through the windshield, a dark silhouette with one hand on the steering wheel, the other apparently reaching for something on the passenger seat. He was not looking at the road. He was not looking at the girl in the yellow raincoat who had stepped off the curb and was now directly in the path of his headlights.

Yuki saw all of this in the space of a single heartbeat. The car. The girl. The mother's mouth beginning to open. The distance closing with the terrible, inevitable mathematics of physics.

She tried to shout. The word stuck in her throat. She tried to accelerate, to somehow reach the girl before the car did, but the scooter was already at its pitiful maximum speed. There was no time. There was no—

And then she sneezed.

It was not a delicate sneeze. It was not the apologetic little "hakushon" that she usually produced. It was a full-bodied, unstoppable explosion of air and sound that seemed to come from somewhere deep in her chest, the kind of sneeze that her body had been holding back all day, all week, all her life.

The world stopped.

The car froze mid-lunge, its front bumper a meter from the girl's small, yellow-clad body. The girl was suspended in the act of turning, her eyes wide, her mouth forming the beginning of a scream that would never reach her lips. The mother was frozen in the background, one shopping bag already falling from her hand, its contents — apples, a carton of milk, a loaf of bread — hanging in the air like props in a magic trick. The headlights of the car had become solid beams of light, motionless and eternal. Even the dust motes in the air had paused, tiny suspended diamonds in the white glare.

Yuki's scooter had stopped moving. Everything had stopped moving. Everything except Yuki.

She sat on her frozen scooter for three full seconds, her heart hammering against her ribs, her breath coming in short, sharp gasps. Then her brain caught up to her body, and she understood. She had sneezed. Time had frozen. She had exactly three minutes.

She moved.

She was off the scooter before she consciously decided to move, her boots hitting the pavement with a sound that was the only sound in the universe. She sprinted toward the frozen tableau — the car, the girl, the headlights — her mind running through calculations that were not calculations at all but pure instinct. The girl was small. Light. Yuki could lift her. She could move her. She could put her somewhere safe.

She reached the girl and bent down, sliding her arms beneath the child's armpits. The girl's body was rigid, frozen in the act of recoiling from the car, her yellow raincoat stiff as cardboard. Yuki lifted her — she weighed almost nothing, a bundle of bird bones and childhood — and carried her three steps to the sidewalk. She set her down gently, arranging her limbs so that she was standing upright, facing away from the street, as if she had simply stopped walking to look at something in the bakery window.

The mother was next. Not to move — the mother was already on the sidewalk, out of danger — but Yuki adjusted her position slightly, turning her so that she was facing her daughter, her shopping bag placed neatly at her feet. When time resumed, the mother would see her child safe on the sidewalk. There would be confusion, perhaps, but not terror. Never terror.

Yuki stepped back and surveyed her work. The girl was safe. The mother was safe. The car had not hit anyone. The disaster had been averted, and no one would ever know how.

Her timer — the internal clock she had developed over two decades of frozen moments — told her she had approximately ninety seconds remaining.

She turned to the car.

The driver was still frozen behind the windshield, his hands gripping the steering wheel, his face illuminated by the dashboard lights. He was young — older than her, but not old. Late twenties, perhaps. His features were sharp, handsome in a cold, distant way, the kind of face that belonged on a magazine cover or a corporate brochure. His expression was one of pure, undiluted horror, his eyes wide, his mouth slightly open, his entire being frozen in the moment of realizing that he was about to hit a child.

Yuki's relief curdled into fury.

He had not been paying attention. She could see it in the angle of his body, the way one hand was still reaching toward the passenger seat, the way his head was turned slightly away from the road. He had been distracted. He had been careless. A child had almost died because this man — this sharply dressed, luxury-car-driving, probably-important man — had not been watching where he was going.

She walked around to the driver's side window. It was open — just a crack, enough to let in the night air, enough to let her see his face clearly. Up close, he looked less like a magazine model and more like a person. A terrified person. A person who had made a terrible mistake and was frozen in the exact moment of realizing it.

She almost felt sorry for him. Almost.

Then she remembered the girl in the yellow raincoat, suspended mid-terror, and the sympathy evaporated.

Her hand went to her jacket pocket. She was looking for her phone — she wanted to take a picture of his license plate, something she could send to the police, proof that he had been driving recklessly. But her fingers closed around something else. A marker. A permanent marker, black, the kind she carried because she sometimes had to label moving boxes or write notes on her lunch containers. She had put it in her pocket this morning and forgotten about it.

She looked at the marker. She looked at the frozen driver. She looked at his face — that perfect, terrified, careless face — and a thought formed in her mind that was neither kind nor mature nor particularly wise.

