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  Chapter 1 - The Words of Allegiance are Bonds from the Previous Life


  Normally, what would you think when someone asks you to go to the back of the gym after class?


  If it were a friend who's calling you out, it's probably because they want to tell you some kind of secret. But if the caller is a male and, on top of that, he's not a close friend, it's probably a hint of the danger and violence to come.


  Then, suppose the caller is a girl, what then?


  And if you were suddenly called out by a girl you've never met before, what then?


  It's unlikely any guy would consider this a dangerous situation. In contrast, the majority of guys would instead hurry there excitedly with naive anticipation, wouldn't they?


  Jyuuzawa Jyuu had no real reason to consider these points, because the letter placed in his shoe cupboard specified only the time and location, and---


  "There is something I would like to talk about no matter what."


  Just this simple sentence as a postscript.


  The writing was elegant, giving the reader the impression that it might be the penmanship of a girl, but that was all there was to it.


  Even if the letter is written by a girl, the person waiting there did not necessarily have to be a girl.


  Although he had no problem ignoring it, Jyuu was free after classes, so he headed over in the direction of the specified gym. From experience, when he was being called out in this manner, eight or nine times out of ten there'd be a large crowd of people waiting there. Besides being lynched, he couldn't come up with any other reason for choosing a location that was out of the way. Besides, it was not the first time he had encountered this kind of situation.


  Jyuu felt that meeting a challenge head-on was the only appropriate course of action for a delinquent.


  If there was something he worried about, it would be matters like how many people were gathered there and what kind of weapons they had.


  But Jyuu guessed wrongly.


  Behind the gym was a great tree. A sakura tree over 200-years old that was here long before this school was even established. Waiting under the tree that would be forgotten until next year, now that all the blossoms had already fallen, was a single girl.


  Looking from a distance, Jyuu had no recollection of that girl whatsoever.


  Then, could it be... that?


  Even Jyuu realized the implications of being called out by a girl in such a manner. And he immediately dismissed the notion as absolutely idiocy.


  For a member of the opposite sex to have feelings about him- no, rather, for him to think of this girl in that manner was absolute idiocy. Though, it was possible that he was jumping to conclusions too quickly.


  He surveyed the surroundings; there was no one besides the girl. It seemed she wasn't being used as bait by people who wanted to ridicule Jyuu, with others hiding somewhere to watch the ensuing drama.


  In any case, Jyuu decided to chat first with that girl.


  When she noticed Jyuu coming, the girl pulled herself erect, as though she were a little nervous, then walked over to Jyuu. The girl was a full two heads shorter than the tall Jyuu, and her build was also fairly slender.


  Her shiny, jet-black hair flowing down to the middle of her back was beautiful, but her fringe was unusually long, making it impossible to read her expressions. From the color of the scarf of her uniform, Jyuu could tell she, like him, was a second year student at the private Sakuragiri Senior High School.


  Standing face-to-face with her, Jyuu scoured his memories hard but still could not draw any recollections of her.


  I should probably ask for her name first.


  "You..."


  "You must be Jyuuzawa Jyuu-sama?"


  "...Yeah, well, that's me I guess."


  Jyuu winced a little at the girl's respectful manner of speech.


  Jyuuzawa Jyuu-sama?


  Why call me '-sama'?


  This girl continued speaking to Jyuu, who had put up his guard.


  "I have been waiting for you for a long time."


  "Ah, really..."
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  "I've always wanted to see you."


  "Uh, just what're you..."


  He hadn't finished, but the girl suddenly knelt before him.


  As far as Jyuu was aware, this action was typically taken when one wasn't feeling well.


  Maybe she was so nervous it made her feel ill?


  Just as Jyuu was considering whether or not to pat her pack to comfort her a little, the girl maintained her kneeling position, lifted her head and said,


  "My body is your property. My heart is your slave. My King, Jyuuzawa Jyuu-sama. I pledge my eternal allegiance to you."


  Then, the girl lowered her face to the speechless Jyuuzawa's feet, and touched her lips to the tip of his sneaker.


  Without even thinking, Jyuuzawa immediately leapt back.


  It was just a 951 yen cheap cloth sneaker- she actually dared to kiss it?


  What slave? What allegiance? What kind of alien language was she speaking?


  "...W- what're you doing?"


  "I am Jyuu-sama's servant."


  "'Servant'? What d’you mean, 'servant'?"


  "It means someone who works for Jyuu-sama."


  "What d’you mean, 'work'?"


  "Anything at all."


  She was speaking the same language, and he also understood what she was saying.


  But, Jyuu felt it was pointless continuing the conversation.


  The reason was simple: this girl was on a completely different mental wavelength from him.


  Jyuu turned his back on the girl and legged it out of there at full speed.


  He heard the girl's voice calling him stop, but Jyuu pretended he didn't hear her.


  Without a second glance, he sprinted out of the school gate in the direction of the train station.


  This was the first time in his life Jyuuzawa Jyuu had fled in such panic.


  -


  The next day, in the classroom where the fourth period had just ended, Jyuu gave a big yawn.


  Jyuu's seat was by the window in the far-end corner of the classroom.


  Ever since he began sitting there in the first term of secondary two, it naturally became the fixed seat for Jyuu.


  There was no real reason for it. It was simply because his classmates felt that fellows who were a nuisance should be placed off to one side insofar as was possible. One could also say what you can't see can't hurt you.


  As for Jyuu, he didn't mind this sort of treatment and so put up with it.


  Although it's a common saying not to judge a book by its cover, as far as one could see, external appearances still had an impact on one's judgment.


  Most students either became wary or possibly uncomfortable upon seeing this Jyuuzawa Jyuu teen.


  His blonde-dyed hair and rough speech kept the others at arm's length. He was tall, and his physique was quite impressive in itself. His strong-willed expression made him look the type who liked a good brawl.


  This was the recipe of disaster- from day one at school, Jyuu had caught the eye of the upper-classmen group and was taken along to a location safe from teachers' eyes. The table-tennis room that seemed to be populated by phantom members had become the gathering place for these guys. The upper-classman had said 'join the group', but Jyuu heard this as an excuse for 'admit your defeat'.


  The two phrases weren't actually that much different.


  Jyuu replied to this with a punch, and with that, a scuffle broke out. Fortunately or not so fortunately, this one incident never reached the ears of the teachers. While Jyuu had two of his ribs broken, the four upper-classmen were left face-down on the floor. So it was probably difficult for them to come out in the open and admit what had happened, if they wanted to preserve some semblance of dignity.


  Although the teachers remained blissfully unaware, rumors of this matter spread among the students in secret. With details being omitted with every re-telling, Jyuu's image became warped without needing any embellishment.


  The teenager called Jyuuzawa Jyuu was a guy who attacked and bit indiscriminately like a rabid dog.


  And so during that one year, people around him maintained a respectful distance, and the situation remained unchanged even going into his second year.


  In this interval, Jyuu sparked off many brawls, reinforcing the rumors, which were already common knowledge among the students.


  As such, the class treated him with great caution, and he too was able to understand their behavior.


  Jyuu never had any desire to chatter and hang out with friends or to participate in club activities, so he wasn’t bothered by this treatment.


  He felt that being free from human relations was a surprisingly pleasant feeling.


  With the majority of his classmates at the school cafeteria and the remainder scattered around the classroom with their lunches laid out at the center of their little groups, Jyuu shifted his gaze to outside the window.


  At any rate, what was with yesterday…?


  The hell was up with that girl I met after class yesterday?


  Even if she was making fun of me, I don’t get the point- it was so nonsensical.


  The lingering haze of questions had been churning away somewhere in some part of his mind, even when he was dozing off in class.


  Following from this, there’s still bound to be someone asking for a fight.


  Ah well, guess I’ll forget about it…


  Let’s just treat it as a meeting with a weird girl.


  The deep contemplation ended. Jyuu took out his lunch from his bag.


  “Ah--! Jyuu-kun, not another guy bento again!”


  Jyuu turned to look where the high-pitched voice was calling from with a reluctant expression.


  “Shuddap. Don’t just go around calling other people’s food measly.”


  “Then let’s do this. I present you with one of my mini-hamburgers.”


  “I don’t want it. Or rather, whatcha trying to say?”


  “In exchange, I shall take this pickled radish.”


  “Like I said, whatcha trying to say?!”


  “I love pickled stuff, that’s what I’m saying.”


  This girl skilfully evaded the bluntness of Jyuu’s speech was his classmate, Satsuki Miya.


  Those who could socialize with Jyuu without becoming nervous were few and far between.


  “Is your name pronounced as Jyuuzawa Jun? It’s easy to remember, isn’t it? Nice to meet you, Jyuu-kun.”


  She said this the day after they became classmates in the second year.


  This girl was the only person in this school who called herself Jyuu’s friend, and was an extremely difficult opponent for him to handle. A brief glare from Jyuu was sufficient to scare just about any student into silence, yet Miya met this with a smile.


  “This pickled radish is delicious. I love the crunchy sound.”


  “…You just took my side dish without ask-”


  “My mini-hamburger is delicious too, isn’t it? Yup, it’s a dish I have great confidence in.”


  Pressured by that smiling face, Jyuu unwillingly took the mini-hamburger from Miya and popped into his mouth.


  It was indeed delicious. But he had no intention of voicing such an opinion. Neither did Miya expect him to, asking Jyuu nothing of the sort.


  Jyuu’s lunch consisted of onigiris. He made them himself, so there was nothing inside. The only accompaniments were the few slices of pickled radish set down next to them. When she first saw this bento, Miya enquired, ‘You have this every day?’, and Jyuu replied, ‘This is enough for a guy’.


  Miya had been calling this a guy bento ever since.


  He had the slight impression that she was treating him like an idiot, but it was probably not the case, going by this girl’s character.


  If Jyuu was the student most cut off by others in the class, then Miya was the complete opposite. She was a girl who could chatter freely to anyone, her smile and characteristic cheerfulness banishing all wariness from those conversing with her. The usual lie of ‘everyone in class are my friends’ wouldn’t be too far from the truth when used to describe her.


  She was stunning, drawing people’s eyes with her beauty, and rumor had it countless boys had confessed to her. Even now, she was still available, and her stubborn refusal to obtain a boyfriend was one of the major contributing factors to her popularity.


  She’s probably got a charitable mindset, Jyuu thought.


  He could not grasp the true motives of this girl, who was able to socialize with even a guy like himself in such a light-hearted manner. Initially he was just plain bewildered, but now he accepted it. She probably felt sorry for him, being excluded by the class. Rather than disprove her belief that he would be lonely, Jyuu instead felt a little grateful.


  Unless she spoke with him, the times when Jyuu would go through school without even saying a word would become much more frequent.


  “Is it really cool for you to hang around here?”


  “Why not?”


  “Plenty of people must’ve asked you to join them for lunch, right?”


  “Today is for socializing with Jyuu.”


  “…Well, s’not like I mind.”


  The sight of Satsuki Miya and himself having lunch together would almost certainly draw animosity from those around them. Just as he expected, every single person in class, albeit the majority were guys, was glowering at Jyuu.


  In particular, the glare from the class representative, Fujishima Kanako, was sharp as a weapon. If it was that girl, she was probably thinking that Jyuu was taking advantage of Miya’s good nature. Fujishima Kanako could not tolerate the existence of delinquents like Jyuu, or another way of putting it would be that she viewed them as enemies. Behind the black plastic-framed glasses, her eyes burned with a sense of duty that loathed wrong-doing. She was diligent and earnest to the bone, but she was in no way a study freak, and this trait alone meant Jyuu did not dislike this girl either.


  Whatever, they can do as they like- with this thought, Jyuu quickly polished off his lunch.


  He stood up from his seat, while Miya was only through with two-thirds of her bento.


  “Uwah, isn’t this a little mean of you, Jyuu-kun?”


  “I need the toilet.”


  With an easy wave of a hand, Jyuu walked out of the classroom.


  He couldn’t sleep with Miya around, so he started looking, wondering ‘is there some place that’s quiet?’.


  Just as Jyuu was thinking ‘The roof’s gonna be surprisingly packed, won’t it?’, he stopped, noticing a figure coming from the end of the corridor.


  Completely disregarding other students, making a beeline straight towards him- a short girl.


  It was that girl he had met after class yesterday.


  Without thinking, Jyuu’s body started running in the opposite direction. Slipping between the students standing in the way along the corridor, he charged straight down the stairs. Ever since he was young, Jyuu had been confident in his own athletic abilities and hardly ever fell down. Brushing past students close enough to make their eyes bulge, he nimbly descended to the first floor, and he continued running into the gym in the same manner. He came here because he could not think of anywhere else to go, but now that he thought of it, they met here yesterday, so maybe it was not such a good idea after all.


  Well, at least I’ve earned myself a little time.


  “…Even so, what’s that gal want?”


  He had run away without thinking, but it was not like the girl necessarily wanted to inflict harm on him.


  It was just that he didn’t feel comfortable not knowing her true intentions. Jyuu’s friendships always ended catastrophically, and even among his own year there were many faces he didn’t know, so he had even less of a clue as to which class that girl belonged to.


  Seeing as Miya knows so many people, she’ll probably know who she is, right?


  I’ll ask her indirectly afterwards…


  “So you were here.”


  Even though she hadn’t said very much, for some reason, the girl’s voice was deeply imprinted in Jyuu’s memory.


  Jyuu looked back, to see the girl making her way towards him.


  He had put all his effort into running, yet the girl didn’t look tired at all from chasing after him.


  Her speech, coupled with her mannerisms, both struck Jyuu’s spine as extremely creepy.


  “Y-you, why’re you chasing after me…?”


  “I am the knight who serves under Jyuu-sama. So it is only natural for me to be at your side.”


  She had added the word ‘knight’ today. He had thought that yesterday’s lines were perhaps some kind of joke, he really did hope that was the case, but the girl behaved the same way she did yesterday.


  Feeling a strange pressure emanating from the rapidly approaching girl, Jyuu once again spun around away from her.


  The rest of the lunch break was spent in this fashion, playing an unproductive game of catch.


  -


  After class that day, Jyuu quickly prepared to head home. He had somehow managed to get away during lunch, but if he stayed in the classroom he sensed the girl would come after him again.


  “Jyuu-kun, cleaning duty!”


  “Sorry.”


  Saying just this word as parting to Miya, he raced out hurriedly, and only relaxed when he was out of the school gates.


  Somehow I didn’t get caught today, but what’ll happen tomorrow?


  In the first place, why did I have to run away anyway?


  I totally don’t get that girl’s objectives or her ulterior motives for approaching me, so it’s downright creepy of her.


  If it’s someone who offended me, I’ll just beat them up.


  But that girl’s just bizarre and all she’s done is to weird me out, so there’s nothing I can do.


  “Come to think of it, I forgot to ask Miya…”


  “Who is this Miya?”


  “Woah!”


  At some unknown point in time- he really didn’t know exactly when- the girl had walked up right next to Jyuu's side.


  Facing Jyuu, who had instinctively put himself on guard, the girl bowed her head politely.


  “Forgive me. I did not intend to startle Jyuu-sama.”


  Jyuu had thought that he had sharper senses than other people, but he didn’t notice her at all.


  This girl can erase all traces of her own presence?


  Although it won’t be all that surprising if she really can pull it off.


  “Why do you keep following me around…?”


  “Because Jyuu-sama is my master.”


  Jyuu felt that he had to change his line of questioning.


  To one where she could give some common sense answers.


  “…What’s your name?”


  It was an extremely normal question, but the girl clapped her hands together in admiration.


  She spoke as though it had never occurred to her.


  “Pardon my tardy introduction. The name I go by in this present life is Ochibana Ame.”


  “Ochibana Ame…?”


  A surname of ‘falling blossoms’, and a name of ‘rain’.


  It was not a name he was familiar with, and a weird one at that.


  Ochibane Ame showed him her student handbook, proving this was indeed her actual name.


  “…I see, I know your name now. But what d’you mean by ‘this present life’?”


  “By that I mean my name in my current life.”


  Jyuu thought, ‘She must be some kind of idiot’, but he could hardly stop here, so he went with the flow.


  If he didn’t do that, the conversation would never progress.


  “…U---m, so it’s that. So you must also have some kind of past-life name, right?”


  “Yes.”


  “By the way, what kind of name was it?”


  Frankly, he didn’t care a whit about it, but he asked for the sake of furthering the conversation.


  Jyuu was getting this girl to talk a little bit more, so he could find out about her motives.


  “Unfortunately, it is not something that can be pronounced in this present life.”


  “Wuh?”


  “I believe it has to do with our vocal cords. The world too has changed, so I’m afraid there’s nothing we can do about it.”


  He couldn’t get her at all.


  But in order to carry on the conversation, Jyuu ignored the minor details.


  “Explain, why do you keep following me around?”


  “Just as I had stated earlier, it’s because…”


  “I don’t get that stuff. Explain it in a way that I understand. If you can’t do that, don’t ever let me see you again.”


  Jyuu gave a glare as he spoke, but Ame nodded her head without being the slightest bit fazed by it.


  “Understood. Then I shall explain it in the simplest possible way.”


  Her explanation required a full five minutes.


  If this was simple, just how long would the detailed version take?


  After hearing her speak, Jyuu only had two thoughts.


  Firstly, how great it’d be if he didn’t have to listen, or rather, regret.


  And that the girl’s mind worked in weird ways, or rather, conviction.


  According to her, Jyuu appeared to have a master-servant relationship with her in their previous lives. Jyuu was a great king, and she was his loyal subordinate. On the stage that was a vast continent, Jyuu lived a life of drama and turmoil, with her as the constant companion at his side. She described some incidents that had happened in the strange story, but Jyuu stopped listening half-way through.


  The past lives she spoke about were set in the olden days thousands of years ago. They had supposedly played active roles determining the course of history for the continent with a tongue-twister name, in a world where swords, magic and monsters ran amok. Just hearing this was enough to give him a headache, and his brain refused to take in any of this information.


  Forget about wanting to decipher all that- even ignoring it took a great deal of effort.


  What was ironic was that this girl called Ochibana Ame enunciated words clearly, even though there wasn’t much intonation in her voice. While listening to her talk, he was assailed by a feeling that he was somehow being eaten away by something invisible, and Jyuu gave a small shudder.


  With that, he came to a conclusion.


  This girl, Ochibana Ame, was weird in the head.


  She was the type of person who spoke about hallucinations like they were real, and forced others to believe in them as well. The type that are called denpa*.


  This took up way too much time, but he had no clue as to how to proceed from here.


  “And that concludes my explanation.”


  Jyuu gave a hard stare at Ame, who was surrounded with an air of satisfaction at having finished her speech.


  “So you’re following me around because of this stupid hallucination?”


  “No, everything just now is the truth. I solemnly do swear so to god.”


  Which god are you swearing to?


  Jyuu stepped closer to Ame.


  “You, get lost already.”


  “…Could it be, your memories haven’t returned yet?”


  “There never were any to begin with.”


  “This is shocking. This might well be the result of someone’s conspiracy…”


  “You, get lost already.”


  Jyuu seized Ame by her collar and pulled her face close.


  From between the gaps of her gloomy fringe, Ame’s eyes looked up at him without blinking.


  “Don’t drag me into your stupid delusions. Secondly, leave me alone. Stay away. I don’t wanna see you.”


  Ame said nothing and just gazed into Jyuu’s eyes.


  A long moment’s silence passed.


  Jyuu released her collar roughly, and Ame was thrust away.


  Without meeting the eyes of the girl who had fallen onto her backside, he left.


  This time, he didn’t hear anyone calling him to stop from behind.


  



  -


  On the apartment elevator, Jyuu pressed the ninth floor button and rested his back against the wall.


  The elevator stopped at a floor on the way up and a woman appearing to be a housewife made to step in, but immediately backed out. She probably thought it was dangerous upon seeing Jyuu’s unconcealed displeasure painted all over his face. Recently, things were such that it wouldn’t be strange if there were elevator-murders, so it was better to be safe than sorry.


  Reaching the ninth floor, Jyuu exited the elevator, turned right and stopped in front of the door at the end of the corridor, where he took out his keys. The lock opened, and he entered the house without saying a word. He took off his shoes in the pitch-black entryway, and headed to his room without turning on the lights. He dumped his bag onto his bed, stripped off his school uniform and went to the toilet to wash his face. It was indeed too dark, so he turned on the lights, and when he saw his own reflection in the mirror, he agreed with the earlier housewife’s judgment.


  I see, no wonder she ran away…


  Right now, his expression made him seem like he really wanted to punch someone. Although he believed he was the cool-headed type, his face always gave away his feelings, a trait that could either be a strength or weakness. To relieve himself of his irritation, he tossed his shirts into the washing machine. Leaving his torso bare, he took out a carton of milk from the fridge and drank straight from it. He drew one of the dining table chairs towards him, eased himself onto it and switched from listening to the background music to watching TV. On the screen, people were chattering about boring topics like what kind of weather heralds the coming of summer.


  Jyuu set the empty milk carton on top of the table, letting his whole body relax.


  Should I just sleep here like this?


  Since it doesn’t matter anyway.


  Because the people who’re supposed to tell me off aren’t here in this house.


  Jyuu couldn’t remember when his parents started fighting with each other anymore. Ever since he was a child, any mutual love Jyuu thought they must have had when they married had cooled considerably. He had seen the two quarrel right in front of him countless times, and about the time when Jyuu himself was thinking, ‘enough already, I’m sick of this’, his father left. He had another woman. This was supposedly the reason for their squabbling, but the truth was his mother too had another man.


  It didn’t matter- both the quarreling parties were guilty.


  His father was the kind of person who never really cared about his son, neither loving nor hating him- it was complete, utter indifference. His mother was an unbelievably moody person, alternating between gentleness bordering on stupidity and heartlessly cruel sternness. Jyuu felt fairly proud of himself, having grown up into a relatively decent person despite all the ruckus. Because he didn’t want to stay at home in that environment, he had studied fairly hard at school. The result was that he made it onto the waiting list and got into a marginally better than average private high school located in the town center.


  His parents gave no response whatsoever to this. They did pay for the school fees, so they probably knew that their son was somewhere in high school. It was anyone’s guess how many years it’s been since his father returned to this place, and his mother too hardly ever came home.


  It seemed she was living at her lover’s place.


  “Is that place really such a comfortable place to live in?”


  Only once did he ask this question of his mother. This was when his mother returned to collect her clothes and jewelry and such. You would think that, when asked such a question by your son, you would at least say a few words to defend yourself, but his mother said nothing at all. The corner of her mouth twisted a little, an expression that seemed to laugh at Jyuu for asking such a stupid question. His mother had given birth to him at a rather early age, and even now she still looks rather youthful, so seeing her expression then made him all the more furious.


  Oh well, it wasn’t much of an important story.


  Jyuu sunk these kinds of memories deep within his heart. To prevent them from re-emerging the second time, he sunk them with something immensely heavy. And the name of this immensely heavy object was ‘I can’t be bothered to think about it’.


  He absently shifted his gaze to the television, just as they were broadcasting news on some kind of incident. It seemed an armed robbery gang had attacked a jewelry shop, and they escaped after killing all the employees. Besides that, there was a drug addict wielding an edged object who barged into a nursery and holed up there, and an arson case where a student suffering exam-stress spread gasoline around the classroom and set it on fire. Adding to that, they also reported that yet another person had fallen victim to the serial phantom killer, who had killed countless victims in the past few months. Nothing but the normal fare of a steadily corrupting world.


  Jyuu immediately switched channels, to a random variety program, then lazily got to his feet. He picked a ramen from the large quantity of instant food he had stocked up on, filled the kettle with water and set it to boil. It was not that he couldn’t cook- he felt he could cook pretty well for guys of his own age.


  When Jyuu was young, his mother was the type of person who only cooked when she felt like it. In terms of probability, it would be around once every four days. Inevitably, this meant that the remainder were made up of bentos bought from the supermarket or the convenience stores, and when he had eaten his fill of them, Jyuu started cooking himself.


  Recently, even that became too much of a hassle, and he almost never bothered cooking anymore. The reason why he made onigiri for lunch was simply because they were cheap. And he molded the onigiri so well, Miya had thought that Jyuu’s mother had made them.


  He knew he had lost something that could not be seen with the eye ever since his parents left home. Describing something as ‘that which couldn’t be seen with the eye’ was very sly indeed. It seemed to him that if something had form, one could remember it, but if it was formless, then memory itself and the will to remember would definitely disappear.


  When he noticed that he started hoping for something, Jyuu as usual sunk it deep into the innermost recesses of his heart. Carefully. Firmly.


  While watching the variety show, he thought up something completely unrelated.


  About that girl, Ochibana Ame.


  It was only natural to forcefully reject being dragged into such stupid hallucinations, so Jyuu didn’t feel the slightest bit guilty about that.


  But there was something that surprised him a little.


  When they met each other’s gazes in the silence. He had thought that those types of people had eyes that were either eerily clear or dark and muddy, one of the two.


  As for her, that girl’s eyes were neither of the two.


  He felt that they were remarkably calm, without a single trace of fearing Jyuu, rational.


  Someone with those eyes voicing such ridiculous hallucinations. This irreconcilable gap between the two preyed on his thoughts. Having said that, there was no way he would ever reconsider her claims.


  Jyuu hated fantasy things like magic or past lives.


  Forget understanding, or wanting to understand- he didn’t even want to think about it.


  “Well, whatever…”


  The water had boiled, so he poured it into the cup to cook the ramen. By the time he finished eating, Jyuu was already watching and laughing along with the TV. Not over-thinking anything was Jyuu’s secret towards living a happy life.


  Of course, he didn’t think too deeply about the reason for that.


  -


  “Jyuu-kun, you owe me a favor, okay?”


  The next morning, Miya came to Jyuu’s seat before classes started and said that abruptly.


  Her arms crossed in front of her chest, Miya looked angry about something.


  “A favor- what for?”


  “Yesterday’s cleaning duty.”


  “Aah, you're covering for me, is that what you’re talking about?”


  “That’s exactly it. In exchange for one of your onigiris from your guy bento, I’ll forgive you.”


  “Then does that mean if I make onigiris for you, you'll keep taking over cleaning for me?”


  “I’m not that cheap, you know.”


  “It’s one onigiri, right?”


  [image: 034]

  “Depends on the current market price.”


  Conveniently pretending not to hear Miya’s baffling sentence, Jyuu suddenly thought of something.


  If it’s her, she would probably know, won’t she.


  Because she appeared to have achieved her plan to befriend a hundred people.


  “You know…”


  Just as he was starting to speak, he noticed that the better half of his classmates were all looking in his direction.


  Satsuki Miya really was very popular.


  So it wasn’t unusual for her to attract attention when she spends a long time talking to people like Jyuu in the morning.


  After confirming that there was still time in the home room period, Jyuu left his seat, pulling at Miya’s hand. Miya, who didn’t resist much, followed Jyuu and the two moved to the end of the corridor. There were still students looking their way, but they were few.


  Jyuu went straight to the point with his question.


  “You know a student called Ochibana Ame? A second-year girl.”


  “Ochibana…? Would her first name be ‘rain’ by any chance?


  “So you do know about her.”


  He had only thought that Miya, who had a wide friendship circle, would know the names of virtually all the people in the same year, but that really seemed to be the case.


  Miya gave a ‘yup, I do’ nod of the head.


  “But we’re not friends. We’re in a completely different class, and I’ve not spoken to her directly. But I noticed her name while browsing the year name list, since it’s an unusual name. I did try enquiring with the people who’re in the same class as Ochibana-san about her.”


  “What kinda girl is she?”


  “U---m, most of what I know is rumor though?”


  “That’s fine.”


  “Say, why do you want to know about Ochibana-san?”


  “There’s no need for you to know.”


  “Uwah, how unreasonable.”


  “Yeah, yeah, just talk.”


  “So I’m an easy girl, am I now….”


  After giving a light sigh of disbelief, Miya spoke about her.


  In this school, there was a class composed of the students who scored the top grades in their entrance exams. There was only one of this so-called progressive class among the thirteen classes. Students were shuffled in and out of this class at the beginning of every school year according to their grades, but Ochibana Ame was enrolled in this class. The progressive class was a great distance away from Jyuu’s classroom and it was even on a different floor, so he almost never bumped into those students.


  Almost like there was an invisible threshold in the way, it was a classroom Jyuu would never dream of approaching.


  “Ochibana-san’s really smart, you know.”


  According to Miya, Ochibana Ame appeared to rank among the top five in the year. The summarized opinion of this girl was that she was a ‘gloomy honors student’. In class, she hardly ever opened her mouth unless the teacher specifically said her name in questions, and she never chatted to anyone. She had no close friends, and she didn’t set out to seek friendship either.


  She seemed the type of girl who completely closed off herself in her own world. A boring person who simply just blended into the class, being unobtrusive and harmless. No one hated her, but at the same time, no one liked her. Like himself, she would never proactively speak to someone.


  Putting together Miya’s descriptions gave such an impression of the girl.


  “Incidentally, she doesn’t have a boyfriend. Good for you, isn’t it?”


  “Don’t suspect me of something like that. I just thought I’d ask out of interest.”


  “Interest, is it now?”


  “Like I said, don’t suspect me of something like that.”


  At that exact moment, the school bell chimed and the conversation ended there, and the two returned to the classroom.


  Blanking out the voice of the home room teacher who was informing the class of news, Jyuu pondered.


  If Miya was right, then Ochibana Ame was a student whose existence was as thin as a shadow. The image Jyuu had of her was totally different from this. ‘At the very least, she’s got a solid presence that can’t be forgotten after seeing her the first time’, he thought.


  Her forceful aura and hallucinations are way too powerful.


  Didn’t anyone else know about her other side?


  -


  Did she give up after being shouted at yesterday? Ochibana Ame did not appear in both break time and lunch break.


  Although Jyuu felt a little let down, he thought, ‘Ah well, my troubles and misfortunes have passed’. If it was a simple quarrel then he’d be fine, but it was incomprehensible stuff like that he wanted to avoid. Thinking about others gave him the unpleasant feeling of his heart being eaten away. So there was nothing better than never having to meet her again.


  The day-end homeroom class finished, and Jyuu hurried to go home. Because he crammed almost all the text books across all subjects into his desk, his bag was close to flat, and light as well. Dangling it on a finger, he left the classroom, ignoring Miya calling for him to stop. Going along with the flow of students who didn’t participate in club activities, he changed his shoes at the shoe rack and left through the school gate.


  The early June sky was still light, and a little blue sky could still be seen. Jyuu headed towards the station while absently gazing around at the streets. He didn’t process the visual data, he didn’t input anything into his memory- he just looked.


  The ads for the new items on sale put up over the shop front of a convenience store. The magazines lined up at the front of a bookshop. The crowds of female students gathered around the old-fashioned but still popular candy store. There were people talking on their cell phones while walking, and also those who were texting.


  Jyuu’s mind remained blank while seeing all this.


  He thought that being in a state of thoughtlessness was great. By simply just living, one would experience for an instant the sense of living. This way, one’s life would end without one realizing, and surely this should be a happy thing*. It would sure be lucky to go straight to heaven in the blink of an eye without any worries in mind.


  
    	TN: some repetition here, ‘one’s life would end without one realizing, and surely one should be happy to die without noticing it’


  


  Though such a thing would be highly unlikely.


  Police officers on patrol glared at Jyuu like they were looking at something filthy as they walked past. With the rise in crime, the dignity of the police force had fallen, so they probably wanted to recover it. Jyuu’s outward appearance meant police officers were always keeping an eye on him, but he had no ill intentions so he didn’t pay much attention to them.


  Thanks for your hard work, Jyuu thought as he gave a big yawn, when he happened to glance at the display window of a nearby shop.


  And there he saw the reflection of the person walking two meters behind him.


  Jyuu’s consciousness processed this and matched it with his memory.


  At that moment, his yawn turned into a sigh.


  “….Oi.”


  Without stopping and without looking back, Jyuu muttered quietly.


  “Yes, what is the matter, Jyuu-sama?”


  The girl walking behind him, Ochibana Ame, answered tonelessly.


  He had thought that she’d have learned her lesson yesterday, but the girl didn’t seem at all affected.


  Didn’t I tell you that I never wanted to see you again?!


  Do you even freakin’ understand Japanese?!


  A variety of rebukes flashed through his head, but Jyuu didn’t utter a single one of them.


  Because he could tell it was useless.


  Just as he had heard from Miya, this girl was quite strange.


  He couldn’t go wrong thinking of her as ‘one of the eccentric oddballs’.


  In that case, he couldn’t reach an understanding with her no matter how many logical arguments he produced.


  Because people like her imposed whatever rules they liked on themselves and lived accordingly.


  That sort of selfishness was simply something delinquency had no way of competing with.


  “Y’ sure are good at finding me, aren't cha ?”


  Of course, Jyuu had expected this. He felt that it would be dangerous after classes ended, which was precisely why he chose to mingle in with the other students during the peak hour when leaving school.


  Ame’s reply was simple.


  “There’s no way I could miss your mane of shining hair, Jyuu-sama.”


  His mane of shining hair was probably referring to Jyuu’s blonde-dyed hair.


  Jyuu was tall to begin with, and together with this kind of hair color, he certainly stuck out like a sore thumb.


  Sakuragiri High School was rather lax on the rules, but although there were a lot of students with dyed brown hair, there were no other students who had blonde hair. Because a lot of students believed that if they were to dye their hair blonde, it would be tantamount to challenging Jyuu to a fight.


  “That radiance is proof of Jyuu-sama’s kingship.”


  ‘This is dyed, you friggin retard,’ he wanted to say, but Jyuu forced himself to hold back his words.


  …Proof of kingship, huh.


  Although Jyuu hadn't given much thought about what to do when he got home, he now made up his mind.


  -


  The next morning. People started chattering among themselves upon seeing Jyuu step into the classroom.


  Fully aware of why they reacted this way, Jyuu sat in his seat with a calm look on his face. Although everyone kept glancing his way, not a single person ventured to speak to him directly. Even Fujishima Kanako, who was reading a novel, stiffened and her eyes widened in surprise.


  Miya, who as usual popped up in classroom running a little late, asked Jyuu on behalf of the entire class,


  “What’s with your hair?”


  “Is it weird?”


  “Not really, but we’re just a little taken aback. It’s so sudden.”


  As Miya stared hard at Jyuu’s head, she ‘hmm’ed in thought.


  Jyuu’s hair had become black.


  It was just a simple matter of dropping by his regular salon and getting it dyed again on his way home yesterday, but anyone would be surprised to see his hair, which had been blonde ever since he entered school, suddenly turn black.


  Even Jyuu himself couldn’t get used to it when he looked at himself in the mirror this morning.


  “Why this sudden change of heart?”


  “No reason. Well, it’s something like camouflage.”


  “From who?”


  “A stalker.”


  “Eh? A stalker?”


  Miya tilted her head to one side, an eager look in her eyes, but before long, she grinned.


  “Well, I don’t know the details, but you look cool in black.”


  “You’re the one with the pretty hair.”


  “…Ohh, Jyuu-kun praised me.”


  “It’s lip service.”


  “Aw, I was complimenting you…”


  Miya looked unhappy for some reason, but the homeroom teacher entered the classroom at this moment, so she returned to her seat.


  As expected, the teacher was struck dumb when he saw Jyuu. Nakamizo, the homeroom teacher of Jyuu’s class, was a married man in his late forties with kids, and the type who respected student’s freedom. As the head teacher of Jyuu’s grade, he would drop hints about Jyuu’s attitude, but on the whole he was a fairly tolerant person.


  He seemed to think that Jyuu’s black hair was one step in the right direction, and perhaps because he realized it wouldn’t do to put too much pressure on a student who had just decided to turn over a new leaf, he didn’t mention the subject and got down to the task of passing on any messages from school for the day.


  So you think that just because my hair color changed, I’ve changed as a person?


  Although this was what Jyuu thought, he kept the real reason behind the change to himself.


  This was a tactic to escape from the clutches of that girl, Ochibana Ame. It was a tactic he came up with when he heard from her that she used his blonde hair as a kind of landmark after class yesterday.


  So that should be the end of getting tailed by that person.


  She should lose heart now that I’ve lost the ‘proof of kingship’, or whatever the hell it was.


  Sure feels good.


  When it hit the lunch break after morning classes ended, Jyuu quickly wolfed down his lunch and stepped out of the classroom, brushing aside even Miya’s call for him. He wasn’t really going anywhere; it was just that if he loitered around the classroom, he would probably run into Ochibana Ame. Jyuu snickered at the thought of Ame’s reaction when she saw him.


  And then, the girl made her appearance.


  Turning the corner around the corridor, she spotted Jyuu and headed straight for him. Jyuu pretended not to notice her, and instead gazed outside the window.


  Ame came up to Jyuu’s side and stood there, still as a doll.


  “Jyuu-sama, you called for me?”


  “…Call you? Me?”


  “I sensed that you were calling for me, Jyuu-sama.”


  Without the slightest desire to enquire exactly how or what she sensed, Jyuu cut straight into the heart of the matter.


  “Never mind that, what’d you think of this?”


  As he said this, he pointed to his hair.


  “Now I’ve got nothing to do with you anymore, right?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “What, you say… Are you blind or something?”


  “You have dyed your hair black. It suits you.”


  “No, that’s it. Now my proof is gone, right?”


  “Proof?”


  “Proof of kingship. Isn’t that what you said yesterday?”


  He hated having to talk about it, but Jyuu suppressed his dislike of the entire topic and continued.


  “Didn’t you say my blonde hair was your proof? So, now I…”


  “What does the color of hair have to do with anything?”


  “…Huh?”


  “The proof that Jyuu-sama is my King is your soul. That noble radiance is absolutely unmistakable.”


  I’m too naïve.


  Jyuu was genuinely astonished by his own naivety.


  This Ochibana Ame girl was a more hardcore crackpot than Jyuu had imagined.


  She would rewrite her theories anytime to suit her needs.


  ‘If X, then Y’, this ordinary line of logic didn’t seem to work on her.


  “Jyuu-sama, your complexion doesn’t look good. Are you feeling unwell?”


  Jyuu completely lost the will to escape from her, and that day, he was hounded by Ochibana Ame right up until classes ended for the day.


  -


  “For some reason, you’ve been acting real weird lately. Did something happen?”


  “Even if it did, I don’t hafta tell you about it.”


  “Uwah, it’s really hurtful when you say it that way.”


  “The less you know about other people’s troubles, the better. Just leave me alone.”


  “Is that a sign that you actually worry about me?”


  “Don’t be stupid.”


  At Jyuu’s careless response, Miya gave a shrug of her shoulders.


  Jyuu hadn’t been able to relax in the slightest these few days, no thanks to the incessant tailing by that stalker girl, Ochibana Ame. Ame didn’t do anything in particular, but just shadowed him everywhere.


  Jyuu completely ignored her. There wasn’t anything else he could do. Denying her delusional fantasies, dying his hair black, hollering at her in rage, all of it had failed.


  It wasn’t like he could go talk to the police about this.


