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  Chapter 1


“…As they had for a teacher one who was half beast and half man, so it is necessary for a prince to know how to make use of both natures, and that one without the other is not durable. A prince, therefore, being compelled knowingly to adopt the beast, ought to choose the fox and the lion; because the lion cannot defend himself against snares and the fox cannot defend himself against wolves. Therefore, it is necessary to be a fox to discover the snares and a lion to terrify the wolves.”
—The Prince (Machiavelli)



---



The face of a black-haired beauty was displayed on a monitor floating in the air.

With a face that broadcast a vendetta against the world and his feet propped atop the audio console, a high school boy — Kanna Fujishiro, glared at the girl on the monitor as he leaned back into his folding chair. Despite his especially handsome features, his sharp gaze made it difficult to for people to approach him.

 “What a fucking joke.” Kanna cursed to himself as he brushed back his dyed brown hair.

He hated this PA room. Maybe it was because the students on cleaning duty hadn’t done a good job, since there were thick layers of dust everywhere. In this age where most monitors made use of the “Aerial” suspended imaging technology, the equipment in this PA room was antiquated stuff outdated enough to make one think it was purposely placed here for a nostalgic atmosphere.

To Kanna, it was like a declaration that F-Ranked students didn’t deserve anything better.

“What a fucking joke.” He cursed again and continued glaring at the image of the girl.

She was wearing the uniform of Keihou Middle School, a place Kanna had once attended, and rather than calling her “cute”, it was far more appropriate to describe her as a “beauty”. If she were to look at any ordinary person with those breathtaking, jet-black eyes, they would probably be forced to look away. Draping over her shoulders, her medium-length, silken black hair created a sharp contrast against her fair skin, something out of a black-and-white photograph.

The girl in the picture, Erika Kagurazaka, had the corners of her mouth angled slightly upwards; that hint of a smile was slight enough not to be one. But Kanna knew that this was Erika at her happiest.

Because he was the one who had captured that hint of a smile back then, with his cellphone camera.

Kanna slumped down even further in the seat and raised his left hand in front of his eyes, as if he were glancing at a watch.

Wrapped around his wrist was an electronic gadget resembling a large bracelet.

It was a very streamlined, circular device. The electric green glow emanating from its glossy black exterior pulsated continuously, as if it were trying to bind and trap his wrist. This device, the side of which had seven buttons, was the “CCC (Constant Control Circle, C-Triple for short) mobile”, a terminal device that every student of Nanahoshi Academy was obligated to wear.

If one failed to pass through the authentication machines installed at the doorways of the dormitories, the device would become non-removable, like handcuffs, which was why many students were very vocal in their complaints about them. But Kanna was different: he very much liked the CCC mobile’s futuristic design.

Right now, the forepart of the CCC mobile was displaying a transparent green holographic keyboard, floating in midair like an Aerial. Kanna launched the drawing application and pressed his palm onto the floating keyboard, switched it to its hidden mode, and it disappeared.

He reached out and gently touched Erika’s fair cheek with his fingertip.

Her snow-white skin was dyed red.

Without hesitating, Kanna continued to apply red to the floating image with his fingertip. The steadily dirtied picture conferred gave the beauty a bloodied look, imposing on her an obscene, violent feel.

The crimson red, roughly smeared on with a fingertip, slowly transformed into meaningful letters.

“LION”.

Finished, he looked with disgust looked at the image he had soiled.

Merely scribbling on an old picture of Erika would not change anything. Kanna was well aware of this but he couldn’t control himself.

He sighed, a habit he had acquired recently. Then he glanced at the time displayed on his CCC mobile.

It was 12:25.

Kanna pressed down with his palm and closed the Aerial display in the same way as he did the keyboard. He languidly swiveled his neck, took his feet off the audio console, and stood up.

He turned to the small window in the PA room.

This south-facing window was just high enough to align perfectly with Kanna’s head.

The unlit PA room was slightly dark, despite it being midday. Because of this, the light source from the window emphasized itself even further. Light shot in as though it were leading itself inside, yet it felt commanding at the same time, which discontented Kanna. But even if this bothered him, there was nothing he could do about it. Kanna quickly looked outside the window. 

Maybe it was because he was looking outside from inside a dark, dusty room.

“————”

His vision was greeted by an intense, yet gentle light, and Kanna could not help but be temporarily blinded.

After his briefly blurred vision returned to normal, a verdant renaissance garden came into view. There were no visitors to Nanahoshi Academy, secluded within the mountains as it was, yet no shortage of time and money had been spent on furnishing this garden; it was beautiful enough for tickets to be requested upon entry.

(Like always, that’s a world of difference from this PA room.)

Even at such a distance, the blooming roses, nourished by student tuition, seemed to spread an illusory sweet fragrance. Even the sunlight itself seemed to have adjusted its brightness to the gentlest and most comfortable levels, specifically for this garden.

What a needlessly extravagant scene.

This garden was so overdone that it would not seem out of place as the setting of a whimsical fairy tale.

Because of this, not just anyone was suited for this exquisite scenery. There weren’t many befitting of a mysterious tale, but—

(Found her.)

He immediately located the girl who fit perfectly into his scene.

He located the girl he had been looking for all this time.

The girl in the picture — Erika Kagurazaka.

Placed near the entrance arch of the green garden was a garden bench with a high backrest, just like what the queen of a fantasy world forest kingdom would rest herself in, entangled with verdant vines. She was seated on it.

It had been two years since he took that photo, and her beauty, with her slender body and petite cheeks, was as captivating as ever. Her once medium-length hair now reached down to her waist. If one stubbornly tried to pick out a flaw in her appearance, it would be that despite her well-defined features, she wasn’t very tall. But most would say that this did not hurt her charm at all. With a base shade of black and a red bow tied at her chest, her urban-styled uniform suited her body as though it were specifically tailored for her.

Erika was seated at a mosaic-textured marble table, presumably sipping tea from an exceptionally expensive cup, and wore an elegant smile on her face as she chatted with seven girls in the same uniform.

But Kanna knew that smile had nothing to do with Erika’s inner emotions; it was all just a façade.

Erika and Kanna were only a grade apart, but she fit into the fairy-tale world of this garden almost too well. It was to the point that the scene would feel incomplete if she were not there.

It was as if she were a piece of art meant to be there from the beginning. Kanna smiled bitterly.

But his expression quickly turned serious.

This was a perfect display of the chasm between the S-Rank and the F-Rank.

Kanna and Erika were only ten meters apart, yet the difference between the two was clearly much greater than that. As if to illustrate this point, a towering wall separated Kanna and Erika’s school buildings. Kanna had always felt a sense of déjà vu around that antiquated red brick wall, and now he finally remembered why.

It reminded him of the outer wall of Abashiri Prison, a structure he had once seen during elementary school. (TN: Abashiri Prison =  Meiji-era prison in Abashiri, Hokkaido, used for the incarceration of political prisoners. Parts of it have since been turned into a museum.).

Of course, if that had been constructed to prevent escape, then this was meant to guard against Kanna and the others.

 

“Waaah, what’re you looking at, Kana-chan? Your eyes are glued!”

Someone suddenly flung their arms around Kanna’s neck from behind.

“—Who are you?!”

His eyes swung from the splendid garden back to the PA room.

Kanna roared and threw off the person clinging to him.

He hadn’t told anyone he was coming here, and he’d already investigated the fact that no one ever came to this long-forgotten PA room during lunch break.

So why was someone else here then?

The only possibility was that this person had been following him.

Kanna turned to see who it was.

“You…”

He knew this girl, with her large, almond shaped eyes and sparkly aura.

“Hiyaaa, you know me, I’m Nanami.”

Nanami smiled blithely and straightened her posture as much as she could before raising her hand.

“Ehehe, I followed you here!”

She said as she moved close enough to Kanna to touch him, and looked up at him with those huge eyes.

“……”

Her sudden action left Kanna speechless. He was only able to return her gaze expressionlessly.

Nanami’s long, soft-looking hair was meticulously styled into loose curls and tied into twintails. Her uniform was tastefully altered, and her eyelashes had been carefully done. She was wearing an elegant marine-scented perfume, and had a ribbon tied around her wrist.

But whether it was her petite frame or childlike face, Nanami looked like she was trying too hard. Kanna didn’t like her type of fashion either.

“Hm…?”

Faced with Kanna’s almost total lack of response, Nanami’s lips parted slightly into an embarrassed smile.

“…O-O-Oh, yeah.”

Nanami frantically rummaged around her backpack hung full of stuffed plushies. Snack wrappers could be heard crinkling as she as she dug through the bag. She smiled hollowly, going: “That’s weeeird, I can’t find iiiit…”

“Ah!”

Appearing to have finally found it, Nanami beamed as she stuffed something into Kanna’s palm.

“I’m giving this to you.”

What she gave to Kanna was a palm-sized plushie. It had a cute face, but its body was pitch black, and its wide open mouth was stacked with unusually sharp fangs. Kanna wasn’t sure what it was supposed to be.

“It’s really cute, right? It’s for you, Kana-chan—”

Kanna was unable to comprehend the meaning behind Nanami’s action. He stared at the plushie with no reaction whatsoever.
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“…U-Uhm, I have a rule that there can be a maximum of four plushies on my backpack at once. But with Skitty here now, he isn’t just cute, he can shock people like a stun gun when I need him to. So even though it’s mean to GO-PON, I have to let him go. Life is cruel! So heartless of me! But instead of putting him on my desk, giving him to Kana-chan might make him happier. So here you go!”

Kanna’s silence wasn’t because he didn’t understand her, but Nanami had gone ahead and explained her reasoning for giving him the plushie anyway. What’s more, her bizarre logic didn’t even make any sense to him.

As if to hide the awkward mood, Nanami grinned stupidly again.

(What’s with me today?)

Normally Kanna would have tactfully declined the plushie since he had no reason to take it, but he accepted it without really knowing why. GO-PON was a relatively stiff plushie and seemed roughly made.

(Hold on, why am I getting caught up in her pace? Let me reorganize my thoughts first. I certainly do recognize her face, and I do know her name.)

He stared at Nanami again.

That overly familiar expression. 

Her trusting attitude.

Kanna placed GO-PON into the inner pocket of his uniform, and carefully surveyed his own memories.

But his conclusion remained the same.

(I’ve never talked to her before.)

Indeed, this was the first time Kanna and Nanami had met.

This was also the reason he did not know how to respond.

(If this is our first conversation, what’s with this girl’s familiar attitude? It certainly isn’t natural, so it has to be an act. But what exactly is the reason for this attitude of hers? Maybe it would make sense if she were planning to confess that she likes me, but—)

“…What are you playing at—?” Kanna suddenly stopped mid-sentence.

Influenced by Nanami’s strange behavior, he had accidentally let slip his true nature, and almost said something rude. Kanna had learned many “lessons” about how making enemies too easily would wreck his own plans.

His raised eyebrows returned to their normal position.

His frown curved upwards and turned into a mild-mannered smile.

Treating everyone in the world as an enemy would do him no good. Therefore, Kanna always made great effort to conceal his true nature, and showed people the amiable, gentle, all-smiles attitude of a well-mannered young man. However, this made him a little hard to approach since he seemed too excellent. That was the kind of impression Kanna gave off to his classmates.

That was the attitude he needed to use with Nanami.

“Nice to meet you, Nanami-san. Do you have any business with me? …If not, please excuse me; I wish to be alone at the moment.”

Kanna put on a kind smile, clearly expressing his intention to decline her. His reputation of being hard to approach certainly proved useful for times like this.

“Huh? No, I wanna stay with Kana-chan.”

He didn’t expect it to be completely ineffective against Nanami.

Instead, Nanami grabbed Kanna’s hand. Her own spontaneous attitude seemed to embarrass even herself a little, as if she thought she had gone slightly overboard.

(People like her who sometimes show up and ruin my painstaking theatrics by being completely incapable of reading the mood… No, judging by her expression, it’s clear she’s doing it because she doesn’t want to leave me alone. It might be heavy handed, but I should start thinking of countermeasures for this sort of thing…)

Kanna pondered in his mind, but maintained his wide smile. He’d long been accustomed to hiding his emotions and expressions, ever since middle school.

Perhaps feeling relieved by Kanna’s smile, Nanami got carried away and poked him in the side with her elbow.

“Calling me Nanami-san is way too formal! Just call me Nana-chan! Since I’ll call you Kana-chan too!”

“…I understand, Nanami-san.”

Of course, he deliberately did not change what he called her.

“Hey, you didn’t change even after I told you to! Can I take this to mean you’re worrying that other people might misunderstand for some reason? You’re such a gentleman, Kana-chan! You’re so attentive, as expected of the Prince of the F-Ranked world! What overwhelming grace!”

Kanna was flabbergasted by Nanami’s tenacity.

But what he thought didn’t really matter here. The real problem was that he wouldn’t be able to get Nanami to leave if things stayed like this.

But even if she was here, Kanna had no intention of ceasing his observation of Erika Kagurazaka.

(I guess I can try to ignore her.)

Once more, Kanna’s vision slid from Nanami to the window.

That scenery, and Erika Kagurazaka, both of which were capable of dispelling one’s memories of the real world, came back into view.

“Hey, that’s the Erika Kagurazaka.”

Nanami pushed up tightly against him.

She squeezed her head against Kanna’s cheek and looked outside the window with him. Since she wasn’t very tall, she stepped onto the folding chair in her shoes.

“Hmph—! You act all cool about not being interested in girls, but you still like watching beauties anyway! Nanami-chan’s gonna get jealous!”

Nanami pouted crossly, puffing her face up.

“…My goal isn’t to look at beauties.”

“You liar! If Erika-sama were ugly would you still be looking at her? Would you?”

“…Here, take this, and could you please be quiet for a second?”

Without so much as glancing at Nanami, Kanna fished out a lollipop from his uniform’s inner pocket and handed it to her.

“Hmph! You think you can bribe me with that? You’re looking down on me way too much!”

Despite her complaints, Nanami snatched the lollipop from Kanna’s hand.

“Whatever, I’ll take it since you’re offering. Getting something from you makes me feel kinda happy. I’ll eat it too… and this is really good! Is this a new flavor?!”

Kanna was not giving Nanami candy to appease her; he had concluded that she’d be a little quieter with something in her mouth.

“What flavor is this? Hey, what flavor is this?”

Kanna was already pretending not to hear her as he focused on his observation.

Outside the window, Erika was looking down, allowing one girl to brush her straight hair. Another girl was gripping what looked to be an extremely high-grade teapot, pouring black tea into what looked to be an equally expensive teacup.

Although they were classmates, this looked more like the relationship between the daughter of a high-class family and her servants.

“Whoa, I’ve seen this in anime before. As expected of Erika-sama, creating a fake world in the middle of the real world. She really makes me uncomfortable!”

Even Nanami, who seemed to get along with everyone easily, appeared not to like Erika very much.

“But it really is a hard place for outsiders to intrude into.”

Hearing Nanami remark as she licked her lollipop, Kanna could not help but agree.

It was a completed, constructed world.

It disallowed anything vulgar. The only people who would even try were—

 

“You’re Erika Kagurazaka, aren’t you?”

—“wolves” wanting to destroy this fairy-tale world.

A crew-cut guy with patterns shaved into his head appeared in Kanna’s vision, standing over Erika as she held her teacup.

 

(Ahh… It’s begun.)

Kanna raised his pistol. …No, more precisely, his left thumb and index finger, creating the shape of a pistol.

His left hand formed the barrel of a pistol — he pressed his index finger against his temple and twisted it in a drilling motion. This was Kanna’s habit when he needed to focus his thoughts.