She uncapped the marker.

"Three minutes," she said aloud, her voice startling in the absolute silence. "Let's see how you explain this."

She started with the mustache. A thick, curly mustache that began above his upper lip and extended outward in elaborate spirals, the kind of mustache a cartoon villain might twirl while monologuing about his evil plans. She worked carefully, her tongue poking out of the corner of her mouth in concentration, the marker squeaking softly against his skin.

Next came the monocle. A perfect circle around his right eye, with a delicate chain extending down to his jawline. She was quite proud of the monocle. It had an artistic quality that the mustache lacked.

The whiskers were an afterthought, but a good one. Three on each cheek, tapering to fine points, like a cat's. She added a small triangle nose for good measure, and then, because she could not resist, she drew a small speech bubble near his ear that said "MEOW."

She stepped back. It was not enough. She still had forty seconds.

She leaned through the window and, in the largest characters she could fit on his forehead, wrote: IDIOT.

The kanji were neat and precise, the strokes of someone who had practiced calligraphy as a child and retained just enough skill to be dangerous. She underlined it twice. For emphasis.

Thirty seconds.

She pulled out her phone, opened the camera app, and positioned herself next to the driver's side window. She framed the shot carefully — his marker-covered face in the foreground, her grinning face beside it, one hand holding up a peace sign. The flash went off, a burst of light in the frozen darkness.

She checked the photo. It was perfect. His expression of frozen horror, her expression of smug satisfaction, the elaborate graffiti on his face. A masterpiece.

Twenty seconds.

She capped the marker and shoved it back into her pocket. She walked calmly back to her scooter, swung her leg over the seat, and arranged herself exactly as she had been when the sneeze struck — hands on the handlebars, feet on the footrests, face forward.

Ten seconds.

She took a deep breath. Her heart was still racing, but a strange, giddy exhilaration was bubbling up in her chest. She had saved a child. She had punished a careless driver. She had committed an act of public vandalism that would probably haunt the man for weeks. It was, she decided, a good night's work.

Five seconds.

Four.

Three.

Two.

One.

Time resumed with a roar.

The car's brakes screeched, the sound splitting the night like a knife. The mother screamed — a short, sharp sound that cut off almost immediately as she registered her daughter standing safely on the sidewalk. The shopping bag hit the ground, apples rolling into the gutter. The girl in the yellow raincoat turned around, blinking, her expression shifting from terror to confusion to mild interest in the apples rolling past her feet.

And then the laughter started.

It began with a single snort from the bakery owner, who had come to her window to investigate the screech of tires and had instead found the driver of the luxury sedan sporting a curly mustache and cat whiskers. The snort was followed by a giggle from the teenage boy who had been walking his dog. The giggle spread to the pharmacy clerk, who had stepped outside for a cigarette break. Within seconds, half the street was laughing — not the nervous laughter of people who had witnessed a near-tragedy, but the genuine, helpless laughter of people who had seen something completely, inexplicably absurd.

The driver sat frozen in his car, his hands still gripping the steering wheel, his expression shifting from horror to confusion as he registered the crowd's reaction. He did not know. He did not understand. He was staring at the empty space where the girl had been, then at the girl on the sidewalk, then at the laughing strangers, his brow furrowing beneath the bold black characters that spelled IDIOT.

Yuki watched from her scooter, her phone still clutched in her hand, the selfie glowing on the screen. She should leave. She knew she should leave. But something kept her there, watching the man's confusion curdle into something closer to panic. He glanced in his rearview mirror. He looked at his reflection in the window glass. And then, slowly, his hand rose to his face.

His fingers touched the marker ink. They came away smudged with black.

His expression, in that moment, was something Yuki would remember for a very long time. It was not anger. It was not embarrassment. It was the look of a man whose entire understanding of reality had just been yanked out from under him, the look of someone who had always believed the world operated according to certain rules and had just discovered that one of those rules had been broken in the most ridiculous way possible.

She should have felt guilty. She did, a little. But mostly, she felt satisfied.

The teenage boy raised his phone and snapped a photo. The driver saw the flash and his expression hardened into something colder, something closer to the corporate mask he had probably worn all day. He put the car in reverse, executed a tight, furious turn, and sped away down the street, leaving the laughing crowd behind.

Yuki watched the taillights disappear around the corner. Then she started her scooter, which coughed twice in protest before rattling to life, and rode away in the opposite direction.

She made it exactly seven blocks before she had to pull over because she was laughing too hard to drive.