  Of course, there was also the option of turning her away with brute force, but Jyuu was against the idea of doing so. It wasn’t that he had anything against hitting women, it’s just that she had no ill intentions, and he felt it was unreasonable to react with violence when all she did was just follow him around. Frankly, for all his pretense of being a delinquent and all, he wasn’t one in the slightest, and he felt rather miserable about it all.


  In any case, there was no escaping from Ochibana Ame.


  He really wanted to do something about this creepy woman.


  Having been mentally driven into a corner, Jyuu wearily pondered about the strategy.


  



  That day, Jyuu sprinted out of the classroom without any delay and took the rare initiative to speak to his seniors. A group of five, headed by the third-year Ihara, who had been held back for two years and was turning twenty this year. A five-some who were labeled as the black sheep of the school by all the teachers. Ever since Jyuu joined the school, they’d scuffled countless times, and currently they were in a truce.


  Jyuu gathered up these acquaintances and invited them to go karaoke. The moment he heard it was going to be Jyuu’s treat, Ihara gave a complacent smile. He likely took it as Jyuu’s way of making amends. Jyuu’s latest bout of switching away from blonde hair was probably taken as another indication of this change of heart. He seemed to think it wasn’t half-bad to have cheeky junior finally cave in and treat him to some entertainment.


  The satisfied senpais gave a collective, cool nod of their heads, and followed Jyuu into the city. Leaving the decision of which store to visit to his senpais, Jyuu casually glanced behind his back. Spotting the ever-present Ochibana Ame, he cheered inside.


  They entered the karaoke box that was opposite the train station away from school. Jyuu pitched into the conversation at all the right times and applauded his senpais' singing. He apologized for everything he'd done to date with his head bowed. And he bore all the beatings he got without a word.


  All for the sake of the one goal he had in mind


  Despite the fact that Jyuu and the others had come in their school uniforms, the karaoke box graciously served them alcohol. The fact that Jyuu and the others looked dangerous helped, but it was also a reflection of the times.


  Jyuu, who was sipping his beer, was offered some drugs but he refused them. They were living in an age where drugs that could make you forget reality with just three pills were being sold for a grade schooler's pocket money.


  When Jyuu tried out drugs in the past, it was the worst experience of his life.


  Certainly, all his troubles were wiped clean. However, once the drugs wore off, the whole of hateful reality came crashing back down in one go with more force than ever.


  Never again.


  Even though he was constantly reminded about the downsides of reality whilst living out a normal life, he had no desire to do anything to make things worse.


  “The fuck, Jyuuzawa, you don't do drugs?”


  Ihara roared at Jyuu in a voice more befitting a middle aged man than a high schooler.


  Despite getting a faceful of the stink of alcoholic breath, Jyuu forced a smile.


  “Sorry, I don't dig that kinda stuff.”


  “Fucking loser.”


  Jyuu just let the wave of derisive laughter wash over him.


  For what came afterwards.


  Excusing himself to the toilet, Jyuu left the room. He headed down the stairs towards the exit, and from there, scanned through the crowds, looking for Ochibana Ame.


  And as he thought, she was still there.


  She stood there, by the street light near the store, as though she was waiting for someone. She attracted looks from curious passers-by, but seeing that she was a plain Jane, not a single person even bothered approaching her.


  The clock struck six, and the sky that had been overcast since dawn started turning dark.


  It was about time.


  Looking for all the world as though he hadn't noticed the rain, Jyuu went back upstairs.


  Once he was back in the room, Jyuu struck up a conversation with the senpais who were getting pretty drunk by now.


  “Thing is, there's this stalker who's been a real pain...”


  The conversation-starved senpais immediately lapped up his words.


  He was being followed by a creepy girl. He was at a complete loss. He wanted to do something about it.


  One of the senpais piped up, holding a cup of beer,


  “Well, ain't dat like, y'know. Sumthin ya can solve with just two, three beatings?”


  Another senpai interrupted.


  “For bitches like that, just rape 'em and be done with it. That'll put 'em in their place, even if they hate yer guts after.”


  Jyuu kept his silence in the midst of the senpais' storm of arguments.


  And things progressed as expected.


  The five senpais' concluded they'd do something about it.


  Ihara, the leader of the lot, said roughly,


  “Aright, just leave that bitch to us. We're doin' this for our great kouhai. We'll knock some sense into that bitch!”


  Already whipped up to a high thanks to the alcohol and drunks, they got even more worked up after they listened to Jyuu.


  “This is killin' two birds with one stone. We get all the fun, and you get to lose the problem,” Ihara declared with a laugh. Taking Jyuu's silence as assent, the five demanded for details of what the stalker woman looked like.


  After giving a brief description of her characteristics, Jyuu added,


  “She's here today as well. Yeah, that one there outside, her.”


  The five exchanged looks, vulgar smiles hanging off their lips. In the blink of the eye, the five were already leaving the room. Jyuu watched them go in silence. He debated about whether he should finish his drink, but in the end he left the cup of beer as it was and headed to the cashier. He paid the bill, but didn't head out.


  He'd heard rumors about Ihara and his gang. They were infamous for raping girls, and they seemed to have their ways of avoiding police detection. Ochibane would probably be dragged off somewhere and have the living daylights raped out of her.


  Jyuu hadn't a clue about what would happen afterwards or what she would do.


  Jyuu wasn't the kind of person to enjoy watching that kind of stuff.


  Seating himself on a sofa near the cashier used for waiting, he sat there with a cigarette in his mouth, bored out of his mind. It wasn't one of his own, but one he filched off one of the senpais. Leaving the cigarette dangling from his mouth unlit, he rested the back of his head against the wall and stared up at the filthy ceiling. The staff manning the cashier was glaring daggers at him, but he ignored them.


  Jyuu didn't smoke. He pretended to because he'd be thought of as a delinquent. As for why he didn't smoke, just remembering the reason was enough to make him feel pissed off.


  Because both his parents were heavy smokers. The smell of cigarettes brought back nothing but hated memories.


  The small TV installed next to the cashier was showing the sight of rainfall. The reporter on screen announced that a typhoon had come. Despite what it was like inside the store, it seemed like it was coming down hard out there.


  The senpais were probably taking Ochibane somewhere.


  With this, the connection between him and the eyesore would be cut.


  Once she'd been raped, the odds were more likely than not that she'd stop chasing after Jyuu.


  It felt really refreshing to be free of an annoyance.


  Even though it was unlit, the distinct smell of tobacco drifted from the cigarette hanging in his mouth. No matter what the brand, Jyuu just hated the smell of tobacco.


  Ochibane should have seen me and the senpais enter the karaoke box together.


  So if she gets assaulted by the senpais, she should know why.


  That I was involved somehow.


  What would that denpa girl think?


  Would she think that I betrayed her?


  Even if she was crazily delusional, she would think that, wouldn't she?


  The cashier attendant changed the channel on the cable TV, but the screen still showed the endless torrent of rain. A caption running across the screen declared that the flood alert had been issued.


  A betrayal was a tragedy stemming from the difference in the weight or intensity of feelings between two people.


  No matter how deeply one person feels, there's always the case where the other side doesn't even hold a shred of sentiment for them.


  Always, the one who felt more would get hurt.


  Always, without exception.


  When he was a kid, Jyuu was bullied. Bullied in the neighborhood, bullied at school.


  He didn't remember why, nor did he want to.


  He didn't get any help from the teachers, but that was fine. Because he always believed that his parents would stand by his side, that his dad and mom would get angry for him. At one of the occasional dinners with his parents when they got off work, Jyuu finally aired the troubles that he had been weathering through.


  Everyone is bullying me.


  What should I do?


  Dad, Mum, what should I do?


  For the first and last time ever, he laid bare his true feelings.


  Hearing that, his parents said nothing. They probably understood what Jyuu was saying. But in the end, they never displayed the reactions Jyuu had hoped for. Their expressions said it all- their faces were twisted with clear displeasure, fed up of hearing a kid's nonsense. The dumbfounded Jyuu just sat there, hands gripping his knees with his head down as his half-eaten dinner was taken away. His parents quickly vacated their seats and each vanished into their separate rooms.


  Jyuu lay in bed until late that night, tired but wide awake.


  He didn't think he cried back then.


  It was just that he had felt frustrated and miserable, even though he loved his parents, who only treated him tenderly when the fancy struck them, even though he would still continue loving them, even though he trusted them. He felt betrayed by those emotions. He hated himself for feeling that way, and he hated his hurt self for being so weak.


  As this continued time and time again, he had probably grown numb to his emotions.


  He didn't particularly care about getting betrayed- he was used to it.


  However, he hated having to betray anyone.


  He detested inflicting those feelings of his at the time on anyone.


  Back then, he had decided it was the one and only thing he would hate.


  Jyuu spat out the cigarette.


  “...The hell am I doing? I'm such a fucking idiot!”


  Jyuu pelted down the stairs at full speed and sprinted out of the store.


  As expected, the rain was coming down in buckets. It felt like it was squeezing down on the world, constricting the range of vision and strangling the heart, making it hard to breathe. Looking around frantically as he ran, he pushed his way through the people, keeping his ears pricked for the sound of people's voices mixed in with the rain.


  And he found them.


  His senpais were making their way towards a deserted spot, in a manner that suggested that they were cornering someone.


  Jyuu ran in that direction, picked up speed, and knocked down one of the senpais with a kick to the back of his hand.


  And, turning to look back, was Ochibana Ame.


  Her uniform was a complete mess, but she seemed untouched.


  “Jyuuzawa! You bastard, what the fuck are you doin'?!”


  Ihara bared his teeth threateningly at Jyuu.


  And in that interval, the three others had already surrounded Jyuu.


  Ame, who had been abandoned, got to her feet with a look of considerable bewilderment.


  “Fucking explain yerself, Jyuuzawa!”


  “I take back what I said.”


  “Huh?”


  “That you should vent your frustrations on that idiot girl.”


  Before he even finished speaking, Jyuu was already in action. As expected, one-on-four were pretty bad odds, but fortunately, the four were still recovering from drugs and their drunkenness, whereas Jyuu was pretty much sober. This was evident in their moves.


  He planted a foot right into the abdomen of the senpai, whose belly was full of food and drink, and, as he pitched forward, Jyuu threw a punch against his jaw. One down. However, by that time, the other three were already grabbing at Jyuu from his left, his right and from behind him. In a group fight, it was all over the moment you were caught. As though trying to avoid getting caught in the downpour, Jyuu ducked low and kicked off the ground, slipping past the reaching hands. Intent on keeping his momentum, he lashed out a fist at one person's solar plexus, and swung his elbow hard against the temple of another, knocking both of them out.


  In terms of brawling experience, the senpais and Jyuu were about the same level, but this was where differences in physical capabilities and mental fortitude made themselves all too clear. Jyuu was blessed with a good body since birth and he always kept a cool head. As such, when it came down to a one-on-one fight, there was no doubt that it would result in Ihara's defeat.


  When there was only one opponent, Jyuu had almost never lost.


  Perhaps the drug-addled Ihara mistook Jyuu to be a monster- he gave a wail as he backed away.


  “S-stay away!”


  In the instant when Ihara made to flee, Jyuu closed the distance in the blink of an eye. One blow to the stomach, one to the jaw.


  With just that, Ihara toppled over.


  Vomit splattered everywhere, but he hadn't sustained any severe injuries.


  As Jyuu heaved a sigh of relief, he suddenly remembered that there was just one person left- the very first senpai he had knocked down.


  “Jyuuzawa!”


  Just as that person was about to land a blow on Jyuu, Ochibane Ame whirled behind him quickly. Ame swung the school bag in her hands and struck him in the back of his head with its corner, as hard as she could. As her opponent staggered, she followed up with a kick to the groin. Without even needing Jyuu to lift a finger, the last person fainted, foaming at his mouth.


  To the background of the groans of the five and the pitter-patter of falling rain, the two's eyes met.


  Jyuu yanked on Ame's hand hard, snapping,


  “Come.”


  “Yes, my lord.”


  It'd probably turn out to be a tiring discussion.


  Jyuu gave a wry smile in his heart, but he didn't feel the slightest bit displeased.


  



  The senpais were incapacitated for the moment, but it was possible that passers-by who witnessed the scene would report the fight. There had been an increase in patrolling police officers recently, and they were cracking down hard. There was no tolerance even if the suspects were students. Thinking it'd be a pain if they got tied up with the police, Jyuu quickly flagged down a taxi on the main street in front of the train station, and headed back to his apartment.


  Naturally, the two didn't exchange a single word throughout the trip on the taxi, when they entered the apartment block and took the elevator up, or even when they entered his home. Whilst in the rain, Jyuu was walking at a pretty quick pace, but Ame didn't seem tired at all. In complete contrast to her delicate appearance, she was surprisingly fit.


  Since neither of them had an umbrella, they were both soaked. Given the season they were in, it was unlikely that they would catch a cold, but it didn't feel pleasant being drenched to the bone.


  For the time being, Jyuu headed into the bathroom to pick up two bath towels. Tossing one wordlessly to Ame, he draped the remaining one over his head. As he started scrubbing briskly at his hair, he glanced at Ame.


  The girl had taken the towel and was wiping her face. It went without saying that she needed a change of clothes first. But there wasn't a single piece of female clothing in the house. There was plenty of that which belonged to his mother, but he didn't want to touch them.


  Whilst her uniform is drying, I guess she can wear my clothes.


  If it was Satsuki Miya, for example, Jyuu would be more conscious of the fact that she was a member of the opposite sex who was around his age.


  But, somehow, that feeling wasn't as strong when it came to the denpa girl.


  Jyuu changed into a shirt in his room, then picked a suitable pair of trainers and trousers from his wardrobe and tossed them to Ame.


  “Take off your uniform and put those on. So I can put your uniform in the dryer.”


  As for why he didn't hand it over to her directly, for some reason, he hated the idea of touching the denpa girl.


  He had grabbed her hand just now, but that was purely because it was an emergency.


  Jyuu wasn't too sure why he was so wary of Ochibane Ame.


  “Thank you very much.”


  With that, Ame started stripping off her uniform, right there and then. Without the slightest bit of shame, as though Jyuu didn't exist. Jyuu turned his back on her, only looking back at appropriate internals to pick up the discarded pieces of clothing. Then, he stuffed them together with his own uniform into the dryer.


  It would probably be a good time to make some tea. He poured water into the kettle, set it on the stove and turned on the fire.


  “Just sit wherever you want.”


  As he spoke to Ame, Jyuu sat himself down on one of the tables around the dining table.


  Even though they were a family of three, there were four chairs.


  When he was young, he thought there might have been plans to further grow the family, or perhaps they were saving it for when guests came over, but both were wrong. His parents didn't have the kind of parental love to make them want another boy or girl, and they weren't the type to call over people to their place either. It was just the fact that, when they purchased the furniture, it came with four chairs. Simple as that.


  Ame moved so she was facing Jyuu but remained standing.


  “Take a seat.”


  “No, this is fine for me.”


  Not interested in forcing the matter, Jyuu picked up the TV's remote control without another word.


  However, watching television just felt like a cheap way of escaping reality.


  As he fiddled with the remote, he asked,


  “Your name's 


  rain


  Ame, right?”


  “Yes.”


  “


  Rain


  Ame getting soaked by rain. What a joke.”


  To regain his composure, he made idle talk.


  Keeping his eyes fixed on his hands, he didn't even so much look in Ame's direction and


  Jyuu was well-aware that he was completely the one at fault this time.


  “You didn't get hurt?”


  “No.”


  “...I shouldn't have done that, my apologies.”


  Putting aside the remote on the table, Jyuu bowed his head deeply.


  It'd been a long time since he'd done this to anyone.


  “The one who set those guys on you was me. It's all my fault. You didn't do anything wrong. You can hate me or yell at me all you want. You can even hit me. Or report me to the police. No matter what, I won't make any excuses, no matter what.”


  His head bowed, Jyuu said the above in one breath.


  It was all the truth, pure unadulterated truth.


  He felt that he couldn't make up for it, no matter what he did.


  However, Jyuu, waiting for Ame's response, heard something that was completely beyond his expectations.


  “I don't believe there is any reason at all for me to be angry at Jyuu-sama.”


  Was he not getting through to her? Jyuu lifted his head to see Ame's face for the first time.


  And in that moment, he completely lost his train of thought.


  Ame, who was toweling her wet hair, had lifted her fringe, revealing her face.


  It was like something out of manga.


  If she takes off her glasses, if she changes her hair style, a plain-looking girl could actually turn out very cute.


  Jyuu never thought such a fairytale could exist in reality.


  As it turned out, reality was a little different than he'd expected.
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  Ochibane Ame's features couldn't be described as cute. Rather than “cute”, the more appropriate word should be “beautiful”. A beauty with an allure that captured a person's attention, making them want to stare some more. Porcelain-white skin framed by coils of wet hair, so pale it appeared bloodless, almost lifeless. A strong will that shone from her almond-shaped eyes made a deep impression; they were deep eyes, as though they could see right through you to learn your innermost secrets.


  Jyuu was reminded of a small 


  snow woman


  yuki onna.


  A girl who combined the beauty to bewitch all beholders and the power to freeze you to your very soul.


  Feeling like he had taken a punch to his gut, he swallowed hard.


  Ame continued.


  “I do not know what is going on in Jyuu-sama's mind. However, if it is Jyuu-sama's will or decision, it is my wish and my duty to do my utmost to obey. That is why, Jyuu-sama has no need whatsoever to apologize for what happened today.”


  Those were not words of comfort, nor were they sophisms to cover for what he did- this was a reflection of the line of reasoning that the girl was immersed in, right down to her very bones.


  Because, unlike usual, her fringe was out of the way, Jyuu could tell this girl was absolutely serious from the earnestness on her face.


  But just because he understood that didn't mean he was accepting of it.


  “D-d'ya even know what're ya talking about?”


  “More or less, yes.”


  “Isn't it normal to get pissed off?!”


  “Jyuu-sama, you are mistaken. Like I said, there is no reason for me to be angry.”


  “I'm the one who's saying that I'm wrong!”


  “Jyuu-sama came to save me.”


  “Like I said, that's...!”


  He really couldn't get in her hand.


  No matter what a beauty she was, a denpa girl was a denpa girl.


  Even so, Jyuu intended to take responsibility for his actions.


  Reflecting on it from a more rational point-of-view, perhaps this was purely for his own self-satisfaction.


  “Hit me.”


  “Why?”


  “Just do it, hit me.”


  “Is this an order?”


  “Yes!”


  “Then, please excuse me.”


  The flat of Ame's hand caught Jyuu's cheek. Making good use of the flick of the wrist, it was a blow that could well knock down the opponent in a cat fight.


  It hurt more than expected, but at the same time, it made him feel better.


  “I'm not asking you to call it even with this, or to forgive me. But if there's anything I can do to make up for it, just say the word.”


  “There's no need to make up for anything...”


  “Tell me what you want! It's an order!”


  “Yes, my lord.”


  Ame nodded simply.


  Even though Jyuu was forcing the conversation along, she didn't seem the slightest bit bothered.


  If anything, she acted as if this was completely normal.


  Jyuu felt extremely embarrassed, but nonetheless waited for Ame to speak.


  He wouldn't be able to forgive himself if he did nothing. Again, this was entirely for his own satisfaction.


  Ame took about ten seconds to think over the matter.


  She looked up at Jyuu and voiced her wish.


  “...I have but one request.”


  “What?”


  “Please, allow me to stay by Jyuu-sama's side.”


  His response to this was something Jyuu regretted countless times afterwards.


  But in this moment, in this situation, Jyuu only had one thing to say to that.


  When she turned her sincere gaze to him, he felt, perhaps, just a little, deeply moved.


  She was a denpa girl, someone you couldn't communicate with, a creep.


  Even so, Jyuu replied as thus:


  “Whatever.”


  When he saw Ame's expression, for a moment, Jyuu had the delusion that he had made the best choice.


  Yes, that was probably a delusion.


  All humans are the same- they live their life out in a delusion.


  They can live because they delude themselves.


  For the first time since they met, Ochibane Ame gave a faint smile.


  A look of pure joy.


  Chapter 2 - The Confusing Everyday


  After class the next day, Ochibana Ame walked into Jyuu's classroom without any reservation.


  Coming up right to his seat, she spoke to Jyuu, who was packing to go home.


  “I came to pick you up.”


  “Heyo.”


  Carrying the flimsy school bag under his arm, Jyuu gave two short nods of his head.


  Seeing this, Miya pointed to and from Jyuu and Ame and tilted her head slightly.


  “What's your relationship?”


  “A master-servant relationship.”


  “Just friends.”


  Thinking it'd be too risky to let the conversation go on too long, Jyuu pulled Miya and Ame apart.


  It was only natural that Miya was curious, but he didn't feel like explaining in the slightest.


  How was he supposed to explain it in the first place anyway?


  It was just a mish-mash of things happening, reaping what he sowed and getting his just desserts.


  “Wait, Jyuuzawa!”


  Fujishima Kanako, the class representative, closed in on Jyuu in a brisk pace.


  One hand was set on her waist, and the eyes behind her glasses were narrowed.


  “I thought you'd turned a new leaf after you dyed your hair again, but now you're taking girls into classrooms...!”


  “Please wait a moment.”


  Before Jyuu could respond, Ochibana Ame stepped in front of Fujishima Kanako.


  As though she was protecting Jyuu.


  “Are you Jyuu-sama's enemy?”


  “'-Sama'? 'Enemy'? What do you mean? But more importantly, it's not that appropriate to associate with guys like him.”


  “How so?”


  “You're asking how...? Well, you'll be judged for it.”


  “If it's for Jyuu-sama's sake, I'd be willing to brave the flames of Hell.”


  “Y-you...”


  “Jyuu-sama's happiness is my happiness. Jyuu-sama's wishes are my wishes. I exist purely for the sake of Jyuu-sama. And the reason for that is because of the strong bond with Jyuu-sama in our past life...”


  To prevent the conversation from straying into a really bad direction, Jyuu frantically clamped a hand over Ame's mouth and dragged her away.


  “Bye, Fujishima. See ya tomorrow too, Miya.”


  Bathed in the curious gazes of his classmates, Jyuu left the classroom together with Ame.


  With that, he had basically admitted to the whole class that he was with Ame.


  However, that didn’t mean he’d indulge in her whim. It was just a matter of letting her be. Such was Jyuu’s honest thought.


  It’d be over before he knew it.


  He wasn’t talking about himself in particular, but more so of Ame.


  After all, the man called Jyuuzawa Jyuu wasn’t exactly a charming man, and was more of an opposite.


  She’ll get tired of it soon.


  Besides, being by Jyuu’s side wouldn’t serve any purpose to Ame.


  The bond they had was the kind that’d dissolve in the not-too-distant future.


  At first, he was worried that the woman’s behavior would bring unwanted attention. But surprisingly, it didn’t. Aside from the students, once they left the school premise, no one paid attention to Jyuu and the girl. As such, the atmosphere became somewhat peaceful.


  Now that the case of Ochibana Ame had settled for the time being, Jyuu pondered to himself.


  Should he dye his hair again?


  In the end, he decided against it.


  For him to change his hair color just because of a woman would be a tad uncool.


  Since then, Ihara and the rest of the upperclassmen group hadn’t said anything. However, they seemed to think that the incident was a trap set by Jyuu. For that, Jyuu didn’t know whether he should feel sorry for himself or be grateful.


  Now, even if they met inside or outside the school, he’d steer clear of them and avoid even making eye contact.


  Wordlessly, Ame followed diagonally behind Jyuu.


  What is she plotting?


  Despite what he had heard from Miya, he still didn’t know what kind of person Ochibana Ame was.


  The reason she was silent... was it because she was originally taciturn? Or, was it because she didn’t have anything to talk about? Perhaps, she was waiting for Jyuu to initiate the conversation. It could also be that she was just trying to keep up with him.


  But it turned out that she lived in the neighborhood.


  Without as much as exchanging a word, the two got on the train and alighted at the same station.


  ...What a difficult person.


  Not only that, he believed that she had a screw loose.


  However, she didn’t seem to be a bad person... Maybe.


  The address he had previously heard from Ame was a quiet residential area nearby, though unfamiliar to Jyuu. Despite having searched through his memory, he had no recollection whatsoever.


  Jyuu could remember men’s faces well, but not women.


  There might even be a chance that they had passed by each other on the street before...


  After all, like Jyuu, Ame seemed to have lived in the same district.


  Though, her name and face hardly suited each other.


  To be frank, it was actually impressive as to how forgettable they were.


  Knowing that Miya, Ame, and Kanako were in the neighborhood, Jyuu’s nervousness eased somewhat. Albeit not wanting to be friendly with Ame, he didn’t want to be crude with her, either. She should be treated in an appropriate manner.


  Due to the nature of the season, the sun had yet set. Many elementary schoolers could be seen playing in the shopping district before the station. Looking at how seemingly without a care those kids were, Jyuu felt a tinge of admiration.


  He didn’t think that being a kid was cool.


  In fact, he knew how difficult it was to be a kid since he was also a kid himself once.


  People often said that the children’s worlds were small, and as they grew up, so did their worlds.


  He agreed that a child’s world was small.


  It was so small; it could easily collapse due to a slight force.


  From the perspective of an adult, it might seem like a trivial reason.


  But to that particular child, it must’ve felt as if the world had ended.


  Hence, some children took their own lives.


  As people grew older, they lost both simplicity and innocence.


  Then, was becoming an adult truly a good thing?


  Jyuu inadvertently pondered about such a silly thing.


  One of the elementary schoolers, who was playing chase with his friends, accidentally stumbled into Jyuu’s leg.


  As he fell on his butt, he looked up towards Jyuu’s face in fear.


  The child probably expected to be scolded, but not stumbling across such a tall and scary-looking man.


  However, before the child could say anything—Jyuu extended his hand.


  After easily helping the child to get back to his feet, Jyuu shook his head to let him know that it was no problem.


  After that, he left without sparing a glance towards the child.


  The child may have expressed his gratitude, but the hustle and bustle of the shopping street drowned it, so it didn’t reach Jyuu’s ears.


  The entire time, Ame silently watched him from the side, which was a bit embarrassing.


  For a self-proclaimed delinquent, he was so lackluster that he was unable to yell at her.


  He wondered that if he were to be imprisoned or sent to prison, the others would be forced to think that he was a delinquent.


  A particular moment stood out to him.


  Jyuu happened to arrive at school early in the morning, and was thinking of taking a nap in the classroom until class started.


  However, at the school gate, he ran across Kanako Fujishima.


  Apparently, she was also going to school early in the morning.


  Recently, Jyuu also found out that Kanako lived relatively close to him and used the same station to commute to school.


  However, she had changed her time, route, etc. just so that she wouldn’t run into Jyuu.


  Due to her efforts, the two never met on their way to and from school.


  Nevertheless, due to a strange coincidence, they came across each other.


  Their reasons for waking up early were completely different, though. Kanako was a diligent student, while Jyuu merely set the alarm clock wrong.


  “...To see your face the first thing in the morning, it’s the worst.”


  “I’ve always wondered, but do you like me that much?”


  “W, who the hell’s in love with you!? It’s not like that!”


  “Sorry, my mistake, do you hate me that much?”


  “I hate you the most!”


  As he gazed at her with blurry eyes, Kanako yelled at him with a bright, red face.


  “If you overreact so much, you’ll be misunderstood.” He said amidst a yawn.


  In response, Kanako glared towards him. Then, putting her hands on her hips, she told him in her usual preaching tone.


  “I can’t stand lazy people like you! I can’t tolerate people like you, who just live day in and day out, taking everything in a stride!”


  “That’s your problem, though?”


  “Quit being so arrogant!”


  As if scolding a poor child, Kanako continued to be patronizing.
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  “Jyuuzawa, do you have a dream? What is your goal for the future?”


  “Nothing in particular.”


  “Well, I have a dream. You see, I love books. Therefore, I want to become a translator and introduce many foreign literatures to Japanese people. I want to show them how enjoyable it is. Then, I’d like to introduce Japanese literature to foreign countries, as well. I hope that for as long as I live, I could experience many stories from all over the world, and share them to everyone else. Hopefully, they’ll become a driving force for everyone. I’ll show you that I’ll become a translator in the future.”


  ‘That’s awesome, congratulations.’


  Such was the reaction that Kanako expected from Jyuu.


  But she ended up getting something else.


  “...You’re amazing.”


  Without being sarcastic, Jyuu said so with a look of genuine admiration.


  “I don’t read many books, so I don’t really get what you’re on about. Cool, I guess. Someday, you’ll find those who’ll understand what you’re saying, I’m sure of it. I’m a little envious.”


  “A, are you being serious...?”


  “I’m not that energetic of a guy to be cracking a joke in the morning.”


  Feeling sleepy, Jyuu let out another big yawn.


  “Good luck with that... Though, I doubt you’d want to hear that from me.”


  Seeing Jyuu’s wry smile, Kanako became serious.


  She glared at him from top to bottom, as if sizing him up.


  “...You, why are you so lackluster?”


  “It’s the lack of energy.”


  “What are you, an idiot? If you’re the so-called delinquent, then beating up a girl like me should be nothing to you, right?”


  “That’s just ridiculous.”


  “So, you do know. Why do you still insist on behaving this way, though?”


  Jyuu recalled Kanako’s odd expression as she said that.


  It was a somewhat subtle, strange feeling.


  Although she was disparaging him, it also felt as if she was praising him.


  Perhaps, it was because for the first time, someone had pointed it out to him.


  “Why are you so lackluster?”


  Maybe that was why Jyuu remembered the conversation vividly.


  After all, that conversation made him realize that he had been living carelessly, using the title delinquent as an excuse. When he thought about the reason why, he came to a conclusion that it was due to his troublesome strength.


  How troublesome.


  No, even thinking about the reason was troublesome.


  Thus, he came to discover that he lived as a delinquent just so that he could have an excuse to live wholly in ignorance.


   ***


  “Which one is easier—to live as a person, or a villain?”


  He wasn’t expecting her to answer his question.


  He was getting fed up with the silence, so he nonchalantly mentioned that particular incident.


  Ame, who was walking alongside him, replied seriously.


  “Neither is.”


  “Really? If anything, it’s easier to be a villain.”


  Because of that, Jyuu became a delinquent.


  He thought that it’d be easier that way.


  “It depends on the degree. A true, subconscious person. By definition, it’s someone who’s mindful and is fully aware of everything he does. Surely, it’s very difficult to become such a person. No, I’d say, almost impossible. I also doubt that such a person exists in the first place.”


  “For real?”


  “Because it’s very painful to be thorough in everything you do.”


  “Painful...?”


  “For example, devoting oneself to evil means not saving anyone. That is painful. After all, you’ll have to consider all beings other than yourself as enemies, and make them suffer.”


  Jyuu pictured a black and white villain.


  How about a mafia boss who reigns in the underworld?


  Usually in movies, he’d be the personification of evil.


  Well, he was.


  However, could he be considered a true villain?


  A mafia boss would still treat his relatives and subordinates with preferable treatment.


  Although he was a person with corrupt morals, he wasn’t an absolute evil.


  “For the same reason, it’s also difficult to stick to righteousness. To devote oneself to justice, a person would have to be utterly devoid of selfishness—as in, absolutely selfless. At the same time, it can be regarded as self-destruction, to which only death awaits.”


  “Well, it might be so...”


  Her reasoning was quite sensible.


  The way she spoke so seriously also suited her character in a way.


  When she behaved in such a way, he had almost forgotten about the whole electromagnetic thing.


  “Whether it’s the path of good or evil, it’s hard to maintain such a way of life.”


  “Then, which is easier?”


  “Neither way.”


  “Neither good nor evil?”


  “...Sometimes, it’s better to be good, and so is the otherwise. Depending on the situation and the necessity, you may even use both as you like. That’s the easiest thing to do.”


  “Yes. In fact, the overwhelming majority of people live like that.”


  “Are you saying that is the ‘proper’ way to live?”


  Looking around, he spotted some housewives in the middle of shopping, the store clerk who was dealing with them, a child who listened attentively to some old man’s story in front of the dumpling shop, a couple who shamelessly flirted with each other, a policeman who lazily rode a bicycle...


  ...Like Ame said, everyone certainly preferred to live that way, and there was nothing wrong with that.


  Jyuu understood that, as well.


  Because life was difficult, they instinctively chose the simplest way to live.


  “Then, what about you?”


  “That’s up to Jyuu.”


  “...Me?”


  “I’ll comply with your desire.”


  “Don’t you have any shred of independence?”


  “Other than to serve Jyuu, I desire nothing else.”


  From the way she spoke, she didn’t seem to be joking.


  Because of that, Jyuu was fed up.


  Why am I being held responsible for this?


  After all, he’d rather not be in charge of someone else’s responsibilities when he himself was having a hard time.


  “You know what? Let me tell you—”


  “—If Jyuu considers my existence as a burden, then please throw me away. When the time comes, I won’t mind.”


  “...Then that’s what I’m gonna do.”


  “Alright.”


  Ochibana Ame nodded without hesitation.


  In a way, was she showing her resolve?


  For some reason, that particular side of her stood out to Jyuu.


  Maybe, it was because he lacked that resolve himself.


  Then, was he envious of her? Or, did he just find it unusual?


  “As a side note, it seems that in order for a human to become a demon, he’ll need to commit a thousand, consecutive, evil deeds. If there’s even one good deed, it’ll be reset immediately. If such is the case, then how difficult would it be to reach enlightenment?”


  Sensing Jyuu’s embarrassment, did she considerately shift the topic?


  Without giving it much thought, Jyuu agreed.


  “Is there anyone who wants to become a devil?”


  “Those who misunderstand that devils are superior to humans seem to have such desires.”


  “You seem to know a lot.”


  “It’s simply second-hand knowledge I got from books.”


  “What kind of books?”


  “What I’ve previously mentioned to you is an excerpt from the 301st volume of The Decadence of Man; it was written as a supplementary note.”


  “...From which publisher?”


  “I believe it’s a kind of doujinshi, but I don’t know the details either. I just happened to find it at a used bookstore.”


  When Ame offered to bring the book, Jyuu silently shook his head.


  Before he knew it, they had arrived near Jyuu’s apartment. The reason why the road felt shorter than usual was probably because he was talking to Ame. Without realizing it, he got immersed in their conversation, and here he thought that she’d be incredibly boring to talk to.


  While he had mixed feelings, he didn’t necessarily feel bad.


  Upon arriving at the entrance of the apartment, Ame spoke to him.


  “Then, Jyuu, please excuse me for today. Tomorrow, I’ll be seeing you.”


  Ame bowed her head and left.


  Jyuu could only see her off with a wry smile.


  ***


  She fished for a key from her bag and opened the door.


  However, when she saw the pair of shoes in the hallway, her mood turned sour.


  ...He’s here today.


  If he hadn’t, she could’ve gone home with a peace of mind.


  When she went to the kitchen, sure enough, he was there. With a kitchen knife in his hand, he was visibly looking for something. Looking at the large bowl nearby, he seemed to be making a salad.


  “Hey, welcome.”


  “Are you cooking?”


  “Yes. I got off work early today. Since I have time, that’s what I’m going to do. Besides, it’s once in a while.”


  After telling her to relax, he resumed cooking.


  True to his words, the pot was simmering.


  “It's a cabbage roll.”


  Noticing her gaze, he explained.


  “I see.”


  She didn’t care either way.


  Until the food was ready, she decided to tidy up. Even so, the room wasn’t particularly dirty, much else cluttered. Because of his hostile personality, she had to clean up a lot. Still, in order to ease the tension, she folded the newspaper he had just read and put it in the rack where magazines and other things were kept.


  After she was done, she took out two plates from the cupboard and placed them on the table. About ten minutes later, the food was ready, and she sat across from him.


  “Are you like that at school, too?”


  “Like what?”


  “I’m talking about that Buddha-like expression.”


  “Well, what do you think?”


  “Back then, you used to smile more.”


  She didn’t know what was so funny, but he covered his mouth and started laughing.


  She only stared at him impassively, before bringing the dish to her mouth in a mechanical fashion.


  After she had finished eating, he washed the dishes.


  He was meticulous like that.


  Afterwards, the pair moved to the living room and sat side-by-side on the sofa to watch TV.


  The TV was on all the time.


  In fact, the entire time he was home, he never turned it off.


  Once, she turned off the TV, which earned her a scream and a kick to the stomach until she begged for forgiveness. After such an experience, she chose to ignore the existence of television.


  As for her, she liked that there were a lot of other sounds in the room—sounds other than his voice.


  After talking about company affairs for a while, his hand went to her thighs as usual. Despite how reluctant she was, she had no choice but to accept his advances.


  “If it gets too late, we’ll just bother the aunt.”


  Is that why he’s in such a rush?


  After undressing her, he put his hand in her underwear. Even so, he’d occasionally sneak a glance at the TV. Maybe, he started the whole thing just because.


  Usually, he’d just forget.


  Knowing that, she waited for his orders.


  Then, he proceeded to push her onto the sofa and leaned over her.


  She didn’t say anything and just let it happen.


  As her eyes reflected the ceiling, she relinquished her awareness and merely stared at the pattern.


  Be it his rugged breathing in her ear, from the saliva he smeared on her face and body, from the stimuli he gave her—her heart drifted away from everything.


  Inside, she told herself over and over again that she was merely a soulless doll.


  —That she was used to it.


  —That it’d be over soon.


  ...Am I, pitiful?


  In the corner of her half-fazed mind, such thought occurred.


  ***


  Jyuu eventually changed his perception towards Ochibana Ame.


  In the first place, he didn’t have many friends, as such, he inevitably spent more time with her—which was one of the reasons why.


  Previously, he thought that her presence would only stress him out. Soon enough, she’d cross the line and he’d find himself beating her, or that there’d be times when he’d blatantly ignore her.


  However, such apprehensions turned out to be false.


  The girl named Ochibana Ame was unmistakably a radio wave-like human being.


  At the same time, Jyuu also found her to be elusive.


  But at times, she was strangely responsive.


  When he spoke, she’d reply, even if with really casual words. If Jyuu was anxious, she’d give him advice. Her words were moderately esoteric, yet somewhat convincing.


  Of course, that didn’t necessarily mean he agreed with everything she said. However, when he disagreed, she’d back down easily.


  Not only that, she’d listen attentively to what Jyuu had to say. Afterward, she’d say something again, and Jyuu would respond to it.


  Jyuu never thought that he’d get along with her.


  However, before he knew it, they were casually having a conversation. He thought that she was an intrusive and bothersome woman, but surprisingly, she wasn’t.


  As a matter of course, there were still times when she brought up things like her previous life (she never gave up on that one).


  Still, when Jyuu wasn’t in the mood for some casual talks, she’d just wordlessly stay by his side.


  She was, as she described herself, a good subject.


  Thus, Jyuu concluded that Ochibana Ame was a radio wave-like girl with a delusional side, who also wasn’t a complete moron.


  Perhaps, her only mistake was choosing someone like Jyuuzawa Jyuu as her friend.


  “Hey, can you cook?”


  “I can’t.”


  “...Such an immediate reply. Not saying that I discriminate between men and women, but it’s better for women to be able to do that sort of thing.”