Indeed, he had to sharpen his focus to the utmost.

He couldn’t miss a single shred of the following developments.

Nanahoshi Private Academy.

A monolith of a school with 28,187 students. What made it special wasn’t its number of students, but their level of excellence. Not only did they lead the country in mock exam scores, they also led the nation in all club activity scores. Many well-known performance artists were former students of this school. Of course, for the high-scoring students, not just every university, but every single company would do its utmost to express goodwill towards them. As a result, if one left a legacy at Nanahoshi Academy, it meant either he or she would be guaranteed a successful life.

It would not be an exaggeration to claim that Nanahoshi Academy produced droves of talent in every industry and supported Japan with the expertise it bred. It had long become an irreplaceable existence for the nation.

On the surface, it was an exceptionally perfect academy.

Indeed, people and organizations that produced results are only wonderful on the surface level.

To achieve this level of results, ordinary methods were not enough. To ensure that a resplendent light maintains its shine, fuel is a necessity. And that fuel was people. It was because of the people sacrificed for fuel that the light of this academy maintained its dazzling brilliance.

The cornerstone of the weak becoming the strong is natural ethics, it is efficiency, and it is justice. This was the hidden side of Nanahoshi Academy.

Those familiar with this truth thusly called Nanahoshi Academy:

—The Survival of the Fittest Academy.

That was why Kanna was convinced.

The weak would become stepping stones, sacrifices, sustenance, and meat.

The prime example of that, an unembellished microcosm of the academy, was about to play out before his eyes.

(How will you deal with a wolf when faced with one?)

Kanna widened his eyes, drilling his temple with his index finger.

(Erika Kagurazaka, I want to personally witness the moment you are utterly crushed.)

■

Kengo Yamabuki.

A man who, although technically F-Ranked, carried himself like a king. Unfortunately, he actually had reason for his arrogance. Yamabuki had trained at a boxing gym since middle school and was already a rising star in the martial arts world.

Having him throw his weight around wasn’t really much of an issue in itself, though. The problem stemmed from the fact that Yamabuki was not someone who shied away from using his strength to torment others. He wasn’t just a delinquent who had gone down the wrong path, but a real, bona-fide villain.  

“Ah — you really are cute as hell, Erika-chan.”

As Erika held her teacup, Yamabuki’s eyes stared at her face, almost licking her up.

Kanna confirmed the situation through the tiny PA room window. Within the resplendent garden tens of meters away, Erika and seven slender, delicate girls were like characters right out of a shoujo manga. The girls looked like they would shatter into pieces if Yamabuki so much as touched them.

Yamabuki had brought with him two similarly rough and brutal-looking boys, all three of them exuding an aura of violence. Their mere presence utterly destroyed the girls’ small world in the garden.

With the appearance of such out-of-place characters, the story was abruptly reduced from a fairy tale to a cheap drama.

None of the girls besides Erika seemed to understand what was happening. Faced with delinquents they weren’t used to seeing, they produced expressions of bewilderment, as though asking: Why would such unexpected animals appear in a place like this?

“Do you have business with me?”

Erika asked firmly, still holding her teacup. Her eyes did not turn towards Yamabuki, instead falling into the black tea in her cup.

“Be my woman.”

Yamabuki calmly made his demand.

The girls’ confused expressions suddenly changed. Even if they were unaware of Yamabuki’s true nature, they understood he was someone dangerous just from his solid chest and threatening attitude.

“Does that mean you wish to date me?”

Erika replied immediately, but did not look up from her teacup.

“Whoa, too cute. Are you trying to resist by confirming something you already know? That makes me like you even more!”

“…I am honored by your feelings, but this is our first time meeting. May I inquire which aspect of me you like? If possible, can you tell me what that would be?”

“Maybe it was love at first sight or something. It was fated to be.”

Yamabuki’s henchmen chortled indecently at his words.

Perhaps unable to withstand them talking to her beloved Erika any longer, a short girl stood between Erika and Yamabuki. Kanna knew that girl’s name; she was a third-year at the top of her class by the name of Eiko Hoshimiya.

“People like you are unworthy of Erika!”

A fair point.

But her outburst clearly meant nothing to them.

“Hah?”

“Eeep!”

Yamabuki only had to glance and make a threatening noise at Eiko for her to pale and shut up.

She had likely plucked up her courage and stood forward because of Erika, but it was no surprise that she was still intimidated. Even if the girls were used to looking down on people beneath them, they were still unacquainted with primitive violence.

“Yeah, I love this school’s policy. The weak can only be stamped underfoot by the strong, get used, and become their food. But that’s how society is. This school is a microsm of society.”

“It’s microcosm, idiot.”

“Yeah, that’s what I meant.”

Yamabuki roared with laughter at his buddy’s interjection. No one else at the scene knew exactly what was so funny. After a fit of guffawing, he suddenly glowered at the boy who had interjected.

“…Who’re you calling an idiot?”

Henchman A realized his mistake and couldn’t help but swallow, ashen-faced, as Yamabuki glared at him. He hurriedly apologized.

“S-Sorry, got carried away.”

There was a clear difference in status between them even though they were both bullies. Henchman A cowered as he raised his head to look up at Yamabuki, but Yamabuki grinned and patted his back. Seemingly understanding that he was forgiven, Henchman A put on a stiff smile.

Yamabuki glanced at that smile, then turned to face Erika again. His face was filled with a complacent expression, as though he had just demonstrated his boldness to her.

“So, Erika-chan. Wanna go out with me?”

Yamabuki had a triumphant look on his face, but it was meaningless since Erika did not so much as look at him. She continued rotating her cup, gazing at the ripples in the black tea. Her attitude made it clear that she would not allow someone like Yamabuki to appear in her own tale.

“Cold attitude you got there. But d’you really think it’s okay? You know that this is a boarding school, and there’s no such thing as withdrawing. If you turn bad guys like us into enemies, your scaredy-cat friends’ll be frightened out of their wits every single night, won’t they? But ah, I don’t mean anything in particular by that, I’m just saying in general.”

Erika finally did something that could be called a reaction; she abruptly stopped rotating her cup.

Yamabuki, who was used to threatening others, didn’t notice the change.

“You don’t want to date me? Well, I guess it makes no difference if it’s not you. Girl beside you’s also my type. Oh, man, I think you’re perfect for me too! Don’t even need to know your name.”

Yamabuki and his two henchmen roared with laughter.

Erika finally raised her head, glanced at the short-haired girl standing beside her, and sighed softly.

 

(I can’t believe he went there.)

Kanna, who was following the whole scene from the tiny PA room window, was unusually irritated. He hadn’t expected Yamabuki to be this vulgar and stupid.

“Kana-chan’s mad ‘cause someone’s hitting on Erika-sama…”

“…I’m certainly not that concerned about her.”

“Liar! Then why d’you call her by her first name?! You’re already thinking of her as your girlfriend while you stalk her, aren’t you?!”

“…Why am I hearing this from you, Nanami-san?”

Nanami tiled her head cutely in ponderment.

“Hm? Because I’m your future girlfriend.”

(No idea what she’s talking about. I don’t remember having such an eccentric girlfriend.)

“But that guy’s done for… I wonder how this is going to turn out…” Nanami said worriedly beside his ear.

(Up until this point, Yamabuki had gotten away with coercing girls against their will numerous times.)

Were this a normal school, someone would have tried to stand up to him.

But this was Nanahoshi Academy, and strength was everything.

No one would come to stop what was about to happen next.

As proof of that, not even Nanami offered to help him.

(What an unpleasant development. I don’t even want to look at what’s going to happen.)

Kanna sighed, then turned his attention outside the window once again.

 

“Whaddya think, Erika-chan? Wanna accept my confession?”

Yamabuki took a threatening step towards her.

Anyone could see that it was his way of declaring an ultimatum.

“… Sigh.”

Erika quietly set her teacup onto its saucer.

And for the first time, she lifted her face and stared at the man before her, confirming the appearance of the person trying to force her to date him. She scrutinized the vulgar mug that would never be good enough to be her lover’s, without changing her expression in the slightest.

It was only her eyes that looked powerful.

“…!”

For an instant, Yamabuki felt overwhelmed by her gaze.

It wasn’t clear if she saw through Yamabuki’s mental conflict, but the corners of Erika’s mouth rose into a slight smile.

She spoke, maintaining her proud stare:

 

“Are you willing to entrust your heart to me?”

 

It was a sonorous, awe-inspiring voice.

A resonant voice that seemed to penetrate the hearts of everyone who heard it.

“I trust no one, but are you willing to entrust your heart to me as I am?”

A request difficult to understand.

Yamabuki naturally knit his brows in confusion.

Seeing his reaction, Erika continued apathetically:

“I am asking you whether you are willing to trust me.”

“…Trust? …Huh? Oh, you mean that. Do I even need to say it? I’m already crazy for you.”

“In that case, you mean that you are willing to devote your heart to me?”

“Yeah, sure, whatever.” Yamabuki replied dismissively.

Erika smiled slightly at Yamabuki’s noncommittal reply, and looked around at the girls next to her.

“…I understand.”

Hearing Erika’s assent, the girls’ expressions changed abruptly.

Indeed, they have already realized Erika’s intentions. It was logical; there was no way Erika would date a vulgar man like that. In other words, she wanted—

“Erika-san?” “You can’t trust someone like him!” “Don’t worry about us, we don’t need protection.”

The surrounding girls spoke to Erika in anguish, one after another. But Erika ruminated over every single word of theirs as though she were listening to classical music.

Yamabuki’s sadistic personality relished the wailing of girls, and his breathing became erratic.

“Yamabuki-san, may I request something of you?”

“Depends on what it is. Let’s hear it.”

“I would like you to keep in mind that dating me means that you will need to have the same feelings that I do. To that end, would you be willing to have tea together with me? I will have something suitable prepared especially for you.”

“Hah? Why should I have to …Ah, whatever. I’ll drink it, but in return you’ll hafta come to my dorm room every night.”

“The F-Ranked dormitories that you live in are three-person suites, are they not?”

“They are, but what does that have to do with anything? I’ll just let my roommates watch all the fun we’ll have together.”

Erika paid no mind to how crass he was being.

“Drink the tea first, and if you satisfy me, I shall consider further. Please have a seat, then.”

Yamabuki sat down onto the chair with a “Whatever”, like he was playing along with her selfishness.

Erika motioned to the girls with her chin. Eiko, who had just had lost her composure after being threatened by Yamabuki just a moment ago, took the lead and poured black tea from the pot into a cup.

Impatient, Yamabuki tried to snatch it from her the moment she was done, but Erika held out her hand and motioned for him to stop.

“What? Lemme drink the tea.”

“Can you grant me one more favor before you drink? There is something I would like to explain first in order to heighten your enjoyment of the tea.”

“A lecture on etiquette? Or are you telling me I need to rotate my cup as if this were some tea ceremony? Gimme a break!”

“No, merely some things for you to pay attention to… Oh yes, Yamabuki-san, please observe your surroundings.”

Yamabuki looked around, irritated.

Growing verdant, the renaissance garden was brimming with plant life. Florid roses bloomed among the emerald hues with lovely birds hiding among them. Swallowtail butterflies fluttering gently by brought shades of yellow and black to the red and green scenery.

“What do you think of this garden?”

As if in response to Erika’s question, a gentle breeze blew, bringing the fragrance of roses.

“Waaah.” One of the seven sighed in awe. A smile bloomed on her face as she forgot about what was happening in front of her.

This garden, including Erika sitting in its center, was simply flawless.

“Hah? …Um, it’s nice, I guess?”

Yamabuki seemed not the least bit concerned about the miraculous scenery before his eyes.

“You seem unimpressed, but do you not feel that your spirit has been cleansed? Spending time in this garden makes me feel as though I am far from the hustle and bustle; it is a space where I can find new value in things. What is outstanding is not merely the scenery before my eyes. The fragrance of flowers, the warm sunlight, the gentle breeze, and conversing with friends to my heart’s content — everything adds to the enjoyment. To me, having tea here perfectly satisfies all five of my senses, making it the most luxurious pleasure of all.”

“Really? I’d prefer your naked body over this garden.” Yamabuki responded in the crudest way possible.

Even Erika sighed at this, but her mood was unaffected. With a blank expression, she stretched her foot towards a short-haired girl beside her.

“Sari, please.”

The short-haired girl addressed as Sari stared at that long, slender leg, her hand at her chin as she reflected on what had been entrusted to her. Sari’s face was filled with doubt as she lightly touched Erika’s slender leg. Erika lightly nodded to answer her silent question.

“…Please excuse me.”

Sari knelt on both knees at Erika’s feet like a servant, and placed both hands on her stocking—

 

Watching the scene outside the window, Kanna could not help but smile bitterly.

“Whoa, whoa…”

Nanami’s eyes widened in shock.

“Huh? What’s Erika-sama doing?”

It was natural that both of them would react like that.

 

—Slip.

Sari began to remove a black stocking from Erika’s foot.

“Mm.” 

Erika gazed at her own slowly bared, fair leg with much satisfaction.

Without so much as twitching her eyebrows, Erika sat and waited silently to be served. She even extended her legs as if wanting to show off her features even more. With Erika’s beauty, it looked like Sari was playing around with a life-sized dress-up doll. It was almost unreal, without a shred of obscenity. Dress-up games with life-sized dolls were nothing more than fantasy, after all.

Sari removing Erika’s stocking as she was commanded only amplified that feeling of unrealness. She was so unusually focused on her duty that it had a sense of urgency. It was with that sense of franticness that she complied with Erika’s order.

It was as if she wanted to use this action to wrest back the fairy tale world that Yamabuki had obliterated.

“Yamabuki-san.”

Completely attracted to Erika’s calves, Yamabuki had stopped moving and only looked up when he was called. Forget a bully, his mute expression looked more like that of a pure, faultless child.

“I thought I would be quite uncomfortable with someone like you courting me like this at first, but this is unexpectedly enjoyable.”

“…Huh, really? You’re entertaining me by going nude since I said I’d prefer your naked body?”

Of course, that was impossible.

Erika extended her right hand towards Sari, and Sari placed the black sock into her hand. Erika looked at her own sock, and spoke:

“… Here.”

—Plop.

The stocking was soaked into the black tea specially prepared for Yamabuki.

“Hah?”

Yamabuki’s confusion peaked.

 

Then.

—Hee hee.

—Hee hee hee hee.

A storm of giggles erupted.

The elegant yet wholly disdainful laughter came from the girls who had pretended to be anguished earlier.

“…T-The fuck’re you laughing at?!”

Yamabuki’s question was exceptionally dense.

Because it was obvious that they were laughing at him. To begin with, Erika would rather die than date someone like Yamabuki.  However, not only did she respond to his advances, she also showed the girls an inexplicable smile.

It was a signal.

Merely a signal to utterly humiliate Yamabuki and his friends.

Only those fools, unable to detect impending danger, would draw such mocking laughter.

As though thoroughly mixing their degrading laughter into the black tea, Erika continually stirred her sock within the cup. Not long after, after the malice of Yamabuki and company had been thoroughly blended with confusion, the cup of black tea specially prepared for him was completed.

Yamabuki looked blankly at the soaked sock.

Erika pinched the sock that she had just been wearing, and tossed it onto the table.

—Splat.

Erika pointed at the drenched garment and said:

“Your specially prepared tea.”

With a warm smile that would never appear even when she was joyous inside, she said:

“Please suck on this sock.”

Erika meaningfully glanced at the other girls. Her expression remained the same, but the other girls smiled, as though looking down on Yamabuki, who still did not understand what was happening. They exchanged glances with each other, and took pleasure in the fact that this man was indeed an idiot.