She leaned her scooter against a lamppost, pulled off her helmet, and doubled over, her shoulders shaking, tears streaming down her cheeks. The selfie was still open on her phone. She looked at it again — the man's frozen face, his elaborate marker mustache, his perfect monocle, the word IDIOT written across his forehead like a headline — and laughed until her stomach hurt.

She had not laughed like this in years. Maybe ever. Her life had been so careful for so long, so controlled, so focused on avoiding the sneezes and hiding the freezes and pretending to be normal. And tonight, for the first time, she had used her condition — deliberately, joyfully, recklessly — and it had felt like freedom.

She was still laughing when she got home.

Kiyomi was still at her drawing tablet, surrounded by the wreckage of her creative process. She looked up when Yuki entered, her eyes bloodshot, her hair escaping its bun in wild directions. "You look like you just robbed a bank and got away with it."

"Better." Yuki held up her phone. "I drew on a stranger's face."

Kiyomi blinked. "Explain."

Yuki told her — an edited version, carefully omitting the part where time stopped. In this version, she had simply seen the near-accident from across the street, the driver had gotten out of his car to check on the girl, and Yuki had seized the opportunity to leave her mark on his unattended vehicle. It was not a perfect lie, but Kiyomi was too exhausted to question it.

"You drew on his face? Not his car?"

"His face. With a permanent marker."

Kiyomi stared at her for a long moment. Then she threw her head back and laughed — a loud, unladylike cackle that made the neighbor's cat yowl in protest. "Tanaka Yuki. I didn't know you had that in you."

"Neither did I."

They looked at the selfie together, heads bent over the phone screen like schoolgirls sharing a secret. Kiyomi zoomed in on the man's expression — that frozen, horrified, utterly ridiculous face — and snorted. "He's kind of handsome, actually. Under the graffiti."

Yuki squinted. Now that Kiyomi mentioned it, the man did have a certain sharp, severe attractiveness. The kind of face that would have been intimidating if it were not covered in marker drawings.

"He's probably some corporate executive," Yuki said, dismissing the thought. "He was driving a car that costs more than my entire existence."

"Even better. Corporate executives deserve mustaches."

They laughed again, and Yuki saved the photo to a folder she labeled "Evidence," as if she might one day need proof of her crime. She did not know why she kept it. Maybe because it was the first truly reckless thing she had done in years. Maybe because it felt like a trophy. Maybe because, somewhere in the back of her mind, she had a feeling that this night was going to matter.

She went to bed smiling.

The next morning, Yuki Tanaka stood in front of the towering glass facade of Weiss Marketing Agency and felt her smile evaporate.

The building was everything she had expected and everything she had feared. Forty stories of steel and glass rising into the gray January sky, its lobby visible through the ground-floor windows — marble floors, modern art installations, receptionists in sleek black uniforms who looked like they had never laughed at anything in their entire lives. The people streaming through the revolving doors wore suits that cost more than Yuki's monthly rent, their expressions uniformly serious, their gaits uniformly purposeful. She had worn her best outfit — a navy blazer, a cream blouse, sensible heels — and she still felt like a sparrow that had accidentally wandered into a convention of peacocks.

She checked her phone. The temp agency had sent detailed instructions. Eighth floor. Ask for Saito-san. Be on time. Be polite. Do not, under any circumstances, draw on anyone's face.

That last one was not in the instructions. But she added it anyway.

She took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and walked through the revolving doors.

The lobby was even more intimidating up close. The marble floor reflected the morning light in cold, geometric patterns. The receptionist — a woman with perfect eyeliner and an expression of polite indifference — directed her to the elevator bank. Yuki joined a cluster of employees waiting for the next car, all of them silent, all of them staring at their phones or the floor or the middle distance, as if making eye contact in an elevator was a violation of some unspoken corporate law.

The elevator arrived. They filed in. The doors closed. The floors ticked upward in silence.

On the eighth floor, the doors opened to reveal an open-plan office that hummed with quiet, controlled activity. Desks stretched in neat rows, each one identical — monitor, keyboard, in-tray, out-tray, a single small plant if the occupant had been there long enough to earn one. Employees moved between cubicles with documents in hand, their voices low, their footsteps muffled by the carpet. The air smelled like coffee and printer ink and the faint, metallic tang of ambition.

A man approached her before she could take three steps. He was in his forties, with graying temples and the weary, knowing eyes of someone who had seen too many assistants come and go. He wore a neatly pressed suit and an expression that was not quite a smile but was trying very hard to be one.

"Tanaka-san?" His voice was soft, almost gentle. "I'm Saito. We spoke on the phone."

Yuki bowed. "Thank you for this opportunity. I'll work hard."

Saito's expression flickered — something that might have been sympathy, or pity, or a warning she could not yet interpret. "I'm sure you will. Let me brief you before you meet the director."