  “My inability to cook is God’s way of telling me that it’s unnecessary for me to cook.”


  “What sort of logic—anyway, I can cook.”


  “Amazing, as expected of Jyuu.”


  While smiling wryly at Ame’s exaggerated praise, Jyuu felt droplets of water hitting his head.


  As soon as the rain began to pour, she took out a folding umbrella, opened it, and held it over Jyuu.


  “If you may.”


  “Don’t need it. I have my own.”


  Not wanting to share an umbrella with her, Jyuu reached into his own bag.


  ...But he didn’t find any.


  He believed that he had put it in, but he seemed to have forgotten.


  Ame sensed this, and tried to hold up her umbrella again, but Jyuu refused.


  “I don’t need it. Besides, it’s close, so I’ll just run home.”


  “Then, I’ll accompany you until then.”


  “It’s unnecessary.”


  While Ame probably had no ulterior motive, Jyuu was still reluctant to be sharing an umbrella with a girl. After all, it’d be troublesome if people misunderstood that they were dating.


  ...But why would I be in trouble if anyone finds out?


  Why did I decide that?


  He opted not to think too deeply about it.


  Instead of sharing the umbrella, Jyuu wore his bag on his head.


  “Bye.”


  “Tomorrow, let us see each other again.”


  While looking sideways at Ame, who bowed her head, Jyuu started dashing.


  Despite getting used to her, he still hadn’t grasped his feelings towards the entire thing.


  Although he didn’t hate it, there was a sense of bewilderment—


  —Aren’t I supposed to be in love with only one person?


  Is this alright?


  How long will this continue?


  When will she get tired of me?


  When will she wake up from her delusions?


  When will she disappear from my life?


  Through the drizzle, his mind was filled with such thoughts.


  Jyuu loved to sleep, yet hated the dark.


  After all, by sleeping, he’d be doing nothing.


  He’d stop seeing, hearing, touching, smelling, tasting, or even thinking.


  Sometimes, he saw off-putting dreams, but it didn’t matter. When he woke up, he’d just forget about them.


  A dream had to be forgotten.


  Otherwise, humans would have to be thinking about something all the time.


  Jyuu had a lot of things he’d like to forget.


  He didn’t even bother to go through his memories to relearn them—after all, it was something that he’d only do when studying.


  A person forgot something because it was unnecessary to begin with.


  He was sure that the same went for old people.


  Old people didn’t need a lot of memory.


  Hence, they forgot.


  As a reward for surviving a tough life, they forgot about many things.


  As a result, they were at ease.


  It must be God’s mercy.


  ...Then, when will I finally be at ease?


  Within the room that was shrouded in darkness, Jyuu thought of such a thing.


  That was why he hated the darkness.


  In the darkness, he’d inadvertently ponder about such things.


  Jyuu didn’t remember how long his mother hadn’t returned home. Back then, she used to mark the calendar and even commented on some of the occasions, but soon stopped because there was no point.


  A situation where parents were absent.


  A situation where he couldn’t see their faces, or feel their presences—


  —isn’t that fine?


  That way, he could fantasize about a different life.


  Imagination was fun.


  Imagination was fun because it was shapeless, unstructured, chaotic, and incoherent.


  Imagination was fun because it helped him disperse his thoughts and take him somewhere else.


  Jyuu opened his eyes.


  He didn’t realize they were closed until now.


  Or, where they open from the beginning and he had just become conscious of it now?


  Trickles of water could be heard hitting the window.


  The rain that had started in the evening was expected to continue until tomorrow morning.


  The sound of the downpour was akin to the crushing weight of the world that was imposed to him.


  No one will help me.


  I don’t need any help.


  His lips were dry, while his throat was a little sore from sleeping.


  He extended his hand towards the white ceiling that was illuminated by the twilight,


  He couldn’t grasp anything.


  No matter how much he moved his fingers, he could grab nothing but air.


  He didn’t know why, but it made him sad.


  Then, he let his outstretched right hand fall to his side, before letting it hang over the edge of the bed.


  This is why I hate darkness.


  The darkness made him think of pointless things.


  Pointless, loathsome, things.


  What made it even worse was that he couldn’t grasp what was so loathsome about them.


  He hated vague things like that.


  He hated that rambling rain of thoughts.


  Yet, it wouldn’t stop, it wouldn’t stop.


  To whom, am I...


  Then, something soft enveloped his right hand, which was hanging from the edge of the bed.


  Jyuu chuckled.


  Aah, am I still dreaming?


  Considering his half-asleep state, perhaps it wasn’t that unbelievable of a phenomenon, after all—the sensation of being held by someone.


  Somehow, it felt nostalgic.


  Back when he was young, when his mother was still a good parent, he’d often ask her to do that when he couldn’t sleep.


  How obstinate I am...


  Jyuu casually let his gaze slide down from the ceiling.


  “Good evening, Jyuu-sama.”


  Almost at the same time as he heard that voice, he leaped back.


  While standing on the bed, Jyuu reflexively assumed a fighting stance.


  Jyuuzawa Jyuu didn’t believe in supernatural phenomena.


  As such, he decided that if something were to appear in his room late at night, it had to be a robber, and not a ghost.


  Apparently, neither the sensation nor the voice was a dream. Jyuu jumped from the bed and flipped the switch near the door.


  He fully expected for a full-on brawl to start when the light flickered on.


  “Y, you, what are you doing...?”


  “I beg your pardon for intruding so late at night.”


  The one who bowed her head was none other than Ochibana Ame.


  Judging from the fact that she was sitting in seiza beside his bed, she was undoubtedly the one who held his hand.


  No longer feeling nostalgic, Jyuu was creeped out.


  This girl—! How? Why? What exactly is she thinking...?


  Utterly confused, Jyuu asked her.


  “How did you come in?”


  Still on guard, he refused to release his stance.


  That way, if Ame went berserk and charged towards him, he could intercept it.


  As it was, even if Ame was holding a knife, Jyuu wouldn’t be caught off guard.


  Unbeknownst to him, did she make a duplicate key?


  Or, did she rummage through his stuff and steal the key?


  Was that the true nature of this woman?


  Just as I began to think that she’s a nice person, she did this!


  Rather than anger from being betrayed, Jyuu felt empty.


  “It was unlocked, so I entered normally.”


  “Don’t spout nonsense! I remember locking the door!”


  “No, it was open. Or rather, the window was.”


  “...Huh?”


  Jyuu went blank.


  Hold on, before anything else, there’s something more pressing—


  “—Where did you come from?”


  “From there.”


  Ame pointed at the window in Jyuu’s room.


  Certainly, the window was large, so it should be easy for her to pass through.


  But wait, this is the ninth floor, so even if she scaled the wall—


  —without even needing to utter a word, Jyuu received the answer.


  The exterior walls of the apartment were in the midst of being painted. As such, each apartment block had scaffolding. She probably used that to climb all the way there.


  Apparently, there exists someone who’d go to such lengths...


  He was in disbelief.


  “Did you really come in through the window?”


  “Yes.”


  “Did you climb the scaffolding used for construction?”


  “Yes.”


  “...It must’ve been difficult.”


  “Somewhat.”


  Upon closer inspection, both her hair and clothes were damp. Not only that, she was also carrying what appeared to be a waterproof bag. The bag probably contained her shoes, umbrella, and perhaps some kind of rope…


  Despite what her appearance might suggest, she had an excellent motoric skill—an outstanding one, in fact.


  Apparently, there was nothing she wouldn’t do.


  ...Still, just because she was able to do it, did she not have any second thoughts?


  If it was someone with common sense, they wouldn’t have done such a thing.


  Jyuu exhaled deeply.


  “...Don’t enter through the window again.”


  “Understood. Then, starting from tomorrow, I’ll strive to learn lockpicking.”


  “That’s not what I’m saying...!”


  Judging from her expression, Ame didn’t seem to know the issue.


  ...As I thought, this girl’s a denpa.


  After all, she seemed to have understood and not understood the conversation at the same time.


  She probably doesn’t even know how cuckoo she sounded.


  While he did consider reprimanding her, he ultimately decided against it, because he’d only make a fool of himself.


  “—Then, why are you here?”


  Depending on the answer—no, he was already quite fed-up with her, and was only letting her be.


  Letting go of his stance, he stared at her with vigilance and doubt. In response, Ame turned around while still maintaining her seiza, and stared straight into his eyes.


  “I felt like Jyuu-sama called me.”


  “I didn’t.”


  “It’s telepathy.”


  “No, you’re just hearing things.”


  “It’s probably because of our bond from the previous life.”


  “Yeah, you’re just delusional.”


  She seemed wholly unfazed by his retorts.


  Although, it may be because her wet bang clung to her face, obstructing her expression.


  At the same time, she didn’t seem to be regretting it.


  She must’ve thought that she did the right thing.


  Starting to realize that it was impossible to talk sense into her, Jyuu decided to get her to leave as soon as possible.


  After all, even if he preached about common sense and social ethics there, it was unlikely to get through to her.


  “Leave.”


  “Understood.”


  As always, she obediently listened to his order.


  However, when he saw that Ame was about to leave from where she came from—the window, Jyuu sighed once again.


  “...Leave from the front door.”


  “Understood.”


  For the time being, Jyuu decided to usher her to the front door and turned on the electricity.


  Upon taking out a pair of shoes from her bag, Ame turned to look at Jyuu.


  “What?”


  “Has Jyuu-sama always been alone in this house?”


  “So?”


  “Where are your parents?”


  “...It has nothing to do with you.”


  Jyuu realized that his tone had become frigid.


  Not because he sensed her pity, but because it was a sore subject.


  Then, Jyuu glowered at the petite Ame.


  “I do live alone! But don’t you dare feel sorry for me! I don’t need your sympathy! I’m not that weak!”


  Amidst the late-night silence, Jyuu’s angry voice echoed.


  Ame calmly listened to the voice that pervaded the room before vanishing.


  Displeased with her attitude, Jyuu was about to yell again when Ame interjected.


  “I know.”


  “What do you know!?”


  “That Jyuu-sama isn’t weak.”


  “Shouldn’t that be obvious!? I’m strong! Which is why—”


  “—Which is why, you’re not afraid of loneliness.”


  “That’s right!”


  “But strength and loneliness are two different things, Jyuu-sama.”


  “...”


  “Even strong people can get lonely.”


  “W-what’s that about...”


  “I exist solely for you.”


  Before he knew it, the table had turned.


  ...No, it may have been that way since the beginning.


  The resolute Ame always spoke as if she could see through Jyuu’s heart.


  Because of that, she’d say peculiar things without hesitation.


  “As long as I’m here, I won’t let you feel lonely.”


  “...What’s that? Are you trying to tell me to rely on you or something?”


  “That I exist for your sake.”


  That thought alone was abnormal.


  ...Perhaps, she might even fall under the crazy category.


  ...Is this denpa-girl trying to lecture me?


  Inwardly, he was already swearing at her. But for some reason, he couldn’t say a word.


  He wondered why.


  He might’ve realized that he was throwing a tantrum like a child. Due to how uncool it was, he lost his strength.


  At the same time, he felt sorry for himself for being rendered speechless by such a small girl.


  Seeing that Jyuu had averted his gaze, Ame bowed her head. However, as soon as she opened the door, the sound and dampness of heavy downpour entered.


  Nevertheless, Ochibana Ame still stepped outside.


  Under the strong wind, the foldable umbrella she took out of her bag seemed about to break.


  “...Wait.”


  Jyuu stopped her quietly retreating back.


  Leaving Ame as it was, Jyuu went to the washroom.


  He took a bath towel, went back to the entrance, pondered for a moment, and then beckoned to Ame.


  “Come here.”


  “Okay.”


  Although seemingly confused, Ame went towards him.


  Upon spreading out the bath towel, Jyuu dried Ame’s hair.


  “Jyuu-sama, there’s no need for you to do such a thing...”


  “Just be quiet for a while.”


  It wasn’t the first time for him.


  He couldn’t explain why he’d do it, but he still did anyway.


  ...It’s just my way of getting a payback.


  After all, there was no way he’d harbor anything other than annoyance towards that girl.


  “The last time you came to my house, you were soaked. But shouldn’t you’ve used an umbrella today?”


  “Yes, halfway through.”


  When climbing the scaffolding for construction, both hands needed to be free.


  In the middle of the night, amidst the heavy rain, Ame had climbed there.


  “...Are you an idiot? You’re going to catch a cold.”


  “My body is quite resilient. I like water and am a good swimmer.”


  When she boasted of such things with a flat tone, Jyuu couldn’t help but laugh.


  ...Maybe, it got something to do with her name.


  Since Ame’s hair was long, it took a little time, but after a while, it dried off. Deciding to wipe her face as well, he turned to face her, only to discover a rare expression on her face.


  A mixture of confusion and shame.


  Her gaze was downcast, while her cheeks blushed slightly.


  It came off as a bit of a shock to him.


  “Even if it’s June, you’ll still get cold if you’re drenched.”


  Finished, he lightly patted Ame on the head.


  Only then did he realize that it was a perfect chance.


  A perfect chance to hit her.


  But he stroked her head, instead.


  Then, Jyuu opened his shoe cupboard, took one of the umbrellas, before curtly holding it out on purpose.


  “Use it.”


  “No, I already have one...”


  “They’re different. Mine’s sturdier. That’s why my mother used to like it.”


  “Then, I shall borrow it.”


  Ame received the umbrella and bowed.


  “Pardon me for the late-night intrusion.”


  “Yeah, that’s right. You’re rude. Next time, you better come from the front.”


  “Yes, I’ll do so.”


  After bowing her head once again, Ame departed.


  Jyuu opened the front door slightly to see her step into the elevator.


  When she had disappeared, he finally returned to his room. Looking outside the window, he was horrified to see the precarious construction scaffolding.


  Then, he slipped into the futon and immediately fell asleep.


  ...Was it because he was exhausted, or because he felt somewhat better?


  Without mulling about it, Jyuu fell asleep.


  ***


  “—A, ahh!”


  During lunch break at school, Miya let out a strange voice as she pointed at Jyuu’s lunchbox.


  “What’s with you?”


  “But that isn’t exactly a boy’s bento, isn’t it—!?”


  “Can’t you tell?”


  Usually, he’d bring a few, aluminum foil-wrapped, rice balls. But that day, it was a proper lunchbox.


  “...I see. Ochibana Ame sure is amazing.”


  “Huh?”


  “Her maiden spirit is in full bloom.”


  “...Maiden spirit?”


  “Hey, Jyuu-kun. Even if she made a few mistakes, you have to properly say, “It was delicious, thank you.” Got it?”


  “Seriously, what’re you on about?”


  Miya misunderstood for some reason.


  “Eh? Isn’t that the bento made by Ochibana Ame?”


  “No, this is—”


  While he was a little hesitant, he didn’t necessarily need to hide it, so Jyuu explained.


  “...My mother made it.”


  “Jyuu-kun’s mother?”


  “Yeah.”


  Despite nodding, he couldn’t help but feel bitter.


  When he woke up that morning, that bento was left on his desk with a note attached to it.


  On the note, there was a bright red kiss mark, along with the brush script, “From mother.” Apparently, when he had fallen asleep, his mother had come home and prepared his lunchbox. Even though he wanted to say something, she was no longer at home.


  ...It seemed that she only returned to make the lunchbox.


  As usual, he couldn’t quite understand her.


  Even though she was usually haughty, she was also the kind of person who’d act like a mother on a whim.


  For a moment, the thought of throwing the lunchbox away did occur. However, in the end, he packed it in his bag and brought it with him.


  He was angry at the surprise attack that his mother would pull from time to time.


  He was angry at himself for expecting it. For being happy about it. For loving the food his mother had especially prepared for him.


  A lot of conflicting emotions swirled within him.


  ...Parents sure are troublesome.


  Although Miya didn’t seem to be too convinced, Jyuu ignored her and started eating his bento.


  The boiled pumpkin sure was tasty.


  Be it the presence or absence of affection, or whether the food was good or bad didn’t matter.


  “...Hmm, so Ochibana Ame didn’t make it.”


  As he started eating, Miya spoke to herself.


  “Well, of course. Why’d she make me a bento?”


  “I mean, aren’t Jyuu-kun and Ochibana Ame-san dating?”


  “...Me, and that girl?”


  What a huge misunderstanding.


  In order to clear it up, Jyuu insisted while shaking his head.


  “There’s no such thing!”


  “Really?”


  “I don’t even need to think twice about it. It won’t happen. It can’t happen. The act itself is akin to going against the providence of the world—to put it simply, a blasphemy towards God!”


  “...When you put it like that, it’ll only sound like a lie.”


  “It doesn’t.”


  When Jyuu denied it once again, Miya smiled happily in relief for some reason.


  Then, triumphantly, she took a seat in front of Jyuu and unfolded her lunch. Since three-fourths of the class ate at school cafeterias, there were quite a few vacant seats in the classroom. While some might get angry if someone were to sit on their seat without permission, she was Miya Satsuki, the popular girl. No one would protest against her.


  ...Rather, they’d willingly surrender their seats.


  “Then, from now on, can we eat lunch together once in a while?”


  “If you hand me one of those fried chickens, I’ll think about it.”


  “Do enjoy.”


  As if offering her own lunchbox, Miya presented it to Jyuu.


  With his fingers, Jyuu took the fried chicken and threw it into his mouth.


  It was delicious.


  However, he said this instead of those words.


  “You made it yourself, didn’t you?”


  “You should be able to tell by just looking. Look here, it said, ‘Made by Miya.’”


  “Don’t spell that out.”


  Although, come to think of it...


  “...That Ochibana person isn’t good at cooking, she even said it herself. There’s no way she’d prepare a bento for me.”


  “...She even shared such a personal tidbit with you.”


  “She’s the kind of person that’ll answer all kinds of questions.”


  “That’s because it’s you, Jyuu-kun.”


  “Because it’s me?”


  “Since then, I’ve been a little curious, so I asked around. However, from what I heard, she’s such a secretive person that no one knows her hobbies, family, or address. Even if asked, she won’t answer.”


  “That’s...”


  It wasn’t all that surprising.


  Even Jyuu’s first impression of Ochibana Ame was that she was the kind that’d keep to herself.


  However, in reality, rather than having a closed-off personality, she was like a maze.


  Easy to get lost in, while the exit was nowhere in sight.


  ...Then, did she act as a guide only for Jyuu?


  “Jyuu-kun, you’re on good terms with Ochibana Ame-san, aren’t you?”


  “Who knows.”


  “How did you get along?”


  “Who knows.”


  Both were questions he’d rather not answer, so Jyuu dodged them.


  While pursing her lips, Miya lightly glared at him, but gave up immediately.


  She was similar to Ame in that regard. If refused, she wouldn’t pursue the matter.”


  Jyuu found that kind of person easy to get along with.


  “Oh, come to think of it, Fujishima-san was surprised.”


  “About what?”


  “Isn’t Ochibana Ame-san from the college prep class?”


  “I can see why that’s surprising...”


  When he glanced over at her, Kanako Fujishima was sitting in her seat, silently reading a novel while eating her lunch. Seemingly preferred to be alone, she always spent lunch by her lonesome. From her perspective as a person with common sense, the fact that the denpa-girl, Ame, was academically superior to her must be unthinkable.


  Even though she used to advise Ame, “You shouldn’t go out with that man.” Recently, she seemed to have relented to an extent. It may have something to do with the previous notion.


  Still, if something occurred, “Hey, Jyuuzawa—!” She’d still complain like usual.


  “Perhaps, Ochibana-san and Fujishima-san don’t get along well...”


  “Well, both are serious, although in completely opposite directions.”


  “Opposite?”


  “One is a realist, while the other is a romanticist, or something like that.”


  Despite what he’d told her, Miya didn’t think that Ame was abnormal, and only saw her as a slightly odd girl.


  However, since he had no intention of explaining that part in detail, he could only reply ambiguously.


  “You seem to be only interested in other people's relationships, but what about yourself?”


  “Me?”


  “Do you have a lover or something?”


  One of the reasons for Miya’s popularity was her pristine private life. While she was often asked out by male students, there were no rumors about her playing around after school, perhaps because she came from a strict house. Like Jyuu, she belonged to the Go Home club, and usually went straight home.


  “Somehow, I’m a little touched.”


  “Why?”


  “For the first time since I entered the school, Jyuu-kun showed an interest in me...”


  ...At first, he thought that Miya was over exaggerating, but she was right.


  Inherently lacking in curiosity, Jyuu seldom asked about other people.


  Why did I ask her that?


  After some retrospect, he came to the conclusion that it might be because he’d been in similar situations recently. Because he was often with Ame, he naturally got used to asking questions.


  ...Am I progressing, or just regressing?


  “I, Satsuki Miya, don't have a boyfriend. But I do like someone.”


  As if asked by the teacher, Miya answered while raising her hand.


  “Then, why don’t you confess to him? If it’s you, it’ll be an easy win!”


  “Unfortunately, there’s no easy win in love. At best, it’ll be a narrow victory, such is love.”


  “I don’t really get it, but if there’s really someone you like, then you shouldn’t be around someone like me.”


  “Well, certainly, there’s that.”


  Miya groaned at the takuan she had taken from Jyuu’s lunchbox before he knew it.


  Just like Ame, Jyuu found Miya difficult to comprehend, albeit for an entirely different reason.


  The reason why he didn’t get a bad impression, was it due to her popularity?


  “Jyuu-kun, it’s good to make friends.”


  “What are you saying, suddenly?”


  “It’s fun to spend time together.”


  “I’d rather be alone.”


  “But if the other party is a cute girl, I’m sure it’ll be 200% more fun.”


  “Like I said, I prefer being alone.”


  “Then, does that mean you love yourself?”


  “...I don’t need to answer that.”


  “If it’s me, I kind of dislike myself. That’s why, I’d like to be with someone.”


  Such an unexpected remark from Satsuki Miya.


  Even though everyone adored her for her bright and cheerful personality, the person herself said that she loathed herself.


  Jyuu placed his chopsticks on the bento box and met Miya’s eyes.


  The entire time they conversed, he never made any eye contact.


  After all, eyes spoke volume, and Jyuu didn’t want to reveal too much.


  But sometimes, it was better to be that way.


  “Of all the people I’ve seen, you’re a much better person. At least, you’re better than me. You’re a good person, and I honestly think so.”


  “...Thank you.”


  Miya smiled.


  Perhaps it was his imagination, but it seemed somewhat different from her usual smile.


  A modest person.


  “You know, even among the people I’ve seen, Jyuu-kun is a pretty decent guy.”


  “Don’t praise me.”


  “That part of you is also wonderful.”


  Despite how open she looked, it was difficult for him to grasp Miya’s true feelings.


  The same went for Ochibana Ame.


  ...Or maybe, all women are like this?


  “Anyway, Jyuu-kun, shall we go on a date next time?”


  “Just do it yourself.”


  “You can’t go on a date alone.”


  “Don’t drag me into it.”


  “But I will.”


  He didn’t know that he’d have so much fun from such a lighthearted exchange.


  ...Someday, would he be able to enjoy that kind of atmosphere with Ame as well?


  Previously, the girl had pointed out that he was lonely.


  Are you making fun of me?


  Jyuu used Miya’s bento as an outlet for his anger.


  “Aah—! I saved that shumai for the last...!”


  “Shut up.”


  For Miya to only smile wryly after being told that, he wondered how she truly felt.


  As he pondered about it, Jyuu realized once again that he didn’t quite understand.


  However, he didn’t think that was a problem.


  After all, there was no way a man could understand a woman’s heart. Not like he wanted to, anyway.


  As Jyuu swallowed the shumai, such was his thought.


  ***


  After school, on the way home, Ochibana Ame was beside him like usual.


  Since Jyuu felt somewhat awkward, he tried to keep a distance from her. Ochibana Ame, on the other hand, treated him the same.


  Initially, Jyuu thought that it was rather thoughtless of her, but he knew that Ame was better than that. Although, he also didn’t know if she did it after giving it some thought. Even if he could receive the answer by asking her frankly, he still didn’t understand her thought pattern.


  After all, it was the same girl who’d broken into his house in the middle of the night, and even snuck right beside him while he was asleep the entire time.


  It was tantamount to a life-and-death situation.


  In any other situation, it would’ve led to a murder and a robbery.


  It just didn’t happen last night.


  Only after he’d calmed down did he realize how scary that was, and that he should report it to the police.


  Not only that, the girl was also delusional sometimes, which could’ve spelled his demise.


  Jyuu could easily imagine that during one of her episodes, Ame snatched a kitchen knife and approached him while muttering incomprehensibly.


  —As I thought, I should cut ties with her sooner than later...


  Nevertheless, he just couldn’t find a way to do it. Even if he treated her coldly, she’d remain unfazed, while he also wasn’t the one to resort to needless violence.


  Moreover, he’d make a mistake of allowing her to stay by his side.


  What should I do now...?


  ...Before, she told him that if he thought that she was in the way, he was free to discard her. Therefore, there was no reason for him to worry. But for some reason, he found himself hesitating.


  It was as if he was being tested.


  After descending the stairs that led to the subway, they reached the platform. Because the air conditioning was broken, the hot and stuffy air piled up.


  Due to the outside heat, Jyuu—who was already sweaty, felt even more uncomfortable. However, when he reached out for his handkerchief, he found nothing but a wallet inside his pocket.


  Jyuu clicked his tongue, and tugged the chest area of his uniform to fan himself. At that moment, a hand bearing a handkerchief reached out from his side.


  The white-laced handkerchief obviously belonged to a girl.


  “Jyuu-sama, you may use it if you like.”


  “I don’t need it.”


  Without showing any particular disappointment, Ame withdrew the handkerchief.


  While her annoying bangs were there as usual, her expression seemed mostly calm. Her slender, pale arms, extending from the sleeves of her summer uniform, also didn’t seem to be sweating. Her lips were pursed, while herself was quiet, making him wonder if she was really breathing.


  ...Her appearance somewhat reminded him of a doll.


  In fact, it wouldn’t be strange if there were strings attached to her feet, and that someone was controlling her from behind.


  Or, would a doll possessing a soul be more appropriate?


  “Hey, aren’t you hot?”


  “Not really.”


  “Do you like summer?”


  “I have no favorite season in particular.”


  ...As always, the conversation with that girl always fell flat.


  Upon getting on the train, the air became refreshingly cool due to the functioning air conditioner. If not for the group of noisy students inside, it’d be perfect. Jyuu stood by the door with Ame right beside him.


  As if there was an invisible barrier, none of the students dared to approach them, perhaps due to negative assumptions. At a glance, it was obvious that Jyuu was a delinquent. After all, despite having re-dyed his hair black, there was no change to his demeanor whatsoever.


  When he looked at the hanging advertisement serving as a newspaper, he noticed that among the silly entertainment-related news, there was a highlight on stalkers.


  ...That’s right, this girl also falls under that category.


  With that in mind, Jyuu shifted his attention to another hanging advertisement. Since Ame only stood there silently, he didn’t pay her any heed. Not like they had ever struck any proper conversation. Although, he couldn’t exactly say that he was uninterested in what was on her mind.


  Then, among the headlines of the weekly magazine, there was news that reported of a serial killer case. While the news ranking itself had dropped to around 6th place, the murderer was still at large.


  Usually, the perpetrator of such a case was a madman, and scholars who specialized in such psychoanalysis would appear frequently on television. 


  At the same time, he’d heard that psychoanalysis was only applicable to those who believed in it.


  Come to think of it, that was from a three-sentence article in a gossip magazine.


  Still, Jyuu found himself to be a supporter of it.


  He’d like to believe that when it came to the human spirit, there was no solid formula like mathematics. As such, there was no fixed result to anything, saying that this would definitely lead to that.


  ...It probably stemmed from his reluctance to be analyzed by someone.


  “What sort of person do you think this criminal is?”


  Intending to kill time, Jyuu asked Ame while pointing to an article on the hanging advertisement.


  Ame stared at it for a while, then said apologetically.


  “I don’t think I have much to say, but...”


  “No, it’s not really a serious question, I’m just making small talk. I want to know your opinion towards this kind of incident.”


  “I think it’s a terrible incident.”


  “Well, of course. They were killed for absolutely no reason, which is unacceptable.”


  “I think there’s a reason, though.”


  “Huh? Is there a reason for them to be killed?”


  “I’m sorry, my explanation was lacking. I mean to say that the criminal has a reason.”


  “...As in, they have a reason to kill?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Hey, I don’t know if you watch TV or not, but this is a ruthless murder. While the place of crime seems limited, it’s already been covered! Besides, the gender and age of the victims are all different. No matter what you think about it, the culprit kills at random, probably out of revenge. Recently, there have been a rise of such madmen. That’s why the criminal kills for no reason.”


  After being silent for a while as if contemplating Jyuu’s words, Ame answered quietly.


  “Murder is a difficult task. Therefore, to kill over and over solely based on a whim is too risky.”


  “Like I said, the culprit probably didn’t think about anything...”


  “All the victims were murdered, weren’t they?”


  “Yeah, they’re all dead.”


  “If that’s the case, then there must be some reason.”


  “Isn’t it revenge? He’s just angry and taking it out on others.”


  “There’s no such thing as being angry for no reason.”


  “Really? But isn’t that common?”


  “No matter how unreasonable it is, there’s a reason for it. It’s quite exhausting to be angry. Therefore, it’s impossible to be angry for no reason.”


  For a moment, he almost got convinced that such was the case, but Jyuu quickly changed his mind.


  ...Why am I getting persuaded by this girl?


  Despite knowing that it was a quibble, Jyuu still spoke.


  “Then, what about an actor? They sure can be angry whenever they want.”


  “Certainly, it’s possible to express your anger through training. Even so, you’re still exerting yourself. For example, if you continue to express your emotions by crying for an hour, you’ll be drained. The same goes for getting angry. It’s tiresome. If it’s as Jyuu-sama pointed out, then the culprit gets angry for no reason, chooses and kills the victim without any discrimination, over and over again. It’d take a heavy toll on the perpetrator. When you think that they’re also being pursued by the police, you can’t imagine the amount of stress they have.”


  “...Hence why do they have a reason?”


  “Yes, and the reason serves as a way to alleviate the stress of the murder.”


  “Even if the culprit is crazy?”


  “Even a madman has rules of his own. There’s no such thing as utter mindlessness.”


  “Then, who do you think the culprit is?”


  “A human with a sense of mission of some kind?”


  “...For it to make them want to kill many, just what kind of sense is that?”


  “I wonder about that, too...”


  Ame purposefully gave a vague reply to avoid making any crude remark.


  Averting his gaze from Ame, Jyuu stared outside the window. It was dark—of course, since it was the subway.


  An unpleasant sense of suffocation engulfed him. To not succumb to the visual deprivation, he began to think a lot.


  As usual, he felt that Ame’s argument was somewhat persuasive.


  ...Does it take a madman to know a madman?


  Perhaps, cut from the same cloth, Ame sympathized with the madman.


  Nevertheless, her opinion that the culprit was acting based on some set of rules seemed to be correct.


  On the surface, the culprit probably didn’t seem dangerous—just like Ochibana Ame, who seemed normal at first glance. At the same time, the culprit didn’t think twice about committing an eccentric act. Inwardly, the culprit may even think that it was a natural course of action.


  ...Is that the sort of person the culprit is?


  Then, he probably wouldn’t be able to discern the culprit just by looking at them.


  What a useless conversation.


  As he looked at the reflection of Ame on the window pane, he almost had to reach for the hanging strap to withstand the centrifugal force of the train turning on the curve. Since Ame was short in stature, it might be difficult for her to reach for it.


  ...What if she’s the culprit of this incident?


  —Am I next?


  Or, were a sense of devotion to one person and a series of killings two different things?


  Then, what does that make me?


  A delinquent high-schooler who follows a female killer?


  Jyuu smiled in self-deprecation.


  It’s the so-called black joke.


  Nevertheless, it was alright, because he was able to laugh a bit.


  ***


  Even now, she didn’t remember what prompted him to say that.


  Maybe there was a good reason for it—or maybe there wasn’t.


  Did he just fall apart?


  While they were born complete, humans would deteriorate as they aged.


  They’d then deceive themselves, saying that they were growing.


  —But if all that awaited them was death, then it wasn’t growth.


  They were falling apart.


  The world would wear them down physically and mentally, until they became of no use.


  “I have a mission.”


  When he declared that with a straight face, she was convinced that her previous conjecture was correct.


  He, who once seemed so bright, had degraded into this.


  While she felt chills at the content of story he was telling, she didn’t intervene—


  —Mainly because he hated being hindered.


  The talk itself lasted for two hours, and turned out to be nothing more than an incessant excuse.


  Since it was time for her to go home, she urged him to cut to the case.


  “—Then, what is it that you end up doing?”


  “Like I said, I aim to fulfill my mission. After all, I can’t forgive them.”


  She only understood everything when she saw tomorrow’s news.


  Upon discovering what he’d done, she shuddered, more so because of excitement than fear.


  Aah, what an utter hell.


  Even though Hell should only be reachable after death, and yet, she’d been living there this whole time.


  How wonderful...


  Chapter 3 - The Woman Called Jyuuzawa Benika


  When Jyuu returned from school, he was depressed to find a pair of women's shoes on the doorstep.


  ...Unusually, she’s back.


  As he made his way up to his room, he made loud footsteps on purpose, and threw his bag along the way.


  His destination was a certain room—a certain room he usually wouldn’t open.


  Sure enough, she was there.


  “Oi.”


  “Yo.”


  She answered without turning around, seemingly looking for something inside the wardrobe.


  On the bed, some clothes were already prepared, along with some jewelry on the dressing table.


  Jyuu waited at the room entrance for a while, but she didn’t even acknowledge him.


  Looking at her usual attitude, his gratefulness for the bento quickly left him. Reluctantly, Jyuu entered the room while clicking his tongue.


  “At least look this way.”


  Putting his hand on her shoulder, he forced her to turn around.


  Instead of going against Jyuu’s physical strength, she strengthened her own arm and turned around—


  —Before he knew it, she had hit him.


  The tip of her elbow had sunk into his cheek, cutting the inside of his mouth.


  Undaunted, Jyuu threw his right fist at her face, but missed. In return, she delivered a low, powerful blow into his plexus, along with a mighty elbow hit to his abdomen.


  Despite staggering, Jyuu managed to endure it.


  “How brutal. Don’t surprise me like that.”


  She said so, unfazed in the slightest.


  ...That’s right, I forgot.


  While rubbing his stinging abdomen, Jyuu remembered—


  —That was just how his mother was, the woman called Jyuuzawa Benika.


  On a different scale than abuse in the general sense of the word, she’d unabashedly beat her own child. Not because of malice, but because she considered it as normal.


  No other person was as fierce as her.


  Benika was dressed in a wine-red suit that emphasized her splendid proportion.


  Due to her youthful appearance, if they were to walk alongside each other, they’d probably be seen as a pair of siblings, instead of a mother with her high school child. 


  From her haughty demeanor, no shred of love for her son, whom she hadn’t met in a long time, could be seen.


  “What’s with your hair? What happened to the blond color? Have you turned a new leaf?”


  As if making fun of him, Benika laughed.


  Even though she was a real beauty, her attitude was what threw him off.


  Narrowing her eyes, Benika spoke with contempt.


  “—A rubbish, useless, and boring person, that’s who you are.”


  “Shut up!”


  As he yelled, he seized her by the collar and raised his fist. He wouldn’t hold back. Since childhood, she wouldn’t stop reminding him that he was useless to her.


  However, Benika was unfazed, and instead spat on him. When it hit him on the eye, Jyuu flinched slightly. She took it as an opportunity to grab his arm, before effortlessly twisting it, locking his joints. Her bone-crushing power forced Jyuu to be at her mercy. But soon, she let go of his arm.


  Jyuu was about to stand up when a sharp, sideways blow connected to his chin. The moment he registered that it came from the glass ashtray in Benika’s hand, she was about to unleash another blow. This time, it was from her knee, which kicked him on the chin. When Jyuu had fallen on his back, Benika mercilessly stomped on his belly. She was expressionless the entire time.


  “Guhaa—!”


  A dizzying pain pierced his brain as her heel dug into his abdomen.


  While clutching his stomach and trembling, Jyuu ended up regurgitating his stomach contents.
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  “You’re gross. Be sure to clean up properly.”


  After saying that in a cold tone, Benika went back to digging through her drawer. Perhaps, she’d lost interest, thinking that Jyuu had lost his fighting spirit.


  It had always been like that.


  Jyuu had never lost in a fight.


  Sometimes, it was a tough victory, but he never lost.


  But it was a different story when the opponent was her. 


  In the past, Jyuu had fought many opponents. Some of them excelled in martial arts, while others would wield iron pipes. Regardless, he won. 


  But for some reason, he just couldn’t defeat this woman.


  Whenever he was facing her, he felt as if he was losing his worth as a human.


  While he wasn’t in the slightest bit grateful towards her, their numerous spars became one of the reasons why Jyuu was tougher.


  “For your information, I didn’t come home because I was worried about my son, so rest easy.”


  Without looking back, she said as she kept rummaging through her things.


  “There was something I needed, so I just went back to get it.”


  As he struggled to catch his breath, Jyuu inadvertently had to put his hands on his vomit to support himself.


  Normally, he’d hesitate, but now he didn’t care.


  —to this person, to this woman, he had a lot to say.


  Despite knowing that he wouldn’t get a reply, he couldn’t help but ask.


  “...Oi, old hag.”


  “You’ve recovered? I guess you do have my blood. Regardless—”


  —Jyuu could barely avoid the flying ashtray, but the same couldn’t be said to her incoming kick. Once again, Jyuu was kicked on the jaw, and when he tried to withstand the blow, he only managed to slip on his puke and fell awkwardly.


  Benika proceeded to step on his stomach.


  Immediately, gastric acid rose and stung his throat, before overflowing from his mouth, spilling onto the floor.


  Involuntarily, he teared up.


  To hide it, Jyuu hurriedly turned away from Benika.


  “Who’re you calling an old hag, you shitty brat?”


  Pinching the groaning Jyuu by the ear, Benika forced him to face her.


  “You’re really, really useless. A guy like you should just find a random hookup, get married, raise a kid, and then die. Got it?”


  When Jyuu was about to say something back, Benika stuck her fingers into his mouth.


  She grasped his tongue, before pulling it gently.


  Due to the severe pain, Jyuu’s eyes went wide open as he trembled.


  “I’m glad that you’re as lively as ever, but be mindful of yourself. It’s impossible for a child to raise a hand against his parents for the rest of his life. It’s just impossible, even more so if it’s you. Jyuu, it’s impossible for you.”


  ...It was akin to a curse.


  In such a way, Benika had exerted mental coercion on Jyuu since childhood. The sad reality was that he had succumbed to it. Jyuu had never won against his mother because he couldn’t afford to fight her. Whether it was a simple argument or the use of force, he could never win.


  The mother, who knew well that her son couldn’t say anything in retaliation, released her hand in satisfaction.


  She wiped her soiled fingertips with his school uniform.


  “Well, I got what I was looking for. I’m going back. Be sure to tidy up your room.”