“I mentioned that I want you to feel the same way as I do.”

As if she were gently instructing a child, Erika explained in detail:

“Did I not tell you that I want to satisfy all of my senses when I drink here? How do you think I feel now? Your eyesore of an appearance, conversation with less depth than construction noise, and hair gel that smells like a toilet — every part of you offends me.”

Erika’s eyes landed on the drenched black sock.

“If you wish to date me, you need to understand my feelings. To ensure that we feel the same way, you must drink this cup of tea that I have specially prepared for you.”

“??? B-But you looked like you were having fun just a second ago…”

Having always been the abuser, Yamabuki had never been treated this way, and being unable to grasp the situation, the words coming out of his mouth were utterly meaningless.

“Yes, I am having fun. I don’t care much for arrogance, but you are not that kind of person anyway. I realized that you don’t get carried away; you are merely an innate clown, and of course it pleases me to watch a clown’s performance. Even the brief unpleasant moments I had dealing with you are nothing more than what I feel when I go to a haunted house or ride a rollercoaster. How extraordinary; you possess the talent to please. Please treasure it properly from now on.”

Without a doubt, her words were dripping with sarcasm.

“Wh…”

Yamabuki flushed crimson, seething enough to be at a loss for words.

He had never been this humiliated before. Yamabuki was not just a bully who flaunted his authority, he was a true wolf. When faced with someone who arrogantly provoked him, he was bent to make them clearly aware that they should never let it happen again. He would beat his enemies black and blue, and he had attacked girls several times based on his own desires. People with a normal sense of danger would never do something so ignorant with someone like Yamabuki as their opponent.

However, that would only fly at a normal school.

In Nanahoshi Academy, strength was everything.

One was forced to obey the strong, even when it made no sense to.

 

Obey the absolute strongest, Erika Kagurazaka the [Pride].

 

As though she were showing it to Yamabuki, Erika placed her CCC mobile before his eyes, pressed the first button, and declared:

“«S Instruct»: Never approach me again.”

As a result, the F-Ranked Yamabuki would never be able to approach the S-Ranked Erika again. On Yamabuki’s CCC mobile, that wandering glow shifted from green to red. Even though Erika had clearly informed him, Yamabuki was still unable to comprehend the meaning behind this declaration.

In a certain sense, being unable to comprehend this had nothing to do with rank; it was the best evidence that he was among the weakest of the lowest class in this academy.

“Who’d listen to an order from you, you bitch?!”

Yamabuki flipped over the marble table, trying to slam Erika who hadn’t moved from her seat.

With a blast of shattering cups, screams arose from the girls who had originally been tittering in contempt.

“…Yaah!”

The screams were merely reflexive shrieks from being unaccustomed to primitive violence; unable to comprehend the meaning behind the Instruct, Yamabuki was daft enough to be calmed by their screams.

—These bitches dare look down upon me, but in the end they’ll still submit to violence. Looks like people used to living in the generous world are completely unable to imagine what violence can do.

Judging by the vile grin on Yamabuki’s face, that was what he was thinking. So deficient in a sense of crisis, enough to be flabbergasting; so unable to conform to his surroundings, enough to be discouraging.

Yamabuki’s face twisted into a vicious, sadistic leer, swinging a fist at the seated Erika.

“Pick a fight with me, will ya, I’ll make you regret it for—”

Then — his words suddenly halted.

“Urh… Ah…”

Yamabuki collapsed to the ground, having disobeyed the Instruct and approached Erika.

It was a natural result.

His fist, which should be clenched, was completely unable to exert any strength, his legs were immobilized, and his vision was a haze.

“What… did you… do…”

Even his speech was inarticulate. Yamabuki spasmed as he looked up at Erika, drool running down his mouth, as though he were seeing something inexplicable.

Erika turned a blind eye to Yamabuki.

She did not see him as an enemy or an obstacle at all. Just as she had provoked him earlier, she merely viewed him as a pathetic clown.

Erika remained in her seat and extended her right hand to wordlessly signal towards the other girls. Sari righted the table to its proper position, and another girl poured black tea into a still intact cup and placed it into Erika’s hand, which was still suspended in midair.

After sipping the black tea, Erika placed her right foot over her now bare left foot, and crossed her legs.

“How surprising. I was under the impression that this had to be a prank, but I never imagined that there would be someone so stupidly ignorant of this academy’s regulations.”

After finishing, she took another sip of the black tea.

If her spiel about joyously having tea because it satisfied her senses was true, Erika would only come here to have black tea because there ought to be something attractive here. So, Erika was carefully toying with the ugly consequences of the wolf lying limp before her as though she were appreciating the garden’s scenery. 

“The CCC mobiles are internally equipped with an anesthetic, a fast-acting new drug with virtually no side effects. If you fail to obey the orders of those above you, you will be injected with anesthetic, and that would be Punitive Sanction C. It was definitely explained under important matters mentioned during student orientation, but it seems that someone of your intellect can’t recall.”

“Are you… kidding me… This is… an academy… where the strong… can do whatever they want…”

“That is what I’m saying.”

Erika was completely indifferent, merely stating the facts as though this were routine business.

“As someone with an IQ of zero, you are weak.”

Whether he had heard this despairing truth or not, Yamabuki had already lost consciousness.

Erika finally gazed at Yamabuki crumpled on the ground, her overlooking eyes lacking even the slightest trace of chilliness, as though she were merely glancing at an inorganic object, like an exploded balloon, without a shred of emotion.
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“Destruction of property, threats, attempted assault; all of the above are clearly in violation of school regulations. If I simply presented the evidence, you will be liable for more severe punishment than just disobeying an order. Sari, you’ve recorded it all, haven’t you?”

“Yes, I’ve been recording ever since this inferiority first appeared.”

When Yamabuki had uttered “Girl beside you’s also my type” and related phrases, Erika had glanced at Sari, not out of concern for her safety, but to entice Yamabuki into breaking the rules, and confirm with her eyes whether she had begun to record a video.

Erika nodded satisfactorily at Sari indeed having carried out the deed, and pressed the fourth button on her CCC mobile.

“Please investigate the punishment.”

Sari also pressed the fourth button on her CCC mobile.

“Presenting film evidence.”

Erika and Sari put their CCC mobiles close together and touched them; both devices emitted a weak electronic beep, indicating that data had been successfully transferred. The investigation concluded shortly and the voice of the punishment investigation server came.

“Punitive Sanction decided. —Keigo Yamabuki, Student Number 22809310, First Year, F-Rank… has been judged for Punitive Sanction S… To repeat, Keigo Yamabuki, Student Number 22809310—”

“Punitive Sanction S entails that no matter how high your grades are from now on, you will be unable to emancipate yourself from your F-Rank, and in these three years until graduation, you will be unable to leave Dormitory 44 — it is colloquially known as the ‘prison tower punishment’. An exceptionally severe sentence. Your future career and college entrance will fail to follow your desires and there will be a great number of restrictions. Moreover, while you are still attending this school, you must obey all students E-Ranked and above, who comprise 90% of the student population. If it were me, I would have long been unable to endure this sort of humiliation, but to a clown like you, it is a good opportunity to realize your own place, and display your comedic talents. I don’t necessarily see this as a bad thing.”

Erika coldly expounded the cruel reality.

“Oh yes, you have not fulfilled your promise yet.”

Erika picked up the drenched sock and knelt down side Yamabuki, who lay in a deep sleep with his mouth open, dripping drool. To prevent exposing herself, she covered her skirt while crouching down, but it didn’t seem like something Erika would do at all; it seemed more like the actions of a normal highschool girl.

But what she did next was far from normal.

Erika wrung the sock.

Liquid dripped down towards Yamabuki’s mouth.

The liquid mixed with black tea flowed down his cheek, and poked into the corner of his mouth; Yamabuki coughed and hacked, semi-conscious, expelling it from his mouth along with spit.

“How cruel. And you promised to drink it too.”

She sounded truly sad as she made that vicious joke… No, she was joking, wasn’t she? It was quite difficult to try and pry into Erika’s thoughts.

“If you don’t drink this, I’m sorry, but I’ll take it as you going back on your promise.”

—Hee hee hee hee hee.

The girls’ elegant but coarse sneers were heard again.

To top it off, one of them was filming Yamabuki through her CCC mobile. It could be for the purpose of making the film public in self-defense to prevent retaliation, but to be honest, recording a video of someone forcing someone to drink the liquid dripping from a sock wasn’t exactly a refined thing to do. 

Then Erika turned her eyes from Yamabuki to his two henchmen.

 

Deciding that there was no more need to observe them, Kanna moved his eyes away from the tiny window.

(What an unsightly result.)

Kanna took one last look at the situation in the garden. Erika must have given them some sort of order, because Yamabuki’s two pale-faced henchmen were now licking the black tea moistening the ground.

Kanna couldn’t help but sigh.

( I predicted it would end like this halfway through, but there’s nothing I can do to help those three as an F-Rank…not that I want to help them either way.)

According to the rules, one could not deliver an order that harmed another’s dignity, and anything more humiliating than kneeling down could not be ordered.

All unreasonable orders that surpassed this boundary would show up as an error and be rejected by the CCC mobile.

If someone suffered psychological damage as a result of being ordered to do something like licking the ground, it would count as a violation of the school rules and would be subject to punishment. So it couldn’t have been Erika’s order. They had done it of their own accord. Since Yamabuki, whom they considered their leader, had suffered such consequences, they were probably aware of the hopelessness of their own situation.

The pack of wolves who tried to destroy the fairy tale were met a counterattack, and they weren’t even able to come out of it standing on two feet. Like livestock, one of them was sprawled on his back, drool dripping from his mouth, and the others were licking up liquid from the ground.

(Good grief… I figured Yamabuki would be useful since he was an idiot, but I didn’t expect him to be this stupid. Nothing he did helped me at all. The information I’ve gathered this time merely corroborates what I already knew.)

Kanna did not forget to continue smiling at Nanami beside him, but exhaled impatiently.

(I went to all that trouble to egg Yamabuki on, and this is the result.)

Yes.

Come to think of it, why was Kanna waiting in the PA room to observe Erika?

There was no other reason; it was he who had provoked Yamabuki (the other two had followed him of their own accord), so he was sure that he was about to watch a good show.

In other words, he was the schemer, the mastermind, the perpetrator.

The private punishments Erika had exacted upon those three should have been taken by Kanna himself, too.

Then why did Kanna provoke Yamabuki?

The reason — he wanted to overthrow Erika, one of the [Seven Rulers].

The so-called [Seven Rulers] was the title given to the leaders of the seven cliques of Nanahoshi Academy. Their titles were linked to the Seven Deadly Sins of Christianity.

[Pride] spearheaded the [Urban Lion] clique.

[Envy] spearheaded the [Psychedelic Snake] clique.

[Wrath] spearheaded the [Traditional Wolf] clique.

[Sloth] spearheaded the [Striped Bear] clique.

[Greed] spearheaded the [Navy Fox] clique.

[Gluttony] spearheaded the [Houndstooth Fly] clique.

[Lust] spearheaded the [Loden Scorpion] clique.

Virtually none of the students were aware of the true identities of the [Seven Rulers], and the only ones who did were likely to be their trusted aides. If the [Seven Rulers] were ever exposed, they would surely be targeted by those wanting to take over their position. There was too much risk in making their identities public.

But even under these conditions, the leader of the strongest clique, [Urban Lion], Erika the [Pride], had personally announced her own identity during an all-school assembly.

Erika was probably capable of such resolution because she believed that publicizing her true identity would cause her no problems whatsoever. Even if people knew who she was, no one would dare make a move on the colossal [Urban Lion]. That was the extent of power possessed by her clique.

Within the Survival of the Fittest Academy, Erika Kagurazaka clearly stood out from the masses.

As such, she was crowned with a title.

[The Absolute Ruler].

But establishing a position like that wouldn’t be enough to satisfy Erika. Kanna knew her well enough to say that she would go on to annihilate the other cliques and absorb them to expand her own power, further strengthening the already immensely formidable [Urban Lion]. Once that happened, there would be no one capable of standing up to her.

(It’ll be too late once that happens. I’ll need to do something about her before then.)

Kanna pressed his index finger to his temple.

(I’ll never allow that to happen and I can’t afford to hesitate. If I don’t overthrow the Absolute Ruler, Erika Kagurazaka—)

His finger twisted against his temple.

(—then I’ll never be able to stand at the summit of this academy.)

This had been Kanna’s ambition ever since he had joined the school and he had not once lost sight of his goal.

To achieve this ambition, he had to overthrow Erika Kagurazaka.

And this school had already given him a way to do it.

Nanahoshi Academy had a system for usurping the positions of the [Seven Rulers]: to directly engage them in a Rating Battle and win.

Rating Battles were one of the systems established by the school to evaluate student ability. Every student was required to choose one type of battle from a list of seventy-seven when they enrolled at Nanahoshi Academy. No one was allowed to change their minds afterwards and everyone had to compete using their chosen type during all three years at the school.

When two students competed against each other, the higher ranked student was allowed to choose the battle type. When both participants were of equal ranking, randomization would be used to decide the type of competition (but if they were to battle again, a different type would be chosen).

The winner would not only raise their winning percentage, the type of competition would also be taken into account to raise their score. The higher their opponent’s rank, the more it reflected on their score. Defeat would mean the opposite: if one lost to a low-ranked opponent, there would be a massive score deduction. Therefore, virtually nothing good came out of a high-ranking student competing against a low-ranking student.

Because of that, higher-ranking students had the right to refuse a Rating Battle. Yet if one refused too many times, it would mean lowering their own score. Even though one could participate in an unlimited number of Rating Battles, one could not compete against the same opponent more than three times in one month.

There was also the [Seven Rulers] to consider. If someone won against one of the [Seven Rulers], he or she would be able to seize their opponent’s title. For example, if someone won against Erika in a Rating Battle, they would successfully be able to earn Erika’s title of [Pride].

This system of seizing the opponent’s title by way of Rating Battles likely existed due to Nanahoshi Academy’s frequent habit of promoting competition. If those who earned the title of the [Seven Rulers] could keep their titles without doing anything, then competition would stagnate. This didn’t just apply to the [Seven Rulers] themselves; the cliques they led would also grow complacent. Rating Battles existed to prevent this sort of situation. The academy made sure they were always ready to compete.

(I’ll challenge Erika to a Rating Battle soon enough. The reason I used Yamabuki was to get more information on how she fights.)

Everyone in Kanna’s class, [F128], had heard Yamabuki loudly talking about how much he liked Erika. Kanna had used the fact that he had attended the same middle school as Erika to get in touch with Yamabuki and egg him on.

At the very least, he wanted to find out which of the seventy-seven types of Rating Battles Erika used, but…

(I didn’t expect the outcome to be this miserable. I thought if I told him the only way to get into Erika’s good books is to show off his strength as an F-Ranked, he’d understand that I meant for him to do it through a Rating Battle. Why would he resort to violence, which is explicitly prohibited at Nanahoshi Academy? Is there no limit to his stupidity?)

Kanna then exhaled a lament that had recently become a habit.

(What a disgrace.)

Of course, Kanna never believed Yamabuki could win against Erika in a Rating Battle of wits. After Yamabuki lost to Erika, Kanna expected him to be unable to live it down and try to take revenge. From there he would dig his own grave deeper and get himself locked away. From the beginning, Kanna had viewed Yamabuki as a stepping stone… no, a sacrifice.

Yes, a sacrifice. Therefore, this incident did no harm whatsoever to Kanna. The opportunity to take advantage of the easily manipulated idiot presented itself, so he decided to try and see what would happen. Even now, Kanna was considering whether or not this sacrifice could possibly be used again.