He led her to a small alcove near the elevator, away from the main office floor. His voice dropped, becoming quieter, more careful. "Director Yamamoto is... particular. He has high standards. He does not tolerate mistakes. He does not engage in small talk. You will speak only when spoken to. You will bring him coffee at exactly seventy-five degrees, no sugar, no cream, at nine o'clock, eleven o'clock, and two o'clock. You will not decorate your desk. You will not ask personal questions. If he dismisses you, you leave immediately. If he criticizes your work, you do not argue. Do you understand?"

Yuki nodded, her throat suddenly dry. "Seventy-five degrees. No sugar. No cream. No questions."

"Good." Saito's expression softened, just slightly. "He is not a bad man. He is simply... difficult. The last assistant cried. The one before that resigned within a week. If you can survive three months, you will have done something remarkable."

Survive three months. The phrase echoed in Yuki's mind as Saito led her toward the glass-walled office at the far end of the floor. The other employees glanced up as she passed — some curious, some pitying, some simply indifferent. She felt like a sacrifice being led to an altar.

The office door was closed. Through the glass, Yuki could see a figure seated behind a large desk — a man in a dark suit, his head bent over a document, his features obscured by the angle. Something about his silhouette tugged at her memory, but she could not place it.

Saito knocked. A voice from inside said, "Enter."

The voice was cold. Clipped. The voice of someone who had never needed to raise it to be heard.

Saito opened the door. Yuki stepped inside.

The office was sparse — a desk, a chair, a computer, a single photograph turned face-down. The walls were bare except for a company calendar. The window looked out over the Tokyo skyline, gray and sprawling under the winter sky. And behind the desk, looking up from his document with eyes that were dark and unreadable and utterly, horrifyingly familiar, was the man from the selfie.

The man with the mustache.

The man whose forehead had, until very recently, displayed the word IDIOT in Yuki's best calligraphy.

Yuki's heart stopped. Her blood turned to ice. Her face, she was certain, had gone the color of fresh snow.

The man — Director Yamamoto — looked at her with complete, absolute, devastating indifference. There was no recognition in his eyes. No flicker of suspicion. He had no idea who she was.

"Tanaka Yuki," Saito said, his voice steady. "Your new administrative assistant."

Haruki Yamamoto looked at her for exactly two seconds. Then he looked away.

"Your desk is in the corner," he said. "Do not speak unless I ask. Coffee at nine, eleven, and two. Do not decorate anything. Do not make noise. Do not waste my time."

Yuki opened her mouth. Nothing came out.

"Understood?" His eyes flicked back to her, sharp and impatient.

She nodded. It was all she could manage.

He returned to his document. She was dismissed.

She walked to her desk — a small metal desk in the corner of the office, bare except for a computer and a phone — and sat down on legs that felt like they belonged to someone else. Her mind was a whirlwind of panic and disbelief and the hysterical, barely-suppressed urge to laugh until she cried.

She had drawn a mustache on her new boss.

She had drawn whiskers. And a monocle. And the word IDIOT.

And he had no idea.

She pressed her lips together so hard they went white. She stared at her computer screen without seeing it. She counted backward from one hundred in her head, trying to calm her racing pulse.

It did not work.

Somewhere in the back of her mind, a tiny, traitorous voice whispered: You saved a child. You punished a careless driver. And now you have to work for him. This is either karma or the funniest thing the universe has ever done.

She was not sure which option was worse.

———
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Chapter 4: The Tyrant's New Assistant

[image: ]


For the first seventeen minutes of her employment at Weiss Marketing Agency, Yuki Tanaka did absolutely nothing.

This was not a strategic choice. It was not a form of quiet rebellion, nor was it an attempt to observe and learn the rhythms of her new workplace before diving in. It was, quite simply, because her brain had short-circuited the moment she recognized the face behind the desk, and it had not yet managed to reboot.

She sat at her small metal desk in the corner of the glass-walled office, her hands folded in her lap, her back ramrod straight, her eyes fixed on the blank computer screen in front of her. She did not turn on the computer. She did not reach for the phone. She did not move at all, because moving might draw attention, and attention might lead to questions, and questions might lead to her accidentally blurting out something like I drew a monocle on your face last night or Your mustache was very symmetrical or Please don't fire me, I saved a child's life and this is how the universe repays me.

Instead, she breathed. In through the nose. Out through the mouth. The same breathing exercise she used to suppress sneezes, now repurposed to suppress the hysterical laughter that was currently trying to claw its way up her throat.

He doesn't recognize me, she told herself. He has no idea. He looked at me for two seconds and saw nothing but another interchangeable temp. I
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