  Jyuu found himself unable to stare directly at her leaving back.


  ...In the end, I’m still powerless.


  He didn’t know how many times he’d have to suffer.


  Cursing his own clumsiness, Jyuu stood up. He felt so ashamed, he wanted to cry.


  At that moment, the house bell chimed.


  For a moment, he thought that Benika did it, but she wasn’t the type to do such a meaningless prank.


  If it was her, she’d do something more hard-hitting.


  Then, who is it?


  ...Someone did come to mind.


  Enduring the pain in his entire body, Jyuu staggered towards the entrance.


  ***


  At the entrance of the Jyuuzawa family, three women had a chance encounter.


  After opening the door, Jyuuzawa Benika crossed her arms as if to block the visitors.


  Sensing the odd atmosphere, Satsuki Miya and Ochibana Ame froze in the hallway.


  Benika stared bluntly at the two girls. Her gaze was akin to a predator sizing up its prey, rather than judging a product.


  As if caught in her gaze, Miya stiffened, drenched in a layer of cold sweat. Meanwhile, beside her, Ame stood calmly. Miya couldn’t decide if she was just putting up a front, or if she was really that brave.


  “...Hoo, he had caught a strange woman. Or more like, he got caught?”


  Which girl did she refer to? Or is it both?


  Benika nodded several times in amusement and smiled.


  “I’d like to talk to you for a minute, but unfortunately, I’m in a hurry. You’ll have to excuse me for today.”


  “—Hey, old hag!”


  The sight of the three soon turned to Jyuu, who stood while leaning against the wall.


  Because of Jyuu’s behavior, Miya mistook the woman in front of her as a burglar.


  “W-who are you!? What did you do to Jyuu-kun!?”


  As Miya held up her bag like a shield, Benika gently smiled.


  “A moment, please.”


  “Eh?”


  Benika spun around on the spot and backhand punched the approaching Jyuu.


  Although he immediately blocked it with his arm, Jyuu couldn’t stop the impact and was thrown into the wall.


  It was difficult to believe that such arm strength belonged to a woman.


  Even in simple arm wrestling, Jyuu had never won against Benika.


  “You never learn, huh!”


  Benika retracted her hand, only to follow it with another onslaught—


  —At that moment, a student bag flew.


  Benika glanced at the one who had thrown the bag.


  “What is the meaning of this?”


  At the end of her line of sight, stood Ochibana Ame.


  “Stay away from Jyuu-sama.”


  “Jyuu... ‘-sama’? What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “There are three of us here, including that one over there. It’s three against one.”


  “Oi, you didn’t answer my question—”


  “—Satsuki-san, do you have anything that can substitute a weapon?”


  When she was suddenly asked that, Miya shook her head.


  “At the very least, you have a compass, right? That’ll suffice. Use it.”


  “Hey, you—! Answer my question—!”


  Unfazed by Benika’s irked voice, Ame continued to speak to Miya.


  “A word of advice, stab her from the chest down. That way, you’ll inflict a fatal wound.”


  “Like I said—!”


  “What is your name?”


  “It’s Jyuuzawa Benika!”


  “My name is Ochibana Ame.”


  Ame proceeded to pick up an umbrella that was leaning against the door—


  —perhaps as a declaration of war.


  After gripping it like a spear, she pointed the metal tip towards Benika.


  Unable to comprehend the situation, Miya frantically fished for her compass.


  —Should I really pull out my compass? Or should I just call the police?


  But if she were to calmly consider it, she should’ve had more than two options.


  Besides, the woman said it herself—she was Jyuuzawa Benika.


  Which means...


  Before Miya could make a guess, Ame advanced.


  Rather than just threatening her, the girl looked ready to kill.


  At that sight, Benika was visibly confused.


  “...Oi, Jyuu. What’s with this girl? How can she just decide to kill someone at the very first meeting?”


  Instead of replying, Jyuu laughed.


  Despite the pain in his stomach, Jyuu laughed as loudly as he could.


  After all, even his mother had no clue how to deal with the denpa girl.


  Somehow, it was a bit hilarious.


  “Enough, stop it.”


  When Jyuu said so and sent her a glance, Ame obediently withdrew.


  Still, she maintained her firm posture and didn’t let go of her umbrella.


  At that moment, Benika tried to close in to Ame, but Miya suddenly cut in between them.


  “Uhm, are you Jyuu-kun's older sister? Or a relative, perhaps...?”


  “...And who might you be?”


  “My name is Satsuki Miya. I’m Jyuu-kun’s classmate. On a side note, this girl is also a friend from the same school.”


  Then, Miya turned to Ame and told her to apologize in a low voice. However, Ame pretended to not listen.


  As if she didn’t know the concept of fear, the girl just stood proudly, unfazed by it all.


  But to Jyuu, rather than holding an umbrella, it was as if she was drawing her sword.


  ...A girl that small was pretending to be his knight.


  “...Well, it doesn’t matter.”


  With a dissatisfied expression, Benika put on her shoes and went to the front door. The red high-heels looked great on her long, slender legs. Miya wondered if the woman was a model due to her outstanding looks.


  “Well then, see you soon. Come visit again, you two.”


  After saying that while staring alternately between Jyuu, Miya, and Ame, she opened the door and left.


  Jyuu had something to say to Benika, but held back because his classmates were there.


  ...He’d rather not embarrass himself any further.


  While Miya was still confused, Ame calmly held the closing door, before pushing it open and asking Benika, who was about to step inside the elevator.


  “Are you an ally of Jyuu-sama? Or are you an enemy?”


  “I’m his mother—!”


  After yelling her answer, Benika went into the elevator. Ame stared at it for a while, before closing the front door. At last, the tension subsided.


  For the time being, Jyuu decided to ask the two.


  “What are you guys doing here?”


  While he didn’t find the duo of Miya Satsuki and Ochibana Ame odd, he also doubted that they’d get along well due to their stark contrast in personality.


  “Jyuu-kun, is the person just now your mother?”


  “Yeah. Then, what are you guys here for?”


  “She’s so beautiful. Moreover, she also looks young!”


  “Actually, that woman is still young. Just tell me the reason why you’re here.”


  “How old is she?”


  Instead of answering, Jyuu turned to look at Ame.


  “Why are you here?”


  “On my way home, I happened to meet Satsuki-san. Then, she proceeded to ask me something.”


  “Did she invite you to come to my house?”


  “No, she asked me which way is your home.”


  While glaring sideways at Miya, Jyuu continued his line of questioning.


  “Then, why did you come too?”


  “Because her goal is dubious at best, I decided to accompany her for the sake of Jyuu-sama’s safety.”


  “Eh? Eeeh—!? Ochibana-san, isn’t that a bit terrible...”


  Miya incredulously protested.


  ...Although, now that he thought about it, he certainly never told Miya about his house.


  However, that wasn’t just limited to her. None of his classmates knew about it.


  “But isn’t that true? You probably came here on a whim, and not because of any particular reason.”


  “L-like I said, that’s a terrible way to put it...”


  “Then tell me why you come.”


  “...Although, it might be a curiosity after all.”


  “As I thought...”


  Seeing Jyuu’s astonished expression, Ame interjected.


  “Jyuu-sama, should I send her back?”


  “No, it’s fine.”


  If Jyuu were to agree, Ame would surely drag Miya outside.


  Not even the fact that she had escorted Miya here mattered.


  She wouldn’t hesitate to get rid of those who’d threaten Jyuu’s safety.


  After what happened with Benika earlier, Jyuu firmly understood that.


  If she hadn’t been stopped, blood might have spilled.


  Rather than finding that part of her dependable, Jyuu found it scary.


  As he regained his composure, he was reminded of the fact that he was sticky with filth.


  Not only that, the inside of his mouth was also torn in several places.


  However, the most cumbersome of all was to stand at the entrance.


  “Anyway, let’s head inside, and that includes you.”


  After saying that to Miya, who seemed about to go home, Jyuu decided to take a shower.


  Thus, he went to the bathroom.


  ***


  “Jyuu-kun’s house is the best!”


  “You don’t have to force yourself to be the mood maker. Just sit there.”


  “...Right.”


  Jyuu—who had taken a light shower and was feeling somewhat refreshed—led the two to the living room and told them to sit down.


  In the living room, a steel-legged table, covered with a sheet of tempered glass, and half-surrounded by a large sofa could be seen.


  In order to erase any trace of her mother, Jyuu opened the window to improve the ventilation and change the air in the room.


  When Ame offered to help him, Jyuu told her to sit down, before preparing tea for each of them.


  “Thanks!”


  “Much obliged.”


  “There’s no tea cakes, though.”


  With a towel around his neck, Jyuu sat down on the sofa in front of them. After setting the nearby electric fan to a gentle breeze, he dried off any remaining water droplets.


  “Then, have you satisfied your curiosity?”


  “...Somehow, after-shower Jyuu-kun is a bit sexy.”


  “Drink it and go home.”


  “I have a cat tongue, so I’ll need time.”


  “Let me give you oolong tea instead.”


  “Add more water to it.”


  “...Did you forget that I’m a delinquent?”


  “Uwaa, this is bad, Ochibana-san. At this rate, we’re going to be kidnapped and confined!”


  “No, you won’t—!”


  “Figures. After all, Jyuu-kun is a good person.”


  Miya smiled with an all-knowing look.


  Jyuu stared at Miya, thinking that she might not be so bad, before standing up.


  “—Jyuu-sama, let me do it.”


  “No, sit down.”


  “But...”


  “This is my house. Let me do it.”


  After seeing that Ame had calmly sit down beside Miya, Jyuu went to the kitchen and took out a cold bottle of oolong tea from the refrigerator. Figuring that he probably had enough for three people, Jyuu poured it into three glasses.


  It had been a long time ever since he last had a guest.


  The fact that Ochibana Ame had visited him twice didn’t count, because it was “an accident.”


  Due to his limited circle of friends, people seldom came to visit him.


  To be honest, Jyuu didn’t like strangers coming into his house, and would be more than eager to dismiss them. However, that day, things were a bit different.


  After all, not only did the two see his mother, they also saw his pathetic side. If he were to turn them away at that moment, it’d only add insult to his injury.


  To him, that slight hospitality would be akin to a display of strength. Even if he tried to mend the situation, it was unlikely to change. Nevertheless, despite knowing that, human beings had the tendency to show off.


  Even more so if it was man.


  A man should have pride.


  Women were born with it, while men couldn’t have it unless they tried.


  Upon recalling that those were the words of his mother from back in the day, Jyuu clicked his tongue.


  After adding some water to the tea, the three sat around the table once again, but the conversation didn’t go without a hitch.


  The three stared alternately at each other as they waited for anyone to initiate a conversation.


  After chugging the oolong tea, Jyuu put the empty glass down with a thud.


  “We should take turns. Let’s start from Miya.”


  Despite being dismayed at the sudden nomination, Miya said while glancing around.


  “Jyuu-kun’s house is big, isn’t it? It’s also beautiful.”


  “Uh-huh. Then, it's your turn.”


  Prompted by his gaze, Ame began to speak.


  “Jyuu-sama, how are you feeling?”


  “Fine. Then, Miya.”


  “Eh? Isn’t it Jyuu-kun’s turn?”


  “Nah, I’m fine.”


  “Somehow, I feel deceived...”


  “If you don’t have anything to say, let’s call it a day.”


  “No, no! I’ll say something! Uhm, so, your mother’s awesome.”


  “Alright, minus 1 point.”


  “W, what am I getting deducted for!?”


  “In my mind, Satsuki Miya’s stock has plummeted.”


  “My stock has already plummeted by the decrease of 1 point!?”


  “It’s a small-sized company.”


  “What even is the capital!?”


  “Well, favorability.”


  “What’s for sale?”


  “Unavoidable friendship.”


  Seeing Jyuu’s wry smile, Miya also smiled wryly.


  “Jyuu-kun, are you on bad terms with your mother?”


  “For better or for worse, that’s how it's been like as far as I can remember.”


  Even Jyuu’s earliest memory depicted the scene of him being beaten by his mother. Not only was his small body thrown off, he also slammed against something. After that, she beat him again. If he recalled correctly, there must’ve been a folded futon or something nearby.


  Although, he couldn’t remember why she got angry.


  It was the first time for him to suffer a nosebleed after being hit by someone.


  “...Did she abuse you?”


  “It’s nothing like that.”


  Jyuu said brightly, laughing at the tense Miya.


  Unreasonable, unilateral, and insidious violence would count as an abuse.


  However, his mother wasn’t that kind of person.


  Even though her personality was extremely incomprehensible, she wasn’t the kind that would torment children.


  If anything, his mother was probably messing around with him.


  No matter what he did, she refused to accept him. Moreover, she’d often make condescending remarks. To top it off, she’d also provoke him any chance she got.


  Unable to stand up for himself, he let her mistreat him, and as a result, his self-esteem suffered.


  He realized his own immaturity.


  At the same time, those were the things he didn’t want to explain to others.


  “Well, think of it as a form of communication unique to my family.”


  Upon hearing that, Miya dropped her gaze with a complicated expression. As someone who actually witnessed Benika’s violence, it probably wasn’t an easy story to swallow.


  “...Do you have a grudge against your mother?”


  “While I despise her, I don’t hold anything against her.”


  “Even if she’s troublesome like that, do you still love her?”


  “I don’t know. I’m putting the answer to that on hold. Maybe, it’ll be on hold for the rest of my life, or until that hag dies.”


  After quenching her thirst with oolong tea, Miya stared at Jyuu and spoke.


  “Jyuu-kun, while you may consider it troublesome, it's better to be straightforward about that kind of thing.”


  “That kind of thing?”


  “About whether or not you love her, I mean.”


  “Why?”


  “Otherwise, you might be in trouble in case of an emergency.”


  “What? Why? What would happen?”


   “If you don’t set your priorities straight, it’ll only hinder you down the road.”


  Unable to grasp her implications, Jyuu remained silent.


  Miya continued regardless.


  “It’s okay to worry. In fact, worry about it as much as you want. However, you still have to find the answer. Be it the answer, or your final decision—you’ll have to think about them properly. So that in case of emergency, you can determine what you should hold on to, and what to let go of.”


  “...I don’t necessarily agree.”


  Perhaps to support Jyuu, Ame intervened.


  “I think it’s alright even if the question lingers for a long time.”


  “No way, you’ll only be wasting your time worrying about it.”


  “Worrying, in itself, is the answer.”


  “But to endlessly worry about something, isn’t that just pointless?”


  “I believe that in some cases, people are afraid to give a straight answer.”


  ...Why would it be scary?


  However, Miya didn’t say anything back.


  For a while, the two stared at each other in silence, before averting their gazes from each other.


  Rather than being on bad terms, the two were just the polar opposite of each other.


  Between the two, with whom did he get along better...?


  In the next moment, Jyuu ceased the thought.


  Certainly, it was a hassle to always stop thinking at the crucial point.


  But frankly, it was as Ame said—he was just afraid to give an answer.


  Before long, the attention of the two shifted to him, and Jyuu cleared his throat.


  “Sorry, but I don’t really get it.”


  That concluded it for today.


  When Jyuu stood up to take them to the front door, Ame spoke.


  “If you like, I can clean up for you.”


  “...Clean up?”


  “If you deem it as necessary, I shall wipe the floor with a rag. Such is my duty as a servant.”


  From the fact that his uniform was soiled, Ame must’ve concluded that Jyuu had vomited somewhere.


  Indeed, there was that. He hadn’t even cleaned up yet. Nevertheless, it should be his responsibility, for he was the one who threw up.


  ...No, it should be common sense to think so.


  Jyuu didn’t want anyone else to do it for him.


  “There’s no need. Just go home, already.”  


  “Is that an order?”


  “No, more like, it’s what men do.”


  “In that case, let me do it, for it’s a woman’s expertise.”


  Jyuu was at a loss for words, which Ame took as a consensus.


  With a slight smile, Ame rose.


  “Where’s the rag?”


  “...It’s hanging in the washroom, so use it as you see fit.”


  “Alright.”


  “Ah, then, I’ll help too, Jyuu-kun.”


  “Just go home.”


  “This is discrimination against women!”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Then, at the very least, let me prepare your dinner.”


  Did Miya remember when Jyuu mentioned Ame’s dislike for cooking?


  Miya glanced at Ame. When she saw that Ame wasn’t the slightest bit upset, she beamed in excitement, her gaze saying, ‘I’m going to do it, Ochibana-san!’


  Jyuu, who didn’t care anymore, shrugged his shoulders.


  “Do whatever you like.”


  “I will!”


  Thus, Ame went to the washroom, while Miya went to the kitchen.


  After Jyuu went to the kitchen to help out, Miya muttered while opening the fridge.


  “Oh, that’s right. I’ve been meaning to ask you something. May I?”


  “What?”


  “...Jyuu-kun, why did Ochibana-san refer to you as ‘Jyuu-sama’?”


  “Dunno.”


  Afterwards, Jyuu decided to help Ame out.


   ***


  In the middle of June, the school was getting busy preparing for final exams and the likes.


  When it came to his grades, Jyuu had given up, but of course the same couldn’t be said regarding other students—including Ame and Miya. Especially Ame. Since she took a college preparatory program, she had special supplementary lessons almost every day.


  To Jyuu, it was akin to a blessing. At last, the joy of being able to leave the school alone had returned. Although, rather than joy, it could be said to be comfort.


  After he got home, he took off his stifling school uniform, and changed to a casual attire, before heading to town.


  These days, his days were fairly peaceful. As long as no one provoked him, he wouldn’t fight back.


  Ever since Ame began to haunt him, he was anxious about the future, but said anxiety had vanished without a trace.


  Perhaps, he got used to it.


  After all, humans could adapt to anything.


  Still, when he took a walk by himself, he couldn’t help but feel like being alone was the best. While having a friend was nice and all, nothing could beat being alone. Although girls were cute, they were also annoying, and Jyuu hated that. He much preferred the slow, cozy atmosphere he currently had.


  As he glanced sideways at the passing couples, Jyuu thought so.


  Although it was still June, it was already hot enough to be considered midsummer, even more so when the sun was setting quite late.


  Even in the evening, the streets were bright.


  Well, as someone who decided to play on his way home from school, it was convenient.


  Deciding to go downtown, Jyuu decided to head for the train station for a 20-minute ride there.


  On his way there, he avoided the road mainly used by the shopping housewives, and instead used the back road.


  The back road, lined with yakitori restaurants and izakaya(s) in preparation for the night, were considerably dirtier, but seldom used by many.


  There, he encountered some stray dogs flocking to the scattered garbage. But as long as he could withstand their threats, it was no problem. Ignoring the low growl of the stray dogs, Jyuu passed them while yawning loudly.


  At that time, something was reflected in his vision, blurry with drowsy tears.


  From the side of the street, a figure had leaped out and stopped right before him. Then, as if to block the narrow path, he turned towards Jyuu. At first, Jyuu thought that he was assailed by a crazy hobo, but quickly changed his mind.


  After all, the other party was apparently a teenage girl.


  She was wearing plain clothes, but her height told him that she was probably in high school.


  At the same time, she was fairly tall, around 170 cm in height. Her long hair was tied in a ponytail, and she exuded an overall pert atmosphere. Looking at her cuteness, it should be safe to assume that she was a head-turner.


  ...Regardless, Jyuu had no clue who she was.


  He turned around, only to spot a stray dog behind him, and nothing else.


  Did she approach me on purpose?


  The baby-faced girl glared at Jyuu.


  “You must be Jyuuzawa Jyuu.”
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  Neither a question nor an affirmation, but a declaration.


  When Jyuu was at a loss as to how to respond, the girl suddenly moved.


  “—Prepare yourself!”


  A single kick from the seemingly athletic girl seemed sharp enough to knock down any grown-up.


  Jyuu veered away from the attack, and prepared himself for the upcoming blow.


  The girl performed yet another kick. She swung her leg so fast; the gust of wind reached his eardrums. By leaping backwards, Jyuu managed to evade the blow that aimed for his head. Since the path was narrow, avoiding it inevitably set him back. However, Jyuu refused to back down any further.


  The next blow was also a kick.


  The front kick of the girl, who must’ve practiced karate, connected to Jyuu’s lower abdomen.


  As a matter of course, it hurt, but it wasn’t unbearable since he saw it coming.


  As Jyuu began to tilt forward, the girl’s fist rammed into him. The heavy impact made his head spin, he also expected that, and endured it.


  Due to his radical interaction with his mother, Jyuu had become resilient.


  However, when he was about to intercept her next move, the girl unexpectedly retreated.


  Judging from her expression, the girl seemed slightly upset, as if she was shocked by what she had done.


  Instead of panicking, Jyuu was relatively calm.


  ...After all, he was somewhat accustomed to troubles.


  If anything, the attacker was the one who panicked.


  Being glared at by Jyuu, the girl braced herself, but no longer attacked. Upon following her gaze, Jyuu realized that blood was spilling from his mouth.


  Did she feel guilty for injuring him?


  ...As I thought, she’s just a normal girl.


  Jyuu could sense that she was a decent human being, and not at all like those who liked to resort to violence.


  She was the type of person who, despite getting into fights, knew her limits and never lost control. Hence why upon seeing that Jyuu made no attempt to fight back, she quickly regained her composure. Even though the girl assaulted him first, Jyuu decided that she was different. The reason why he deliberately let her beat him was to calm her down.


  Jyuu knew from experience that this was more effective than simply blocking or avoiding.


  As he patted the dirt off his clothes, Jyuu spoke.


  “Are you done?”


  “Eh?”


  “I don’t know if it’s a test of might or something random, but I’m leaving.”


  Jyuu waved his hand and was about to leave when the girl abruptly stopped him.


  “W-wait, you scum—!”


  When he turned around and glared at her, the girl visibly flinched, but refused to back down.


  “Bastard—! Prick—! Scummy pervert—! Lowest of the low—! Grated Natto—!”


  “...What’s with the last one?”


  “Something I hate the most!”


  Apparently, the barrage of insults was not without an order.


  Although they were insults, they were far from hurtful.


  Thus, they became the testament to the girl’s good nature.


  Somehow, he felt a bit interested in her.


  “What’s your name?”


  “Why should I tell an enemy that!?”


  “Enemy, huh...? It seems that you have a grudge against me. Care to tell me why?”


  “What are you feigning ignorance for!? How dare you deceive my onee-chan!”


  “...Sister?”


  Despite the girl’s enthusiasm, Jyuu couldn’t understand a thing.


  However, since she mentioned her older sister, then she must be someone’s little sister.


  ...But who the hell is it?


  “Are you, by any chance, Miya Satsuki’s little sister?”


  “...Who’s that?”


  Apparently, she wasn’t.


  Although, her personality was indeed too far from that of Miya Satsuki...


  “Then, who’s your sister? Not wanting to brag, but my circle of friends is quite a few. I’m not really familiar with anyone.”


  After seeing no visible shift in Jyuu’s tone whatsoever despite having glared at him, the girl began to waver.


  She asked timidly.


  “...Uhm, you’re Jyuuzawa Jyuu, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “And you’re a sophomore at Sakuragiri High School?”


  “Yep.”


  “Then it’s definitely you—!”


  “Like I said, I have no idea who your sister is.”


  “My onee-chan is Ochibana Ame!”


  ...It took a few solid seconds for Jyuu to register that name.


  Then, it took another ten seconds for Jyuu to finally grasp the situation.


  At last, Jyuu responded.


  “...Seriously?”


  “Isn’t that obvious!? You should be able to tell just by looking!”


  He seriously had no idea.


  ...If she’s really her sister, where’s the similarity?


  Both her appearance and atmosphere were completely different. Looking at the girl’s physique alone, the petite Ame appeared more like the younger sibling.


  Regardless, he wondered what it had to do with today’s incident.


  At Jyuu’s slow reaction, the girl became impatient and spoke.


  “You’re the devil who misled my onee-chan and toyed with her as you please! I’ll never forgive you!”


  With a snap, the girl shoved her finger at the tip of his nose.


  Usually, Jyuu would’ve brushed it off, but he considered the girl as harmless.


  While the person herself may have intended to appear menacing, due to her cute looks, it was difficult to take her seriously.


  On the contrary, Jyuu even felt like laughing.


  ...It was like watching a child get angry and throw a tantrum.


  “Let me assure you, I didn’t do anything to your sister.”


  “You’re lying!”


  “I absolutely did nothing to her, at all.”


  “What an obvious lie—!”


  “...Hey, listen. As if I’d fall for someone as unhinged as your sister.”


  A crisp bang resounded in the quiet back road.


  The girl had slapped Jyuu’s right cheek.


  He should be able to dodge, but his body refused to budge—


  —probably because he saw the tears in the girl’s eyes.


  “Don’t make fun of my onee-chan...!”


  Sobbing, the girl said tearfully.


  “My onee-chan is kind, smart, and amazing! Long ago, when I got lost, everyone else gave up, but my onee-chan kept looking for me, and eventually found me! When I was bullied, she’d come to my rescue. At night, when I couldn’t sleep due to nightmares, she’d comfort me all the time! She listened to my worries, and gave me advice! My onee-chan is the best! She’s really amazing! That’s why—...”


  The girl in front of him suddenly seemed much younger.


  To him, she looked like a little girl painstakingly trying to explain about her precious things.


  “...Don’t make a fool of my onee-chan.”


  “...My bad.”


  Jyuu bowed his head.


  A deep, formal apology—one that could be considered rare, especially coming from him.


  “I’m sorry. I said something horrible. I apologize.”


  Even he was surprised at his honest attitude.


  The girl stared dumbfoundedly at Jyuu.


  “Admittedly, your sister’s a bit strange, but she ain’t stupid. I shouldn’t have made fun of her like that. I apologize, sorry.”


  As he said that, he peered into her eyes, and the girl withdrew in confusion.


  Then, she awkwardly turned away. His emotional-driven, final statement must’ve thrown her off the loop. Thankfully, it was a back street without any passersby.


  The stray dog that was rummaging through the trash can behind him yawned boredly.


  “...While my onee-chan sometimes came off as a bit dreamy, she isn’t unhinged by any means.”


  ...Although the phrase “dreamy” felt like an understatement, Jyuu didn’t say anything.


  Instead, he waited for her to continue.


  “...If only you hadn’t showed up—if only you rejected her, none of this would’ve happened!”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “That ‘previous life’ story—!”


  “Ooh...”


  ...Apparently, even her younger sister was aware of her delusions to a degree.


  “I absolutely won’t let you take advantage of her fantasies and mess around with my kind onee-chan!”


  “...Oi, you’re mistaken. Rather, I’m the one being used...”


  “No matter how you look at it, it’s the man’s fault!”


  ...What an outrageous reason.


  Though, her burning spirit tempted him to believe that it was the truth.


  However, he couldn’t just leave it at that.


  After all, it was a misunderstanding.


  Before Jyuu could object, the girl interjected, as if wanting to prevent him from speaking.


  “Because of you, my onee-chan’s fantasies went overboard! Do you want to ruin her life!?”


  Could it be that Jyuu’s existence had worsened Ame’s delusion?


  Although the accusation itself was nonsensical, Jyuu could see why he’d pose a threat to her sister’s life.


  “But, even I, uh...”


  ...Feeling like he was somehow guilty of something, Jyuu stammered.


  Finding his indecisiveness irksome, the girl was about to say something more, but she suddenly looked at her wristwatch—


  —and screamed.


  “Aah—! This is bad—! I’m going to be late—!”


  “...Huh?”


  “I made an arrangement with my friend! I’m going to be late!”


  “Oi, we aren’t done here—”


  “—I’ll settle this once and for all, but later! Never approach my onee-chan again, you delinquent!”


  Before Jyuu could reply, the girl had bolted to the station.


  From the beginning, who ambushed who? Not only that, it even escalated into a physical one, yet he was the one being told to stay away...


  That girl was like a storm.


  She was impressive, in a different way than her older sister.


  “...In the end, she never told me her name.”


  Feeling foolish, Jyuu sighed.


  Even so, he pondered—...


  Certainly, from the perspective of a bystander, his relationship with Ame was strange.


  But just because it was strange, did it mean that it was bad?


  ***


  The next day, Jyuu immediately waited in the classroom to ask Ame about last night’s incident. But regardless of how long he waited, she didn’t show up. Numb from waiting, Jyuu had to stretch his stiff hips.


  Later, at the end of the class, Jyuu decided to seek Ame out at the preparatory class, only to be met with an unexpected sight along the way.


  At the end of the corridor, Ame and Fujishima Kanako were glaring at each other


  Although, that might not be the precise term. Leaving aside Kanako, who glared threateningly at Ame with upturned eyes, Ame was nonchalant as usual.


  From the atmosphere, he knew that it’d be difficult to cut in between them, and Jyuu wondered what to do.


  In the meantime, he could somewhat hear their conversation.


  “...This is your loss.”


  “I can also do profit-and-loss arithmetic—but in this case, and in this case alone, it has nothing to do with that.”


  “Even if it’s purely based on assumptions?”


  “What else would I need?”


  “Because you were in the preparatory class, I thought you were a bit smarter, but...”


  “I can say the same for you. You’re quite stubborn, aren’t you?”


  “Don’t talk as if you know anything about me!”


  Kanako placed her hands on her hips, about to enter preaching mode like usual. At that moment, Jyuu loudly interrupted them on purpose.


  “Yo—! What are you guys doing here? You’re attracting a lot of attention.”


  In all actuality, there weren’t that many students around, so they didn’t stand out that much. However, Kanako’s face was dyed in crimson as she glared at Jyuu.


  “...You, our conversation just now—”


  “—Don’t worry, I didn’t hear anything.”


  Upon seeing Jyuu raising both hands while shaking his head, Kanako sighed, before turning her back on them.


  As he saw off Kanako’s hastily leaving back, Jyuu asked Ame.


  “Well, isn’t that new. Were you guys fighting?”


  “I was admonished.”


  “About what?”


  “The same as usual.”


  “So, she’s advising you against dating someone like me again? If that’s all there is to it, did she have to be so serious?”


  Ame didn’t answer.


  If he pursued the matter, then she might, but Jyuu didn’t want to go that far either.


  As a man, he shouldn’t butt in a conversation between women.


  “Leaving that aside, actually, I’d like to ask you about something...”


  “What is it?”


  Recalling his original purpose, Jyuu began explaining.


  ...For the time being, let’s put yesterday’s incident aside.


  “Do you have a little sister?”


  “Yes, I do.”


  “As I thought...”


  “What’s the matter?”


  “Does she resemble you a lot?”


  Tilting her head ever so slightly, Ame placed a finger on her shapely chin.


  “...How should I say this? Certainly, the frequency in which I’ve been told that we look alike surpasses the frequency I’ve been told that we don’t.”


  As a test, he asked about her appearance—and he seemed to be correct.


  A third-year middle school student, who was two years younger than Ame, named Ochibana Hikaru.


  “Whenever I went on a walk with her, I was always mistaken as the younger sibling.”


  “Well, judging from your height, it certainly seems that way.”


  “...Jyuu-sama, by any chance, have you met my little sister?”


  “Not in the way you’d expect. So, here’s my question, did you tell her about me?”


  “Yes, I did.”


  According to Ame, Hikaru coincidentally spotted them on their way home.


  ‘—Onee-chan! Who’s that guy!?’


  Thus, after Ame got home, Hikaru greeted her with a barrage of questions.


  “Then, what did you say to her?”


  “I told her that Jyuu-sama is my master.”


  “...And then?”


  “I said that Jyuu-sama has enslaved me.”


  No wonder she got angry...


  Jyuu slumped his shoulders, and felt the urge to clutch his head.


  Ame had a penchant to use a variety of terms—such as manservant, knight, slave, squire, etc. At first, Jyuu didn’t think much of it, believing that Ame used them whimsically.


  If you’re going to explain it to your sister, there should be a better way to go about it...


  But when he contemplated it, Jyuu became confused.


  After all, their relationship was a peculiar one, and as such, there was no way to properly explain it to others.


  ...Well, to describe her as a ‘friend’ might work.


  “Is something the matter?”


  Seeing that Jyuu went silent, Ame asked in concern.


  “...No, it’s nothing.”


  While it’d be nice if Ame could somehow clear Hikaru’s misunderstanding, he felt like he’d end up in a quagmire, so he let it go.


  He’d just explain it to Hikaru when and if she showed up again—as precisely as possible.


  In order to not be misunderstood anymore, Jyuu considered not getting into contact with Ame for a while.


  Fortunately, her leaving school got later as the exams approached, due to the preparatory class.


  “Until the finals are over, you have to take supplementary classes after school, right?”


  “That’s right.”


  “I see, got it.”


  “If Jyuu-sama so wishes, I don’t mind skipping them.”


  “Idiot. Take those classes seriously.”


  “Alright, then I’ll do so.”


  If rumors were to spread about a girl who once ranked fifth in her grade skipping classes to go home with a guy, how’d his surroundings react?


  As such, for the time being, Jyuu decided to be alone. Besides, it wasn’t like being alone was a problem. In fact, he felt the most comfortable by his lonesome—or so he thought.


  Although, that in itself may have been an illusion on his part.


  Chapter 4 - The Creeping Madness


  With the rainy season in full swing, gloomy and cloudy skies were a common sight.


  Every year, at this time of year, she’d be depressed by the humidity, but this year, the existence of entertainment cheered her up.


  His dexterity was truly astonishing.


  As if it was nothing but child’s play, he effortlessly fulfilled his mission.


  Until recently, she was getting fed-up with the tedious work, but today was different.


  For that child to be the next prey—...


  A smile crept on her lips. When she approached the ‘prey’ with a camera, he scowled at her, calling her a horrible person. But after she told him that the documentary was necessary for the report, he quietly relented.


  She took the first shot.


  After turning away from the glare of her flash, the ‘prey’ was stunned to see her.


  ...What a lovely expression.


  Then, another shot.


  This time, the ‘prey’ didn’t look away, and their picture was taken from the front.


  Hey, say something?


  When they did, it was a silly question that didn’t deserve an answer.


  Are you stupid?


  She captured that foolish expression.


  You’re still saying that?


  “—Why are you doing this...!?”


  Because it’s fun, you idiot.


  ***


  “Again with this rain...”


  Upon leaving the game center in the neighboring town, the murky sky greeted Jyuu with a downpour. While he was dilly-dallying, the cloudy weather had taken a turn for the worse.


  While he didn’t prefer clear weather, Jyuu disliked the rain. The feeling of isolation, restricting his vision—he hated it all. After all, if he were to fix his gaze at the rain, his consciousness would become hazy, and in turn, everything would become blurry.


  Thus, Jyuu bought a plastic umbrella at the convenience store, before deciding to go home while sending the raindrops a death glare.


  Humans think when they are silent, and convey their thoughts when they are speaking. 


  While the boundaries were unclear and sometimes overlapped, it could be said that humans were always thinking about something.


  It could be a proper reasoning, a rumination of memories, a wild delusion, or even music.


  In Jyuu’s case, it was mostly misapprehensions. Be it the past or the future, he didn’t want to think about it. 


  Come what may.


  After all, regardless of what may happen, time would still pass, and one would still grow old. As such, it didn’t matter if he didn’t think about it. He merely chose what he’d enjoy best.


  What’d be fun to do?


  To grant his wishes.


  What’d be easy to do?


  To give up hope.


  Once, he had exchanged that question with Ame. 


  Even though the person herself said that she served him out of her own accord and sense of duty, she didn’t always seem like she was having fun.


  Despite that, she never got tired of following him around.


  To her, what’d fun be?


  Staring at the raindrops drizzling down the surface of the umbrella, Jyuu pondered.


  Even if he knew, it wasn’t like he’d grant it or anything. Besides, he was just thinking about it to kill time. Although people seemed to perceive him as a player, Jyuu’s relationships were extremely bland. He’d rarely invite anyone out.


  While he had a few long-term friends of his own, he didn’t have a best friend, let alone a girlfriend. Despite having normal desires, he didn’t seem to be interested in a deeper relationship.


  It was as if he didn’t want to have anyone he could trust. 


  Even if he did, Jyuu wouldn’t know what to do in the first place.


  Due to that, he admired Miya for being approachable.


  Jyuu wondered how a psychiatrist would diagnose someone who didn’t even trust his own parents like him.


  ...Surprisingly, I might not be that different from her.


  Jyuu laughed deprecatingly.


  Perhaps, Ochibana Ame set her eyes on him because she could feel that they were similar in a way.


  “I don’t want to think about it...”


  At the thought of being the same as her, Jyuu recoiled in disgust.


  The dense rain clouds covering the sky showed no sign of dispersing. It might rain all night today. 


  A police car siren was blaring from somewhere.


  Another incident...?


  On a day like this, he preferred to sleep while watching films.


  After getting off the train, Jyuu stopped by a rental film store a short walk away from the station. 


  The store had a system in which when someone rented a film, they’d earn some points. Based on how many points their membership card had, they’d be able to rent a film for free. To see how many points he currently had, Jyuu fished for his card inside his pocket.


  At that moment, he saw someone at the alley near the film store.


  The girl, who leaned on her left side against the wall, had no umbrella. Judging from her uniform, they must’ve attended the same school. Then, it’d be convenient. 


  Amidst the heavy rain, Jyuu was alone with the female student.


  Did he feel bad towards her?


  As he thought so, the female student toppled forward, her body brushing against the wall. Seeing that she had no attempt to break the fall whatsoever, Jyuu rushed over to her. She fell face first into the ground.


  I shouldn’t get myself into any trouble—


  —While the thought did occur, it didn’t stop him, and Jyuu ended up coming to her aid.


  In a case like this, I should call for help, right?


  But when Jyuu’s hand was about to reach for his phone, it stopped midway.


  He seemed to recognize the back of the collapsed girl.


  “Hey, are you okay?”


  As he called out to her, Jyuu shook her shoulders.


  There was no response.


  The female student, half-buried in a puddle, didn’t budge in the slightest.


  It was at that moment when Jyuu saw some red liquid dissolving into the puddle. Discarding his umbrella, he rushed to pick her up. Her limbs were powerless, while her head drooped back.


  “Hey—!”


  The girl had fainted. However, when he tried to support the back of her head, he felt something slimy. Jyuu immediately understood that it was blood. Nevertheless, he remained appalled by the strange sensation oozing on his fingertips. 


  The back of a human head shouldn’t feel like a deflated water balloon.


  “Hang in there—! Hey, stay strong—!”


  As if trying to revive her, Jyuu didn’t stop screaming. Then, he examined her face.


  Previously, her features were indiscernible due to the darkness of the narrow streets with only a few streetlights.


  But now, they were clearly visible.


  Despite this, it still took him a good five seconds to register the image.


  Even though the corners of her lips were torn, her nose bent, and one of her eyes was crushed, Jyuu recognized the girl.


  “...Fujishima.”


  She was none other than Fujishima Kanako—Jyuu’s classmate, who was also the class representative.


  The girl, who despised Jyuu for being a delinquent, hollowly stared at him.