There was no need to be dispirited even if he didn’t get any results this time. Now was the time to come up with another strategy and make his next move. 

Now was the time to figure out his next battle. All to crush the holder of that title.

■

“Nanami-san.”

It was about time to settle things on this side as well.

Kanna faced Nanami again, and put on the intentional look of a top student, which he normally used to conceal his true nature.

“No, I should call you something else, shouldn’t I?”

If Nanami had come to confess, things would be relatively simple, and he only needed to respond to her properly. But supposing that wasn’t the case, the two of them were probably enemies.

Kanna gazed at Nanami’s face, and said her full name.

 

“Nanami Nanahoshi, daughter of the academy president.”

 

Nanami, who was known by every student at Nanahoshi Academy, was unfazed and maintained her vapid smile even after hearing Kanna’s words.

“Still though, Erika-sama was way too cruel there.”

The fact that she was the daughter of the academy president wasn’t something only Kanna knew. Everyone was already aware of who she was. Perhaps it was because of this that Nanami didn’t mind at all, and continued to talk.

“She clearly didn’t need to go that far. What an awful personality.”

Nanami held the lollipop in her mouth and leapt down from the folding chair.

“She didn’t do that just for fun, you know.”

“Huh?”

“Erika used her judgment and concluded that since things had developed the way they had, she needed to completely annihilate their will to resist. Otherwise, a halfhearted humiliation might result in her being targeted by them again. She didn’t do it for fun. If she were someone who acted impetuously, she wouldn’t have become the [Pride] among the [Seven Rulers].”

“Reeeeally.” Nanami sounded like she couldn’t agree with Erika’s methods but didn’t continue to criticize her, perhaps aware of Erika’s position as the leader of the overwhelmingly powerful [Urban Lion].

“But the reactions of the girls beside Erika-sama had to be because of their bad character, right? They were even making that arrogant, elegant giggling.”

“Wrong. They were probably acting as well.”

“Huh? …No, that can’t be right. That had to be real laughter. From their heart.”

“Really? They all laughed in exact the same way. Doesn’t that make you think it was on purpose?”

“Yeah, it did look intentional, but…”

“Those girls beside Erika are probably the so-called [Friends 7]. A number of high-ranking girls gathered by Erika to display her own authority towards common students. Because of that, it wouldn’t be a surprise if their every single move was meticulously calculated.”

“Mm… But why would they want to pretend?”

“The Friends 7 are all exceptionally outstanding. If it weren’t for Erika, all of them would be talented enough to seize her authority. Therefore, Erika maintains constant vigilance against betrayal, something the Friends 7 are well aware of.”

“…Huh? Does the ‘completely annihilate the will to resist’ that Kana-chan was talking about not just refer to those bullies, but also those Little Miss Perfects?”

“Indeed. Perhaps she’s humiliating disobedient guys as much as possible to let the Friends 7 know that if they make her their enemy, they will suffer the same fate. The Friends 7 were well aware of Erika’s implied threat and had no choice but to do what she wanted them to. Their true thoughts had nothing to do with it; they could only laugh alongside the others to express that they had no intention of rebelling. They wouldn’t even have the right to be near Erika if they couldn’t.”

“…You mean, those weren’t natural actions, and they were only doing it because they know they have to?”

“And that’s the reason they are able to stay in there.”

That place — where the officers of the largest clique [Urban Lion] gathered — was undoubtedly the current peak of the school.

In this Survival of the Fittest Academy where everyone had their eye on the top, it was only natural that those at the peak would have to calculate their each and every move. Those who failed in their vigilance, didn’t plan ahead, and idly went by their days were doomed to be devoured by carnivores. No one could afford to be vulnerable; weakness was a sin.

Those who could not adapt to this environment became meat, fodder, stepping stones, and sacrifices for the strong.

This was the world of the survival of the fittest.

Kanna realized he was clenching his fists and let out a sigh.

(Maybe I was too emotional there… I told Nanami too much. Oh well, part of it was in preparation for what I want to do next.)

Kanna crossed his arms, and rudely sat on the audio console. That arrogant, obstinate attitude was a complete departure from the top student look that he’d been putting on, but Kanna no longer cared.

He looked at Nanami Nanahoshi once again.

Honestly, Nanami with her childish cheeks and inability to hide her emotions, at a glance seemed utterly harmless.

“…Kana-chan, your attitude seemed to become really arrogant all of a sudden… did something happen?”

“Yeah, because I’m wondering why the academy president’s daughter keeps refusing to state her purpose.” Kanna decided to get straight to the point, but Nanami calmly kept up her vapid smile.

“Oh, I don’t really want you to remember me as just the academy president’s daughter. I want you to properly remember me as a person. I have many other strong points too!”

As she spoke, Nanami took out a small mirror from her bag and began tidying up her bangs. He couldn’t tell whether this was intentional, but she was scarily unperturbed.

“Oh, I got one!”

Nanami brought her grinning face closer to Kanna.

“Look, I’m really pretty, right!?”

Kanna did not react.

He no longer wanted to put up with Nanami’s inexplicable behavior.

“U-Um… I don’t mind if you laugh… I’ll be happy even if you agree with me as a joke.”

“What else?”

“Huh?”

“Yes, you really are cute, I already know that much. But you said you had lots of other strong points too, right? Well, what are they?”

“Uh? … What kind of reaction is that… That’s kinda scary… Y-You’re not angry, are you, Kana-chan? You pretend to be a handsome guy, but you’re actually a sadist…?”

Nanami cried out to to the stuffed Skitty doll on her bag for help, but Kanna remained fixated on her.

“Uh… Do I have to say my strong points?”

“A-All right… I do! I really do have a lot of strong points! I remember, my, Nanami Nanahoshi’s strongest point is that—”

 

“—I’m one of the [Seven Rulers], leading [Navy Fox]: [Greed].”

 

What an explosive declaration.

The [Seven Rulers] would never let others know their true identities, and besides Erika, the identities of the [Seven Rulers] were enormous secrets that must be protected.

“────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────”

So Nanami was speechless.

“Why didn’t you mention that? Nanami-san.”

As this enormous secret was exposed, Nanami immediately became speechless.

The fake smile vanished from Kanna’s face, and was replaced with an unbridled grin. There was no need to continue hiding his true nature now that her secret was out. Kanna threw away what was left of his honor student persona.

Still sitting on the audio console, he took the lollipop in his hand and aimed it at Nanami’s heart.

“You were acting so overly familiar because you’re a fox. Am I wrong?”

Nanami was silent, unable to give a straight reply.

Seeing that expression, Kanna felt relieved.

(Looks like I got her.)

Truthfully, Kanna felt the best course of action right now would be to flee this place. He wasn’t sure what Nanami wanted, but if her goal wasn’t a half-baked love confession, but a confrontation, he wanted to avoid it.

In all honesty, Kanna wanted to have a showdown against Nanami in a Rating Battle soon anyway, since this would be a rare opportunity to seize the title of [Greed]. However, unlike Erika who had once been his middle school classmate, Kanna did not understand Nanami at all. Of course, he also didn’t know what kind of Rating Battle Nanami had chosen. Perhaps her harmless attitude was all a ploy to get Kanna to lower his guard.

As an F-Ranked, Kanna would have to go along with whatever Rating Battle Nanami chose. In this situation where he knew nothing about his opponent, the probability of losing was extremely high.

However, the one with more to lose was Nanami, who if by any chance, lost, would be forced to give up her position among the [Seven Rulers]. Therefore, he could make her feel threatened by the fact he knew she was greed to put her on guard and get her to leave, at least for now. After that, he could spend time gathering even more information on her. That was the plan; the best way to take down Nanami was to challenge her only after having a complete grasp of what she was capable of.

This was Kanna’s current judgment.

(What will you do now, then?)

Kanna concealed his inner anxiety, continued smiling coldly as he waited for Nanami’s next move.

“Uh…”

Nanami finally reacted.

She tore off the outer wrapping of the lollipop Kanna was pointing at her, and bit down on it.

Kanna let go of the lollipop on reflex.

“Grr.”

Her mouth chewing noisily with two white lollipop sticks poking out, Nanami stared at Kanna. Although he couldn’t understand what she was doing, judging by her eyes, and the way she snatched the lollipop, she was probably upset at Kanna for learning her identity as [Greed]. …Well, she was staring at him, but that childish face made her look like a docile animal squinting its eyes.

“……So annoying.” Nanami muttered.

She then trembled and emphatically fell on her back, landing face-up on the unkempt floorboards of the PA room.

What a bizarre change… it was as if she had become a completely different person. Nanami gnawed on the lollipops, staring vacantly at the ceiling. After she finished crunching one of the lollipops, she took out the white stick, and gazed at it lifelessly.

“Live…”

She muttered softly.

“Dammit! It’s not even candy! I just wanna live off my parents!”

Nanami let out an unexpected complaint and began flailing noisily on the ground.

“Daaaamn iiiit! No matter how hard I try, I’m useless against an opponent this smart! So annoying so annoying so annoying so annoying! Whyyyy do I have to try so hard?! I just want to take a long nap, that’s all! I don’t want a title like [Greed]! If they’re letting me be one of the [Seven Rulers] just because I’m getting special treatment, I’d rather them pull a few strings to let me be on TV and earn everyone’s love and respect! I wanna eat tasty stuff every day, and pretend I’m an artist to draw some worthless paintings and satisfy myself! Lemme live off my parents! Lemme be a leech! I’ve had enough of the Survival of the Fittest Academy or whatever! Why was I chosen to be [Greed] and thrown into the middle of the battlefield?! Daaaaaaaaaammiiit, so annoooooooying!”

Nanami went ballistic against the floorboards.

“But if I don’t work hard enough, my dad’ll kick me out! If I’m [Greed], I can’t offer my position to someone else! As long as I’m in the battlefield, I’m forced to join the fight! I have to deal with those who attack me! Aaaahhh, daaaaammiit, so annooooying!”

(What is with her… I’m stunned. Forget [Greed], she’s way more like [Sloth].)

Kanna watched Nanami indifferently, who didn’t care that her skirt had already rolled up, and was acting like a stubborn child throwing a tantrum.

“But… I have to do it even if it’s annoying… When I’m attacked I can only meet it head-on. This is straight up coercion, it’s coercion I tell you… I’m being controlled by the school’s system… But, there’s nothing I can do about it. I know that and it’s so frustrating…”

Nanami’s waving hands and feet suddenly halted.

Then she turned to look at Kanna.

 

“If I don’t crush Kana-chan, you’ll eventually steal away my position as [Greed].”

 

“What did you say?”

This declaration by Nanami’s couldn’t be ignored.

It was a declaration filled with hostility, a declaration that could develop into a confrontation.

But Kanna cared more about something else.

“Why do you think that I, an F-Ranked, can threaten your position?”

There were innumerable individuals besides Kanna who were after her title of [Greed]. As outstanding as Kanna considered himself to be, there was no reason for her to feel threatened by him. Objectively, there should be more individuals to be cautious of.

Yet, what reason did she have to be especially on guard against Kanna?

“Answer me.”

Slowly sitting up, Nanami replied:

“A girls’ instinct.”

“Are you joking?”

But Nanami looked dead serious.

“No matter how you look at it, I am the academy president’s daughter. Ever since I was little, I’ve seen my fair share of famous people or those who will become famous, powerful people or those who will become outstanding, and dangerous people or those who will become dangerous. I’ve been educated on how to tell the difference between talent and excellence.”

Nanami spoke of completely irrelevant things, greatly confusing Kanna.

“Ever since then, somehow I’ve been able to differentiate, based on instinct, whether someone will become famous, outstanding, or dangerous in the future, with virtually one hundred percent accuracy.”

Nanami suddenly stood up.

“So my instinct is telling me.”

After saying this, Nanami stared straight at Kanna’s face.

“The people most likely to seize my position of [Greed] are Kana-chan and Erika-sama.”

“…Erika and I…?”

Relying on instinct without any basis. Nanami’s words weren’t necessarily true.

But Kanna believed what she said, a little.

Not because she had mentioned his name, but because she had mentioned Erika. Although he didn’t know from what perspective Nanami was evaluating Erika, Kanna was certain that if Nanami kept up her laissez-faire attitude, Erika would definitely crush her.

“In other words, you’ve determined that between Erika and me, it would be easier to crush me since I’m an F-Ranked? High-leveled people can force-start Rating Battles and make others play by their own rules. Not only that, after you win, you only need to blacklist your opponent, and they’ll never be able to challenge you again.”

That was what Kanna wanted to avoid the most.

That was how this would normally go. That was probably the reason Nanami came to observe him.

Now that things had come to this, he had to make a decision. Kanna’s fingertip pressed his temple and he sank into deep thought: What kind of Rating Battle would Nanami choose? Did he have a chance of winning? If he failed to understand Nanami’s intentions and thoughts, he would probably be defeated.

Kanna paid special attention to Nanami’s next sentence.

Nanami, whom Kanna viewed as an enemy, spoke:

“I don’t wanna, that’s so annoying.”

“Wha—?”

The strength in his finger pressed against his temple suddenly lifted.

“Then what do you plan to do? When will you defeat me?”

“Defeat? What’re you talking about?”

Nanami looked startled.

“I don’t wanna do something that annoying! I! Wanna! Keep being [Greed]! Without! Trying!”

Kanna thought that he should be the one feeling startled.

“That’s a fantasy in the Survival of the Fittest Academy.”

“No it’s not! Do you know why I came running to flirt with you? I don’t want you to waste my hard work!”

“You’ve never told me reason you were here.”

“Huh? …No, I did tell you!”

She didn’t — But Kanna tried to remember everything Nanami told him, and found something that could fit.

(Don’t tell me…)

If he had guessed correctly, it would explain why she was so overly familiar with him. Although he didn’t agree, it made sense if he viewed this as Nanami’s rehearsal.

Because Nanami had called herself—

(—his future girlfriend.)

 

“Hey, question.”

The one asking wasn’t Kanna, but Nanami.

She no longer had a dull smile and her expression was extremely serious.

“Why were you stalking Erika-sama, Kana-chan? Do you wanna date her? Or defeat her?”

Nanami already knew what the answer was — the latter. She certainly wasn’t hoping that the people most likely to defeat her were colluding.

And if he didn’t answer the way she wanted, there was a chance she would bare her fangs at him.

But why did he have to obediently answer with one of her options?

“Neither.”

“Huh?”

Kanna stood up from audio console he was sitting on.

Looking down at the petite Nanami, he told her what he really believed from the bottom of his heart.

“I don’t want to defeat Erika, I will defeat her.”

Nanami looked up at Kanna, stunned.

If Nanami, who had originally thought of him as a dangerous individual, decided to immediately start a battle because of what he said, then so be it.

But this alone was definitely not a lie.

Because it was Kanna’s pride.

“Heh heh.”

However, Nanami grinned.

“You’re too arrogant! And too conceited! But—”

Nanami suddenly halted her speech, and encircled her arms around Kanna’s body in a hug. The scent of marine-scented perfume floated into his nostrils.

“—I’m glad, because you are how I expected you to be after all, Kana-chan.”

Kanna was unable to comprehend her.

But Nanami’s next words, Kanna understood.

She was his “future girlfriend”, after all.

Of course what Nanami wanted to do, wasn’t to challenge him—

“Kana-chan, please go out with me.”

—but to confess her love.

“If you do, I will make you into…”

An uncharacteristically charming smile floated onto Nanami’s childlike cheeks, and she spoke:

 

“The F-Ranked Ruler.”
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  Chapter 2


Academy President’s Address

Students, become the rulers who lead the masses!

Both its number of students and the area that it occupies make Nanahoshi Academy the largest academy in Japan. Ever since our surrounding area was acknowledged as a special district, we take pride in an environment in which our students can be satisfied.

In the twenty-eight years since the founding of our school, we have, without a doubt, showcased our presence to the entire world. The abundance of elites who have graduated from our school hold important positions in every field, becoming significant, indispensable figures. In a Japan that has been long denounced for its shortage of leaders, the role our school plays in innovation is surely common knowledge.

Our ability to nurture these outstanding talents should be attributed to our method of education, which coaches students into models, into leaders. This method of coaching implements the ideology of competition and meritocracy, to bestow upon students complete independence, without excessive training. Pure, fair judgment evaluated based only on strength. Only through this can young men and women achieve self-growth.

It is also a characteristic of our school that students compete in groups and not individually. In society, what can be done as an individual is limited. It is the power of the group that drives society, not the individual. That being the case, only the capacity to lead the masses can represent one’s abilities. Therefore Nanahoshi Academy places great emphasis on the superiority of the group over the individual, and we supervise and educate students in developing personalities of leadership.

Modern times has been described as an era difficult to survive in, but we have we not heard this type of speech for several decades? Then let us face reality. There will be no end to said era, that which is so “difficult to survive in”. Such an era will continue forever. If so, why must we still teach our precious young men and women ideals that are at odds with reality, and then cast them into an intensely competitive society? The education of our school does not approve of this method. We must foster students to face, accept, and confront reality.

It is no exaggeration to say that every graduate from our school is well-prepared to accept society.

I have no doubt that there will be a ruler among them, one with the capacity to properly lead the masses. That is the duty and mission of Nanahoshi Academy: raising students who shine as brightly as the stars in the sky. (TN: The name “Nanahoshi” (七星) literally means “seven stars”.).

Kazuya Nanahoshi, Academy President 

 

Along the gravel path crunching loudly with each step between the dormitories and the school buildings, the cherry blossoms usually blooming in this area were nowhere to be seen.

Listening to boring pop music flowing out of his wireless earphones, expressly taking the time to curse, “Boring,” Kanna walked along a sloping path that had been renovated into what could barely pass as a trail. Looking to his right, he saw a verdant, lush forest that, rather than a scene from nature, was more like the embodiment of nature itself. In this age of semi-autonomous cars, weasels or even raccoon dogs would occasionally pop up around here.

The roads of Nanahoshi Academy Special District were not all mountainous paths like this one. But perhaps it would be better to say that this road, connecting the special F-Ranked dormitories and School Buildings No. 35 and 36, and specially allocated for F-Ranked students’ classes, was an exception. The apparently considerate Nanahoshi Academy administration was sending a message that only the lowest of the low among the worst of the worst students walked this road, so there was no need to spend too much effort tidying up the area.

“…Hff.”

Kanna couldn’t help but sigh. It was a recently acquired habit of his.

Vending machines lined the deep greenery. Kanna had lost count of the number of times he’d walked this path, so he knew that it was possible to survey the entirety of Nanahoshi Academy from this position.

Towering above the direct center of Nanahoshi Academy Special District, Nanahoshi Academy prided itself on a vast campus far beyond any other school. Just the tidily arranged school buildings alone numbered seventy-seven, and the gyms numbered seventeen, along with baseball fields, soccer fields, an indoor and outdoor swimming pool, tennis courts, track fields, trails exclusively for jogging, and so on. The school was perfectly equipped. Students arrived in endless droves from the public bus stop, and a number of limousines were parked in a lot exclusively for A-Ranked students in place of taxis.

Kanna looked towards the school buildings afar, stunned.

(What’s the point of having such clearly defined differences between school buildings, such that you can tell which Rank they’re for simply by judging their exterior appearance?)

By way of example, Erika had been sipping black tea in a garden located within School Building No. 2, exclusively for A-Ranked students’ classes, and unlike the F-Ranked dull gray concrete buildings, School Building No. 2 was as gorgeous as a western-styled house. Other high-ranking school buildings also made use of retro wooden styles, modern design styles and so on, each of them different.

But even more conspicuous than the lustrous scenery and gorgeous school buildings was the structure looming directly over the center of Nanahoshi Academy Special District.

It was a pointlessly tall clock tower, [Clock Star], Nanahoshi Academy’s landmark. 

Clock Star was a divine domain into which not even S-Ranked students could enter. According to the introduction in the guided tour handbook, apparently the Academy President’s office was inside. But in reality Kanna had never seen anyone else enter or exit, other than the contracted workers maintaining the clock itself. Attracting tourists likely wasn’t its goal, but the height of the 117-meter-tall clock tower was rumored to exceed that of Britain’s ever-famous Big Ben.

Once night fell, since nearly all of the school lighting central to Nanahoshi Academy Special District was extinguished, the Region would become a donut-shaped ray of light ― dark on the inside and bright on the outside. But only Clock Star would continue to project a glow that made one’s hair stand on end, as though it were a haughty star poised to remain in the sky even in the midst of a torrential stormy night. 

If you slightly shifted your vision southward you would be able to see the ultra-tall skyscraper where the A-Ranked dormitories were located — South Monopoly Tower, but Kanna ignored it instead and lowered his eyes.

(You can see that kind of thing whenever you want, anyway.)

Kanna’s eyes left the streets of Nanahoshi Academy Special District and he began to manipulate his CCC mobile. An Aerial about the size of an eyeglass lens appeared before his left eye. Aerial media in Personal Mode could only be seen by Kanna himself.

Kanna watched the silhouettes of other students quickly moving past. Every time a student passed by, his Personal Mode Aerial would display values. As long as other students’ CCC mobiles were within a one-meter radius of his own, Kanna could see those values when his own device completed facial recognition on them.

He read the values in his head.

(“E, F, E, E, F, E, C” — “E, E, F, F, E, D, D” — “F, D, F, E, C, E, E”… That’s the F-Ranked for you. Pretty difficult to find someone I can use.)

Every time a value showed up, Kanna committed it to memory.

Once more pondering the meaning behind the endless stream of English letters that had just been displayed on the Aerial, he smiled sardonically.

(Ah, I’m sick of this. The values that the administration gives each person bring us students of Nanahoshi Academy under their total control.)

The name of those English letters was [Status Data]. 

Those letters each represented, respectively, their values of Intellect, Knowledge, Stamina, Charisma, Leadership, Appearance, and Bloodline. The range of status levels and the ranking system were the same: divided into seven levels from S to F. Of them, there was only one S at the very top. A accounted for 5% of the school, B was 10%, C was 15%, D was 20%, E was 40%, and F was 10%. 

This was identical to the proportions of each group in the ranking system, and the additional distribution of S was also exactly the same. 

Typically, just publicizing examination rankings would already incite arguments for and against this or that, but at Nanahoshi Academy even appearances were ranked. Not even a public popularity poll on idols would be so cruel.

But the students wouldn’t necessarily be completely controlled if a meticulous ranking were all it was.

Status Data was like a venomous spider making itself at home within one’s heart, and it held the power of the students’ life-and-death in its grasp – which had to do with the accuracy of the values and their effect on the students’ futures.

Status Data was updated in real-time, which granted it accuracy beyond question. Kanna had personally experienced the complete lack of suspicion around these values. This was further proof of the Status Data’s accuracy in addition to the examples from before. Graduates of Nanahoshi Academy conspicuously brilliant in each area would have their Status Data and the fluctuations of which fully published on the internet. Closer inspection would reveal that all Status Data earned by any graduate consisted of striking numbers across the board.

Aside from that, there was another example that openly demonstrated the accuracy of Status Data. A lengthy 4-hour mathematics assessment was held on April 12 only a week after Kanna’s matriculation, and an English assessment the day after. Not only were these two-day consecutive assessments drawn-out in length, they were also special in the sense that every student’s test results had been published before the assessments even began.

This was bizarre. It was natural to be good at and poor at different sections in mathematics and English, and moreover the student’s own condition at the time would also have to be considered; therefore, predicting test scores ought to have been staggeringly difficult. But the students actually earned scores matching the results published before the assessments. Judging by the pre-published data, ranking and points differed only by an inherent margin of error. During that test, the administration had completely grasped how many points each student would earn, as well as their condition. 

Because of this, the students could not help but acknowledge the accuracy of the system that divided them by Status Data.

They could only accept it without question.

No one knew how Status Data was evaluated. Rumor had it that their CCC mobiles measured their brainwave signals, muscle activity and so on, and rated the relevant data to correctly ascertain each person’s abilities, but its veracity was dubious. 

Even if that were not the case, students of Nanahoshi Academy must occasionally undergo various tests: besides the regularly intervaled scholastic attainment assessments and IQ assessments, there were also personality diagnoses, brainwave assessments, frequent personal consultations, and so on. Furthermore, a student’s every move was monitored by the administration via surveillance devices installed within the school, and their personally worn CCC mobiles. One only had to grasp the intelligence gathered from this surveillance and cross-reference it against accumulated student data, and perhaps they could derive these types of inconceivably accurate values. 

Even more gnarly was the fact that if Status Data possessed incomparable accuracy, then companies and future graduate schools were bound to refer to these values as well. Whether it was company entry or school entrance examinations, all Status Data would become points of reference. Therefore, Status Data possessed tremendous impact on a student’s future life.

Faced with Status Data, everyone could only try their very best.

This was the administration’s scheme.

The students were controlled by Status Data.

Many students remained only under the restrictions of Rank and Status Data, completely indifferent to anything else, and because of this a great many of them had given up on school life.

But Status Data did not simply enable high scores, and effort did not necessarily translate into good results. Participating in brain development programs would not raise one’s [Intellect] score, and going to the gym was also not likely to change one’s [Stamina] score. The vast majority of values were as immovable as [Bloodline] was: it had to do with whatever you were born with. The truth was that effort did not necessarily translate into results when it came to Status Data. Innate talent and environment were the most crucial qualities. 

There were also many students who despaired at their Status Data, gave up everything, and lost their drive. It was rumored that some students went insane because of them and were quarantined in the hospital building, but they were still not enough to cause a problem, since public results showed the incontestable truth. Students were forced to toil under the ranking and Status Data systems, but in doing so they did indeed raise their own aptitudes and achieved personal growth.

(Even so, the strong ones actually number very few. Most students will become sacrifices for them under this system. The administration will instill into the few strong ones, who are likely to become leaders, the idea that they are to some extent different from the weak ones, fostering confidence and conceit in them. That’s the method of the Survival of the Fittest Academy.)

But Kanna was very supportive of this system.

Since he was aiming for the top of this academy, Kanna believed that it was a system that could be used. 

(With so many accurate values, all I need to do is master a person’s Status Data and I’ll naturally be able to understand them.)

For that reason, Kanna had familiarized himself with many Status Data, and had grasped their movements. He could not avoid using others if he wanted to stand at the top, and to successfully use others, he could not neglect this type of investigation. 

“[D, E, C, E, D, D, D].”

His Personal Mode Aerial displayed new Status Data again.

At that moment, someone patted Kanna on his shoulder.

([D, E, C, E, D, D, D], huh? There so happens to be two people I am acquainted who match these mediocre values: Yuzuko Araiba and Shinji Hatayama. And the one who would pat me on the shoulder like that would be—)

“Hey, Shinji.”

Kanna closed his Aerial as he greeted him.

Despite knowing who it was before even facing him, Kanna still turned around and checked what he looked like before calling his name. It would do him no good if he were seen as a freak who always looked up other students’ Status Data.

Of course, as he turned around, he did not forget to don the expression of an amiable honor student.

“Yo, morning, Kanna.”

Grinning, Shinji Hatayama raised the hand he had used to pat Kanna’s shoulder. Shinji, whose stature was small and appearance not-that-handsome, possessed an Appearance Rank of D. However, he always wore a smile on his face, giving him a friendly, charming impression. On his uniform, he was wearing a badge with a scorpion emblem of the [Lust]-led [Loden Scorpion] clique. 

Incidentally, Shinji’s Status Data wasn’t poor among the F-Ranked. Status Data like [D, E, C, E, D, D, D] did not seem not high at first glance, but the reality was different. At Nanahoshi Academy, Status Data exceeding D was an above-average achievement. 

With an Intellect of D and Knowledge of E, even if his middle school grades weren’t first-rate, he still ought to be on the upper end. As for his C score in Stamina, that would just about make him the man of the century in gym class. 

But despite his decent Status Data, Shinji remained an F-Ranked.

The F-Ranked students numbered a total of 2,855 among the first-years to the third-years, yet there were a total of 28,187 students in the entire school, so they only accounted for around 10% of the student population. There wouldn’t be anyone amongst the first-years sorted into the A-Rank in their first semester, so a population of 1,138 F-Ranked first-years was more than usual. But the F-Ranked still brought up the rear despite that. 

Even with his Status Data, Shinji had probably been sorted as an F-Ranked probably because—

“Man, I don’t wanna go to class today, I wanna skip so baaad. …Hey, Kanna, wanna skip and find some cute girls?”


His personality had such a lack of crisis awareness.

In this academy, one must never loosen up and become remiss. One must never stop reflecting on how to suppress their opponent. Yet Shinji hadn’t a shred of this awareness.

Kanna called people like Shinji:

Classic F-Ranked. 

However, Shinji was anything but muddleheaded; he just didn’t understand the true nature of the Survival of the Fittest Academy. And a student who never understood the nature of the Survival of the Fittest was a [Normal].

Kanna had no intention of dealing with [Normals].

“Cutting class to find cute girls, hmm? …Weeell, sorry, but I’m not interested.”

“Ahh, you’re so cooold. I’ll be lonely on my own, come with!”

“Hmm… No, I think I’ll pass. I want to ascend Ranks as soon as possible and avoid a bad impression towards the school by skipping class.”

Kanna replied this way because he knew that every student wanted to graduate as soon as possible, even a [Normal]. So they didn’t want to leave a bad impression, even if they had to look serious.

“Whoaaa, you’re so serious, Kanna! Me aside, with your brain, you can probably still Rank up even if you skip class once.”

“‘Me aside? Please, I don’t mean to climb upwards blindly. I’d like to to Rank up together with my friend Shinji if possible.”

As naturally as taking a breath, Kanna pulled a fib that would make the other person like him more.

(Friend, huh? As long as I ascend, it’ll only be natural to distance myself from a classic F-Ranked like you. When the time comes, I won’t be able to call you my friend anymore. It’s only at present that I associate with someone like you.)

“…Man, Kanna, I always knew you were really a good guy!” 

Shinji completely swallowed Kanna’s offhand lie.

(In all likelihood, in elementary school this guy probably got convinced to run with someone else in a marathon, then got betrayed and left in the dust near the end.)

Sorry, but I have no intention of running with you.

Kanna only intended to free himself of the F-Rank as soon as possible.

Remaining in the F-Rank held no benefit whatsoever. The F-Ranked suffered unequal treatment, and not just in terms of facilities like school buildings. Tuition, for example, involved F-Ranked students having to fork over nearly twice the amount as C-Ranked students. And once you ascended to A-Rank, not only could you enjoy perfectly equipped facilities, your tuition and lodging fees were completely waived. The reason A-Ranked students could enjoy such treatment was that they were supported by the exorbitant tuitions of the E and F-Ranked students, but were placed into a normal high school environment anyway.

F-Ranked people were naught but the slaves of those higher Ranked.

And yet that slave spoke:

“Ahh, Nanahoshi Academy is the best.”