  From her slightly agape lips, only a black void could be seen. Apparently, all of her front teeth were smashed. Her cheeks were deformed, akin to crushed clay. It was as if seeing the face of someone being pressed against a glassy surface. Blood dribbled down her nose and mouth, streaking her chin, and tainting her uniform red under the rain shower.


  A droplet of rain fell on her eyeball, but she showed no reaction whatsoever.


  ...and that alone made it clear that she had passed.


  ...They said that corpses are supposed to be cold, but I don’t understand.


  As Jyuu held her within his arms under the drizzle of rain, such was his thought.


  Somehow, his suspended thought process returned to its course, and he concluded that it was in no way an accident.


  Someone had killed Fujishima Kanako.


  —Who?


  The feelings that awakened inside of him—what were they?


  A sense of justice?


  He didn’t think so.


  At the same time, it was neither anger nor sadness.


  He was never on good terms with Fujishima Kanako. He doubted that’d ever change in the future. Kanako would go on loathing him, and somewhere along the way, he’d probably end up hating her as well.


  After high school, they probably wouldn’t even remember, much else see each other again.


  Hence, Jyuu didn’t think that he’d mourn her death.


  Hence, his distorted vision, or the tears that welled up in his eyes, were because he was upset by the sudden turn of events.


  Discomfort may be the closest thing to describe this feeling.


  The discomfort of having someone you knew being ruined by someone else.


  She may be an overbearing, vexing woman whom he was unlikely to get along with, but she didn’t deserve to be killed in such a ruthless manner. Even compared to himself, she should've been classified as a good person.


  Who killed her?


  As if to suppress Jyuu’s emotions, which was about to rampage, the rain intensified.


  The sound of rain rang in his ears.


  As the rain surrounded him and Fujishima Kanako like a cage, there was a feeling of stagnation.


  Jyuu glared at the dark sky as if it was his sworn enemy.


  ...There’s no way, right?


  ***


  The next day, the newspaper listed the obituary of Fujishima Kanako—


  —as a new victim of a serial murder case.


  “The girl from the other day—Fujishima Kanako, wasn’t she? We went to the same school together.”


  “Oh, is that so?”


  Paying no heed to her accusing gaze, he nodded casually.


  When all was said and done, he’d usually lost all interest.


  He was capricious, akin to a child who easily got tired of his toys.


  Fully knowing that, she didn’t say anything further.


  In the first place, she wasn’t blaming him for the death of Fujishima Kanako. After all, the girl wasn’t all that important to her, so it wouldn’t matter if she were to disappear from this world.


  In terms of priority, Fujishima Kanako didn’t have that much value.


  However, since her acquaintance was murdered, as a human, she should at least blame him, right?


  Not only that, it was the first time that someone she knew fell prey to the mission.


  By feigning being angry even if briefly, her humanity was satiated.


  With that, her conscience no longer hurt.


  Though, Fujishima Kanako’s expression at that time was quite lovely...


  “Hey, come here.”


  He embraced her from behind, but she slipped away.


  “I want to go home.”


  “Why?”


  “The final exam is close.”


  “How serious. Well, you’ve always been that way.”


  “If my grades fall, my mother would be worried.”


  “Oh, then that’s not good. You better study seriously.”


  Convinced, he sat down on the sofa and started flipping through a magazine.


  As she coldly stared at him, she pondered to herself.


  ...How’d Jyuuzawa Jyuu react to Fujishima Kanako’s death?


  ***


  At a facility inside the crematorium, Fujishima Kanako’s funeral proceeded quietly.


  Most of her classmates—including Jyuu, attended, each bidding farewell to her remains.


  Amongst them, there were several investigators dressed in plain attires. They stared at Jyuu in suspicion, but didn’t say a word. Even if they suspected him, there was no evidence.


  On the day Fujishima Kanako’s body was found, a passerby who arrived later notified the police instead of Jyuu. The passerby himself was an office worker in his late fifties. Without bothering to talk to Jyuu, he immediately reported it.


  At the sight of an unmoving boy with a bloody girl in his arms, the office worker must’ve been disturbed. Jyuu, who was in a state of panic at the time, didn’t care. As such, nothing could prepare him for what was about to come.


  The police, who barged into the scene, took Jyuu as an important witness.


  The following interrogation was excruciating.


  “Were you and her on good terms?”


  “Neither.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “It was neither good nor bad.”


  Suspicious of Jyuu’s nonchalant behavior, the detective grilled him for three hours. During that time, he was met with a lot of questions. He was asked about his daily routine, friends, school grades, and even his type of girl or the TV programs he watched. After being inquired of school, his delinquency became apparent. Nevertheless, he had no criminal records.


  Therefore, despite having acted on his own and lacking an alibi, Jyuu eventually got released.


  The basis for that was because no murder weapon was found in his belongings, along with the fact that he didn’t flee from the crime scene.


  Regardless, he was still on the list of suspects in the serial murder case.


  If not for the interrogating detective, Jyuu wouldn’t have suspected that Fujishima Kanako’s death had anything to do with that case. Come to think of it, despite being aware of the ongoing crime, it never occurred to him that it’d befall someone he knew.


  After it dawned on him, Jyuu remained calm and went home by himself.


  “As one of the 11 members of the class committee, Fujishima Kanako played an active role, and thus had garnered the trust of her surroundings...”


  As he read his speech, Nakamizo—the homeroom teacher—wiped the corners of his eyes with a handkerchief.


  Some of his classmates were crying, and Miya was one of them. Kanako’s parents broke down in tears.


  Jyuu didn’t cry.


  With a stern look, he finished burning the incense, before briefly explaining to Nakamizo about the incident at the police station, and left immediately afterwards.


  The extraordinary space, dedicated to funerals, was unbearable.


  It was as if he was forced to bear witness to the fact that he’d inevitably die someday.


  Even though my classmate died, why am I only thinking about myself...?


  Surprised by his own selfishness, Jyuu had a rare urge to see his mother. After all, if she—if Jyuuzawa Benika was there, she’d definitely beat and scold him. But he, who didn’t even know where she was, had no way of seeing her.


  Jyuu looked up towards the cloudy sky.


  Nowadays, smoke no longer billows from the chimney of a crematorium. It was designed so that the smoke from burning the remains was hidden from the public eye.


  They’re being considerate, so it’s an improvement, I guess....


  The rising smoke gave an illusion that the soul of the dead had ascended to heaven.


  However, they probably decided that was something everyone could do without—


  —that it was enough for them to think that the deceased had returned to nothingness.


  Is it just a matter of forgetting about it?


  As his mind rambled on, Jyuu consolidated his own thoughts.


  ***


  The next day, on his way to school, Jyuu bought some weekly magazines at the station kiosk.


  During lunch break, his surroundings merely spoke about the exam, and Jyuu was the only one who read a weekly magazine.


  He needed any information he could get.


  —What kind of person murdered Fujishima Kanako?


  —How did they murder her?


  Somehow, he regretted having ignored the news until now. Despite being small, there were articles highlighting the serial murder case.


  In terms of age, the victims ranged from elderly to junior and high school students, while the ratio of men to women was around 50:50. From the fact that the culprit didn’t touch any of the victim’s belongings, it was highly likely that the culprit was killed for the sake of it.


  —That was all he could surmise from reading the articles.


  Even though more than 10 people had fallen victims, the article section itself was small, attesting to the cruelty of the world.


  In recent days, violent incidents were nothing short of new.


  The trending topic was ‘Egurima’—about the kidnapping of kindergarteners, who’d then be released, but not before having their eyes gouged out. Despite having escaped with their lives, the perpetrator had mercilessly deprived them of their important organs, garnering the attention of mass media. The number of the victims had already exceeded 30.


  Since none of the victims wore glasses, rumors spread that ‘children with glasses won’t be targeted’, and an article reported that a lot of parents were making their children wear glasses recently.


  Other than that, there was a featured article about a serial killer who indiscriminately murdered people by attaching a small bomb in a package. It’d be slipped inside a mailbox, and explode when opened. There were nearly 110 casualties, with the culprit still being at large. The story of the package exploding at the dining table, killing a family of four, was written with a realistic approach.


  To the mass media, who tilted towards cruel and sensational cases, the case of Fujishima Kanako may have just been another one of those unsolved cases. While their lack of sensitivity was concerning, not even himself minded about it until it happened to someone he knew.


  Television often warned people to not think too highly of themselves. Since that in itself was a pitfall to justify themselves. As for Jyuu, he never thought of himself as special.


  To him, no one other than his mother could assert herself as special without any shame. But from what he gathered on TV, most people seemed to think that they were special to a greater or a lesser degree.


  In today’s world, how many people seriously think of a violent incident as a calamity that might befall them one day?


  Any disaster was someone else’s problem.


  Is that what it means to be too complacent about peace?


  As Jyuu pondered about such things, Miya suddenly peered at the weekly magazine from beside him.


  “Apparently, Jyuu-kun is into this kind of thing...”


  He wasn’t going to hide it or anything.


  Jyuu flipped through the pages and deliberately stopped at the juicy section.


  Usually, it’d be effective to repel women.


  “Recently, there’s a lot of beautiful models. They almost seem like celebs.”


  “That’s true. Oh, how about this girl? Her waist is so thin, I might get jealous!”


  ...But it didn’t seem to work on Miya.


  Rather curiously, she glanced at the nudes that filled the page.


  Reluctantly, Jyuu closed the weekly magazine.


  “This is a man’s secret bliss. Go away, woman.”


  “Jyuu-kun, are you looking into that case?”


  “...Your eyes are sharp.”


  “Why?”


  “Just to fill time.”


  “But Jyuu-kun, don’t you usually sleep when you’re free?”


  “I’m tired of that.”


  “Jyuu-kun, I think Fujishima-san has feelings for you.”


  That made him stop in his tracks.


  Pretending to be calm, Jyuu smiled in astonishment.


  “...No way, what are you talking about?”


  “She was doing her best, you know?”


  “I mean, didn’t she think of me as her enemy?”


  “She was always concerned about you.”


  “No, she was just keeping an eye on me...”


  “If she truly disliked you, she would’ve ignored you. But she didn’t, so she did all she could to look after you.”


  “...What are you getting at?”


  “I’m looking out for you.”


  “That’s enough.”


  Jyuu pushed the weekly magazine into his desk and abruptly ended the conversation.


  “It’s nothing. I’m not interested. I don’t care. The case doesn’t matter to me.”


  As she stared intently at Jyuu, Miya seemed to sense that it’d be useless to pursue the matter.


  Instead, she raised her right index finger and smiled.


  “If you have any trouble, feel free to consult me.”


  “What’d that do?”


  “Well, just try it, and you might end up having fun?”


  “What’s that...?”


  He laughed a bit, but was grateful for those words.


  “I don’t really understand, but thanks anyway.”


  ***


  After school, Jyuu didn’t go home right away.


  He only said greetings to Miya, and strolled around the school for a while, aiming for a certain classroom.


  He had never been to a preparatory class before.


  Looking into the classroom through the window, students could be seen sitting in an orderly manner, silently moving their brushes.


  They probably wouldn’t take any kind of disturbance kindly. Therefore, instead of opening the door, Jyuu decided to remain quietly.


  Around 20 minutes later, the classroom door opened. The teacher was the first to come out. Jyuu made sure to not be seen in the hallway. To avoid the line of students, he went to the stairs as he waited for the person he was looking for.


  Obscuring bangs, petite body, brisk movement...


  “Hey.”


  Jyuu received an immediate response as expected.


  “Jyuu-sama, is something the matter?”


  “Wanna go home together?”


  “With, me...?”


  “Who else?”


  “I’ll gladly accompany you home.”


  As she chirpily responded, Ame nodded happily. At the sight, the gazes of her surrounding classmates weren’t favorable in any way, but she didn’t seem to mind.


  He didn’t have time to worry about that, either.


  “Shall we go?”


  “Yes.”


  Together with Ame, Jyuu left the school.


  ***


  Since most of the students had left, the way home was fairly empty.


  As the two walked side by side, their long shadows extended on the asphalt, illuminated by the twilight.


  Jyuu held his bag in his right hand, and the weekly magazine he had just brought under his left arm. He had it tucked under there so that Ame would notice it. He was making sure that the topic would come up as naturally as possible.


  The attempt was successful.


  “Did an article catch your attention?”


  Upon noticing the weekly magazine, Ame initiated a conversation, which was unusual of her.


  This is it...!


  “The Random Street Serial Murder Case.”


  He sent a sideway glance at Ame, but she was unfazed.


  Jyuu abruptly stopped walking, and Ame followed suit.


  Around them, there were some office workers on their phones, along with a few housewives who seemed to be on their way home from shopping. None of them paid attention to the two.


  Should I do it?


  Should I break the question—once and for all?


  After briefly questioning himself, Jyuu’s mind was made up.


  He inhaled, exhaled, and spoke quietly.


  “I’d like to ask you something.”


  “Yes, what is it?”


  “Did you murder Fujishima Kanako?”


  His pronunciation was fluent, while his tone was crisp—however, Ame reacted as if she didn’t hear it.


  Jyuu asked once again.


  “Did you murder Fujishima Kanako?”


  ‘Did Ochibana Ame kill her?’


  In the rain, as he held the body of Fujishima Kanako, such suspicion arose.


  Nothing triggered it, as the thought merely occurred—


  —If it’s Ochibana Ame, she should be capable of such a feat, right?


  Thinking of Fujishima Kanako as a hindrance to her relationship, Ame decided to get rid of her.


  Whether or not she intended to do it from the beginning, he couldn’t say. Heck, it might’ve been an argument gone wrong. After all, didn’t the two have a staring match in the hallway before? Then, what if instead of the school, they quarreled in a secluded place, where no one could stop them?


  As for his basis, it was the murderous intent she had once directed towards Benika.


  He pictured a scenario in which Fujishima Kanako denied the bonds of her past life, enraging Ame, ultimately leading to her own demise.


  Then, is it one of those tragedies driven by utter delusions and philosophy?


  Of course, there were plenty of loopholes as well, with the biggest one being the modus operandi. Based on that, the culprit of the crime was determined to be a serial killer.


  Moreover, both the media and the police had painted the culprit as a man.


  Nevertheless, Jyuu had another theory.


  Ochibana Ame might’ve played a part in the serial murder case.


  While the main perpetrator may be a man, there might be a woman helping him.


  The man committed the murder, while the woman aided him with her wits.


  Isn’t that quite possible?


  Due to insufficient evidence, the culprit hadn’t been arrested.


  Therefore, if it was Ochibana Ame, shouldn’t it be plausible?


  Somewhere out there, existed a man who sympathized with her delusions, and she colluded with him.


  Afterwards, she justified her guilt with her delusions, and led a normal life.


  Heck, she might be following him around just to kill him one of these days.


  The last one was but a creeping anxiety, but once he thought of the possibility, he couldn’t get rid of it.


  Hence why, Jyuu confronted Ame about it.


  Rather than going about it in a roundabout way, it’d be more effective to ask her directly.


  The merry laughter of the passing housewives reached his ears. They were relieving stress by venting to each other.


  Only after said laughter diminished that Ame, who stood petrified like a statue, flinched.


  “I didn’t kill her.”


  She’s denying it.


  Of course, Jyuu didn’t believe her for even a second.


  “Really? It took you quite a while to answer.”


  Considering her quick-wittedness, her previous reaction was too slow. Moreover, it took her so long to muster such a short reply.


  Didn’t that mean that he was right on the mark?


  “It was an unexpected question, so it took me by surprise.”


  “What’s so unexpected about it? Are you surprised that I’m suspecting you?”


  “It’s the fact that Jyuu-sama is investigating Fujishima Kanako’s death.”


  Jyuu’s suspicion deepened due to the fact that she went slightly off-topic.


  “Didn’t you think of Fujishima as some sort of nuisance?”


  “I didn’t.”


  “...Eh?”


  Jyuu didn’t see that coming.


  “I didn’t particularly mind her.”


  “Why?”


  “Because Jyuu-sama also didn’t.”


  At first, Jyuu thought that she might be deceiving him. However, neither her tone nor expression suggested any of that. If anything, it was the attitude of someone with a clear conscience.


  “The enemy of Jyuu-sama is my enemy, and the opposite is also true. In addition...”


  “What is it?”


  “The bond between me and Jyuu-sama can’t be surpassed by anyone else.” Ame asserted with absurd conviction.


  ...Moving along, Jyuu asked.


  “Then, putting aside my thoughts, what did you personally think of Fujishima?”


  “She’s... somewhat stubborn, I guess?”


  “...Huh? Wait a minute—that’s right! Back then, didn’t the two of you have a staring match in the corridor? What were you guys talking about?”


  Previously, Jyuu ignored it on purpose because it was a conversation between women.


  However, now that Fujishima Kanako—one of the involved parties—was no longer with them, Jyuu didn’t feel guilty for doing so. Perhaps, it was a sign that he was overcoming her death.


  As she didn’t seem to mind the question, Ame simply answered.


  “She told me to stay away from Jyuu-sama.”


  “Is that all?”


  “I was also told that by getting involved with Jyuu-sama, I’d only be setting myself back.”


  “...Well, she wasn’t exactly wrong.”


  “Even so, she didn’t say that for my sake.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Rather, it was Jyuu-sama she was worried about. To her, it might’ve seemed as if I was pestering you.”


  Well, that self-observation wasn’t exactly wrong, either. But Jyuu didn’t say anything and listened.


  “Also, this is just my guess, but she might be envious.”


  “Of what?”


  “Of me being by Jyuu-sama’s side.”


  “Where did you get such a wild idea...?”


  “To me, she seemed to want to talk with Jyuu-sama more. But her beliefs—or something like her reputation, got in the way. In her eyes, I was probably an eyesore. After all, she couldn’t wrap her head around what existed between me and Jyuu-sama—that is, our bond from the previous life...”


  In the first place, it was unlikely for the serious Kanako to agree with Ame’s story...


  Jyuu desperately tried to process the new information.


  “...You truly didn’t see Fujishima as a bother?”


  “That’s right.”


  “You also didn’t try to get rid of her because she disagreed with you, right?”


  “That’s right.”


  From her demeanor, no malice could be felt.


  “It might be too late to say this, but for me personally, I never disliked her.”


  Is she being honest or is it just acting?


  Contrary to expectation, Jyuu couldn’t see through her.


  “You really didn’t kill Fujishima?”


  “That’s right, I didn’t kill her.”


  Jyuu took her words for it.


  After all, despite acting like a denpa (radio wave), she’d refrain from ever lying to him. Even if she did it out of pure delusions, Jyuu chose to believe in her.


  “You’re really telling the truth?”


  “Yes, it’s the truth.”


  Dejected, Jyuu slumped his shoulders. He lowered his gaze, before looking up at the sky with an indescribable expression.


  She was very convincing.


  Despite that, there was still a chance that she was the culprit.


  Even if so, he wouldn’t be able to accuse her. Fully aware of that, Jyuu opted to not think about it.


  “Jyuu-sama.”


  “What?”


  “Are you free today?”


  “Why?”


  “If you are, would you like to come over to my house?”


  Ever since they met, it was a first for her to invite him.


  Ame’s private life was surrounded by mystery. Jyuu didn’t even know that she had a sister.


  While his curiosity was piqued, he couldn’t guess her motive.


  “Why? What’s in your house?”


  “I’d like to show you something—it’s related to the Random Street Murders.”


  “What’s that...?”


  “If you come to my house, you’ll understand.”


  ...Was it the power of insistence, or the power of suspense?


  Jyuu’d be unoccupied for the rest of the day.


  Nevertheless, accepting her invitation and not feeling uneasy about it were two different things.


  She isn’t trying to show me evidence of murder, right?


  What if she suddenly revealed a corpse?


  Even worse, what if he was ambushed by the man who was her accomplice?


  By going there, wouldn’t he be walking into a trap?


  Despite being somewhat hesitant, Jyuu accepted the offer regardless. He’d like to solve the case in his own way. As such, if Ame had any information, he should at least hear it.


  If any of the aforementioned things happened, well...


  I’ll worry about it when it happens.


  “Got it, let’s go to your house.”


  “I’m glad to hear that.”


  With a smile, Ame started walking as if to lead Jyuu. Hunching his back, Jyuu followed after her, without forgetting to toss the weekly magazine into a trash can he found along the way.


  Ochibana Ame’s house was located in a residential area about 500 meters away from Jyuu’s apartment. According to Ame, the house itself was less than 10 years old, and was bought by her father three years ago. Apparently, her entire family moved to this city.


  True to her words, what appeared in front of Jyuu was a new two-story house. The majestic gate made it seem as if a guard dog would appear at any moment, but there wasn’t.


  Jyuu was somewhat intimidated by how huge the house was.


  As for Ame’s family, they didn’t seem like your average middle-class family.


  Still, would it be a good idea to turn back?


  “...A-are you a lady?”


  “You jest.”


  Was it an attempt at being humble, or to sidetrack him?


  After answering that, Ame pushed the gate open. Following her, Jyuu didn’t miss the nameplate that said, ‘Ochibana.’ Treading on the sloping stone pavement, he finally arrived at the door.


  Ame produced a key from her bag and unlocked the door.


  “I’m home.”


  She probably had to raise her voice due to the vastness of the house.


  Then, she turned on the light on the porch, and prompted Jyuu to remove his shoes. At the front door, the two changed into slippers. At that moment, a woman who looked like her mother showed up.


  An elegant-looking woman, whose age was difficult to tell.


  “Welcome back, Ame. ...Who is he?”


  “Let me introduce you. This is Jyuuzawa Jyuu-kun, he’s a friend from the same school.”


  “Ooh, I see.”


  Exclaiming in surprise, the woman draped her hand over her mouth. Despite the slight exaggeration, it probably wasn’t an act.


  Her eyes resembled Ame’s, only with gentleness.


  As the woman smiled softly, she treated him with courtesy.


  “I’m Ame’s mother—Kaoruko. Thank you for always taking care of my daughter.”


  “N-no, uh, it’s nothing...”


  When Kaoruko bowed her head, Jyuu imitated her, albeit tensely.


  This is kind of awkward...


  “We’ll be having an exam soon. So, I invited him to study together.”


  Kaoruko listened to Ame’s explanation without the slightest suspicion. Was it because she trusted her daughter? Or because that was just how she was? Could it be... she didn’t think badly of Jyuu?


  ...I-it’s as if I’m being seen as her boyfriend.


  Well, even if there was such a misunderstanding, it couldn’t be helped.


  Jyuu would like to make it clear, but he decided to go with the flow for now.


  On a side note, ever since they first met, Jyuu had never seen Ame this polite. Instead of asking further questions, Kaoruko took Ame’s words for it, and returned inside.


  “I’ll prepare some tea and cakes.”


  “Jyuu-sama, my room is on the second floor, follow me.”


  After her mother disappeared, Ame reverted back to her usual attitude.


  As he climbed the stairs after her, Jyuu asked.


  “In front of your parents, you’re like a different person.”


  “That was but a temporary camouflage for me to blend in the world.”


  So, according to Ame’s perception, her current self was the truth.


  What’d her mother think of this?


  With that thought in mind, Jyuu went upstairs and was led to her room at the end of the corridor.


  “Come in.”


  As per her words, Jyuu stepped into her room.


  The room itself was about 10 cm wider than Jyuu’s room, and consisted of a TV, a bed, a study desk, a wardrobe, and a large bookshelf. In addition, there were also VCRs and DVDs.


  The tidy room suited her image. While Jyuu didn’t know what an average high school girl’s room would look like, he was certain that Ame’s room would be different. And indeed, no girly fancy goods or fads could be seen. The room was plain and bland, without any shades of pink. The way the white sheets spread over her bed without any wrinkles showed her meticulousness.


  “You may sit wherever you like.”


  “Okay.”


  Jyuu put his bag against the wall and sat down near it. Leaning against the wall, Jyuu sat cross-legged as he restlessly glanced around. Only then did he realize, for the first time, he was in a girl’s room. Moreover, a girl that was of the same age.


  Life sure is unpredictable...


  Who’d expect that denpa girl’s room would also be the first girl’s room he ever entered?


  As Jyuu pondered about that, Ame opened the window to change the air in the room. The dusk sunshine—tinted with red, flowed in along with a cool breeze. With that, they wouldn’t need the air conditioner.


  Ame opened her closet and took out a folding table.


  Then, she started arranging some reference books and a pencil case on top of it.


  “...Huh? What are you doing?”


  “The study preparation. Jyuu-sama, please take out your own tools.”


  “Hey, wasn’t the thing just now supposed to be a lie? We shouldn’t be studying for real...”


  Ame tilted her head.


  “Yes, of course it is. Was it just a pretense, or did you intend to study for the exam?” She asked.


  Jyuu answered in embarrassment.


  “Don’t you know my grades? Even if we study together, our levels are too different...”


  “You don’t have to worry about school grades.”


  Instead of comforting him, Ame affirmed it.


  “The value of Jyuu-sama can’t be defined with that.”


  “Then, with what?”


  “Of course, with heart.”


  In the end, he decided to relent to the girl who said those words without faltering.


  She was a gifted girl in the preparatory class.


  As part of the pretense, she advised that they should do a bit of studying.


  After all, if her parents were to see them discussing without opening any textbook, there might be a misunderstanding. Thus, Jyuu opened his bag in an attempt to take out his pencil case and textbooks—


  —In an attempt, because it turned out that he left them at school.


  Even in the face of exams, his usual habits didn’t change.


  “Let’s use mine.”


  As if she had foreseen it, Ame had prepared writing utensils for Jyuu.


  Then, as a formality, Jyuu started studying for the exam in the form of asking Ame to teach him.


  ...Five minutes later, his head was filled with protests—


  —Which part of this is a pretense!?


  However, it dissolved after 10 minutes.


  All this time, Jyuu’d always brushed his schoolwork aside. To him, all teachers were the same—somewhat good, somewhat bad. He thought the same went for the lessons, but he changed his mind.


  Unexpectedly, Ame’s teaching method was good. Like usual, she was monotone, but for some reason, that made her explanation not only pleasing to the ear, but also easy to understand. Jyuu was also fascinated by the way her fingertips glided over the notebook; fluidly writing letters and formulas.


  Before, she’d sent him a letter, summoning him to the gymnasium. Her handwriting at the time was coherent and beautiful. Moreover, the pen pressure was low, producing smooth writing.


  ...She’s really smart.


  Jyuu couldn’t help but admire her.


  Or was it because he just lacked the knowledge?


  Which is the real you...?


  It had gotten to the point where he asked such a foolish question.


  “Jyuu-sama, are you listening?”


  “...Ah, my bad.”


  “Then, let me start over.”


  Neither angry nor dismayed, Ame explained in a calm tone. Perhaps influenced by her aura, Jyuu let her teach him with surprising obedience.


  ***


  After about an hour, Ame declared a short break.


  She went downstairs to fetch tea and cakes from her mother.


  Left alone, Jyuu slumped his shoulders.


  “What’s gotten into me...”


  If it weren’t for her delusion, she’d have led a life that had nothing to do with him. Perhaps, let alone speak, they’d never know of each other’s existence.


  ...It’s a strange relationship, indeed.


  “...Well, even so, it’s just a delusion.”


  Upon looking at the open notebook, he was impressed at how much his study had progressed. With this, if his test scores were to improve—coupled with the fact he’d re-dyed his hair, Nakamizo—the homeroom teacher—would think that Jyuu’d undergone a full rehab.


  While there was nothing wrong with that, it was somehow anticlimactic. Also, what if everyone ended up thinking that it was thanks to Ame?


  Absent-mindedly, Jyuu glanced at the bookshelf. The number of books could easily exceed 500. Glancing at the spine of the book, Jyuu’s jaw dropped.


  The shoujo manga was understandable, but there were also magazines featuring Atlantis and Mu, a thick psychic phenomenon encyclopedia, Introductory to Supernatural Powers, E.T encyclopedia, and a complete collection of world’s bizarre murders. Also, lastly, anime magazines...


  The bookshelf was composed of miscellaneous genres—or rather, with peculiar preferences...


  Jyuu pulled out one of the books, and sighed at the incomprehensible anime illustration. On the cover, ‘Assemble! Warriors Bound by the Bonds of the Previous Life!’ Was written in red.


  ...Is this the reason why she’s THAT delusional?


  On a closer inspection, there was even a DVD, software, and anime of it.


  The root of her delusions was right there.


  Jyuu felt a chill down his spine.


  “...She’s still watching this kind of thing at her age.”


  Jyuu grew out of anime and manga after he graduated from elementary school. He only watched television from time to time, and didn’t read books that often. As such, he couldn’t understand why she had such a hobby despite being in high school.


  ...Somehow, he’d gotten a glimpse into the enigmatic subconscious of Ochibana Ame.


  Despite his astonishment, he still thought that her hobby was silly—


  —but strangely, that didn’t change his view of her, perhaps because he’d interact with her on a daily basis.


  Hearing footsteps approaching from the direction of the stairs, Jyuu quickly returned the book onto the shelf.


  He felt guilty for touching her belongings when she was away.


  As the door opened, Jyuu unintentionally averted his gaze.


  However, what appeared was a girl exuding an intimidating aura like a demon.


  She sported the same ponytail as when they met before.


  “...What are you doing here?”


  Ochibana Hikaru—Ame’s younger sister, glared at Jyuu.


  If looks could kill...


  “Not only did you continue to harass my onee-chan, you have the guts to come to our house...”


  “Long time no see, Hikaru.”


  “Don’t speak so casually to me!”


  Jyuu ducked to dodge the roundhouse kick that came with that protest.


  Judging from the wind pressure that passed overhead, Hikaru was dead serious.


  “Calm down. I just came to study together for an exam—”


  Look, look... Jyuu showed the array of textbooks and notebooks on the desk, but it did nothing to dissuade Hikaru.


  “You’re just making an excuse. Don’t try to pull a fast one on me. You’re after my onee-chan’s body! Right now, you’re just waiting for an opportunity to do it! How filthy you are! You’re an absolute devil to take advantage of my onee-chan’s naivety!”


  Without dodging it this time, Jyuu caught her kick, absorbing the impact as it was.


  As she stood on one leg, Hikari seemed shaken.


  “W-what!? You’re going to sink your poisonous fang on me, too!? Are you kidding me!? As if I’ll let a man like you take our chastity!”


  Seeing how she desperately tried to hold her uplifted skirt with a blush, Jyuu wryly smiled.


  When Jyuu released her leg, Hikari regained her balance and quickly braced herself.


  Judging from her uniform, she must’ve found unfamiliar men’s shoes at the entrance as soon as she returned home, and charged straight to this room. Her enthusiasm, along with her propensity to take action, and the intensity of her assumptions certainly resembled that of her sister.


  ...Though, they were equally as bothersome to him.


  “You...”


  “W-what?”


  “Do you know why I became the target of your sister’s delusions?”


  After hearing that, Hikaru was slightly surprised, and dejectedly released her stance.


  Even when she was riled up, her mind was sharp—as expected of Ame’s younger sister.


  Instead of asking further, she seemed to understand what he was implying.


  “I mean, isn't your sister smart? Then, she should’ve chosen someone better, so why me?”


  As for Ame’s ‘bond from the previous life’, he didn’t think any sane person would understand.


  There had to be someone who was better suited for Ame than he was.


  No rational girl would understand the reason why Ame chose him.


  As such, what would her own sister think about it?


  As if her rage had subsided, Hikaru spoke calmly.


  “...So, you didn’t understand.”


  “About what?”


  “The reason why my onee-chan chose you.”


  “Isn’t it just the influence of manga, anime, and occult magazines?”


  “Of course not—! She isn’t a denpa—!”


  ...But she is, isn’t she?


  However, to not add fuel to the fire, Jyuu didn’t say a word.


  “Then, won’t you tell me?”


  “I don’t know.”


  Sulking, Hikaru averted her gaze.


  “Someone like you should just be left hanging. It’s better that way.”


  Jyuu wasn’t angered by Hikaru’s cheeky attitude.


  Despite his blunt attitude, he’d rarely get mad. Satsuki Miya and Ochibana Ame may have seen it—Jyuu’s true self.


  Seeing Hikaru’s abject refusal, Jyuu gave up pursuing the matter.


  “You’re telling me to ask her directly.”


  “I doubt onee-chan will answer, I mean, she’s a girl, so of course she can’t!”


  “Yeah? She’s a girl, so what?”


  “Nothing! Why don’t you just disappear from her life!? Just deny all that stuff about the bond from the previous life, what’s so difficult about it!?”


  “When it comes to denying, I’ve done it many times.”


  “Then you must’ve been lackluster about it! Be serious about it! Straight up reject her! Scream that it’s not you, over and over again until it finally gets through her! Besides, you also don’t like it, right!? So why haven’t you cut her off!?”


  “That’s...”


  ‘I’m a bit slow.’ Jyuu muttered to himself.


  From the time he first met her, his impression of Ochibana Ame had changed significantly.


  At first, he considered her a nuisance—no, even now, he still did.


  But that’s not all...


  “Hikaru-chan, what are you doing?”


  Ame called out from behind Hikaru, who stood upright in front of the door.


  As she brought a tray with tea and cakes, she eyed the two of them in suspicion.


  “O-Onee-chan! I always told you to not erase your presence when we’re inside?”


  “Yes, you mentioned.”


  With a cool expression, Ame passed by Hikaru, entered the room, and placed the tray on the table.


  “Come to think of it, Jyuu-sama and Hikaru-chan have met before, haven’t they?”


  “Yeah, in town...”


  Unable to say that she attacked him, Jyuu forced a smile.


  To her little sister, who was silent as if admitting her mistake, Ame spoke.


  “Hikaru-chan, I’m always happy to see how lively you are, but I won’t forgive you for being rude to Jyuu-sama.”


  “Onee-chan! Like I said, don’t refer to him like that! He’s just a delinquent...”


  “Hikaru-chan.”


  Even though Ame’s intonation sounded normal to Jyuu, it seemed that her sister registered it differently.


  Hikaru visibly turned blue. After a while, she nodded reluctantly.


  “I, I got it, already...”


  So, this is the power dynamic between the two...


  If judged solely based on their heights, Hikaru seemed taller and more fit, but in reality, she was at the mercy of her older sister.


  Jyuu, who was an only child, could feel some kind of sisterhood that he couldn’t understand, and felt a bit jealous.


  Relenting, Hikaru decided to leave, but before she closed the door, she didn’t forget to remind Jyuu.


  “If you lay a finger on my onee-chan, I’ll chant nembutsu until you kill yourself!”


  “I don’t get it.”


  Deflecting Hikaru’s malice, Jyuu waved his hand.


  ***


  “Did my little sister cause you any trouble?”


  “No, not really. She’s a fun girl.”


  Such were Jyuu’s honest feelings. Despite all that, he still found it difficult to hate Hikaru.


  He liked exuberant women. In that case, Ochibana Ame shouldn’t be his type at all—in fact, far from being his type, she fell under the category of people-he-wasn’t-good-with.


  ...More importantly, why is she so close?


  “My little sister seems to be popular at school.”


  Ame spoke as she transferred the tea and cake from the tray to the table.


  Jyuu took a sip of his tea, and laughed in satisfaction at the right amount of bitterness.


  “She certainly seems like it. So what? Did she receive a love letter or something?”


  “That’s correct. It’s the first time I’ve seen a bunch of love letters outside of manga.”


  “Wow, she’s impressive. Well, I don’t really care.”


  Objectively speaking, Ochibana Hikaru was certainly cute.


  She didn’t only have a strong temperament, but was good-looking, as well.


  For a middle schooler, she was well-developed, yet her features still had some youthfulness to them.


  “My little sister has a charming personality that attracts people to her. Unlike me, she’s also good at cooking. She’s also quite active and would participate in several extracurricular activities. Furthermore, she also attends a karate dojo despite being a pacifist, kind, and good girl at heart. ...This is due to her older sister’s selfishness.”


  Excuse me, Ame added.


  You’re pretty good yourself.


  Of course, Jyuu didn’t dare to say it out loud.


  By removing those obstructing bangs, and giving herself a modern hairstyle, she’d surely be a head turner. Also, at that point, she would no longer be known as the gloomy honor student.


  As he sliced the shortcake with his fork, Jyuu pretended to be casual about it.


  “How about you? Won’t you change your hairstyle?”


  “My hairstyle?”


  Ame pondered as she touched her bangs.


  “Do you dislike my current hairstyle, Jyuu-sama?”


  “No, don’t mind me, I just think that you’re selling yourself short. Your face’s pretty good, so why don’t you show it more often? Otherwise, it’d be a waste. Even Miya said that you’re cute.”


  He lied about the last part. However, at the risk of stating his own honest opinion, he dared to borrow a third party’s name. Of course, it stung his pride a bit.


  Since Jyuu was the one who spoke, Ame listened attentively, but she didn’t seem to care about hairstyles.


  To begin with, she probably didn’t have that much interest in fashion.


  “Even if I failed to achieve something by not doing so, I won’t feel any sense of loss.”


  Such was Ochibana Ame’s standpoint regarding her own appearance.


  Jyuu doubted that the current him would be able to change that.


  Perhaps, the frustration appeared on his face, and Ame added in a hurry.


  “Of course, if Jyuu-sama asks me to change my hairstyle, I’ll change it tomorrow...”


  “...It’s unnecessary. Leave it as it is.”


  After all, she was simply being true to herself. Besides, even if he was the only one who was aware of it, it wasn’t necessarily a bad thing...


  ...Am I being possessive?


  The conversation ended there, and the two decided to continue studying for the test while enjoying tea.


  Unbeknownst to even himself, utterly caught up in Ame’s pace, Jyuu had concentrated.


  Before he knew it, it was half past six.


  ...But he couldn’t just leave? After all, there was still the main issue.


  Jyuu, who somehow prepared for the exam, cut to the case.


  “Just hurry up and tell me. What do you want to show me?”


  “Then, I shall arrange for it.”


  “...For what?”


  As Jyuu tilted his head, Ame pushed the books to the corner of the table. After making space, she took something from the drawer and laid it on the table.


  It was a laptop.


  “...Is this it?”


  Is she bragging?


  But then, Ame opened her laptop and connected it to the line at the corner of the desk.


  Jyuu, who was completely ignorant about computers, asked Ame. She proceeded to explain that she had connected the laptop to a telephone line.


  When not in use, she’d just leave the cable on the desk. In spite of that, the room wasn’t the slightest bit cluttered thanks to her storage technique.


  “Please wait a moment.”


  Upon starting up the computer, Ame operated the mouse.


  Without anything to do, Jyuu chugged the rest of the tea. The cold bitterness rejuvenated his throat. Even so, when Jyuu was wondering ‘What’s so fun about using a computer?’ Ame had finished preparing.


  “Please take a look.”


  Ame presented the monitor screen at Jyuu.


  At first, he had no idea what it was.


  A photo of something.


  The focus was perfect, while the image was crisp.


  He began to process the whole picture, and then the details—


  —At last, it dawned on him.


  Immediately, cold sweat trickled down his neck.


  “T-this is... a dead body—!”


  Ame silently nodded.


  It was a photo depicting a gruesome corpse. The corpse was lying on its side. Akin to a smushed piece of clay, its chin was distorted. Not only was its face disfigured and swollen, it was also sunken in several spots. Moreover, its eyes and noses were also ruined.