(This guy knows he’s an F-Ranked and he can still say something like that? If that’s true, then his lack of ability to grasp the current situation just slipped even further.)

“What makes you think that?”

Kanna inquired with a smile, his expression unchanging, revealing no traces of loathing.

“Hmm, well! …Uh, Kanna, are you familiar with the idol group Sun Sisters? The ones famous for their all-out performances.”

“Ah, yeah.”

He said he was, but only because Shinji had chattered about them before. Shinji took no notice of Kanna’s questionable reaction, nodded with an “Of course you do”, and continued.

“Hinata Arisugawa, the most popular member of the seven person idol group Sun Sisters. You don’t even like celebs but even you should know what she looks like, right? She stands right in the middle in every music video.”

“Of course.”

(I have no idea who she is and I don’t care. I just won’t say that aloud.)

“Did something happen to this Arisugawa-san?”

“Huge news! Apparently she’s a Nanahoshi Academy student!!”

“What?!”

Kanna put on a shocked reaction, but he had long suspected this beforehand, and he didn’t care at all either. It was not unusual for performance artists to attend Nanahoshi Academy. As long as they raised the school’s ratings, they would still be able to enter the higher Ranks even if their attendance didn’t meet the quota. This was Nanahoshi Academy: openly weighing candidates by their benefit to the school. Performance artists aware of this also found it easy to maintain personal privacy due to the school’s boarding policies, so many of them chose to attend Nanahoshi Academy.

“So I told Taihei about this, and he also told me that Tsukuyo Sakagiki, who’s got tons of hardcore fans from Sisters within Sisters also goes to Nanahoshi Academy?! I didn’t even know this! But come to think of it, it’s not just Sun Sisters; aren’t fashion model Kurisu Tanadare and gravure idol Yui Moriuchi (who’s been in dramas) also students of this school? I’ve actually seen Kurisu-san, it’s just crazy how a celeb’s face and body are different proportions than a normal person! I totally get it now when the first thing that someone who sees a celeb says is “Her head’s so small!” So people with S and A-Ranked Appearance look like that!”

(Well, my Appearance is A-Ranked too.)

“So if there’re so many celebs here, there’s gotta be a few that Taihei and I don’t even know of yet, right? So I was planning to skip class today to try and find ‘em!”

“Hah hah, so it has to do with the previous topic after all. Is that why you said Nanahoshi Academy is the best?”

At this, Shinji clicked his tongue with a tsk-tsk.

“Naive, Kanna. Even if I’m actually classmates with Hina-tan, that wouldn’t be enough for me to call Nanahoshi Academy the ‘best’, would it? I think it’s the best because, if I can, maybe I’ll really get to go out with her!”

“Don’t you think that’s a little out of reach?”

“No, no, no! Just think, Kanna. An A-Rank is enough to get you the girls. So haven’t you thought of it before? ‘Huh? Then there probably are guys who have actually gotten together with celebs!’ So I looked it up on the internet yesterday and it turns out that there are! Rumor is, there’s actually a celeb couple out there who met each other in high school at Nanahoshi Academy! …So anyway. If I can get to A-Rank, then getting Hina-tan and doing this and that with her won’t be a pipe dream anymore!”

(Shinji’s not wrong. The A-Rank’s future prospects would qualify you to run together with the celebs. It wouldn’t be a dream to go out with one.)

“Ahh… Well, I talk about doing this and that with her, but as a student, dating is enough! That sort of pure relationship suits a refined girl like Hina-tan… we’d play tennis together — she’s good at tennis; we’d race each other at virtual skiing in the A-Ranked-only rec center; we’d live out the moment where we seal our futures together with the unofficial wedding program they always talk about, with the VR device in the battle building they say graduates use… God! A virtual wedding with Hina-tan… Oh man, just thinking about it gets me so excited!”

Shinji was blabbering randomly, but Kanna paid him neither a response that was more than a conversational reply, nor much attention at all. 

(Shinji dating Hinata Arisugawa is a delusion anyway. Dream on.)

Watching Shinji’s eyes droop pathetically as he fantasized about his sweet springtime together with a celeb, Kanna thought.

(At any rate, you rising to A-Rank is already a delusion.)

This was not an overly severe assessment of Shinji. Typically you are only able to ascend a single Rank per semester, and the only circumstance where ascending two Ranks was possible was upon receipt of a rare honor (such as breaking a record in track and field, getting famous at Koushien Stadium, topping the list in national mock exams, and so on). (TN: Koushien Stadium, where the Japan National High School Baseball Tournament is held.). But ultimately, those were rewards — extremely rare exceptions, and thus were difficult to hope for. In short, Nanahoshi Academy’s semesterly system made it so that even if you continued to rise steadily throughout, by the second semester of your third-year you would only be able to rise from the F-Rank to the A-Rank.

If you wanted to start at the very bottom and climb to the very top, throughout all three years you must not be the least bit negligent or make any sort of mistake, and you must earn consistently high grades.

(And Shinji wants to rise to the A-Rank? Hmph, sleep-talk makes me uncomfortable, so he ought to keep quiet if he wants to keep dreaming.)

But Kanna’s own goal did not stop at rising to the A-Rank. He believed that as long as he rose to the A-Rank and became the single [Seven Ruler], he could continue to climb, perhaps even past the S-Rank.

Kanna had once sought examples of people who had risen from the F-Rank to the S-Rank, and the results were harsher than expected. There had only been two cases like this in history. Moreover, one of them had been Satoru Mikami, the CEO of HHP Company, which manufactured the semiconductors used in CCC mobiles. He was a prodigy with a brilliant business sense coveted worldwide.

Without ability matching his, he might not even be able to pass the relay station.

Upon learning this truth, it was no surprise that he had this bad habit of sighing.

Kanna was quite aware that rising from the F-Rank to the S-Rank would be a legendary achievement. To attain such legendary results, he needed not only true ability, but also luck.

(Luck… Luck, huh. I know that luck has eluded me ever since that guy set me up during the entrance exam and put me into the F-Rank, but—)

Ending his thoughts there, Kanna looked down at the badge pinned to his collar. Emblazoned with the image of a fox, it represented Kanna’s membership in [Greed]-led [Navy Fox]. 

He had acquired the badge following his conversation with Nanami yesterday.

(—No, perhaps not. After all, I have become Nanami’s boyfriend.)

Before this, Kanna did not wear a badge at all. Since he had not selected any clique to belong to, he would occasionally feel lack of sense of belonging.

But now, things were different.

“By the way, you joined [Navy Fox], Kanna?”

Shinji asked, watching him stare at his fox badge.

“Yeah.”

“But why? Isn’t that clique really small and doesn’t really do anything? Since you’re so bent on rising up the Ranks, I thought you’d join [Urban Lion] for sure… Or because… You’re unnerved just by learning Erika-sama’s true nature?”

Bothered by Shinji’s hounding, Kanna evaded the question.

“It’s got nothing to do with that. I think just being an F-Ranked puts me at a disadvantage, so I can’t do anything too risky.”

“Reeeally?”

As per Kanna’s expectations, Shinji backed off. He knew that Shinji wasn’t interested in this topic.

Just as their dialogue came to an end, the hastily paved simple path followed suit, and they arrived at the school gate. The view on the road ahead from this F-Ranked-only gate was boring and uniform. There was certainly no garden like the one Erika had been in yesterday.

Still, Shinji said:

“Nanahoshi Academy’s the best. Just stepping through the gate makes you feel proud.”

Kanna said nothing, watching him closely.

Shinji failed to notice Kanna’s gaze, continuing with a grin:

“We’ve got a ridiculous amount of freedom. No complaints about what we wear, either. Well, there are punishments, but the teachers never scold us. It’s so chill.”

(……Freedom, huh.)

Nanahoshi Academy did indeed grant its students an exceptional amount of free choice. Because students were conferred independence, the adults, especially the teachers, held an unusually weak presence. Furthermore, the degree of free choice was quite thorough. Nanahoshi Academy revolved around the student, and the adults were merely one component of the school.

From this aspect, the student ought to enjoy freedom at Nanahoshi Academy.

However, the school Kanna attended had never once felt free to him.

(It seems free, but I suspect that we’re all prisoners to this school’s system.)

Kanna believed that all of Nanahoshi Academy’s systems, including the ranking system, Status Data, the seven cliques, the [Seven Rulers], Rating Battles, Instructs, and everything else without exception, all had the students dancing within the palms of their hands. 

(It’s just like participating in a competition with already fixed rules. If you back out, you’d be distancing yourself from the school’s set path and reduced to a loser. You’d never be able to bounce back again. Is that still freedom? How’s that different from slave labor?)

Not to mention their unremovable CCC mobiles, which conjured images of handcuffs imposed on them by the school, a symbol of their stolen freedom.

(But it doesn’t matter.)

Kanna thought, watching Shinji’s deluded grin.

(Because all I need to do is be better than everyone else. And then, I will stand at the top.)

As he stepped through the gate and surveyed his surroundings, ten or so fellow F-Ranked students entered his view. Faces drowsy with sleep. Faces watching other fellow classmates and smiling. Faces discontent at their own power going unrecognized. Kanna watched all of their expressions.

Then he thought.

(I’m different from these guys. They don’t even know that they’re being forced onto a stage of survival of the fittest.)

 

“Both you and I are alone, are we not?”

 

He suddenly recalled someone’s voice.

Kanna’s mouth distorted.

(Yeah, you’re right. You don’t have any allies on this stage. I’m totally screwed in this respect. Tricked into the F-Rank, suddenly dropping from heaven to hell, in the midst of despair.)

Kanna felt GO-PON, the ghost plushie in the inner pocket of his blazer.

(But I’ve already escaped the abyss of despair, and now, I have a battle plan.)

Kanna stroked the plushie’s stiff texture as he recalled the deal he had made with Nanami in the karaoke room yesterday.

■

True to its name, “seven” was an important number in Nanahoshi Academy.

The [Seven Rulers], the seven cliques, the seven ranks, the seven types of seven levels of Status Data, the seventy-seven types of Rating Battles, the seven levels of punitive sanctions, the seventy-seven school builds, and so on; every arrangement by the administration seemed to revolve around the number “seven”. 

Then what about her?

Status Data [D, C, E, D, C, B, S].

Nanami Nanahoshi. 

Two “sevens” had been carefully placed in her name. 

“And now, here’s a question for you.”

Kanna and Nanami were currently in a simple white-themed karaoke room. Nanami had been happily singing alone not long ago and had now stopped, but the microphone remained gripped in her hand for some reason. There was ample space on the red faux-leather sofa, but Nanami sat right next to Kanna on purpose. Within the two-person, slightly empty room, a floating Aerial played a video of a celeb interviewing a music artist. 

After the incident in the PA room, when school let out Kanna was immediately summoned by Nanami through his CCC mobile, which allowed interpersonal communication once they had exchanged contact IDs. Kanna was called to the south gate, which he did not frequently used, and subsequently dragged to a karaoke establishment named “M”. Among the eleven karaoke establishments in the Nanahoshi Academy Special District, it was on the expensive side and situated closest to South Monopoly Tower at the A-Ranked dorms. 

“How do we get good results without lifting a finger in effort? Let’s see, Kana-chan!”

Nanami handed the microphone to Kanna. She looked the same as she did in the PA room at noon, with a head full of twintails, but right now her hair seemed to be tied a bit higher than it was at noon. Did it change height specifically depending on her mood?

Deciding not to think about it for the time being, Kanna answered Nanami’s question first.

“Without lifting a finger in effort…”

Considering the reason he had been brought here, there was only one answer.

“By using other people.”

“Correct!”

Nanami picked up a nearby tambourine and rattled it.

She had almost glossed over it with her cheerful attitude, but Nanami had ultimately blurted out her selfish thoughts.

“You mean to use me to protect your position as [Greed], right?”

“It’s just such a pain to protect it with my own strength or whatever! But I don’t want you to misunderstand, because there’s something in it for you, Kana-chan.”

Nanami stressed as she brought her face close. The scent of the same marine perfume from noon traveled over.

“What’s in it for me?”

Nanami grinned foolishly as something unthinkable slipped from her mouth.

“I want to hand over the position of [Greed] to you, for real.”

It was a position Kanna had been dying for.

This was too much of a godsend. An impossible condition.

Yet Kanna was not surprised. It was something he could expect. When Nanami had told him that she was going to make him into a Ruler, he began to have some idea of this.

However, he justifiably had some misgivings.

“Would you really do that? You aren’t planning to keep the position of [Greed] while leaving the battle strategizing and action taking to me, are you? If so, then that wouldn’t be handing [Greed] over to me at all.”

“You’re right. About that, if I don’t explain it further then you wouldn’t agree.”

Nanami seemed ready for Kanna’s reaction.

“The [Seven Rulers] each have different special skills depending on their titles. Powers only the [Seven Rulers] can use.”

“Information that is news to me, for someone who ought to be as familiar with Nanahoshi Academy’s rules as I am. Is such a thing true?”

“It’s information that the administration keeps secret on purpose. Of course you learn about the special skills after becoming one of the [Seven Rulers], but going out of their way to reveal their existence does the Seven Rulers no good. I think the only one aware of all special skills used by the [Seven Rulers] would be me.”

“So? What’s [Greed]’s special skill?”

The corners of Nanami’s mouth lifted as she said:

“The «Absolute Contract».”

An unsettling phrase.

Kanna crossed his arms, pressing Nanami to continue.

“The «Absolute Contract» makes sure that any agreement is effective, as long as one party makes a negotiation with another party, and it’s not illegal and within school rules. If you and I make a contract, even if either of us loses [Greed], the contract will hold up all the way until graduation. For example, if we make the «Absolute Contract» to call each other every day, then we would have to fulfill it from now on.”

“What happens if we violate the «Absolute Contract»?”

“You can specify a punishment in the contract details, but if you don’t, the violator must be punished with something equivalent to Punitive Sanction A.”

Punitive Sanction A. A severe punishment that entailed spending a month in the prison building, sinking even the A-Ranked to the F-Ranked. It was a punishment that Kanna, with his goal of standing at the top, could never suffer.

“They call it ‘Absolute’ because it’s so strict. Punitive Sanction A is usually for minor offenses like violence, threats, and theft.”

“And inappropriate sexual relations. Like if you and I make out passionately in school and are caught on camera, that’s Punitive Sanction A.”

“Why use a completely impossible example?”

“What do you mean?! It’s completely possible! A cutie-pie girlfriend like me has great chances of setting your passion aflame, Kana-chan!”

Kanna interrupted the trivial conversation and returned to the original topic.

“The point is, you want us to make an «Absolute Contract», and give the position of [Greed] to me. Of course, that includes the authority of the [Seven Rulers], and the ability to use «Absolute Contract» myself?”
“Of course.”

The authority of the [Seven Rulers]. The power to command the clique that one led. Like how [Loden Scorpion] held large mixer-like assemblies, or how [Striped Bear] established its unique rule of “introducing a point system”. Skillful use of this power could even allow skillful manipulation of the clique members.

Even Nanami’s [Navy Fox] was a mostly empty clique without much power, but unconditionally gaining her power would be quite profitable anyway.

Was this really only such a single-sided sweet deal, though?

“What’s in it for you? What’s your goal?”

“I’d completely lose my power of [Greed] among the [Seven Rulers], but to my benefit I would be lending it away. If you can help me protect the seat of [Greed], Kana-chan, the school’s records would still show me as defending the position. As long as I graduate as one of the [Seven Rulers], my future will be super secured!”

“You can ride on your dad’s coattails, so your future would be secured anyway.”

“That’s not true! My dad’s a demon!”

“Will your demon dad approve of you protecting the [Seven Rulers] in this manner?”

“Doesn’t matter, my dad only judges by results.”

Kanna detected a hint of loneliness in her tone, but to avoid kicking a new hornet’s nest he purposefully ignored that and continued:

“If I lose a Rating Battle, will [Greed] be taken away from me?”

“Yeah. And I won’t be [Greed] anymore in the records, of course.”

“Then what if you lose a Rating Battle?”

“I won’t lose the title, because I’m really just [Greed] on the school records only. But you understand now, don’t you? We have so much in common, Kana-chan! That’s why we gotta stick close together like this!”

Nanami affectionately leaned her forehead against Kanna’s shoulder, but he found her reason for pressing so close to him incomprehensible. 

“Then in the school’s opinion, if I don’t get another [Seven Rulers] title, I’ll just be assessed as a normal student?”

“Oh, pretty observant. But it’s really just a records-based assessment! In all other aspects, everything about [Greed] will belong to you, Kana-chan!”

“No problem, then.”

This did not mean Kanna paid no attention to the school’s assessment, and he was planning to get the other [Seven Rulers] seats anyway. Their assessment would not change whether he had one or two [Seven Rulers] positions, so all he needed was to quickly get the other positions.

“I get the gist of it. But you won’t be asking me to return [Greed] to you someday, will you?”

 “Naaaah. Although, it goes without saying that if you break the «Absolute Contract», you’re gonna get Punitive Sanction A.”

“Meaning that the devil is in its content.”

“Heh heh, I’ve already made a draaaft,” said Nanami, as she began working her CCC mobile and called up an Aerial. A text file appeared on it. 

 

«Absolute Contract»


	Nanami Nanahoshi (hereafter referred to as Party A) will lend all powers of [Greed] to Kanna Fujishiro (hereafter referred to as Party B), but in school records, Party A will retain [Greed].

	Party B may not perform any action harmful to Party A.

	To display the submission of Party B to A, Party B must carry a plushie (GO-PON) on his person at all times. In the event of loss or theft, Party B must prepare a replacement plushie and obtain the approval of Party A.

	In the event of a significant matter that will alter the status quo, Party B must immediately report to Party A. “Significant matters” entail new regulations on cliques, the acquisition of a new [Seven Ruler] title, and so on.

	This contract may be terminated with the agreement of both parties. Upon termination of this contract, [Greed] will be restored to its original owner, Party A.

	Both parties may not face each other in a Rating Battle. 



 

“Can I ask something first?” Kanna asked with a dumbfounded look.

“What?”


“Why is the border of such a seriously written document decorated with a flower pattern?”

Just as he said, inlaid around the austere sentences were decorative pink flowers. 

“Aren’t they cute? Doesn’t it relieve the tension?”

Kanna very much wanted to respond that it only increases fatigue instead, but he didn’t want to waste effort on something like that so he gave up his retort.

He stopped puzzling over it and carefully studied whether there were any issues with the actual text.

Immediately, something caught his eye.

“What does #2 mean?”

“Just means that you gotta fawn on me, the original [Greed].”

“Delete it.”

“Hey, I was joking! Just kidding, you know! But look, it’d be terrible if something were to happen to cute, widdle ol’ me. Wait. That’s not it, is it? You weren’t plotting to hurt me from the very beginning, were you?”

“That’s not it, I just mean that it’s too vague. If I do as you wrote here, any disagreement with your opinions might be viewed as harmful, and that would be breaking the contract.”

“Now that you meeention it. How should I write it then?”

“Something like, I can’t do anything that would go against school rules, even without a witness.”

“Then since we won’t get to have inappropriate sexual relations, that means we don’t even get to kiss before graduation. Is that okay?”

“Corny jokes get pretty annoying on their second run, you know?”

“I wasn’t joking though! Jeez, fine! If that’s how you think, Kana-chan, then we’ll do what you say! Oh, right, and I’m gonna say that you can’t use an «Absolute Contract» against me!”

 

Revision to 2: Party B may not do anything harmful to Party A. “Harmful” entails actions against school rules, and using an «Absolute Contract» against Party A.

 

“Whatever, we’ll leave #2 like that for now. Another question: what is the goal of #3?”

Kanna had no intention of carrying such a odd plushie with him, and did not want a meaningless condition.

Nanami’s personality probably meant that she would come up with something irresponsible like “it’s more fun that way”, Kanna thought, but Nanami’s face was serious. 

“Actually, I’m doing it because I want a physical representation of our contract. I have to have it.”

“Why is that?”

“If you have a visible object like this on you, then you’ll never be able to forget our contract, won’t you Kana-chan? Or the feeling of wanting to aim for the top. That’s why I think this part is so important.”

“I don’t want to walk around with such a strange doll on me. Delete it.”

“……”

Eyes narrowed, Nanami stared at Kanna as she took out her yellow cat plushie and stuffed it into his hands.

A static-like electric shock coursed through him.

“—OW! What’re you doing?!”

“You have to wear it! As long as you have GO-PON, then you won’t forget your feeling of aiming for the top!”

There was no grasping it, but Kanna knew that Nanami wasn’t joking around. By the looks of her, she wasn’t planning on deleting anything from the contract either.

It was best to drop it, then. Arguing further probably wouldn’t amount to anything. 

(It’s an abnormal requirement. I’ll have to endure it for now.)

“Are we good? Do you get that we have to do it to prevent you from forgetting your original plan?”

“Yeah.”

“Anything else, then?”

Just to be cautious, Kanna reviewed the text again, then nodded.

“Then let’s start!”

Nanami thrust up her left arm.  

“You too, Kana-chan!”

Kanna didn’t know whether it was really required, but he raised his left fist reluctantly.

“One, two, three!”

“—«Absolute Contract».”

“—«Absolute Contract»!”

Nanami and Kanna’s CCC mobiles flashed brightly. Roving green light changed to gold, then produced a strong glow. It didn’t seem much like — the light of a blessing. Something sinister seemed to dwell within the radiance. 

Whether he liked it or not, that light made Kanna feel certain about something.

 

—With this, Kanna Fujishiro was now one of the [Seven Rulers]: [Greed].

 

At that moment, Kanna’s CCC mobile also vibrated. Understanding that signaled the arrival of a new email, he started it up.

He immediately recognized something.

Upon starting up the CCC, next to Nanahoshi Academy’s emblem at the screen’s upper left was a “☆” mark.

It was a mark indicating his position as one of the [Seven Rulers].

He immediately checked the content of the email. One of the school’s two automated emails was a short message indicating “You have become [Greed]”, and the other contained the currently established procedures of [Navy Fox] and a complete list of members.

There were a total of 33 people. For a clique, the not-so-functional [Navy Fox] seemed to have a very small population amongst the whole but meager seven. Moreover, most of the members seemed lacking in competitive skill and had joined for no particular reason.

Even so, as he gazed at the list of full names, Status Data, links to simplified résumés, and profiles of 33 people, he could not stop a sense of future prospect boiling up within him. 

He actually felt it.

(Ah… I’ve obtained the power of the [Seven Rulers].)

Kanna’s left hand formed a pistol barrel, and he pressed his finger to his temple. 

Aiming for the top had always been his goal. There was no mistaking that it was something he truly felt. But for an F-Ranked like himself, he could not deny that it was an absurd path, and that his goal was starting to look more and more obscure.

Yet that path had materialized.

He could see the path to the top now. 

It was a path filled with ferocious beasts who wolf down their prey, a path splattered in blood.

Without the resolve to make many enemies, to deceive, and to be hated, he was only heading towards failure.

That was why this path was something he could not turn back from. This was a one-way street. Perhaps he would be the one getting devoured, and that was rather the greater likelihood.

Awaiting him ahead was a brutal world with no peace of mind. He had already been forced into it. 

Driving that point home in his head, Kanna—

“Heh heh… so I’m the F-Ranked Ruler now.”

—smiled fearlessly, of course.

 

The light on the CCC mobile ceased to flash; the tiny green light steadied and returned to its original state.

Once he saw this with his own eyes, Kanna removed his finger from his temple and exhaled softly.

“All righty, contract maaaade.” Nanami sang, ignoring Kanna’s excitement.

Instead, she smiled and linked hands with him.

“From now on we’re a couple!”

Soft hair tickled Kanna’s face.

“…It’s a little late for this, but why do we have to pretend to be a couple?”

“Another question! I am a C-Ranked, Kana-chan is an F-Ranked, we have classes in different buildings, and have no opportunities to see each other. What, then is the most natural reason for a guy and a girl of similar age to be together?”

Nanami pointed the microphone at Kanna again.

“Because they’re a couple?”

“Correct.”

“But why do we have to stick together in the first place?”

“Well, that’s ‘cause things would be bad if you acted on your own, Kana-chan. Aren’t you planning to defeat Erika-sama next? If you were to do something without me knowing and get my [Greed] stolen away, I’d be in trouble. It’s a drag, but if we don’t work together then we won’t be able to defeat her. And also, since we’re partners from now on, I can observe you to see if you can handle responsibility.”

(So she was planning to surveil me after all. I see that even Nanami understands it well. If she lets her guard down, then she wouldn’t just be lending [Greed] to me; I’d find some way to get it into my own hands.”

No matter how you look at it, she’s being exceptionally careful, Kanna thought while gazing at Nanami.

Yet the supposedly vigilant girl was humming airily while flipping through the song browser.

(…She is well aware, right?)

His brow furrowed as he studied the impenetrable Nanami. Then he roughly threw off her hand from his.

“Ah!”

Nanami stuck out her lip crossly at the separation.

“What kind of reaction is that? I know it’s natural if we’re pretending to be a couple, but in this karaoke box where literally no one is going to see us, there shouldn’t be a need to keep up the act.”

“You think we can trick people just by keeping an appearance? How naive! If we skimp on the couple act like this we’ll be found out really quickly.”

“I’m used to keeping an appearance, so don’t stick so close to me.”

“Urrgh, oooh, I don’t wanna!”

“…Why?”

“I don’t wanna! You need to be more like a boyfriend! This is my first time getting a boyfriend too!”

Isn’t this just throwing a tantrum? 

“Hold on, I’m just pretending to be your boyfriend, right?”

“Still!”

Nanami clenched her fists at her chest and looked at Kanna with upturned eyes.

“Still, you’re a very special person to me, Kana-chan! So you gotta do what couples do for each other!”

(Special, huh? Nanami seems pretty gung-ho about form, since she put that plushie in the contract. But this really is a special relationship. Yeah, put simply, it’s like a relationship in a manga I’ve read before. Between a boy who gets ahold of a shinigami’s notebook where he writes down the names of people to die, and a shinigami who likes apples… a relationship like that.)

How rude of Kanna.

“Oh, right. You better start showing it with actions.”

Nanami began rummaging through her plushie-ridden bag, then pulled out a pink brush and stuffed it into Kanna’s hand.

“Brush my hair!”

Kanna wondered whether that was something couples usually did, but listening to Nanami’s fussing would also be a bother, so he took the brush and helped brush out her hair. It was slightly permed, but the brush slid easily through the strands. Nanami seemed somehow satisfied as he brushed. 

“Heheh, well? Tempted? Are your protective instincts tempted? Any possessive feelings?”

“Uh-huh.”

Kanna gave the appropriate response. 

“I can style it however you like, Kana-chan. Like, how about a ponytail? Don’t guys love ponytails?”

“Straighten it and dye it black, then.”

“Theeere it is! There’s your bias for long black hair!”

Ignoring her excitement, Kanna looked down at GO-PON.

(Relationships, huh…)

He still found it difficult to understand.

But in any case, in accordance with their agreement, he was no longer able to rid himself of this ghost plushie.

■

That had happened yesterday, and now Kanna was the [Greed].

He’d been contemplating strategies for defeating Erika the [Pride] while sitting fourth period in his classroom, [F128]. The class was [Monarchical Rule]; the current topic revolved around [the art of controlling a man’s heart].

(About time this stuff started showing up.)

Kanna copied and pasted the material from the electronic blackboard, then appended his own annotations to the side. He couldn’t cut any corners because anything he wrote down with the help of his CCC mobile like this would affect his Status Data, but he did almost all of it between tasks. He intended to use this time to figure out how to bring Erika down.

Like the class he was in at the moment, [Monarchical Rule], there were other classes unique to Nanahoshi Academy, but F-Ranked instruction was exceedingly typical and bore few differences compared to a normal academy; basic subjects were on the level of your typical prep school. There wasn’t even any specialized material to speak of distinguishing them from other schools.

Of course, once you changed Rank, the quality of your education would too. Students end up forced to cope with it, but the school felt it better to let them figure out such trivial matters on their own, so all they could do was utilize supplementary lessons provided for those who wanted them. Because it included specialized subjects, Nanahoshi Academy’s curriculum was comparatively larger than other schools, so even Saturdays were stacked full. Despite that, you would still find it difficult to keep up with your schoolwork if you weren’t a disciplined student, and that was how Nanahoshi Academy worked. As one entered the higher Ranks, class size shrank and you gained the ability to pick subjects, constituting a more sophisticated system. Students of Nanahoshi Academy hardly found time to come up for air.

That was why Kanna wasn’t necessarily unable to sympathize with Shinji’s desire to skip class. Besides, if you did, all you would get was a verbal reprimand from the school. You just needed to do well on tests and your grade would be unaffected; the only result would be a gap in your attendance records. Nanahoshi Academy granted its students the freedom to make their own decisions, and here, whether or not they attended class was their own responsibility.

Kanna watched the back of Shinji, who sat in front of him. This morning he’d been yammering about going off to find cute girls but he’d avoided missing class in the end. He didn’t have the guts to skip by himself. He wouldn’t be Shinji without his knack for giving up halfway through things.

Kanna turned his gaze back and an empty seat came into view. It was where Yamabuki usually sat, but after suffering Punitive Sanction S, he would not be returning. Kanna didn’t feel a shred of sentimentality towards this, only a sense of achievement at having kicked aside a nuisance. It wouldn’t be long before a high-ranking student under their own Punitive Sanction came to fill Yamabuki’s seat.

Suddenly, Kanna’s CCC mobile vibrated. He’d received a text. He tapped his Aerial to open it.

“Sorry, Kanna-kun! Today’s Monarchical Rule class kinda went over my head, so could you teach it to me after school? ♡ Yuzuko’s coming too! ♡”

Kanna glanced over at the sender. Reino Sekiguchi, Status Data [E, F, F, D, E, B, D], was making a pleading gesture at him. With a B Appearance, Reino was fully aware that she was extremely pretty and had determined that all she needed to do was smile like that and would painlessly get his help.

(If this had happened before yesterday, I might have gone with her to build rapport with my classmates…)

As an outwardly-presenting honor student, Kanna routinely encountered such requests, but he could no longer arbitrarily accept them. As [Greed], he had to spend every waking moment thinking of ways to defeat Erika, so he couldn’t waste his precious after-school time.

“Apologies, I’ve been kind of busy lately and don’t have time to teach you. I’m really sorry.”

Kanna put on an apologetic face to Reino and returned the text.

“Whaaat? Fine then, what a bummer.”

That’s how her text read, but in truth she pouted sulkily, probably because she knew exactly how cute she looked that way.

(Guess she wasn’t just trying to get me to tutor her. She also wanted to get close to me. How asinine. You might look somewhat cute, but with such a low Intellect, there’s no way I’d be interested.)

Kanna spat cruelly in his head, and the text vanished.

At that point, everyone’s CCC mobiles began glowing red, indicating the end of class in lieu of a bell. A moment later the teacher also declared dismissal and the class president — that is, Kanna, called out the commands to stand, salute, and sit. 