  While the image only showed the corpse’s upper torso, from the outfit, Jyuu could tell that it was a woman.


  He didn’t want to look at it for too long.


  No, if possible, he wanted to erase the picture from his memory.


  Why would Ame show him such a thing?


  “This is a picture of a victim of the Random Street Murder from two weeks ago.”


  “...What did you say?”


  Jyuu didn’t know the details, but shouldn’t it be customary for such incidents to not be disclosed to the public? Furthermore, no bereaved family would take kindly to the tragic picture of their relative being exposed to the world.


  “According to the article, the 23-years-old victim, a female, used to work for a publishing company.”


  “Hold on, where did you get this image?”


  “From the internet.”


  Ame explained that there was something called an imageboard website, where many images would be posted. Sometimes, it wouldn’t be strange for those images to depict voyeurism—and sometimes, corpses from incidents or accidents.


  Apparently, there was also a post related to the kindergarten child who seemed to be the victim of the infamous Egurima.


  A kindergarten whose eyes were gouged out—!


  Moreover, the bulletin board seemed very active.


  What’s so fun about looking at those?


  Nevertheless, Ame seemed to frequent the website.


  “It’s like a hangout place for awful people. Aren’t they going too far? But how do you know that the image is the victim of the incident?”


  Weren’t the corpses so badly disfigured that not even the bereaved families could tell them apart?


  “I’ll explain from the beginning.”


  Ame’s explanation could be summarized as such:


  She’d been following the serial murder case for quite some time. Inherently, she had a penchant for murder cases. Apparently, even before Jyuu had asked her on the train, Ame had already made some assumptions about the identity of the killer. Then one day, she stumbled across this image on her regular imageboard.


  As a result of the investigation, she also discovered that it was definitely the picture of the victim.


  “Wait, wait, like I said, how did you find out?”


  After all, it wasn’t a movie, nor did she hack into the database.


  To the half-skeptical Jyuu, Ame typed on the computer and showed another image.


  “On the same day, this image was also posted.”


  Somehow, it was even more repulsive than the first image shown. Jyuu unconsciously covered his mouth and held his breath. Something akin to anger pulsated in his stomach.


  The photo depicted an average-looking woman who was neither mutilated nor disheveled.


  Still, it was the worst picture ever.


  He was at a loss for words.


  On her tear-stained, salivating face, only despair and madness could be seen.


  The photo itself, which captured her from the front, wasn’t blurry in the slightest.


  Did the culprit take her picture as she desperately begged for her life?


  In such a way, a glimpse to the side of humans he couldn’t turn away from was also captured.


  Upon knowing that they’d be killed and that no help would arrive, anyone would surely do the same.


  Therefore, the woman must’ve desperately, humbly, earnestly pleaded for help, over and over again.


  After putting the woman into that situation, the culprit killed her, and later documented her remains.


  Just imagining those made Jyuu nauseous.


  “Deplorable...”


  In contrast, Ame continued to explain as usual.


  “A photo of the victim was published in a weekly magazine, so I was able to confirm her identity.”


  She showed Jyuu clippings from weekly magazines.


  Again, a picture of an average-looking woman that could be found anywhere.


  However, after witnessing her corpse, Jyuu couldn’t afford to look at the picture the same way.


  As a result, he also felt uncomfortable at Ame’s nonchalant behavior.


  “...Even after looking at these pictures, are you still fine?”


  “What’s your definition of fine?”


  “Well, you don’t seem to be feeling sick or angry.”


  “That’s because I’m used to it.”


  “How can that be?”


  “In my previous life, I went through many battlefields, and witnessed many horrendous sights. Corpses piled up like mountains, devoured by vultures. Among them, there were nasty fights between famished humans trying to prey at each other...”


  “...Okay, got it, enough of that.”


  Seeing that Ame was about to get sidetracked, Jyuu put a stop to her explanation.


  Ame had compared it to numerous battlefields.


  A coping mechanism—either that, or just a strong delusion. Could she simply overcome discomfort and fear by deluding herself? Or was he the one overthinking?


  Ever since he saw Fujishima Kanako’s corpse, the unease that welled in his heart had yet dissipated.


  “Is it possible to trace the posted image back to the perpetrator?”


  “I think it’ll be difficult. If you go to a company, school, or internet café where you’re allowed to bring discs, you can just post it from there. I don’t think the culprit would be so careless as to send it from home.”


  “Now, I wonder about that. Let’s say they understood the risks. Then, why would they post it on the internet? That’s a rather dangerous gamble, isn’t it?”


  “The culprit may be a collector.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “To them, this must be a commemorative photo of some sort.”


  The commemorative photos of their victims... It wasn’t that far-fetched.


  After all, he often saw it in movies.


  The culprit would then look through his collections, reminiscing about the time when they killed the victim...


  Then, the culprit must’ve been a twisted psycho.


  “The psyche of a collector isn’t just about wanting to collect some pictures. They have a conflicting desire of wanting to both share the picture and hide it. However, since it’d be boring if they were to show everything at once, they preferred to do it in small doses. They want people to envy their collections. By making those people aware that they have a secret collection, the culprit manipulates the curiosity and interest of others. To reveal it in small doses in order to stimulate other’s desires and satiate them—such is the psychology of a collector.”


  As for Jyuu, he didn’t collect anything in particular. In the past, he used to collect strange-shaped stones, but had since thrown them away. Nevertheless, he could get what Ame was saying.


  A secret collection did sound tempting.


  To have something so amazing, you didn’t want to reveal them all at once.


  It was childish, yes, but not implausible.


  While no one replied to the post, it seemed to have garnered quite an attention. As for why the netizens were quiet, they probably didn’t want to risk the site getting reported. Therefore, the culprit must’ve been proud.


  ...How disgusting.


  As she clicked on the internet, Ame tapped into the mind of the criminal.


  “From how the murder was committed, the culprit was most likely a male. The victims died from being beaten up in the face, chest, abdomen, and back of the head. Although, some were also strangled to death. 


  “The culprit was assumed to use some kind of blunt weapon, and possesses considerable physical strength. It can be concluded that he’s a lanky human with a sturdy physique. Manual labor must be his routine. He has to be a martial artist, or at least someone who has experience in martial arts. What concerns me is the wires, from which you can feel the intent to stop the victim’s breath. 


  “This is purely my assumption, but I think that there are two criminals—one who kills the victim with brute force, and the other who makes sure that the victim is dead. There’s a division of roles. Nevertheless, the police seem to conclude that the culprit acted alone. That’s understandable, since it’d be difficult to assign a motive to a duo. What benefit would the duo possibly gain from murdering people in cahoots?”


  Rain abruptly cut her words and shifted her gaze from the computer to Jyuu.


  “I don’t think the police can be relied on this one.”


  “Why?”


  “Because there are too many incidents.”


  Even Jyuu, who mostly watched variety shows on TV, could see that.


  In the news, violent incidents were reported one after another every day.


  A murder case in which the Daruma at the election office was switched with a corpse. On the chest of the limbless corpse, the words ‘Pray for Election’ was written with blood. A kidnapping-murder case in which only the severed head of the female captive was delivered to her parents by a courier. A homeless serial murder case that was popular among children, and even inspired the development of a certain game.


  At a conspicuous place, a family of five were found to have died by hanging. On closer inspection, it turned out that all of them were poisoned and then hanged.


  The series of random incidents happened all over the place.


  The most popular was “Egurima”, which only targeted kindergarteners. In other places, there were also sniper incidents using modified guns, or the scattering of harmful chemicals by bikers, and many more.


  Certainly, compared to those, given the degree of impact they had on society, the unforeseeable incident that Fujishima Kanako was involved in would probably be categorized as relatively mild.


  While the police didn’t cut corners, they couldn’t be said to have conducted an all-out investigation, either. Even the media had moved on from doing an in-depth analysis of the case. Was it only natural for people to shift to more bizarre and horrific cases?


  “It’s a rotten world. Well, I already knew.”


  “Does Jyuu-sama intend to catch the culprit?”


  “...Huh? What makes you think that?”


  “You seem to be interested in this case.”


  “Well, that’s... My classmate was killed, what do you expect? Though, wanting to catch the culprit sounds too extreme.”


  “I see...”


  However, Ame was unperturbed. Inwardly, Jyuu clicked his tongue.


  She’s seen through me.


  In spite of her delusions, Ochibana Ame seemed to be watching Jyuu intently.


  Was it just another one of her coping mechanisms? Although, in this case, she wasn’t completely wrong.


  The pair of sharp eyes hidden underneath her bangs seemed to have grasped his intent.


  Then, does that mean she could sympathize with him?


  “Before, you told Miya that sometimes, it’s better to not decide right away. What do you mean by that?”


  Unable to bear her gaze, Jyuu changed the subject.


  Perhaps sensing his unease, Ame answered in her usual tone.


  “To not decide about what?”


  “About the answer.”


  “Then, what is the answer supposed to be?”


  “I don’t feel like doing Zen talks right now...”


  “I’m not trying to engage in a philosophical conversation. I personally think that worrying is part of life. So to speak, as long as you’re still alive, you’re still in a process. Therefore, there’s no such thing as conclusions or answers.”


  To the confused Jyuu, Ame continued to explain.


  “For example, why do people commit suicide?”


  “That’s... because it’s painful, the reality.”


  “Yes. They choose death as a way to escape from the painful reality. Such was the answer—the conclusion that they came up with, and that is to not go on. That way, they wouldn’t have to worry anymore.”


  When she put it that way, the words that Ame had previously spoken to Miya began to sound ominous.


  “Those who have the answer won’t hesitate. They’d just proceed. Whether or not the choice is really right doesn’t matter. After all, they’ve already reached the answer.”


  “What about you?”


  “I have my answer, too.”


  —Is it to live as a servant of Jyuuzawa Jyuu?


  Can Jyuu believe that?


  Ame, who said that she had the answer, yet also gave such a scary example, contradicted herself. However, Jyuu didn’t point that out. Otherwise, it’d be presumptuous of him, who always acted half-heartedly.


  At the very least, Ochibana Ame seemed to have figured it out. He should’ve been deeply troubled with that, but he wasn't.


  Despite having caught a glimpse of her thought process, he didn’t mind it in the slightest.


  “Have you ever wanted to kill someone? I have.”


  “If it’s an enemy of Jyuu-sama...”


  “No, I don’t mean that, I mean, personally speaking.”


  “I’ve never had that kind of urge before, but...”


  “Hmm?”


  “If Jyuu-sama was murdered by someone, I’d kill them.”


  A silent affirmation—one that Jyuu knew wasn’t false.


  He disliked that part of her...


  ...And at the same time, liked it somewhat.


  Alright, he’d like to not think about that anymore.


  Looking at the time, it was almost seven o’clock. He better go home soon. Jyuu decided to go home before they could ask him to stay for dinner. After all, he’d rather not come face to face with Ame’s father...


  “You’ve helped me a lot. You’re superb at teaching.”


  Seeing Jyuu standing up with his bag, Ame quickly typed something on her laptop.


  After that, she stared into his eyes.


  “At first, I thought that Jyuu-sama intended to catch the culprit, but I’m relieved to hear that’s not the case.”


  “Why should I? Sounds troublesome.”


  “That’s better. Avoid unnecessary danger.”


  Rather than not wanting Jyuu to be in danger, Ame probably thought it was her duty as his servant to ensure that he was out of harm’s way.


  Upon hearing that Jyuu had no intention to do so, Ame lowered her guard and revealed the last bit of information to him.


  “I was wondering if I should show you this...”


  Ame showed another image to Jyuu.


  What was reflected on the monitor was a panicked girl with tears and snot running down her face—


  —Fujishima Kanako.


  Chapter 5 - The Covert Operative


  The fact that the final exams were approaching was convenient for Jyuu. During that period, students seldom went out. As such, it’d be less likely for him to meet someone he knew, or get dragged into unnecessary drama. After returning from school, Jyuu put on some casual attire and went to town.


  He had no destination. 


  He had no business in town, either.


  If anything, it was those who wandered the street that he had business with.


  Jyuu had decided to catch the culprit.


  On the day he was invited to Ochibana Ame’s house, precisely at the moment he was shown a certain image, everything became crystal clear.


  Ame, relieved to hear that Jyuu wouldn’t involve himself with the incident, showed the final photo—


  —Fujishima Kanako’s dying moment.


  In that picture, there was a candidness that no acting in dramas could ever reproduce.


  A face so twisted in agony, as its owner suffered and pleaded for her life.


  ...A person he knew was put through such a harrowing situation before being killed.


  Jyuu couldn’t forgive the culprit for documenting and even collected her dying moment.


  He just couldn’t let it go. 


  He had to find and unleash all his wrath on the culprit. 


  However, it wasn’t for the sake of Fujishima Kanako, but for himself.


  As a matter of course, he hadn’t discussed it with anyone, and even severely forbade Ame from following him for the time being. When asked why, Jyuu said that he was seeing someone.


  ‘It’s a date, so don’t bother me.’


  Despite her skepticism, Ame nodded.


  Likewise, to Jyuu, Ame wasn’t completely in the clear, yet. After all, among the anime and occult magazines that cluttered her bookshelf, there was also a book titled, ‘Complete Murder Methods.’ 


  If Ochibana Ame was an accessory to murder, she might be showing those images as a warning.


  Come to think of it, didn’t she specifically tell him to stay out of it?


  Suspicion swelled in Jyuu as confusion pervaded his mind.


  Once the case was solved, he’d surely be able to reach a decision—be it regarding his own dilemma, or their relationship.


  Thus, Jyuu wandered aimlessly in the night city.


  ***


  Since he was only a student, Jyuu had neither sources of information, nor help. Not only that, he was also an amateur in terms of investigation. In the end, he had to rely on his luck. It was frustrating, yet he didn’t give up.


  Even so, he was too ignorant. As he walked, Jyuu desperately tried to come up with something. He knew a few places where incidents were likely to occur. He knew several people who could be the culprit. Nevertheless, none of them seemed to have anything to do with the case.


  What kind of person is the culprit, and what goes through his mind when he kills someone?


  While remembering Ame’s analysis, Jyuu tried to do an assessment.


  The culprit had a sense of mission. 


  ...Otherwise, for what purpose does he keep killing?


  Then, what would that sense of mission be?


  There was no way Jyuu could sympathize with a madman, much else see through his mind. Under normal circumstances, he wouldn’t pursue it, but this time, it was different.


  Jyuu continued to think.


  Despite knowing how useless it was, Jyuu tried to put himself in the killer’s shoes.


  Like that, his search would go on every day until midnight. 


  During one of those nights, Jyuu was taking a break at a 24-hour family restaurant. He was sipping his third cup of coffee when it occurred to him that he hadn’t studied for the exam at all. He became dejected.


  As he looked outside the window, he could see countless raindrops rolling down the glass like living beings.


  Soon, the end of the rainy season will arrive. Two days ago, there was a heavy downpour, and another fell victim to the Random Street Murderer.


  The murder itself took place in a completely different direction than the place Jyuu was investigating.


  It began to dawn on him—how futile everything was.


  No matter what he did, he couldn’t prevent another incident from happening.


  However, somewhere within his heart, there was an unyieldingness.


  During class, he suddenly glanced at a certain empty seat. It was Fujishima Kanako’s seat. Most likely, it’d remain empty until the end of the semester. Despite her passing, the seat wasn’t moved—perhaps due to the school's consideration. As for the seat itself, it was in the middle of the classroom, making it noticeable. The emptiness was akin to a constant reminder of her permanent absence.


  Maybe Jyuu was biased, but the other classmates didn’t seem to care much. Miya also seemed to have moved on. No one had any intentions of finding her murderer.


  As he eyed the customers in the store, Jyuu pondered to himself.


  Since the culprit would capture their victim’s final moment, shouldn’t he focus on camera owners? However, in this day and age, people who didn’t own a camera like Jyuu seemed to be in the minority. 


  When he asked Miya as a test, she told him that she had a phone camera and a digital camera. Apparently, the same went for the other classmates. As such, the camera wouldn’t aid in solving the case.


  ...I need to identify the perpetrator somehow. Maybe, I should try to read his pattern? But how am I supposed to do that?


  Outside the window, those who didn’t have umbrellas scampered away. Several police cars with blaring sirens also drove by. 


  Something must’ve happened.


  Why do the incidents continue to rise? 


  Did it have anything to do with the structural integrity of the world?


  Then, was there a fatal flaw in the world’s structure? 


  …Or was it humanity itself that was fatally flawed?


  As Jyuu stared blankly at the other side of the window, savoring the bitterness of the coffee, something occurred to him.


  —One of God’s creations.


  Back when he was young, Jyuu believed the rain to be so, and that it had meanings.


  Unbeknownst to him, he’d been imposing his selfish delusions on a natural phenomenon. He didn’t even care whether or not it made sense, letting his imagination run wild.


  He’d find meaning in meaningless things, and set rules for nothing.


  At the same time, he was also bound to his own rules.


  To always jump over small puddles; to always gargle three times; to always put on shoes starting with the left foot...


  ...The rules that weren’t imposed by anyone, ones that were decided on his own.


  Over the years, he’d forgotten about those rules.


  After he’d emptied his cup, along with the diminishing bitterness, Jyuu found his concentration grew. Gradually, he became lost in thought. Rather than thinking, he was consumed by his thoughts.


  Two days ago, the incident occurred on a rainy day.


  On the day when Fujishima Kanako was murdered, it was also raining.


  Is this a mere coincidence? If it isn’t, then what’s the reason?


  Certainly, the rain would muffle the screaming, so it was probably ideal for killing random passersby, but that shouldn’t be the only reason.


  According to Ochibana Ame, it had something to do with the killer’s sense of mission. 


  A rainy day and a sense of mission. 


  Natural phenomena and selfish rules.


  What if the murderer “had” to kill someone on a rainy day? In his craziness, he’d interpreted the rain as God’s command, leading to the brutal incidents.


  At that moment, Jyuu ceased his thoughts and stormed out of the store. If his assumption was correct, then someone's die tonight, as well. Before that happens, he had to find the culprit!


  However, as if to dampen Jyuu’s readiness, the rain stopped after a while.


  Afterwards, the moon drifted amidst the clouds.


  While looking up at it, Jyuu resentfully went home.


  The next day, after school, Jyuu immediately went to the public library near his house. After reading the recent newspapers, he realized that his reasoning wasn’t off the mark. Almost all of the serial murders occurred during rainy days. Although the discovery left him with slight uneasiness, it was still a clue.


  Murders were more likely to occur during rainy days—that was for sure.


  Suddenly, he couldn’t wait for it to rain, while the burden on his chest only increased.


  The rainy days...


  That alone was enough to intensify his suspicion towards Ochibana Ame.


  As a result, not only would he ignore her at school, he’d also avoid her after school.


  Again, when asked, Jyuu used his non-existent girlfriend as a reason.


  


  Upon hearing that, Ame backed off surprisingly easily.


  Jyuu didn’t know what kind of psychology was at work there.


  “Jyuu-kun, are you studying for the exam properly?”


  “I didn’t.”


  “Wow, with such dignity, too...”


  “I’m fine, just mind your own business.”


  After appropriately dealing with Miya, Jyuu’s investigation continued until midnight.


  Five days had passed since he found out about the rainy day. Two days before the final exam, he was still in an impasse. It only rained for a day. On that day, an incident also took place, but in a different place than anticipated. Since he mostly relied on luck, it was no wonder he didn’t stumble upon the crime scene.


  By that point, the police should be aware of the connection between the rainy days and the incidents. Still, no culprit was caught. Was it the negligence of the police? Or had their investigation progressed to a certain extent, rendering Jyuu’s actions pointless?


  Soon, Jyuu was forced to face his limitations.


  Thus, the day of the final exam arrived. 


  ***


  “Jyuu-sama, is today no good?”


  “Yeah, I already promised someone.”


  After school, when Ame came to pick him up from class, Jyuu gave her the cold shoulder.


  Neither Miya’s accusatory gaze nor Jyuu’s suspicion towards Ame had subsided.


  Avoiding the two, he left the school, changed his attire at home, and went to town as usual.


  The final exams will start tomorrow, followed by summer vacation.


  ...Should he continue the investigation during the vacation?


  Certainly, quitting was easy, but was it really alright? 


  While the act itself stemmed from self-satisfaction, if he were to stop here, he wouldn’t be able to come to terms with his feelings. Not only that, it’d feel half-assed.


  “In the end, I guess all I did was explore the town...”


  When he looked up at the sky, only a few stripes of clouds could be seen. It didn’t seem like it’d rain. Since the weather forecast said that there was a 60% chance of rain, he had high hopes—but apparently, luck wasn’t on his side.


  Suppressing the urge to sigh, Jyuu slumped his shoulders and continued to roam around the city.


  In a sense, this part of him was similar to the murderer’s—in which they both had a preconceived sense of mission.


  Jyuu smiled wryly at the thought.


  ***


  Around 10:00 P.M, night had engulfed the entire city.


  Nonetheless, the city seemed livelier than during the day. Regardless of how the night was a time to be asleep, it was also a time of excitement. Even the atmosphere between the day and night was completely different. The atmosphere of the day was invigorating, while the atmosphere of the night permeated even the innermost part of the soul.


  As he made his way through downtown, Jyuu sneaked a glance at his surroundings. There were lots of couples... A middle-aged office worker and a high school girl; a man in black and a female college student; a lanky man flocked by women; a man that was obviously in that line of work, accompanied by five ignorant middle school girls... 


  Some of them were definitely criminals.


  In fact, one of them might have murdered someone. 


  Jyuu—who ignored those people in favor of finding the serial killer, was selfish in his own right.


  Along the way, a few people gave him dangerous glares, but he managed to get past them.


  How helpless the police officers on patrol were—!


  In proportion to the increase in violent crime, it was said that the death rate of police officers was also increasing. Apparently, even with a gun strapped to their waist, their safety wasn’t guaranteed.


  Just when Jyuu thought that the public servant had it rough, his cellphone rang. However, the caller ID didn’t appear on the screen. 


  ...Is it from a public phone, or anonymous? 


  He decided to pick up the call.


  “Hello...?”


  “...kouen...”


  “Huh? What are you saying?”


  “...kouen...”


  The same word was repeated again and again. Moreover, the voice sounded strange, as if using a voice changer.


  Those who believed in curses and ghosts may be terrified, but Jyuu didn’t care about them.


  A human was behind the phone call.


  “Hello? Who are you? Where did you get my number? What is this about?”


  Instead of answering his questions, the call was cut off.


  While staring at the telephone, Jyuu tilted his head.


  It wasn’t like no one knew his number.


  Shortly after he entered school, he got into troubles with his seniors. It ended with him scribbling his phone number on the blackboard, implying that he’d always be ready to accept a challenge, even if it was just a scuffle. Most of the calls ended up being prank calls, but he still didn’t change his number because it was a hassle.


  If it was someone who’d called him before, then the number should’ve been registered.


  At the same time, it wasn’t like Fujishima Kanako was contacting him from the afterlife to applaud him for how much work he had done.


  Is this a prank call?


  Usually, that was the kind of conclusion he’d arrive at, but something struck him as odd.


  ...’Kouen’ itself meant a park.


  What does that mean?


  Although, now that he thought about it, he always investigated the alley, and never the grand park nearby. A park with a lot of bushes and poor visibility. The location was perfect for lynching. Knowing that, the general public seldom visited that place at night.


  With mixed feelings, Jyuu went to the back alley.


  In Tokyo, there were quite a few places with few streetlights, and Jyuu had been checking them regularly. However, it only led him to getting rid of a drug dealer who was trying to ensnare an elementary schooler. No matter what he did, a place like that wouldn’t disappear. It was similar to the fact how human technology still couldn’t eradicate the darkness.


  Upon arriving at the park’s entrance, there was a dingy sign that said, ‘Don’t stay silent if you’re being molested.’ What purpose could that possibly serve? At the act equivalent to putting up a sign that said, ‘Life is precious’ at a suicide spot, Jyuu chuckled.


  Perhaps, it was himself that he was laughing at, for believing the prank call to be some kind of a lead.


  ...Although, there’s no way it’d be that simple.


  —At that moment, something other than his laughter echoed from somewhere.


  Staying silent, Jyuu listened closely to it.


  The chirpings of insects such as cicadas. The mewling of cats. The buzzing of cars on the street. The whistle of the breeze—and finally, the faint cry of a human. After a quick look around, Jyuu realized that it came from inside the park.


  The billboard immediately came to mind. Molesters and thugs would frequent that area.


  While it had nothing to do with him, Jyuu wasn’t the kind of person who’d just overlook it.


  Thus, he rushed towards the park, where he pushed his way through the bushes and the trees, before finally reaching the depths of the park. Jyuu cautiously approached so that in case of sexual assault, he could overtake the offender from behind.


  Rather than chasing him away, it’d be better to just beat them to pulp.


  As he made his way to the sound source, he stepped out into a somewhat large, grassy clearing.


  There, he saw someone.


  ...Huh?


  Jyuu couldn’t believe his eyes.


  That someone wasn’t alone—there was another person. Said person was lying on the ground. Through the gaps in the trees, the streetlights of the park faintly shone, dimly illuminating the scene. As for the collapsed man, he appeared to be an elderly office worker. His entire face was dyed crimson as he laid there motionlessly.


  Jyuu wasn’t so optimistic to assume that his face was covered with red paint, or that it was a prank.


  Still, to make sure, Jyuu left the bush. At that sound, the figure turned around—it was a young man. His stout figure made it easy to spot him in the dark. He was wearing sports wear, and his chest was stained red. A blotch of the same color could be seen near his mouth.


  Jyuu ran his gaze—he’s as tall as me. However, the man weighed more than him, and not because of fat, but muscle. A dull, lustrous metal could be seen on his fingers—a brass knuckle.


  ...Did he take advantage of his robust physique to beat his opponent to death?


  Jyuu chuckled.


  ...Is he the culprit?


  How simple—!


  How could the culprit to the Random Street Murders case be this obvious?


  Was Fujishima Kanako murdered by this guy?


  That straightlaced and serious girl... was killed by such a guy?


  ...Outrageous. This is simply outrageous.


  While he could simply skip the questions, Jyuu still found himself asking—


  —His heart was pounding.


  He was so excited, he didn’t think he’d be able to say anything, but he did.


  “...What are you doing here?”


  “You’re safe now.”


  “Huh?”


  Despite the unexpected reply, Jyuu was more surprised at how unperturbed the man was.


  Despite witnessing the murder scene, the man wasn’t upset in the slightest.


  If anything, he seemed proud.


  “You’re a civilian, aren’t you? Don’t worry, for I’ve completed my mission.”


  As the man approached, Jyuu braced himself.


  Seeing that, the man smiled wryly.


  “You must be confused. I’m sorry, let me explain.”


  The man moved to a brighter spot. At last, Jyuu could make out his face.


  He was in his late twenties. A refreshing and clean face—the so-called handsome guy. In formal attire, he’d appear like an elite businessman.


  Furthermore, his atmosphere was one that’d allow him to easily mingle with both men and women.


  ...He’s the culprit, right?


  His conviction that’d existed until just a moment ago wavered.


  Then, the man reached for his jacket, which’d fallen at his feet, before throwing something at Jyuu.


  Somehow, Jyuu managed to catch it. It was a black leather notebook.


  “I’m a secret government agent. I’ve just completed my mission. While it’s top secret, now that you’ve seen it, it can’t be helped. Check that out, my identity is written there. I believe it’ll clear all the misunderstandings. However, please don’t divulge this to anyone else?”


  “S-sure...”


  Faintly nodding, Jyuu stared alternately between the notebook and the man.


  His nervousness had somewhat dissipated. After all, the man didn’t seem to feign his calmness. Then, was the man uninvolved? If so, how to explain the body of the deceased office worker?


  ...Maybe, it wasn’t a real corpse, but a prop. While his secret agent story was difficult to swallow, he also didn’t sound to be lying on the spur of the moment.


  Anyway, as the man said, Jyuu decided to take a look at the notebook.


  He flipped through the pages—


  —However, the contents were all blank.


  “...Hey, this is—”


  —Jyuu didn’t get to finish his words.


  A heavy impact ran through his head, throwing his sense of balance off. Nevertheless, before he could even register the pain, Jyuu had already leaped back. Something flew past his nose. The wind pressure ruffled his bangs, and shiver ran down his spine.


  Despite staggering, Jyuu backed away. In the next moment, there was another malicious attack. Reflexively, Jyuu held up his left arm to intercept the blow that was aimed at his face. With a dull sound, pain shot through his body. The adrenaline secreted by his brain helped clear his mind.


  Rolling on the ground, Jyuu slipped out of the bushes. As he arrived at the area fully lit by the streetlamps, the ground shifted from soft to hard soil.


  His field of view had expanded, which was relieving. Jyuu stood up while holding his left arm.


  “Damn, I think my bone’s cracked.”


  The man who stalked Jyuu out of the bushes didn’t even show the slightest hint of excitement after the attack.


  Instead, he casually approached Jyuu. His jacket was draped over his shoulder, and in his hand was the notebook that Jyuu had previously dropped.


  In such a bright place, it soon became apparent. Even more so when Jyuu had often seen ‘it’ in fights. Splattered on the man’s chest and blood, were none other than blood.


  “I believe you know who I am.”


  Sliding the fallen notebook into the pocket of his jacket, the man proceeded to speak.


  “I’m an agent hired by the government to eliminate a being such as you—the enemy of mankind.”


  As he listened to the man’s story, Jyuu adjusted both his consciousness and breathing so that he wouldn’t feel the pain in his left arm.


  ...After giving Jyuu the notebook that supposedly contained his identity, the man waited until Jyuu was preoccupied by it to land a blow—


  —Isn’t it just a distraction!?


  Yet, he fell for it. Jyuu was angry at his own stupidity.


  Jyuu glared at the man while assessing his damage.


  That man’s strength was abnormal. Jyuu, who’d been in many fights, could gauge his ability. With his gifted physique and practiced moves, no wonder that man had no hesitation. Unlike ordinary people, he didn’t hesitate.


  ...Of course, because he was a killer. He was trying to kill Jyuu.


  After slaying one victim after another, his killing skills inevitably improved. The man seemed to be able to score a killing blow rather effortlessly.


  Therefore, it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that the man’s blow would normally result in instant death. After all, a brass knuckle wasn’t that different from a hammer, and also as deadly.


  If Jyuu was your average high school student, he’d have died long ago. Indeed, the fight would’ve ended from the moment he was hit by the surprise attack.


  However, because Jyuu was naturally resilient, he recovered rather quickly. Other than by her mother, Jyuu had never lost to anyone else. While he’d been beaten up by a lot of people, he always made sure to return the favor.


  His mother once told him that her toughness flowed in his vein.


  Despite whatever reasons she might have, Jyuu was grateful for his resilience.


  As Jyuu rolled his fallen back tooth over his tongue, he shifted all his focus to the man, muffling anything else. Presently, all he could hear were their breathings, along with his own heartbeat. He concentrated on the man’s movements. Thus, the dizzying pain in both his head and belly were driven out of his consciousness.


  If, for example, he were to suffer from three more blows, he’d likely faint. Once that happens, he’d be doomed. As for why the man didn’t pounce immediately, it must’ve been because he was devising some plans to kill Jyuu. Not only were the opponent’s strength and technique superior; he had a lot of experience in killing people.


  ...Thus, Jyuu ceased his thoughts, letting his instincts take over.


  Come what may, I will regret nothing.


  After taking a deep breath, Jyuu charged full speed at the man.


  As the man assumed a stance to take him on, Jyuu directed his fist at his face.


  —For my broken tooth.


  Jyuu scored a lucky hit to the man’s right eye, creating a momentary opening.


  Following that, Jyuu bent his knees as hard as he could and sank his hips, before springing with tremendous momentum. Jyuu’s fist connected with the man’s jaw. After suffering Jyuu’s ultimate punch, the man was briefly thrown into the air, but didn’t fall down in the end.


  ...His physique wasn’t just for show.


  The man groaned while holding his chin. At the same time, Jyuu quickly took off his watch and wrapped it around his right fist.


  The watch itself was bought by his mother a long time ago. From a brand he’d never heard before. A watch made mostly of steel.


  Jyuu violently spun his upper body and slammed his right fist into the man’s face. Under normal circumstances, the man would probably see through his amateur move. But now, distracted by jaw pain, he was full of openings. After that blow, Jyuu’s fist began to sting.


  Looking at where he was hit, it appeared that the man’s nasal bone and front teeth were broken.


  “Uuuaaaaaargh—!”


  As the man screamed, Jyuu slammed his fist at his mouth.


  His front teeth shattered, and Jyuu’s fist went halfway into his mouth.


  When Jyuu retracted his fist, he drew a string of blood, along with several broken teeth at the back of his hand.
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  “—Gah, ugh... ack...”


  If the man were to suffer the same fate as his victims, then it’d be karmic justice. In spite of that, something was holding Jyuu back.


  This guy deserves to die.


  Nevertheless, if he was caught, he’d get the death penalty anyway—


  —Still, Jyuu couldn’t kill him.


  He derided his indecisiveness, but it didn’t help.


  Reluctantly, Jyuu took out his cellphone.


  Should he call the police and let them handle the rest? While it might be complicated to explain everything, it was still the most rational solution.  


  As he held up his phone, Jyuu briefly shifted his attention away from the man. Within those seconds, the man’s vengeful gaze reflected Jyuu as he clenched his fist. When Jyuu put his phone to his ear, the man unleashed his wrath.


  Upon realizing this, Jyuu widened his eyes. But in the next second, a dull thump resounded, and the man crumpled. He fell face first into the ground, and never got up again.


  After seeing the man convulsing repeatedly, Jyuu slowly looked up.


  Ochibana Ame stood there with a concrete block in her hands.


  “...Y-you.”


  “Jyuu-sama, are you alright?”


  “Why are you here? How did you know this place?”


  “Because I’m your servant.”


  After replying with a smile, Ame dropped the block on the ground. Then, she kicked the man’s body, forcing him to lie on his back. She pried his eyes open, and checked his pupils.


  “He doesn’t seem to be dead. He’s just unconscious.”


  When the man was about to hit Jyuu, she hit his head from behind using a concrete block.


  She wouldn’t hesitate when it came to Jyuu’s enemy.


  Seeing the red-tinted block, Jyuu gulped.


  “I found this lying near the bush. Whether or not it was used by someone before being discarded there, I don’t know. It’s a busy world.”


  While explaining about the block, Ame had a dejected look on her face. As she did that, she tied the man’s hands and feet with what appeared to be a nylon string, which seemed to have been prepared in advance.


  Her deftness was both astonishing and terrifying to Jyuu.


  “What about that string?”


  “I brought it from home.”


  Thus, Ame tightly bound the man and after confirming that he was still out cold, she left.


  “This string can’t be cut by human strength, so rest assured.”


  “Thank you for helping me, but you still haven’t explained why you’re here?”


  Unless she had some kind of divine providence, she shouldn’t be able to predict when and where he’d show up?


  Just how on earth did she manage to find this place?


  “Understood, I shall explain.”


  ...Apparently, Ame didn’t believe it when Jyuu said that he wouldn’t get involved with the case. She also guessed that he kept her away to not drag her into the matter. As a result, she feigned ignorance while helping out behind the scenes.


  Today, she rushed to his aid after hearing Jyuu scream for her.


  Certainly, Jyuu was so busy looking for the killer that he didn’t pay much attention to his surroundings.


  If she were to tail him at a distance, it’d be difficult for him to notice.


  “No, I didn’t follow you every day, just on the most likely days.”


  “...Most likely?”


  “Yes, only on days when the incident is more likely to occur.”


  She seemed to have deduced the killer’s behavior patterns, albeit it was slightly different from Jyuu’s own.


  “...On days where the incident is more likely to occur—as in, rainy days, right?”


  However, it wasn’t raining today—yet the incident still occurred.


  Moreover, Ochibana Ame was here.


  ...What does this mean?


  In her usual nonchalant tone, Ame clarified.


  “At first, I also thought that the weather had something to do with the murder, even more so after looking at the data. Nevertheless, murders still occur on days without rain. That part struck me as odd.”


  “What if it’s just a coincidence? I mean, this guy’s crazy, so there’s no knowing what goes in his mind...”


  “While it’s true that this guy is insane, in terms of philosophies, he’s fairly consistent. Even if it’s twisted, he has a set of rules.”


  After Jyuu mulled over it, Ame clued him in—


  —the weather forecast.


  Without fail, the weather forecast would always inform them—


  —the chance of rain.


  “...The chance of rain?”


  “Yes, the crimes occurred on days when the chance of rain exceeded 50%”


  “Basically, if the chance of rain exceeds 50%, he’s going to murder someone that day?”


  “According to the data, such is the case.”


  “But why...?”


  “This is purely my assumption, but it’s probably some kind of majority vote.”


  “Majority vote...?”


  “I suspect that he sees the chance of rain as the majority of the vote, and only on days when the chance of rain exceeds the majority that people are killed.”


   “That’s messed up...”


  Despite saying that, Jyuu was more or less convinced by the hypothesis.


  The killer believed himself to be a secret government agent.


  What if in his silly analogy, he was convinced that the weather report on TV was the government’s method of directing him?


  As he pictured that, Jyuu felt a faint chill.


  The chance of rain today was 60%, but it didn’t actually rain.


  Still, something happened.


  Therefore, the chance of rain may be crucial, after all.


  Although a lot could be said about Ame’s reasoning, it wasn’t completely out there.


  “...Wait a minute. What if the chance is 50%? Didn’t that happen a lot?”


  “If the data is correct, he will either kill someone or he won’t.”


  “Now that’s just thoughtless...”


  “Thus, just in case, I followed Jyuu-sama, but I have my doubts as well. I have a few other questions... Good timing, let’s ask the person in question.”


  Ame climbed on top of the fallen man and pulled him by the collar.


  “Hey, I have a few questions for you. Get up.”


  A cold, inquisitorial tone that was unlike one that she’d been using to speak to Jyuu.


  Jyuu ran up to Ame, who began to shake the man with all her might.


  “Enough. I don’t really care about it.”


  “Is that so?”


  Somewhat reluctantly, Ame released the man.


  In truth, Jyuu wanted to hear the full story from the man himself.


  However, not like by doing so, he’d be achieving anything.


  It wouldn’t bring back Fujishima Kanako or other victims.


  Not only that, the man would probably talk nonsense.


  “Then, let’s leave the rest to the police.”


  “...Come to think of it, did you make that call too?”


  “That call...?”


  “A call told me to go look here... It wasn’t you?”


  “No, it isn’t.”


  Ochibana Ame wouldn’t lie to Jyuu.


  ...Then, who on earth made that call?


  “Well, leaving that aside, once we call the police, what then? How are we supposed to explain? ...Huh? What are you doing?”


  Ame was searching through the man’s jacket, which had fallen off.


  “Did you find anything dangerous?”


  Jyuu expected someone so out of it to have some drugs stashed away, but Ame shook her head.


  “No, I don’t think so.”


  “Then, is it decided that this guy’s just a wacko?”


  Jyuu didn’t waste time contacting the police.


  Meanwhile, Ame was still examining his jacket, but gave up after a while.


  She tilted her head and returned the jacket to its original position.


  “Now, we just need to hand him to the authorities and our job’s done.”


  As Jyuu tried to make the call, he was reminded of his broken left arm.


  Since Ame was likely to fuss about it, Jyuu decided to hide it.


  “Jyuu-sama, are you injured?”


  “It’s nothing. At least, it’s not to the extent that you should worry about.”


  “Really?”


  “Believe in the king’s words.”


  “I understand. ...Uhm, Jyuu-sama, I have a single request?”


  “...For me?”


  Jyuu stared at Ame’s face. Ever since they met, it was her first ever request.


  Somehow, she seemed a bit embarrassed.


  “I owe you one for helping me out back then. So, go ahead and tell me.”


  “Actually...”


  After hearing her request, Jyuu wanted to clutch his head.


  When asked where she was going, Ame told her parents that she went to Jyuu’s house to study for an exam.


  In short, she wanted to match her stories.


  After all, Ame made the mistake of being discovered by her parents when she was about to leave.


  While her mother was quite lax and open-minded, her father seemed to be strict...


  Therefore, unless there was a valid reason, her father wouldn’t be convinced.


  “...Got it. Well, if your parents call me, I’ll be sure to back you up.”


  “If possible, would you please come to my house after this?”


  “After this? Why? Could it be... Your father is waiting?”


  “Yes.”


  “O-oh, I see... Well, okay...”


  Upon seeing that Jyuu had slumped his shoulders, Ame apologetically bowed her head.


  Jyuu really wanted to flee, but that’d be unmanly, even more so considering that he was indebted to her.


  ...Wait, “unmanly”?


  ‘Ask the woman you fall in love with.’


  In the past, such was his mother’s answer when asked about the meaning of masculinity.


  Smiling both deprecatingly and bitterly, Jyuu suddenly recalled the existence of a certain notebook.


  “Can you read what’s written in his notebook?”


  Ame took the black leather notebook from the man’s jacket and read it.


  Then, she tilted her head.


  “It’s empty, though?”


  “Well, yeah...”


  ...Is delusion something that is exclusive to an individual?


  Could it transfer to someone with the same wavelength?


  Jyuu didn’t quite understand it. But for some reason, when Ame confirmed that the notebook was empty, he felt relieved.


  While Ochibana Ame was definitely a denpa, this man was something else entirely.


  Jyuu was at a loss as to what to explain to the police, but decided to just wing it.


  Unfortunately, he chanced upon the killer. Fortunately, he won—that was it.


  Still, how was he supposed to explain Ame’s presence?


  ...As expected, I’d have to pretend it’s a date.


  But then, would he be required to introduce himself to Ame’s parents, as well? Once the school found out, he’d be teased by Miya.


  Jyuu suddenly began to worry about his daily life from now on.


  —Anyway, case concluded.


  Or so he thought.


  Chapter 6 - The Confession


  When the chime that signaled the end of the last lesson rang, a sigh of relief erupted all at once from various parts of the classroom.


  Everyone shared the same sense of liberation. After all, it was the final lesson of the first semester, so all that remained was tomorrow’s closing ceremony. Then, summer vacation would begin in earnest.


  Merely thinking about what they were supposed to do with more than a month of vacation was fun in its own way.


  Precisely because the holidays were so measly, he felt grateful and happy. Surely, if the holidays were more frequent, he wouldn’t feel as such. But then again, maybe he’d start feeling grateful for the lessons during vacation...


  While pondering about such things, Jyuu stuffed his textbooks and stationery into his bag, before slumping on his desk.


  Various topics swirled in the classroom. He could hear some complaints about the report card that’d be distributed tomorrow, but Jyuu didn’t really care. After he started middle school, his parent no longer cared about his school performance.


  ‘You’re as stupid as everyone else.’


  Such was his mother’s line after seeing his report card. In terms of parents’ leniency, there was a fine line between comfort and loneliness.


  While stifling his yawn, Jyuu wiped the tears that had formed in his eyes. Nakamizo—the homeroom teacher—appeared as he did so. He began to inform them about the closing ceremony that’d be held tomorrow.


  As he listened, Jyuu looked back on the events of the past few days.


  What a very exciting development it was. But afterwards, normal life ensued, and he soon became dizzy from the busy schedule.


  The final exam started the day after their confrontation with the killer. During that time, he’d be busy every day. Studying for an exam while wearing a cast on his arm was quite taxing.


  He was both thrilled and anxious about his grades. Then, there were more classes—and before he knew it, the closing ceremony was approaching. Thanks to Ame, his score was the highest since he entered school. Although, if he were to look at it as a whole, it was still below average. 


  Nevertheless, Nakamizo—the homeroom teacher—was quite impressed. Earnestly, he said to Jyuu, “Keep up the good work.” Apparently, he believed that Jyuu had turned a new leaf.


  While the reality was somewhat complicated, it didn’t matter, so Jyuu nodded in assent.


  As for Ame, she seemed to have aced all the subjects. Despite what she went through, it did nothing to rattle her concentration.


  The summer vacation would begin the day after tomorrow, so Jyuu decided to organize his desk for the first time in a while.


  In a week, he’d be able to remove the cast on his left arm.


  The doctor was amazed at how quickly Jyuu recovered, but that wasn’t surprising to Jyuu. From long ago, even when his mother had abused him severely, he’d recover with a night’s sleep.


  While she may be like that, Jyuu wanted to thank her for giving birth to such a resilient body.


  He wondered if he should just leave the book containing all the clippings he’d gathered, but decided to take it home. 


  If Fujishima Kanako was still alive, she’d surely scold him.


  Speaking of which, some sports newspapers were also stacked up on his desk. As he avoided Nakamizo’s gaze, Jyuu sneaked a glance at it. The oldest dated back to the day after the culprit of Random Street Murders Case was arrested.


  The article on the arrest of the killer itself wasn’t that big of a deal. It also covered a two-run homerun, while the article highlighting the serial killer itself was smaller than the article for a popular comedian. According to the article, the killer was turned in by a commoner. Not wanting to divulge their identities, Jyuu and Ame neither came forward nor left anything that could be traced back to them.


  The night they caught the murderer, they left before the police could arrive at the scene. Jyuu didn’t mind explaining to the police, but Ame advised him against that. To put it bluntly, even if they didn’t do anything shady, the police would still suspect them regardless.


  If anything, the police might even suspect Jyuu of being an accomplice.


  Certainly, up until that point, Jyuu had been prowling the streets at night in search of his classmate’s killer. His classmate—who was neither his friend nor lover. Then, purely by chance, he stumbled across the killer and knocked him out. Even if Jyuu managed to prove his innocence, he’d probably be subjected to 250 interrogations before being let go. 


  That didn’t sound very fun.


  Thus, Ame insisted that they left him to a bona fide third party. Jyuu, who didn’t care about receiving a letter of appreciation from the police, agreed. To prevent the criminal from escaping when he woke up, the two tightly secured his hands and feet, before calling the police. Other than saying that they’d apprehended the culprit at the park, they didn’t give any other details and hung up.


  Since there was a mangled corpse of an office worker nearby, along with the fact that the culprit was covered in his blood, the police could probably figure out the rest.


  Afterwards, the two fled the scene and went to Ame’s house to apologize for staying up until so late at night to study.


  The moment they arrived at her house, her parents greeted him, and Jyuu subsequently apologized. When Jyuu bowed his head, Ame followed suit and apologized. After telling them that Jyuu drove her home, her parents were reassured, and they had a long talk. ...Although, when the two were seen bowing their heads togethers, Hikaru resentfully glared at them. Nevertheless, her parents took it as being sincere. Without paying Hikaru any heed, Ame’s mother smiled and asked him to please get along with her daughter.


  Despite what his appearance suggested, Ame’s father was somewhat flexible. 


  Regardless, hearing his low, somber voice still intimidated Jyuu, causing him to earnestly bow his head several times.


  Involuntarily, Jyuu compared him to his own father. Jyuu’s father wasn’t only strict, but also hated losing—even to his own son. It went to the point that he felt slighted if he didn’t know the content of Jyuu’s conversation with others. He was kind at times, but it seemed to stem from a sense of obligation. Jyuu never saw him smile, either. 


  Contrary to the fact that he was competent as a businessman, Jyuu’s father was severely lacking as a parent. Eventually, his father began to turn a blind eye to his flaws, forgetting Jyuu’s existence entirely.


  Even when they still lived together, it felt more like a roommate rather than a parent and child relationship.


  His father seemed to have an avoidant attachment issue. In which even if Jyuu were to reach out to him, his father would draw a line in an instance. Jyuu could confidently say that he wasn’t good at dealing with his mother, Benika. However, he didn’t know what he was supposed to feel towards his father.


  Compared to that, Ochibana Ame grew up blessed.


  Upon being reminded of how he felt at that time, Jyuu quickly dismissed the thought.


  The article in the sports newspapers also went into details about the serial killer.


  His name was Kakura Kiyoshi. A 29-years-old salary worker who was employed at a certain major trading company.


  Of course, he was no secret government agent.


  In the next day’s newspaper, the news coverage was even smaller, but there was a follow-up report. 


  Before attending university, Kakura Kiyoshi hailed from the countryside. He was known as a good-looking, reputable youth in his neighborhood. He was also popular at the company he worked for—especially with the female employees. When he was still a student, he joined the boxing club. He was said to be a healthy youth who went to gym twice a week to get in shape. 


  However, despite his attractiveness, he had a small circle of friends. But that didn’t mean he was dedicated to his job, either. He’d always go home precisely on time.


  Out of a sense of duty, Jyuu bought a sports newspaper to keep himself updated on the case. After the arrest, there was almost no follow-up news on the TV. Only once did the case get featured, and it was on Wide Show, after that, there was no more. Thus, the only way to get information was from the sports newspaper.


  The news of the arrest seemed to surprise everyone in Kiyoshi’s neighborhood, but Jyuu didn’t care because it was a common pattern. Even Jyuu, who’d direct contact with him, doubted if he was actually culprit, even if for a moment. Therefore, no wonder those around him didn’t suspect a thing.


  The investigation proceeded swiftly at first, but further progress was slow. Kakura Kiyoshi admitted to the charges and confessed that he was behind all of the Random Street Murders—but that was when a new problem arose.


  His motive was unknown.


  To be precise, it was too vague. Apparently, the man told the exact same story to the police, and none of them would believe him.


  He told them that he was a secret agent for the government, and that he killed all those people for the sake of his mission.


  “—What mission?”


  “Earth defense.”


  “What are you defending against?”


  “Creatures from another dimension are planning to invade the Earth. They wore human skin and pretended to be human, but I could see through them because of my special training. Therefore, only I can fulfill this task.”


  Such was the gist of Kiyoshi’s interrogation. Rather than maintaining his innocence, he probably saw it as preaching the truth to the masses.


  Not only that, he also claimed that his job as a salaryman was an attempt to deceive an evil organization in a certain country. He claimed to be a secret government agent, and that if in doubt, they could consult with the prime minister.


  Thus, the police determined that Kakura Kiyoshi—who proudly proclaimed so—needed a mental evaluation from experts in case he was acting.


  “There's a cold virus going around, so take care of yourself. That’s all. Stand up.”


  In response to Nakamizo, the students all stood up, Jyuu included. While thinking that standing up was an act of discipline, Jyuu bowed to Nakamizo. Afterwards, the classroom began to get noisy as the students went home.


  Jyuu sat down and looked through the last sports newspaper he bought.


  The suspected serial killer committed suicide in prison—such was what the little headline entailed. On the night of the day after a brief discussion with a psychiatrist, Kakura Kiyoshi bit off his tongue and died. His cause of death was profuse bleeding and suffocation due to his severed tongue lodging in his throat.


  Since the suspect committed suicide before the trial, the case remained unsolved.


  Jyuu didn’t know—or wanted to know—why Kakura Kiyoshi took his own life. Either he awakened to the truth, or he just thought that he’d been caught by the evil organization. He could also be tormented by what was left of his conscience.


  But of course, there was no way to know for sure. 


  Jyuu didn’t even know who called him that night.


  In the end, the case only left him with more questions.


  Jyuu dumped all the sports newspapers into the trash bin in the corner of the classroom.


  It’d be more useful to move on from the incident and plan his activities for summer vacation.


  When Jyuu was trying to lug around his bag—which was several times heavier than usual—Miya, who was also about to go home, came to his side.


  “Wow, that bag looks heavy.”


  “Because I stuck to my routine.”


  “...I don’t get it. By the way, Jyuu-kun, after school tomorrow, do you have time?”


  “After the closing ceremony?”


  “That’s right.”


  “I don’t have any particular plans, but why?”


  “I’d like to discuss something with you.”


  “Then just say it here.”


  “Eh, in this place...?”


  ‘Please, please...’ Miya clasped her hands and pleaded, making him guilty. Well, it wasn’t like he didn’t want to go with Miya...


  On the first day of the final exams, he didn’t have time to go to the doctor, so he put a splint on his left arm and bandaged it on his own.


  Miya asked in concern, “Are you alright?”


  Jyuu laughed. “I’m right-handed.”


  Perhaps, Miya didn’t pursue the matter out of consideration.


  Apparently, despite her immense curiosity, she could hold back, too.


  Still, why’d she ask for him?


  She told him to come to the audio-visual classroom at 1:00 p.m. tomorrow. Looking at how Miya left with a smile, Jyuu entertained a certain thought, but soon dismissed it.


  “Well, let’s see.”


  The case was settled, the exam was over, and most of the hassle was done. 


  Now, it was time for him to act befitting like a student.


  —Well, before anything else, he should probably see a dentist...


  Jyuu left the classroom, probing his broken molar with his tongue.


  When he arrived at the shoe cupboard, Ame was already waiting for him.


  At the familiar sight, Jyuu couldn’t help but smile wryly. Then, he looked up towards the dim sky. Even when July was about to end, the rainy season went on.


  —Will tomorrow’s closing ceremony be sunny?


  ***


  After almost falling asleep while listening to the principal’s speech in the gymnasium and receiving his report card from Nakamizo, Jyuu had completed most of his tasks for the first semester. 


  While the students in the classroom were excited about the summer vacation, Jyuu merely let out a yawn. Despite knowing that most of his students didn’t pay attention, Nakamizo still briefed them about the preparations for summer vacation.


  When was the last time he looked forward to summer vacation?


  Back when, how did he usually spend it?


  Usually, when summer vacation arrives, he’d sleep as much as he wanted, go to places he liked, and then...


  Realizing how lackluster it was, Jyuu groaned and folded his arms.


  Looking outside, the sky was as gloomy as yesterday, and it looked as if it was about to rain.


  Rain, huh...?


  What’d Ochibana Ame do during summer vacation?


  Would she still follow him around, or was she going to prioritize her own activities? Jyuu didn’t know whether to deem Ame as a blessing or a nuisance. Like she previously mentioned, there were many things in the world that made people afraid to draw conclusions—


  —especially when it comes to human relationships. 


  Just because it failed, it didn’t mean that they had to start all over again.


  —It just meant that they had to carry on with their failures.


  Perhaps, that was why he was hesitant and cowardly.


  “Stand up.”


  At the end of the final lesson of the first semester, the students stood up following Nakamizo’s command.


  As he stood up, Jyuu thought to himself. Before he knew it, he’d grown accustomed to it. Originally, these commands were done by the class representative. However, Fujishima Kanako’s successor would probably be decided during the second semester. Most likely, around that time, the seats would be rotated, and Fujishima Kanako’s seat would disappear.


  A person could only contemplate death while he was still alive.


  While thinking about such an obvious thing, Jyuu started preparing to go home.


  He put a lid on the sentimental mood, opting to just think about it some other time.


  For the time being, he recalled his after school appointment, and glanced at Miya. She seemed to be discussing her vacation plan with her friends.


  Jyuu strapped his bag to the handle at his desk, before stretching his legs and resting his body against his chair. 


  There’s still time.


  Let’s catch some sleep.


  He didn’t intend to sleep that long. But when he woke up, more than half of the students in the classroom were gone, and not a trace of Miya could be seen.


  It was just past 1:00—the scheduled time for his meeting with Miya.


  “...What, he should’ve woken me up.”


  Groggily, Jyuu left the classroom. As he walked through the hallway, he could see that in some classes, the homeroom teachers were still giving a lecture. It was safe to assume that Ame’s supplementary class wouldn’t be concluded yet. 


  Perfect, because Jyuu had an appointment with Miya.


  Meanwhile, the meeting place—the audiovisual classroom, was on the same floor as the classroom for art, music, and science classes. Usually, the place was seldom visited.


  Therefore, it was frequented by the delinquents, and cigarette butts would be found scattered about. But today, the place was empty. Certainly, it’d be smarter to go home early and do whatever they liked rather than to stay at school.


  While stopping at the restroom on the way, Jyuu meandered through the hall.


  Anyway, what does Miya have to say to me?


  Is it good news or bad news?


  Well, good news would be...


  “...Oh.”


  Along the way, he passed by two figures at the landing of the stairs.


  A boy and girl who seemed to be in the same grade. Although he didn’t recognize them, Jyuu decided to hide out of awkwardness. He listened quietly—apparently, the girl was confessing her love. Upon hearing that, the boy was perplexed, but soon answered. Both of their faces were bright red. As he watched them, Jyuu also became flustered.


  Unable to stand it, he left immediately.


  He was somewhat curious about the result, but it didn’t really matter.


  A confession, huh...?


  While trying to erase the blush on his cheeks, Jyuu pondered.


  No, no way, THAT Miya, towards me...?


  ...If so, how should I answer?


  Whether to accept or reject; whether he reciprocated the feelings or not; whether to stay as friends, or to become a lover... As he racked his brain, he arrived at the audiovisual classroom. The surrounding area was so empty, it was difficult to believe that he was still in school. 


  At the same time, it was the exact kind of place someone would pick to confess.


  Calming the anticipation and anxiety in his heart, Jyuu exhaled deeply.


  Should he knock? But that’d make him look foolish. Instead, he put his hand against the door. The door casually opened.


  Is there a need to pick such a place?


  As Jyuu entered the classroom, he briefly thought so.


  The classroom, almost utterly devoid of light, was rather dim.


  Due to the cloudy sky, the light seeping through the window was faint. At the very least, he could still make out people’s faces.


  Thus, Jyuu could immediately tell that the girl who was staring outside the window was Miya.


  “...Yo, it’s me.”


  “I’ve been waiting for you.”


  As she turned around, Miya was unusually serious, and Jyuu’s heart skipped a beat.


  Desperately suppressing his inner turmoil, Jyuu stepped closer to Miya.


  Then, Miya offered Jyuu the canned tea that was placed nearby.


  “Jyuu-kun, since you were asleep, you must be thirsty.”


  “There’s only half of it.”


  “It’s an indirect kiss.”


  “No way.”
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  However, his throat was indeed sore, so Jyuu received the can from Miya. While the drink itself wasn’t very cold, the bitterness was somewhat nourishing. He drank more than half of it.


  Then, Jyuu put the empty can on a nearby desk, before taking a deep breath.


  Only the two of them were in the classroom. 


  Somehow, the chirping of cicadas echoing through the open window was a bit loud.


  If it was an important matter, then they should just cut to the case.


  Thus, Jyuu and Miya sat side by side on the window frame.


  The atmosphere was somewhat different than usual...


  While it wasn’t the first time for him to be under such a close proximity with Miya, it was a first for him to be in a situation where no one else was around. 


  ...And since no one else was around, no one would be there to stop them.


  Jyuu sneaked a glance at Miya.


  Isn’t this girl too defenseless?


  Wasn’t this girl so popular? Not only that, she was competing for the first rank in class. To be alone with someone like Jyuu in such a place... What was she thinking? Did she think that she was safe with Jyuu? Or, was it the other way around?


  Since Miya didn’t say anything, Jyuu’s thoughts ran wild.


  “Don’t you have any appointment today?”


  “Nope?”


  “But... Let’s put it this way. I’m sure that there’s another guy who’s better-suited for this kind of talk? Moreover, it’s almost summer vacation, so now’s your chance.”


  What a roundabout and unpleasant way of asking, and even Jyuu was aware of that. Still, it wasn’t an easy subject matter.


  Not only that, it also sounded as if he was jealous, and the notion made him bitter.


  Whether or not she was aware of Jyuu’s turmoil, Miya raised her right index finger and casually said.


  “Actually, I was asked out, but I decided to see you instead. By the way, Takamine-senpai, Nakauchi-kun, and Kumagai-kun were the ones who invited me.”


  While he wasn’t acquainted with them, Jyuu knew that those three were quite popular among girls. After all, the girls would often gossip about them in class. The three were good-looking, smart, athletic, and sociable.


  ...Compared to me, they’re—


  —He quickly dismissed the thought.


  “Then, let’s get to the point. Don’t you have to meet them after this?”


  “No, I rejected all of them?”


  “All three? But why...”


  “Don’t you understand?”


  Suddenly, Miya looked straight at him, leaving Jyuu speechless.


  “...Don’t you understand?”


  As she peered into his eyes, Miya repeated that.


  Jyuu, who hesitated to avert his eyes, could only stare at her.


  Round eyes. Refined eyebrows. Adorable nose. Delicate and soft-looking lips. 


  Fully believing that he’d grown accustomed to her, the realization that she was cute dawned upon him once again.


  His heart was beating nearly twice as fast, and blood was rushing to his head.


  “Jyuu, what do you think of me?”


  Blushing, Miya bashfully asked so.


  Her fist lightly brushed against her lips, which seemed to represent her restless heart—


  —What should I say?


  The rumbling of his heart interfered with his mind, and he couldn’t get himself together.


  I... I just got confessed to, didn’t I?


  Miya had asked how he felt towards her.


  T-the answer to that is...


  How do I feel towards her?


  Seeing the silent Jyuu, Miya hesitantly asked.


  “...Do you, not like me?”


  —There’s no way!


  I quite like you, and it might develop into something more...


  ...Was what he meant to say, but he couldn’t muster a word.


  Was he too nervous to speak?


  In order to calm himself down, he slowly inhaled, before exhaling it slowly.


  He was dripping with sweat. He felt greasy, already.


  Somehow, the classroom was hot—but why was he sweating bullets?


  To ease the tension, Jyuu tried to smile, but his facial muscles were tense.


  As he forced a smile, he managed to answer Miya.


  “I, I-I, a-actua, lly...—”


  —He could barely form a word.


  It was as if his tongue had cramped.


  Even though he’d just drank tea, his throat was strangely parched.


  What’s wrong with me...?


  “Nice, it’s working.”


  After the cheerful statement, Jyuu was pushed by Miya.


  Without any resistance, Jyuu toppled over and crashed on the floor. As he stared at Miya’s face, demanding explanation, Jyuu tried to get up—to no avail. He felt limp. He could barely feel his legs. Meanwhile, his heart was pounding uncontrollably.


  He felt so drowsy, as if he’d been jogged awake from a deep slumber.


  At the same time, he was awash with fatigue; as if he’d used up all his stamina in a sprint. 


  Not knowing what was going on, Jyuu—who was puzzled by his sudden health deterioration—heard Miya’s cheerful voice.


  “Jyuu-kun, look at me.”


  Jyuu obeyed and turned to her for help. But instead of anything, he received an impact from sideways which shook his brain.


  As pain and nausea assailed his head, Jyuu managed to prop himself and negate the fall.


  “Ugh, gah...”


  Instead of words, groans and saliva spilled from his mouth.


  Not expecting it in the slightest, he was unable to grasp the situation right away.


  —Just now, did someone hit me...?


  But why...?


  Jyuu started looking for the culprit, and his gaze soon landed upon Miya.


  With a faint smile on her lips, Miya clutched a metal bat in one hand.


  “Jyuu-kun, are you okay? You’re still alive, right?”


  The one who hit me was... Miya?


  But why...?


  Why would she do such a thing?


  “The drug seems to be working properly. Oh, I bought it online by the way. I don’t know much about it, other than it’s a quick-acting paralytic drug. Apparently, it’s often used to spike a girl’s drink. Usually, by mixing it with their alcohol?”


  ...Paralytic drug?


  He suddenly recalled the canned tea he drank earlier.


  Jyuu immediately tried to gag and spit out the tea, but before he could, he suffered another blow.


  Miya raised her metal bat and struck Jyuu’s right arm with all her might.


  “Guwaaaaaah—!”


  The pain reached even his bone, and Jyuu inadvertently screamed, before wriggling on the floor.


  Jyuu writhed in pain as he slammed against the nearby desks and chairs.


  “Jyuu-kun, you’re right-handed, aren’t you?”


  Miya’s voice was as ecstatic as ever.


  She asked while holding the metal bat.


  “Hey, did I manage to break your right arm properly? If not, I’ll have to do it all over again?”


  Seeing that Miya had raised her metal bat again, Jyuu hugged himself and shook his head.


  Witnessing how frightened he was, Miya’s smile deepened.


  “Wow, so it can still move. Then, one more time—!”


  She swung the bat—


  “It’s still moving, one more time—!”


  —and again.


  “Huh? It’s still working? That’s amazing. Alright, once more!”


  With the fourth impact, the bones in Jyuu’s right arm were completely fractured.


  The dizzying pain dissolved both his thinking and breathing, reducing Jyuu into a convulsing mess.


  “Alright, this one’s next.”


  Miya contemplated for a while, and eventually swung her bat once again—


  —this time, it burrowed into Jyuu’s right leg.


  Apparently, she was trying to decide whether to break his left or right leg next...


  As she confirmed, Miya indifferently listened to Jyuu’s screams.


  “Alright, how’s that? Did it break?”


  Then, after pummeling his right leg five times with the bat, Miya was finally satisfied.


  “Now, you can’t run. You’re done for. That’s a good workout.”


  Miya observed Jyuu while wiping the sweat off her forehead.


  As if he’d lost even the will to thrash around, Jyuu continued to scream in agony as he shivered.


  “By the way, this metal bat belongs to the baseball club. There are a lot of them in the club room, so I borrowed one. Don’t worry, I’ll be sure to return it later. Still, since our baseball club is barely managed, it probably will go unnoticed.”


  Miya spoke in her usual tone, which was neither excited nor sad. She was just being cheerful. Listening to her voice made him think that he was only dreaming, but his pain ascertained that it was reality.


  With his left hand pressed against the floor, Jyuu sat up while gritting his teeth, before turning towards Miya.


  Not only did the drug ravage his senses, the pain also debilitated him. None of his bodily functions seemed to work properly.


  He was about to cry from the sheer pain.


  Still, he couldn’t help but look at her.


  For the first time since he met her, Jyuu glared defiantly at Miya.


  “Y-y-you...”


  “Would you like to hear my story?”


  “W-what? What is this...?”


  “Well, if you want to, be quiet.”


  “Wh-why...”


  Miya slammed the metal bat against Jyuu’s face.


  Jyuu crumpled on the floor again. A metallic taste pervaded his mouth, and when he spat out, his saliva was red. 


  “Jyuu-kun... Right now, I’m the protagonist—someone with the highest authority. You can’t go against me. Do you understand? If you do, please be quiet.”


  After that, Miya went to the entrance of the classroom. On the way, she stepped on Jyuu.


  To avoid any interruption, she was about to lock the door.


  However, when she was about to reach for the door, it abruptly opened on its own—


  —the one who opened the door from the other side was none other than Ochibana Ame.


  “Ochibana Ame...”


  “Hello, Satsuki-san. Thank you for your cooperation this semester.”


  With her bag in her hand, Ame—who seemed about to go home—spoke in her usual nonchalant tone.


  What is she doing here?


  In a matter of seconds, the bat had disappeared from sight, and Miya showed Ame a pristine smile.


  Regardless of how she might feel, Miya always sported a smile on her face.


  “Did Jyuu-sama come here?”


  “Jyuu-kun?”


  “Yes, I heard that he went this way.”


  Apparently, Ame went to pick up Jyuu at his classroom. But when she saw that Jyuu wasn’t there, she explored the school in search of him and arrived here.


  As the two went on chatting, Jyuu tried to cry for help, but he found himself whimpering.


  He thought of flailing around or knocking a nearby desk, but the pain and numbness soon overcame him.


  Behind the door, Miya could be seen tightening her grip on the baseball bat, ready to pounce.


  “If it’s Jyuu-kun, he left a moment ago.”


  “Where did he go?”


  “I don’t know, maybe he went home? Are his shoes still in the shoe cupboard?”


  “Not that I recall.”


  Miya was crafty enough to hide Jyuu’s shoes when he was unconscious.


  The metal bat, the paralyzing agent, and the key to the audiovisual room already attested to her foresight.


  “Then, he must’ve gone home after all. I still have a bit of cleanup to do. After all, the teacher agreed to lend me the key under that condition.”


  “What were you doing here with Jyuu-sama?”


  “...This is a secret, but—”


  “Yes?”


  “...The truth is, I confessed to Jyuu-kun.”


  “How did he respond?”


  “He reciprocated it.”


  “Is that so?”


  Was that a hint of disappointment in her voice?


  After a brief silence, Ame bowed her head.


  “Congratulations.”


  “Thank you, Ochibana Ame-san.”


  “With this, I shall excuse myself. If I hurry, I might be able to catch up with Jyuu-sama.”


  Thus, Ame left.


  Miya saw her off for a while, and after confirming that the hallway was empty, she locked the door.


  Then, she approached the window, stepping on Jyuu in the process. Through the open windows, a slight breeze, along with the shrill cries of cicadas could be heard. Even if Jyuu were to scream at the top of his lungs, it was unlikely to reach anyone. After all, most of the students had gone home.


  “Look, Ochibana-san went home. Are you disappointed?”


  With a smile plastered on her face, Miya asked bluntly while looking down at him.


  “Did you know? I’ve killed people before. Five in total. I’d wring their neck—like this. Quite easy, actually. Even if I’m a girl, I can kill someone twice my height. Although, of course, I’ll have to disarm them first. Thankfully, wires can be bought online. Convenient, right? You can buy anything online these days. I’ll show you later—and how to use it. After all, without gloves, you’d leave some fingerprints, and that’s... problematic. But don’t worry, I’m sure I can kill you just fine, yes!”


  After talking so far, Miya clutched her forehead and smiled wryly.


  “Even though I’d rehashed what to talk about, when it comes down to the actual thing, I got nervous...”


  Clearing her throat, Miya continued.


  “It happened when I was in the second grade of elementary school. A youth moved into our neighborhood. He’s older than me and was a university student at the time. One day, I fell over and cried. He saw it happen. He gently wiped my tears with a handkerchief and asked if I was okay.


  “Afterwards, I visited him often—or rather, I looked into his address. Due to having a hard time making friends at college, he seemed so lonely. Thus, we quickly became friends. I was his number one friend. We had a lot of fun together. We even went to many places.


  “You see, that Onii-san, he’s good at sports. Well, except for swimming. And yet, whenever I invited him to go to the pool, he’d always accompany me. Once, I was drowning and he rushed to my aid—even though he can’t swim! In the end, we were rescued by an adult nearby. It was tough...


  “...During my freshman year of middle school, he raped me. At that time, I had a crush on a boy in the same grade. He was nimble and energetic, and I really liked him. However, I couldn’t talk properly to boys, so I went to consult Onii-san. After all, it’d be embarrassing to confide in your parents. ‘If it’s Onii-san, he’ll surely be able to teach me various things!’ Or so I thought...


  “But then I got raped. I was so scared. It hurt. I cried and cried—but he wouldn’t stop. When I asked about it later, he told me that something awful happened at the company he just joined, and it enraged him. Of course, that was unacceptable. I really didn’t like it—I hated it, but, but I just thought that it couldn’t be helped—yes, it couldn’t be helped... Because that was just how it was...”


  Then, Miya showed a smile—a bright smile.


  She acted like her usual self.


  —Did it further prove that this wasn’t an act of spontaneity, but pre-planned?


  Jyuu listened to Miya’s story while struggling against the numbness. The thought that he could at least answer was crushed when all he could muster was a series of labored breathing.


  While tapping the bat against the floor, Miya spoke quietly as if digging up bad memories.


  “—You see, Onii-san despised things like self-reflection. In his own words, people who were trapped in the past are worthless. As a result, he became an individual that’d sooner forget about his failures. Actually, the same goes for anything he disliked. He’d just forget about them.


  “He’d forget that he’d hit me, kicked me, yanked my hair, or raped me. In fact, there was a time when he plainly asked me after seeing my bloody nose, ‘Miya-chan, who assaulted you?’ Right after he’d beaten me, too. Then, Onii-san proceeded to comfort me. ‘Who’d do such a cruel thing?’ He said.


  “Weird, isn’t it? It was so out of nowhere, I ended up laughing. I might be weird, too. I felt sure I was smiling at the time, but in truth I wasn’t. It was as if a circuit in my head was fried. Not like I know how to fix it, though. So I left it be, and it got worse with time.


  “I tried warning him, saying that my mother would get mad if she saw my bruise. From then on, he’d kick me on my stomach instead. It was especially rough when I was on my period. After all, Onii-san hated birth control. He’d kick me at the mere mention of it. Afterwards, he’d comfort me again. And something in me would break again. Then again, I don’t know how to fix it, so I leave it be...”


  Miya was staring into the distance; a smile perennially etched on her face.


  She rhythmically tapped the floor with the bat with her speech as an accompaniment.


  —Is she speaking without any emotions?


  On the contrary, is it her emotion speaking?


  It didn’t seem to matter to her whether or not Jyuu was listening.


  As for him, he didn’t even know if she was merely spinning a tale or not.


  He also didn’t know what she was trying to say.


  A chime rang.


  It was an announcement for the remaining students to go home as soon as possible.


  As hustle and bustle faded from the school building, the darkness in the classroom grew all-encompassing.


  As if to resist the darkness, Jyuu took a deep breath, wading through the numbness.


  “Well, uhm... It happened this year. Onii-san turned to me and proclaimed; ‘Truthfully, I’m a secret agent for the government.’ Apparently, he was on a top-secret mission, and had to follow orders when they came in.


  “Of course, I didn’t believe it. I confronted him, ‘What are you talking about?’ Then Onii-san replied, ‘I suddenly remembered it.’ I thought he was joking. I’m not saying that his jokes were usually funny, though. But soon, I found out the truth. The very next day, a murder of a certain middle school girl was covered on the news.


  “—Thus, Onii-san pointed at the TV. ‘Miya-chan, while at a first glance, she may look like a normal human being, she was from another dimension.’ Then, he added, rather proudly, at that. ‘I was the one who got rid of her.’ That was how I knew. Apparently, the longer you’ve known each other, the more you’ll understand. In that respect, Jyuu-kun and I still have a long way to go, don’t you think?”


  In response, Jyuu could only stare back at her.


  Confirming his helplessness, Miya went on.


  “I don’t know where he got that from—or if he’d been wanting to do it all along. But whenever Onii-san killed someone, he’d make up fiction to justify it. Well, to me it was fiction, but for him, it was reality. From then on, he called himself as a secret agent for the government, while his murder victims ‘creatures from another dimension.’


  “At the same time, considering he preferred to forget about loathsome stuff, I don’t think he objected to killing. I tried to stop him, because killing is bad. But it wasn’t like I could force him to stop, so I decided to follow him. I fully intended to call the police and have him arrested for the crime. Besides, my cell phone has a camera, so I can take pictures for evidence. Although, it went downhill from there...”


  Miya laughed nostalgically.


  She covered her mouth and laughed cheerfully.


  The sight of her laughing as she stared into the distance seemed merciless to Jyuu.


  —I’ve never seen this side of her before.


  ...Is this the true Satsuki Miya?


  “That day, Onii-san targeted a middle-aged salaried worker on the way home. By the time I caught up with him, he’d been beaten to pulp. His nose was crushed—and yet, he could still cry. It was... amazing. He spewed a lot of things. Like ‘help me’, ‘I’ll pay you’, ‘I’ll do anything’—and even prayed to God! Despite being an adult, he was a sobbing mess, he even clung to my leg. He wept like a dog. When I saw that, I got chills running down my spine.


  “...Before I knew it, I found myself taking pics after pics of him. I did it until my memory was full. But it still wasn’t enough. So, I used the disposable camera I had brought with me just in case. I took a lot of pics because it was really amazing.


  “After all, it felt like I’m exposing them. The inner workings of a human being—I’m laying it out bare. Everything that was otherwise hidden—it’s now out there for everyone to see. I took more pics—and then some more—and some more—and when I realized it, that man had died.


  “At that moment, I thought to myself—I want to see more. So, I asked Onii-san to do his best.”


  After listening up to that point, Jyuu finally understood something.


  However, even if he did, he refused to accept it.


  Upon seeing how conflicted he was, Miya lit up.


  “That’s it! That’s the kind of expression I’m looking forward to seeing! Under normal circumstances, I’d never get the chance to see it! Hence why I decided to help Onii-san! For you see, while he was good at fighting, he wasn’t good at killing.


  “Occasionally, there were times where I had to step forward and finish what he started. After all, he never bothered to check. So, I’d wrap the wire around their neck, before tightening it—like this! The trick is to squeeze it all at once. It’s really easy. Also, don’t leave anything that could serve as evidence at the scene. You have to dispose of it properly.


  “Onii-san was a clumsy person. When he got absorbed in something, he forgot his entire surroundings. He was a bit... difficult. Even though he started it himself, he often thought of quitting in the middle. Since it couldn’t be helped, I came up with various ideas to motivate him.”


  “...The... wea... ther...”


  Hearing Jyuu’s whimper, Miya’s eyes went wide open.


  “—Amazing! Jyuu-kun, you figured out my Onii-san’s behavior pattern! Exactly! That’s what I came up with! That way, Onii-san will feel obliged to continue his work. Then again, not many noticed that. Jyuu-kun’s pretty good. You figured everything out almost immediately.”


  Seeing Jyuu’s puzzled expression, Miya added with a smile.


  “Remember the call from that night? That was me.”


  Miya was the one who led him to the park.


  “I saw that Jyuu-kun was having a hard time with the case, so I thought that I’d lend you a hand. As it was, your long-awaited summer vacation will be ruined! We can’t have that? Jyuu-kun, let me tell you, you were on the right path. However, weather forecasts alone weren’t enough to track him down. After all, he wouldn’t kill someone just because it happened to rain that day? That’s boring and a bit too extreme...”


  “It’s just... a poll...”


  Immediately, all traces of expression vanished from Miya’s face.


  She said flatly.


  “...Huh, so you figured that out as well. Jyuu-kun, you’re smart.”


  “Not me... that girl... she—...”


  Miya understood that he was referring to Ochibana Ame and frowned in dissatisfaction.


  “Hm, that’s a bit annoying. Or rather, I didn’t see it coming? I mean, Ochibana-san is... How should I put this, a weirdo? Yet, she managed to figure me out. Won’t that make me the same as her? That’s just disturbing.”


  Jyuu reflexively braced himself, and she laughed.


  “Ahaha, relax. As long as you don’t go against me, I won’t hit you anymore.”


  “Did you... really...”


  Miya smashed Jyuu’s face with a bat.


  “I told you, don’t act up. I already said it before—I have all the power here.”


  As if to make sure, Miya went on while scoffing at Jyuu.


  “Of course, that also goes for Kiyoshi Onii-san, obviously. Still, I was surprised. Who would’ve guessed that Jyuu-kun would look for the culprit? I thought you weren’t interested in that sort of thing, so it was a bit of a surprise. No way... Is it because Fujishima-san died? Just because one of your classmates died? Really?”


  Jyuu responded with a piercing glare.


  At first, he thought that Miya was talking about something else entirely—


  —but apparently, she was in denial.


  Miya’s neighbor—the ‘Onii-san’—was none other than Kakura Kiyoshi.


  True to Ame’s words, there was an accomplice—a level-headed female accomplice who colluded with the psychopath, who was in charge of cleaning up after him.


  “Fujishima-san was really surprised, you know? She kept asking me; ‘Why are you doing this?’ ‘Why is it you?’ Quite unexpectedly, Fujishima-san was rather dumb, wasn’t she? So, I decided to be frank with her; ‘Because it’s fun.’ After hearing that, she begged for her life!


  “’...Please help me, spare me, please, please spare me.’ With such a fantastic look on her face! I can’t possibly pass on that? Later, I uploaded it on the internet. On the internet, there are many like-minded people who share my interest, and they were fascinated by it. Deep down, I’m sure that everyone wants to witness such a thing at least once.”


  Jyuu recalled the images he saw in Ame’s house.


  Kanako Fujishima, who was face-to-face with her impending doom, was full of despair.


  However, that wasn’t the only expression that could be inferred from her expression.


  There was also shock.


  The shock of being betrayed by someone close to her.


  She must’ve been overwhelmed by the fact that her own classmate plotted with a serial killer to bring about her demise.


  Although he couldn’t say for sure, perhaps the tears that Fujishima shed that day was also for Miya’s sake.


  “Did you know that I was also present at the park? During your confrontation, I was weighing my options. ‘Should I commit to being a spectator?’—but that’d be a waste. So, I weighed the two of you instead. As the two of you went at it, I seriously thought about it. ‘Should I help Onii-san? Or should I help Jyuu-kun?’ At that moment, I came to realize that you placed somewhat above my Onii-san. Hence why I abandoned him. It’s a waste, but I’ve had my share of fun. Besides, I might get caught if I keep doing it for too long. My Onii-san has no self-control at all, hence why he was of lower priority than Jyuu-kun.”


  It turned out that was what ‘making the final decision’ meant to Miya all along.


  At Jyuu’s house, they spoke at length about finding the answer.


  At that time, Miya said that if he couldn’t determine what he should hold on to, and what to let go of—


  —Otherwise, in case of an emergency, it’d be troublesome.


  Thus, Miya ultimately let go of Kakura Kiyoshi, and held on to Jyuu.


  “...Now that I think about it, the reason I abandoned my Onii-san might be because I didn’t want Jyuu-kun to be killed. Maybe, because I wanted to do it myself. Apparently, I made the correct decision. What a lovely situation. How romantic. Don’t you agree, Jyuu-kun?”


  Miya was smiling at him, but he didn’t have the time to respond.


  He struggled to get up over and over again, but his limbs were still sluggish.


  With the look of ridicule plastered all across her face, Miya went on.


  “Jyuu-kun, you’re strong. I was surprised when you defeated my Onii-san. You didn’t even need any help. Is it because of your mother? She’s quite a woman.”


  With the bat sitting on her shoulder, Miya began to dig through the sports bag at her feet.


  She took out a digital camera and said while adjusting it.


  “Even so, Onii-san’s last stand was something else. His death was exactly as intended. After all, I reminded him over and over again that it’d be over if he got caught by the police. Can you imagine how I felt when he died without divulging my identity!? ...With this, it’s alright.”


  With a digital camera in her left hand, Miya turned to Jyuu with a smile on her face.


  “Well then, let’s get started.”


  Jyuu shuddered.


  What does she mean by...?


  In the next moment, Miya raised her bat and smashed his face in.


  “Gaah—!”


  Jyuu was sprawled on the floor as blood trickled down from his mouth and nose.


  “That’s not good. I can’t shoot if you don’t face me properly?”


  Miya approached Jyuu while dragging her bloody bat.


  “Hey, hey, look this way. Show me your face.”


  In a daze, Jyuu turned to face Miya, abandoning his broken nose.


  As she looked through her viewfinder, Miya’s smile deepened. She was grinning from ear to ear.


  “...I was right. This is amazing, Jyuu-kun. Real amazing. Usually, you’re always so nonchalant. As such, to have someone like you at my mercy, it’s simply wonderful. Again, I didn’t make a mistake in judgment.”


  “...Judg... ment—?”


  “At first, I was unsure about you. Everyone was scared of you, saying that you seem scary. But to me, you look... lonely, and it piqued my curiosity. You pretended to be a delinquent, but are kind at heart. After talking to you a few times, I started to get interested in you. You always seem so haughty, so I began to wonder; ‘How do you actually feel? How’d you look when you smile? ...Or when you cry?’


  “Before I knew it, I was yearning to see all the different faces you can make. But what I wanted to see the most is that expression. That expression when you are baffled by reality, unsure of what to do. What’d happen if you break? And when it does happen, will I be able to witness your true nature?”


  Jyuu looked back to their first meeting.


  Despite it being their first meeting, Miya was already friendly, pushy, and meddlesome. At the same time, there was just something about her that made Jyuu able to tolerate her presence. Even though she was a brazen fellow, he just couldn’t get angry at her.


  Miya knew that about him, too.


  Hence why she managed to lure him out, and the rest was history.


  “Jyuu-kun, do you have feelings for me?”


  Miya chuckled as if making a fool of him.


  “No way, Jyuu-kun, did you think that I like you? Did you think that I fell in love with you? My acting skills deserve praise, then. I know the normal method wouldn’t work on you. Knowing Jyuu-kun, even if you were done in by my Onii-san, you’d just resist until the end.


  “Thus, if I want to give you the greatest shock of your life, I better start preparing. In your case, if I don’t prepare anything, then there’d be nothing to destroy. If Jyuu-kun falls for me, it’d be a huge success, and my hard work will be paid off.”


  Upon seeing the bewilderment on his face, Miya burst out laughing.


  Even as she laughed, the digital camera didn’t let go of his expression.


  She must’ve gotten used to it due to her collusion with Kakura Kiyoshi.


  —Pshia... pshia... pshia...!


  The camera flashed rapidly, capturing his expression.


  “I especially chose the school as the shooting location because this is the place with the most memories. ...Ah, right, I went to your home once. But that was an exception since there was an obstacle. Oh, and I guess the other reason is because I like seeing you in uniform.”


  Miya continued shooting while subtly changing her angle.


  “In a sense, this is where it all began, and also where it’d end. Isn’t that kind of poetic? At first, it was just a line. But now that the start and the end points meet, it becomes a circle. A circle that encompasses our memories—the memories of me and Jyuu-kun...”


  In the darkness of the classroom, white flashes flickered again and again.


  Jyuu shivered as the glare of the flash forced him to narrow his eyes.


  His legs shuddered, his shoulders trembled, his fingertips shivered, and his lips quivered—


  Exhaling deeply, he went agape as if to release the accumulated tension.


  “Hm? You want to say something, don't you? Go ahead. I won’t hit you, so you may speak.”


  What kind of criticism would he spew at her? What kind of insult would he hurl at her?


  Miya waited eagerly.


  No, she even carefully set up her camera so she didn’t miss the pivotal moment where Jyuu begged for his life.


  As if to negate Miya’s wistful gaze, Jyuu glared back at her.


  The emotions that ran amok through his body, causing his blood to sizzle, he spat it out—


  “—You idiot!”


  So powerful that it was, it shook the windows of the classroom. Meanwhile, the numbness in his body had yet subsided, and he couldn’t even stand up. In the midst of all this, only his tongue submitted to his sound revolution.


  Miya’s eyes went wide when Jyuu conveyed his thoughts.


  “Why, didn’t you say anything—!?”


  “W-what are you...?”


  “If you were in trouble—if you were in pain, why didn’t you tell me!? Before all of this could happen, you had plenty of chances to tell me! It doesn’t have to be like this! So why didn’t you say a goddamn word!?”


  “...Even if I told Jyuu-kun about it, how’d it solve anything? Jyuu-kun, are you an idiot?”


  “—You are!”


  Miya was taken aback by the ferocity of his gaze.


  “—It doesn’t even have to be me! You could’ve told someone else! So why didn’t you!?”


  “Because it’s useless! It won’t solve anything! My father is too busy to care about anything else, and my mother is too meek to stand up for herself! Even if I told them, it won’t lead to anything!”


  “You have a lot of friends—!”


  “It’s only a superficial bond! No one actually cares about me!”


  “—Then you should’ve told me!”


  “It’s not like you can do anything about it—!”


  “Don’t decide that on your own! You won’t know unless you try!”


  “Then if I had told you, would you do anything? What would you do!?”


  “I would!”


  “What can someone like you do—!?”


  “—I’d save you!”


  “How!?”


  “I’d listen to your story and come up with proper solutions together!”


  “There’s no solution to begin with!”


  “—Only because you gave up!”


  “Then, should I have gone to you for help!? Would that be enough!?”


  “That’s right!”


  He was sweating endlessly, all the while his numbness refused to abate. Not to mention, his throat was sore.


  Still, Jyuu persisted—


  —Amidst the rough breathing and coughing, Jyuu persevered, with all his might.


  “—If you’d asked for help, I’d have helped you! You can take my words for it!”


  “...How stupid you are. As if you can do anything.”


  “Sure, I’m stupid, but you did something stupider! I’m your friend! If you’re suffering, or if you’re in trouble, of course I’d like to do something about it!”


  “That’s...”


  “You thought that you had me all figured out, didn’t you? But in reality, you didn’t. Regardless of what you may think, everyone likes you! Whether you are acting or not, you are popular! They’d be eager to help you!”


  “...It’s too late now. It’s way too late...”


  Miya’s shoulders shook as her expression contorted.


  She seemed about to laugh, and also about to get angry—


  —Ultimately, she failed in both.


  Could it be an accurate representation of her current state of mind?


  “I mean, even if you're desperate to have someone listen to you! That’s why you went so far as to tell me!”


  Behind Miya’s confession, Jyuu could sense her desire for both repentance and redemption.


  Although, it may be wistful thinking on his part.


  Nevertheless, it shouldn’t be that far-fetched—


  —At the very least, he’d like to think so.


  “—You may think it’s too late, it’s useless, or that you’ve given up, but that’s not true, you idiot! Besides, you’re still 17-years-old! What is so good about all of this! In truth, you’re in despair, you moron!”


  “...Who’re you calling stupid. I thought about it properly...”


  “Then you should’ve come up with something else! What do you want to do!? Did you really want to do this?”


  Set on dissuading her, Jyuu went on. He didn’t have any back-up plans, nor did he believe his words could reach Miya’s heart. Still, he couldn’t help but say it out loud.


  As she stared straight at him, Miya bit her lips hard—so much that they bled. A single drop of tear rolled down her right cheek.


  She covered her face with the hand that was holding the digital camera, and continued to sob.


  “...Jyuu-kun, you’re so cunning.”


  Miya’s voice was so fleeting, it was almost inaudible.


  “After hearing what you said, I began to wonder if I should have sought help. Jyuu-kun, you’re skilled at begging for your life.”


  “Who’s begging for—”


   “—I did!”


  Miya roared, drowning Jyuu’s words.


  “I’ve always been quick to change my mind. Even if I don’t like something, I can just force myself to like it—just like Onii-san. I have a trash can in my heart. It’s for memories that I want to burn—memories that I want to bury—or memories that I want to exaggerate and recycle, and so on. I shall commit your words to my memory. After all, it’s a really good ‘begging for life’ moment. Oh, how I wish I’ve recorded you. I’m sorry, I did an oopsie.”


  When she dropped her hand, Miya had fully regained her composure.


  Just like she said, she’d forcibly altered her mind.


  Her heart, which had previously been stirred by Jyuu’s words, had been sorted out.


  In short, she’d discarded the previous feelings to that trash can.


  “Well, seeing that you can blabber so much, it seems that Jyuu-kun has regained his ability to move?”


  Miya tried to swing her bat, but Jyuu was still paralyzed.


  Heck, it took him everything to raise his body, let alone stand up.


  Still, just in case, Miya hit him with the bat.


  The blow, which connected to the top of his head, almost took him out.


  His head was throbbing, but a surge of emotion seemed to hold himself together.


  “Great, it seems that you’re okay. Well then, it’s time for goodbye. I do feel sorry for deceiving you, but I want you to die. Jyuu-kun, you’ll die here. Don’t worry, I have experiences. I’m confident that I’m better at killing people than your average high school girl. I won’t make a mistake. I’ll definitely kill you. But first, I’ll let you suffer. I’ll make you go back and forth between the boundaries of this world and the next, before ultimately ending you.”


  “...Is it fun to do this?”


  “It is.”


  With such a lighthearted remark, Miya put the bat against the wall, and took out a pair of gloves from her sports bag. They were made of leather, and were used for handling sharp objects. Miya left them on her desk for the time being.


  Somewhere in the distance, thunder rumbled.


  Fine raindrops splashed on the window, showing that the weather had broken down in earnest.


  Miya glanced at the window and muttered that she was glad she didn’t forget her umbrella.


  Rather than escaping or fighting, Jyuu thought that he had to stop her at all cost. To do that, he had to get up—but his legs refused to budge. It was as if they weren’t connected to him. Such that when he crumpled on the floor, he could barely feel a thing. Sweat trickled down his forehead into his eyes, but his hands were too wobbly to wipe it off.


  What do I do...? What do I do...!?


  Of course, Miya didn’t waste any second.


  “There, there.”


  Her leather-gloved hand tightened around the metal bat.


  Having accustomed to it, Miya fluidly set up the bat.


  She swung with all her might, scoring a clean hit on Jyuu’s head as if it was just a ball.


  “Gah...!”


  His vision blurred for a moment. His left eardrum must’ve been ruptured. Jyuu collapsed, hitting the back of his head on the floor. His breathing was ragged as he struggled to maintain his consciousness.


  No matter how tough he was, Jyuu could only stand being hit with a bat so many times.


  As his strength left him, Jyuu felt shivers down his spine.


  Miya probably didn’t care about what would happen next.


  Right now, killing Jyuu was her priority. She didn’t care about what’d happen to her afterwards. She was not only utterly desperate but also suicidal, which is why she didn't have the slightest hesitation.


  Jyuu braced for his impending doom.


  “—This is the end!”


  Jyuu was left without any choice but to be on the receiving end of Miya’s gaze, and the bat that would eventually slam against him.


  —But then, they heard a voice.


  “Excuse me.”


  When the two turned their gazes, they were graced by none other than Ochibana Ame—who climbed on the window frame of the classroom, before casually entering from outside. Before Miya could even grasp what was happening, Ame lunged towards her like an arrow.


  Despite Ame’s smaller frame, Miya was caught off-guard and toppled over. The two soon became entangled and rolled on the floor.


  “—You!”


  Unlike Miya—whose venomous hatred oozed from her voice—Ame’s emotions could only be surmised from her actions.


  She elbowed Miya, before kicking her in the stomach.


  After seeing Miya writhing on the floor, Ame ran over to Jyuu.


  “Jyuu-sama, I apologize for the delay. Securing the infiltration path took some time.”


  Jyuu didn’t even feel the need to ask. After all, he was fully aware that Ame had sufficient skills—or rather, sufficient willpower.


  Even more so after he’d once witnessed her in action.


  Apparently, to get into the locked classroom, Ame moved from window to window, navigating her way along the walls of the school building just to find him. This time, however, there was no scaffolding for construction work. It was also raining heavily.


  “How did you know I’m here?”


  “It’s because of our bonds from our previous lives.” Then, Ame added. “—Well, there’s one more thing. Something stood out to me about Satsuki Miya’s account. Despite the fact that you accepted her confession, the two of you didn’t go home together. Jyuu-sama isn’t that kind of person—and so is Satsuki Miya.”


  “Thus, you concluded that I’m still in this classroom?”


  “Oh, there’s also another. I couldn’t take my mind off the fact that Kakura Kiyoshi had an accomplice, who most likely betrayed him by calling Jyuu-sama. I’m sure they’re also the one who reported the scene of the crime. From that action alone, I felt that the accomplice had their eyes set on Jyuu-sama. Perhaps, it was a bit of overthinking on my part, but it turned out to be true. Who would’ve thought that she was the accomplice?”


  After Kakura Kiyoshi was arrested, Ame examined his belongings, but couldn’t find any camera. The report also made no mention of it, while a search of the house didn’t find anything of the sort. Kiyoshi shouldn’t have had any time to dispose of it. If so, it could only be done by his accomplice. The mysterious call Jyuu received only served to deepen Ame’s suspicion.


  Ame propped Jyuu up, but then he saw that Miya was slowly getting up.


  “Call someone. I’ll keep her busy.”


  “No, I’ll—”


  —the loud bang of a table being flipped interrupted their conversation.


  With trembling fists, Miya glared at the two of them. She licked the blood on her lips, and even made a display of savoring it.


  “...Why are you getting in my way? Things were getting good between me and Jyuu-kun, but now you’ve ruined them!”


  “I’m Jyuu-sama’s knight. It’s only to be expected for me to rush to his aid.”


  “An attendant, a servant, and now... a knight? Well, aren’t you busy? Let me be honest with you, Ochibana Ame-san, you’re a weirdo. You have telltale signs of a sicko.”


  “The same can be said about you.”


  “Ahaha, don’t lump me in with you.”


  “Be it your thought process, your mindset, your decision, your sorrow, your suffering, your goal, and your subsequent action—I’m not interested in any of them. Compared to Jyuu-sama’s personal safety, they’re nothing. Satsuki Miya, I’ll eradicate you.”


  “...I should be the one saying that.”


  To proceed with her plans, Miya drew the knife she’d been concealing under her uniform. Overall, it was small, but the blade was long enough to pierce the internal organs. Miya lovingly caressed the gleaming knife, which seemed to have been sharpened many times.


  Before Jyuu could do anything, the two moved at once.


  Miya hunted Ame down with her white blade, but Ame evaded her every move with fluid motions.


  After being swung a few times, her blade shredded Ame’s uniform. However, Ame skillfully took advantage of obstacles such as desks and chairs to avoid the blade from tearing her skin.


  “Certainly, it’s a skillful move, but you haven’t killed anyone with that knife yet.”


  “So what—!?”


  As if provoking Miya—whose eyes were bloodshot—Ame circled her, looking for an opening.


  In Ame’s room, among the occult and anime books, there were also books pertaining murder and martial arts.


  The knowledge wasn’t wasted on her.


  “—Stop getting in my way!”


  As if she’d been waiting for that exact moment, Ame kicked the floor.


  With great agility, she leaped from the chair onto the desk, before finally jumping into the air. Miya was in too much of a daze to dodge her next attack. In the next moment, Ame’s flying kick—carrying her full weight—hit her squarely in the chest, and Miya was blown backwards along with the nearby desks and chairs. Ame also fell, but quickly regained her balance and swung her fist down on Miya.


  Miya’s body bounced on the floor with a thud.


  Ame maintained her stance for a while, and after more than 10 seconds had passed, she breathed a sigh of relief.


  “You, just now...?”


  As if to answer Jyuu’s question, Ame showed him a black rectangular object in his hand.


  “It’s a stun gun. It’s small, but it’s powerful enough to make you faint.”


  “...Why would you have such a thing?”


  “My father gave it to me as a birthday present. I carry it around for self-defense.”


  Her strict-looking father crossed his mind, and Jyuu thought that it was plausible.


  With her agile movements and well-preparedness, Ame’s ability to respond to emergencies seemed to be several steps above Jyuu’s. Maybe she'd been training on a regular basis.


  As expected, Ochibana Ame was a character full of enigma.


  After seeing Miya lay motionless on the floor, Jyuu held out his hand to Ame.


  “I’m sorry, but I need a hand.”


  “Of course.”


  Ame, who was about to take his hand, sensed something and turned around.


  Miya, who should’ve collapsed, was standing there.


  She still had the knife in her hand. Ame was frozen in her tracks.


  “No way...”


  As if mocking Ame’s calculation that it was too early for her to wake up, Miya wobbled forward—


  —and spoke:


  “Do. Not. Move.”


  As if she’d recited a spell, Ame fell down.


  Miya’s eyes were opened to the limit, while her mouth was curved into a grin. Her gait—which seemed to put her whole weight on each step—along with her tenacity overwhelmed Ame.


  Miya had let go of everything, and the entirety of her beings was focused on a single thing—


  —killing.


  It was simply beyond Ame’s comprehension.


  The former’s ghastly atmosphere had deprived her of freedom. Even when Miya’s knife was clearly trained at her, Ame couldn’t move.


  I have to dodge—


  —and yet, her body refused to budge.


  The overflowing cold sweat only clouded her consciousness even further.


  Even though Miya had started running, Ame was left motionless.


  Her shrunken body was left vulnerable in front of the blade.


  “—Ame!”


  Like a flash, his scream pierced through her consciousness, and in the next moment, Ame was pushed to the side.


  The moment she fell, her body regained its freedom, and Ame immediately lifted her face—


  —only to be met with the sight of Miya’s knife sinking into Jyuu’s stomach.


  Blood gushed out from the wound, dying her hand bright red. Despite this, Miya drove the knife even further in.


  Miya probably didn’t even know—or care—that it was no longer Ame that she was stabbing. At that point, all she cared about was digging the knife into someone else.


  It was as if she’d concentrated all the resentment she’d ever felt into that one, single act.


  “Hooo... Haaa... Hooo... Haaa...”


  With her face still down, Miya took a deep breath as if to adjust her breathing, before exhaling deeply. Her teeth chattered with excitement, and the tremor traveled down her legs.


  ‘Did I do it? Was it a success? Was it the right thing to do? Shouldn’t I haven’t done it?


  —I don’t understand.’


  After all, the moment Miya looked up to find an answer, all that was reflected in her eyes was Jyuu’s face.


  Even as he was sweating profusely, Jyuu suppressed the pain with sheer willpower.


  “...Are you, feeling better, now?”


  “...Jyuu-kun...”


  “...You, fool.”


  Then, he smiled.


  As if finally waking up from a dream, Miya released the knife. She began to tremble as her face contorted at the sight of her hands, which were drenched in blood.


  “This, this isn’t—I, Jyuu-kun, I didn’t mean to, this isn’t, this isn’t how it was supposed to, believe me, I was, I was really—”


  —Before she could finish her sentence, a gurgling sound escaped her mouth as she crumpled on the floor.


  Ame threw the stun gun and caught Jyuu’s body as he fell.


  “Jyuu-sama!”


  [image: 302]

  Too powerless to answer, Jyuu could only laugh weakly. His face was drained of color.


  Ame quickly laid Jyuu’s body on the floor, took off his uniform, and examined his wounds. The knife was still stuck, but she mustn’t pull it out. With a blurry vision, Jyuu stared at Ame, who was desperately trying to do something, perhaps a first aid.


  Ochibana Ame, who was always so composed, could be so flustered...


  For her to be so worried...


  “You’ll be okay! Everything’ll be fine! Jyuu-sama, you won’t die! You absolutely won’t die!”


  It was as if she was trying to convince herself.


  Jyuu could no longer feel any pain.


  As she brushed away her sweaty bangs, Ame frantically administered first aid.


  She was desperately trying to save him.


  “Please don’t die. Even though we’ve finally been reunited—even though we can be together... Jyuu-sama, please don’t die. I don’t want you to die...”


  Ame was weeping.


  When she cried, she finally looked like her age... and also more, approachable?


  As Ame sobbed over and over again, Jyuu thought to himself that she was unexpectedly cute.


  Chapter 7 - Bonds


  —I had a dream.


  I was probably still in the fourth grade of elementary school at the time...


  Jyuu, who was bullied as usual, was helped by no one as usual, and had to run away as usual.


  In the end, he could only cry alone, as usual.


  When he got home, his mother laughed at him.


  Thus, he decided to take a walk until his frustration subsided. Along the way, passersby gawked at his crying figure. Embarrassed, Jyuu trotted to the park to wash his face.


  Fortunately, there were only a few people in the park, and the water faucet was empty.


  Jyuu turned on the faucet and scooped up the running water with both hands, before splashing it on his face.


  The tap water was cold, unlike his tears.


  —Could this be the temperature of emotions?


  He looked for a handkerchief to wipe his face, and when he realized that he didn’t have any, he used his clothes instead. 


  Jyuu wandered aimlessly through the park, mindful to not spill any tears. He tried to come up with happy thoughts, but couldn’t remember any. It saddened him, and when he felt he was about to cry once more, he hurried to think of something else.


  Is there anything else? ...Anything at all?


  Then, he spotted a figure on the bench.


  If it had been one of his classmates, Jyuu would’ve fled. However, it was a little girl.


  Judging from her red school bag, she must’ve been a kindergartener in her first grade.


  Even though she was covering her face, it was obvious that she was crying.


  Her tears trickled down the backs of her hands. Her eyes were red and swollen, likely from rubbing them too much. In addition, she was covered in drool and snot.


  Jyuu wanted to reach out to her.


  He gently approached her and sat down next to her. Then, without the slightest hesitation, Jyuu extended his hand towards her.


  He’d never patted someone’s head before.


  If anything, he wanted someone to be that nice to him.


  However, when he saw her crying even harder than him, he was overcome with the urge to treat her kindly.


  ...I don’t know why.


  Well, it wasn’t like he needed a reason.


  When he stroked her head, the girl trembled for a moment, but after she saw the owner of the gentle hand, she blinked a few times, as if trying to ascertain whether it was a dream or reality.


  Jyuu was a little surprised.


  Beneath her obstructing bangs, a cute feature, along with a pair of fierce eyes could be seen.


  ...Her eyes—overflowing with tears—looked very pretty.


  When the girl stared at him, Jyuu became embarrassed and laughed awkwardly.


  ...He didn’t know he could still laugh.


  What happened after that was quite vague.


  Between her sobs, she told her story. He listened intently. 


  Afterwards, they stayed together until she stopped crying, and talked about various things.


  —the anime and manga that were popular at the time. Fun things at school...


  The girl would listen to his every word with full attention.


  Jyuu, who didn’t expect that, was filled with a strange feeling.


  It didn’t take long for the two to smile wholeheartedly.


  Due to it happening a long time ago, many details were obscure. 


  —Nevertheless, he considered it as a pleasant memory.


  Then, the memory resurfaced as a dream.


  He’d probably forget it when he woke up.


  ...How much of it is reality, and how much of it is a dream?


  Either way, it was an innocent dream.


  ***


  When his eyes fluttered open, the first thing he saw was the white ceiling.


  From the peculiar smell, he found out it was a hospital. Apparently, he made it. He was lying on a clean but untidy bed. He tried to move, but couldn’t even lift a finger. In the end, he could only look around.


  As he turned around, he saw his mother sitting on a chair beside his bed.


  Her long legs were arrogantly crossed, and she had a cigarette in her mouth.


  “Isn’t smoking forbidden in the hospital?”


  “Who do you think I am?”


  Jyuuzawa Benika spoke as she exhaled a plume of smoke from her lips.


  “Congratulations on staying alive.”


  “I never thought I’d see you here.”


  “I can’t help it. You’re my son and I’m your mother.”


  “How long have I slept?”


  “Three days, two hours, and fifteen minutes, I guess.”


  Looking on her watch, Benika answered bitterly while taking a puff of her cigarette.


  “Don’t die before your parents. You’ll make me look like a fool.”


  “If I die, will you cry?”


  “What makes you think I won’t?”


  Jyuu was at a loss when her mother shot back with a serious look on her face.


  “No matter how stupid you are, you’re my only son. You’re the only one who inherits my genes, and there’s no one else who can replace you. Don’t you dare forget that.”


  “...Don’t say anything selfish.”


  That was all Jyuu could say.


  Jyuuzawa Benika had always been like that.


  She was selfish, brazen, and domineering.


  Even though she just happened to give birth to a child and become a mother. When he was still young, Jyuu used to long for a normal mother, and even tried to project the image onto Benika, but he no longer felt that way anymore.


  It was contradictory, but Jyuu loved and hated his selfish mother.


  I’m really glad to see you here.


  Of course, even if his mouth was torn, he’d never admit that to her.


  Then, when he wondered if she was about to console him, Benika blew another puff of smoke at him and uttered ecstatically.


  “I’ve heard about it. It seems that you were involved in something interesting. To be stabbed by a female classmate with whom you have no romantic relationship with... What a valuable experience.”


  “What happened to her?”


  “To Satsuki Miya?”


  Jyuu nodded and Benika replied.


  “...She’s dead.”


  “Eh?”


  “I thought she’d killed you, so I killed her myself. Don’t worry, I made sure to make it look like suicide.”


  Taken aback at Jyuu’s tense expression, Benika quickly corrected herself.


  “I was just kidding. Don’t be so scared.”


  “Your joke is cursed.”


  “I can’t deny that.”


  After shrugging playfully, Benika dropped the cigarette butt into her portable ashtray.


  “Satsuki Miya is at the police station. She turned herself in after stabbing you.”


  “...Is that so?”


  Although he didn’t know if it was the right choice, it was still the best that he could think of.


  Slightly relieved, Jyuu realized that something was amiss.


  “What happened to her?”


  “...Who are you referring to this time? I don’t know any of your friends.”


  Even though she seemed fed up, Benika still answered.


  “Well, I guess it’s safe to assume that you’re referring to Ochibana Ame. She’s currently sleeping on the sofa in the hallway.”


  Smiling wryly, Benika pointed to the door of the hospital room with her finger.


  “What a peculiar girl. She said that it was her duty to ensure your safety, and never left your side for even a moment. The doctors and the nurses were in trouble. When I arrived, she tried to engage in a duel with me. Apparently, she suspected that I came to finish you off. Then, a girl who seemed to be her sister came to pick her up, but to no avail. Just two hours ago, I slipped some sleeping pills into her coffee, and the rest is history. She may be small, but she’s a woman of character. Where did you find her?”


  “...Bonds from the previous life, I guess.”


  “Heh, isn’t that amazing?”


  Benika smiled and dropped the ash from her cigarette.


  “Still, I owe that girl. If not for her first aid, I’d be attending your funeral by now.”


  Jyuu suddenly saw them—


  —the slightly dark circles under Benika’s eyes. The sign of fatigue—of weakness—was a rare sight for someone as tough as his mother. Did she stay by his side without sleeping?


  Even if he were to ask, he doubted his mother would answer honestly.


  Although it may be out of topic, at the very least he could bring himself to say it now.


  “...The lunchbox.”


  “Hm?”


  “The lunchbox, it was delicious.”


  “Oh, that.”


  Benika replied curtly before exhaling another puff of smoke.


  A refreshing breeze blew through the window and the curtains swayed. Due to the season, it was a bit lukewarm, yet still revitalizing. Thin streams of clouds were scattered in the sky, and below that, the well-maintained trees peculiar to hospitals could be seen. The natural fragrance calmed him.


  Somehow, even time seemed to flow slowly, and Jyuu felt nostalgic. 


  It’d been years since he’d met his mother and had a normal conversation with her.


  Benika might’ve thought so, too.


  She just didn’t want to delve in it


  Dumping her cigarette butt into the portable ashtray, she left her seat.


  “The doctor said that it’ll take two months for a complete recovery. But since you’re my son, three weeks should suffice.”


  For a moment, he thought of stopping her, but decided against it. In the end, he wordlessly saw her off. 


  He’d forgotten how it was like to be spoiled by his own mother.


  “Oh, that reminds me...”


  As she put her hand on the door, she turned around.


  “Did you see anything?”


  “Huh?”


  “For the past three days, you’d been teetering on the edge of death. How was it? Did you see the entrance to the afterlife? I guess not. Then, what was it? Was there a judge? Or the King of Hell?”


  “...I didn’t see anything.”


  “How boring.”


  While sighing dejectedly, Benika opened the door.


  “Well, it means that you’re still alive, isn’t it?”


  “It seems like I still have to suffer.”


  “To you, is living synonymous to suffering?”


  Benika left him with those words.


  He usually disliked it, but today, it didn’t bother him as much.


  He exhaled deeply, regretting her disappearance, before falling asleep once again.


  This time, he didn’t dream.


  ***


  As Benika expected, Jyuu’s injuries had healed completely by the end of the summer vacation.


  The doctor was amazed. Unfortunately, Jyuu was no superhuman. The incident had left him with a permanent scar on his lower abdomen—one that was unlikely to disappear until he turned into ash.


  Every time he saw the scar, he’d probably recall them—


  —Miya’s tears, cries, pain, resentment, and also powerlessness.


  Miya, who turned herself in to the police, was deemed to be an accomplice of Kakura Kiyoshi after the interrogation.


  She also submitted all the images she’d taken as evidence.


  The entire time, Miya still seemed out of it, but at the same time, it also looked as if she’d lost something.


  Apparently, Miya calmly told the police about the circumstances up until now.


  When asked why she had a stockpile of images of the victims, such was her reply:


  “The first time Onii-san raped me, I cried, over and over again. I pleaded. Stop. Save me. Forgive me—over and over again. I averted my gaze, and that was when I saw a mirror—a large mirror that I’d use from time to time. My face was reflected upon that mirror. ...Only that the expression was the worst. I was confused. I didn’t know I was capable of making such an expression. I loathed it. The victims had similar looks on their faces as they died. I felt like if I became the perpetrator, I’d stop being the victim—that if I became the one who caused them to make such an expression, something would change. Or so I thought, yes, that’s what I believed...”


  Whether or not it was the truth, Jyuu couldn’t tell.


  Miya’s mother believed that her daughter’s occasional bruises were due to school bullying, and that she was visiting Kakura Kiyoshi to consult him about it. Her mother also didn’t see any reason to doubt her daughter’s story. In a way, her mother was the kind of person who didn’t want to meddle.


  Her mother, who’d avoided interfering with her daughter’s business and turned a blind eye to her, was said to have cried upon hearing the explanation from the police.


  Jyuu didn’t know how heavy Miya’s sin was, or how she was supposed to make amends. He deliberately didn’t read any related articles in the newspaper, either.


  He’d be lying if he said that he wasn’t curious.


  It’d be a different story if she were to receive the death penalty, but as long as they were alive, there might be a chance for them to meet again.


  Or, was he asking for the impossible?


  There were plenty of loose ends left, but that was probably what life was all about.


  ***


  At the beginning of the new semester, the atmosphere in the class had changed completely.


  The desks of Fujishima Kanako and Satsuki Miya had been removed.


  At the opening ceremony, the principal didn’t mention the incident, and instead preached about the value of life.


  The girls in Miya’s class, who were on good terms with her, put up a cheerful front. Perhaps, they were trying to forget both the incident and the existence of Satsuki Miya right away.


  Even the boys who used to like Miya avoided talking about her after hearing about the incident.


  ...Even though Jyuu told Miya that many would’ve helped her.


  Was he mistaken?


  Was Miya right in the sense that she had no other choice?


  Was Jyuu’s conviction nothing more than a naïve ideal, while Miya’s choice was realistic?


  Jyuu felt somewhat dejected when he saw his female classmates having fun.


  While some of the teachers and the students sympathized with Jyuu, they soon forgot about the incident altogether. As such, he felt as if he was essentially left out of the loop.


  There was nothing he could do.


  Losing a handful of friends, Jyuu became much more of a loner in class, but he didn’t care. He just wanted to enjoy his everyday life.


  ***


  Only Ochibana Ame didn’t change.


  During the summer vacation, she dedicated herself to nursing Jyuu—much to the chagrin of the actual nurses. On the day Jyuu left the hospital, Ame was so overcome with emotions that she cried.


  What is she to me? 


  —To this day, he still couldn’t answer that.


  Or perhaps, it was the girl named Ochibana Ame that he didn’t quite understand.


  Perhaps, “resignation” was what he felt as he inadvertently spent time with her.


  The sky in September looked so transparent, it swept away his depression. Not a single cloud could be found in it, while the blueness stung his eyes.


  The sky connected the rest of the world. 


  On Saturday, during the early afternoon, Jyuu—who went home with Ame as usual—asked while looking towards the sky.


  “Which do you prefer, sunny days or rainy days?”


  Jyuu expected the answer to be “neither”, but Ame paused for a moment, followed the direction of his gaze, and said.


  “I used to love rainy days. I feel like those days are dedicated to me. Just hearing the weather forecast made me happy. But I was mistaken. Upon realizing that my happiness was misplaced, I wanted to cry.”


  She’d never mentioned her childhood before. While Ame was a girl with a small frame, back when she was still a child, she must’ve been smaller.


  Somehow, Jyuu could easily picture the young Ame.


  A little girl, whose round eyes were overflowing with tears...


  “Even now, I have mixed feelings towards the rainy days.”


  Seeing how forlorn her smile was, Jyuu instinctively reached out to her.


  As if touching a delicate object, Jyuu gently stroked her head.


  Ame immediately turned to look at Jyuu. She seemed surprised, which was unusual of her.


  “Hey, Ochibana Ame.”


  “Yes?”


  “I have no ambitions. I also have no dreams at the moment. I have no goals or wishes, either. But I think it’s fine as long as I live to the fullest. That’s who I am—Jyuuzawa Jyuu. You get that?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’m probably going to live a bleak life from now on. I might miss a huge opportunity because I’m obsessed with small happiness.”


  “Yes.”


  “So, there’s no point in following me. You won’t get anything out of it. How’s that? Tired of me, yet?”


  “No.”


  “...Are you an idiot? You’re smart, but also stupid. Why do you enjoy spending time with me so much?”


  “There are various reasons.”


  In response, Ame laughed happily. Somehow, looking at her expression made him want to smile, too.


  He used to think of her as a peculiar girl.


  But now, not so much. Perhaps, he’d become weird, too.


  “...Okay then. You can stay with me until you get tired of it. I’ll accompany you until I get tired of it, too.”


  “Okay.”


  “Then, where are we headed to?”


  “Huh?”


  “Don’t ‘huh?’ me. Didn’t I say that I’ll accompany you? Where’d you like to go?”


  “No, you don’t need to—”


  “—C’mon, let’s just go.”


  Jyuu gently urged the hesitant Ame.


  He was somewhat proud of himself for being able to do so naturally.


  “...A-alright. Then, to Shibuya.”


  “Do you want to go shopping for clothes?”


  “No, uhm, there’s a second-hand bookstore that sells manga...”


  “Okay, let’s go check it out.”


  Seeing Ame smile bashfully, yet happily, made Jyuu happy.
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  This is also a delusion—but that’d be a selfish thought.


  We live with upsides and downsides.


  Still, I hope that at the end of the day, the upsides will outweigh the downsides.


  Thus, Jyuu began to walk. The delinquent boy and the girl who pretended to be his knight marched towards the station in high spirits.
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