That was a very average scene in class for Kanna.

 

“Hell yeah, lunch break!”

Shinji clapped Kanna’s shoulder, grinning. Kanna felt that he was being overly intimate, but would never reveal his inner thoughts, keeping the smile plastered on his face.

“Shinji-kun, Kanna-kun.”

Shinji’s best friend Taihei Oohara immediately walked towards them both. Status Data [D, D, F, F, E, E, B]. His characteristics included a pair of thick eyebrows and slightly rotund physique. As his B Lineage suggested, he acted completely like a young master. His personality was also very gentle, perhaps the result of excessive pampering.

(A face like a meek dog again. Gentle personalities are easy to like, but you just can’t ignore that it’s completely out of place in the Survival of the Fittest Academy. This kid’s just like Shinji. He’ll never be able to leave F-Rank.)

“Dining hall again, today?”

Taihei’s rigid expression cracked into a half-hearted semi-smile as he looked towards the other two to confirm.

It was habit for the three of them to walk together to the dining hall for lunch.

Like the E-Ranked students, F-Ranked students had a permanently designated dining hall in one of the five dining halls among the 17 school buildings. For the F-Ranked students, sharing a dining hall with the E-Ranked students meant that you weren’t able to feel at ease there. You would understand once you hear of an E-Ranked using an Instruct to force F-Ranked students to give up their seats. That was why many F-Ranked students instead opted to buy bread from the school store or purchase their lunch from a  off-campus convenience store. 

Laidback and docile, Shinji and Taihei didn’t seem too bothered by this. Kanna on the other hand had to endure the discomfort, but still wanted to go with them. In an area with so many students congregated together, all he needed to do was pay the slightest amount of attention and he’d obtain unexpected intel. 

That was why eating at the dining hall had become habit for the three of them.

“Uhh, sorry, but I can’t go today.” Kanna tactfully declined with an apologetic look.

“Huh? Why? Is it a girl? …Ha ha, I’m just kidding. It’s not like someone as uptight as you can suddenly get a girlf—”

“It is.”

“——Huh?”

Shinji stared.

Kanna took advantage of his reaction and pressed forward on the attack, smiling: “I need to spend time with my girlfriend, so I can’t go with you guys.”

Shinji and Taihei looked stupefied.

A hubbub broke out around them, amongst students who had happened to overhear the scandalous honor student gossip.

“…Wha? Y-You got a girlfriend, Kanna?!” 

“That’s what I just said.”

The classroom buzz intensified. A closer look revealed that even Reino looked to be blinking back tears.

(Christ, I knew this would result in some level of chaos, but what a pain in the ass. I can’t lie, though, because Nanami’s going to get here soon. I have to make our relationship public to hide the fact that we’re helping each other out.)

Kanna exhaled surreptitiously and continued to explain, “She’s someone very important to me. She should be here soon, and I’ll introduce her to everyone.”

(To keep playing the part of a serious honor student, I need to appear like I have a healthy approach to our relationship. Openly expressing that I have a girlfriend should be pretty suitable.)

“Wh-Who the heck is it, Kanna?!” Shinji demanded, so worked up that spit was flying from his mouth.

“It’s—”

“Kana-chan.”


At that moment, there was a voice he had gotten much too familiar with over the entire course of yesterday.

Shinji and Taihei’s eyes simultaneously swept towards the classroom door where it had come from.

Standing in the doorway was Nanami Nanahoshi, her hair tied exceptionally high today.

“Huh? You’re not telling me she’s your girlfriend?!”


“Y-You’re joking! Kanna-kun, for real?!”

The first thing his F-Ranked classmates reacted with upon witnessing the exalted academy president’s daughter Nanami Nanahoshi personally coming to an F-Ranked classroom was disbelief.

Most had been listening intently to Kanna’s admission of getting a girlfriend, and now they were arguing over another: “No way, he’s dating the academy president’s daughter!” “Fujishiro-kun’s girlfriend is Nanahoshi-san!” “Damn, what a catch!”

“K-Kanna… you’re a lolicon?!” 

Only Shinji’s surprise was directed at something slightly different.

“So the prince likes them small… what a shocker…” “I thought he was literally perfect. So lolis, huh…?” “Always wondered why the class prez was F-Ranked. So this is why.” And yet, after hearing what others were saying, it turned out that Shinji wasn’t that different from everyone else after all.

(Hmph, just as expected.)

Kanna cared nothing if people called him a lolicon.

It didn’t matter if they viewed him as one as long as he was an honor student. To display his defiance, he intentionally crossed his arms in front of his chest.

“Kana-chan, let’s go eat—”

Nanami walked up to him and extended her right hand. Kanna took it in his left and they crossed their fingers tightly together.

So that other people didn’t view them as unnatural, they had to make it widely known to the other students that they were dating, so Kanna had promised Nanami in the karaoke box yesterday that they would do this when they next met in his classroom.

The bewitching sight of their intertwined fingers made Shinji and Taihei whisper. 

“S-So intimate.”

“They really are. Dang.”

Kanna watched the confusion from those two and other students as he thought.

(Heh, looks like it’s having an immediate and rippling effect.)

Satisfied, he released Nanami’s hand.

Nanami, grinning smugly for some reason, turned towards Shinji and Taihei.

“Are you people friends of Kana-chan? Sorry, I’m borrowing him!”

Having Nanami speak directly to them surprised Shinji and Taihei so much that they looked helpless.

“U-Um, p-please feel free however you like, Nanahoshi-san!”

Even after he had ridiculed her as underdeveloped, Nanami’s status as the academy president’s daughter still made Shinji incredibly nervous when she talked to him.

Nanami pouted crossly and informed him: “It’s Nanami.”

“Huh?”

“Calling me Nanahoshi makes me feel like you’re addressing the daughter of the academy president! So I want you to call me Nanami.”

“Uh, ah, then… Nanami… san?” Shinji asked cautiously, and Nanami nodded, pleased. Shinji let out a slackened breath.

“Well, you guys really are a good match. Truly a handsome couple.” He said sycophantically, fundamentally unable to forget her high status.

But this made Nanami’s face break into real displeasure.

“W-What?”

“Did you say that… knowing that I’m a B Appearance… and Kana-chan is an A?!”

“Huh? I-Is that right?!”

“Yes it is! Ugh… how?! Why am I stuck with a B Appearance when I’m so cute…”

“D-Don’t worry about it, because you really are very cute, Nanami-san! That’s just the opinion of the school! Don’t the rumors all say that Status Data is extra harsh against loli— I mean, cuter people?!”

“Urgh… really?”


“Yes! There’s nothing wrong with your face, it’s a small thing with your height and—”

Shinji continued desperately in an effort to pander to her, “there’s no bulge on your chest at all!”

But he ended up treading on a landmine.

Nanami, who was usually always smiling, now saw the grin on her face instantly vanish.

“U-Uh? Why are you looking at me like I’m a cicada you accidentally stepped on?”

“So you’re saying… my chest is a chopping board, a pot lid, the Kanto plains, nothing but 2D…”

“Huh?! No! Did I… say that…?”


Unfortunately, he had.

Nanami’s smile was absent, but the corners of her mouth lifted. It clearly wasn’t a happy grin, and Shinji began to stammer. 

“Normal people don’t like to rely on their parents’ power, but not me. I’m completely on board with sponging off my father. I welcome the favoritism.”

“U-Umm…”

“So I use his full power to get what I want.”

“…”

“I’ll tell Daddy from you that you called me flat-chested. ☆”

“Eeek! Joking! I was joking! You’ve got huge boobs, Nanami-san!”

Kanna didn’t feel like entering such a stupid conversation, and his eyes began to drift into space. He didn’t give a crap whether Nanami’s chest was small or large.

When his wandering eyes fell on a female student standing at the classroom door, he couldn’t help but frown.

“Mei?”

The demure-looking girl he called out to shyly raised her hands.

“Ah, Mei-chan, why are you still standing there? Come on in.”

“O-Oh.”

Mei leaned forward at Nanami’s voice. Unlike Nanami, she walked in timidly and recoiled from her surroundings, perhaps uneasy from the stares being given to her upon her entrance into a classroom of a different grade.

Kanna nudged Nanami’s shoulder.

“…Nanami, why did you bring her?”

“Mm? She heard I was looking for Kana-chan and wanted to come along for some reason.”

(…Looks like Nanami’s unaware of the relationship between me and Mei?)

“H-Hello, Kanna-kun.”

“Ah, yes. Hello.”

Mei Otosaka. Status Data [C, D, E, F, E, A, B]. A C-Ranked student in Nanami’s class.

She didn’t give off a dazzling impression, but as her A Appearance would suggest, her facial features were quite pleasing to look at and she possessed a fine figure. Her drooping eyes, kind face, and her beautiful pale shoulder-length hair granted her a great deal of male-attracting charm. But unlike Nanami and her casually-worn uniform, Mei wasn’t the type to display her charm on purpose. Even the first button on her blouse was properly fastened, and details such as her tightly knotted bow suggested a guarded personality. She was the type to silently attract a lot of male popularity and many hidden fans.

The emblem of [Navy Fox] was pinned on her collar. From this, one could tell that Nanami and Mei were close. 

As soon as she arrived in front of Kanna, she stared right into his face. It was not natural; she was intentionally studying his gaze. He would inevitably end up looking back at her and their eyes would meet.

“Ah.” Mei appeared slightly surprised. The corners of her mouth lifted somewhat in a smile, and she reached out and tightened Kanna’s necktie, which he had intentionally left loosened.

“……Your tie’s… loose……” Mei said softly, and broke her gaze. Despite having initiated the action completely on her own, she looked down with a very red face.



[image: ch2]


The brief intimacy between the two caused Shinji to raise his eyebrows.

“Excuse me, but what kind of relationship do you have with Kanna?”

“Ah, m-me…? We…”

Mei stole a glance at Kanna’s face as if to confirm with him.

(Stop, don’t say it.)

However, she could not hear his inner voice.

“It’s… a little embarrassing, but…”

Blushing again, Mei looked down and whispered:



“I’m his girlfriend…”



“WHAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAT?!”

It wasn’t just Shinji and Taihei. Even Nanami let out a thunderstruck shriek.



“Huh? Whuh? Aren’t Nanami and Kanna dating? Wha-? Girlfriend?”

Shinji’s bewildered questions went over Mei’s head, who tilted it in puzzlement.

The entire class became enveloped by a whirlwind of astonishment. Amongst them, Kanna looked to be the only one who was calm, but his mind was vexed.

(I’m done for, now.)

In this situation, all he could do was pretend that Mei Otosaka was lying.

If she had lied, then all he needed to do was correct her.

(The problem is—)

The problem was, that had been the unadulterated, bona-fide truth.

Which meant that Nanami Nanahoshi was his false girlfriend, and Mei Otosaka was his true girlfriend.

If he said the wrong thing here, then Mei would get angry and it would be very difficult to clean things up after that. Two-timing when he already had a girlfriend — if that got out, the honest image of an honor student Kanna had worked so hard to cultivate would be easily obliterated.

“K-Kanna, wh-what the hell is going on?” Shinji demanded, his mind spinning out of control.

Just then, his brain straining under pressure, Kanna suddenly realized something.

(Come to think of it, I haven’t actually made clear who my girlfriend is. In that case…)

Kanna opened his eyes wide, as if he were confused as to why everyone was looking so surprised.

“What do you mean…?”


He put his arm around Mei’s shoulders, who was still blushing and silently bowing her head.

As though the events of his and Nanami’s tightly intertwined fingers had never happened, he said with perfect composition:

“This is my precious girlfriend, Mei Otosaka.”

■

“What the heck is going on?! Why are Kana-chan and Mei-chan dating?! How did I not know this?!”

Kanna dragged Nanami’s hand as they left the classroom, which was now uproarious from the exposure of an unanticipated girlfriend of the honor student they called the prince, and arrived again at the PA room from yesterday. 

But he couldn’t leave Mei, who was positively redder than a boiled octopus upon hearing his confession of love, in classroom [F128] forever. He planned on discussing the essentials with Nanami and then going back as soon as possible.

Kanna leaned against the wall beside the tiny window in the PA room, scratching his ear as he watched Nanami maddeningly wave her hands around and making incessant accusations.

“Betrayed! You betrayed me! I’m breaking the contract with you!” 

“Hold on, I haven’t betrayed anyone.” Kanna said truthfully.

“So Mei-chan was lying?”

“No, she was telling the truth, but that doesn’t count as betrayal. I only knew that I was supposed to pretend to date you, so even if I already had a girlfriend, that wouldn’t be betraying you.”

“Urrghh… what kind of logic is that?! …Ugh, though I didn’t exactly check with you whether you had a girlfriend or not…”

“And although I say that, I was planning on breaking up with her anyway to keep playing couple with you.”

“You’re so casual! You can’t just break up if you feel like it!”

“Hmph, who has the time for romance in the Survival of the Fittest Academy? I only started dating her for my own benefit. And her A Appearance helps put me in the mood to play around with her.”

“You’re horrible! Horrible, Kana-chan!”

Ignoring Nanami’s understandable scorn, Kanna thought.

(But I’ve already defiantly declared our relationship to publicize Mei as my girlfriend for the sake of keeping the story straight, so it’s going to be even more difficult to split up with her if I don’t want to betray her trust.)

“…No. I can’t think of a plan right now. In any case Nanami, cooperate for the time being.”

“What? Why would I want to help you when you’re so horrible, Kana-chan?!”


“If you don’t, then there will no longer be a reason for me to stick around with you. Does that sound okay?”


“Oh.”


“Of course, it also puts me in a bind. You’re so conspicuous that I can’t always be with you for no reason. So I have to think of a way to bring back the couple relationship between you and me.”

“This is the first time in my life I’ve heard someone talk about wanting to restore a relationship so carelessly…” Nanami hung her head, crestfallen.

“I even psyched myself up to fawn on you like a girlfriend would. My poor inner romantic… ooh… You better think of a plan now! Fast! Anything that crosses your mind!”

At that, Kanna pressed the tip of his index finger to his temple and thought.

“Okay… It’s going to wreck my honest image, but I can two-time.”

“Y-You mean you want me to be your mistress? No way!”

“No? …Well, okay. How about you start dating Shinji?”

“What?”

“You’ll pretend to date Shinji instead of me. He might not help me with battle strength, but he’ll definitely make a good partner. It’ll be two couples, Mei with me and you with Shinji, and that way we can all meet up often. It won’t seem weird for you and I to be together, will it?”

“Th-This guy… You really have no conscience at all… I wonder if your blood is actually green instead of red… I’m not some casual girl who’ll let just anybody brush my hair! You moron!”

Kanna found it difficult to comprehend Nanami’s outrage when he had only suggested a different target for a fake couple, and she wouldn’t be actually be dating anybody. But in any case, he was now certain that she had no intention of accepting that proposal.

“…Then I can’t think of a plan right now.”

He casually glanced out the window.

It just so happened to be around when it happened yesterday.

(Today as well, as I expected.)

Just like yesterday, entering his view came Erika Kagurazaka, accompanied by her associates. He was looking at her from behind, but Kanna could still feel her unrivaled presence and beauty.

…He’d long since felt it. It had been more than a year since Kanna had begun to notice that Erika was a unique existence, but he could still feel her peerlessness. 

(I won’t recklessly use other people’s feelings like Erika does. No, it’s a complete accident that I’m dating Mei, and I’m not deliberately using her.)

His eyes left her.

(I want to do my best not to harm Mei, but continuing to use her feelings like this will make me feel guilty… and feeling guilty because of this is not a good thing for me.)

Continuing to ruminate, Kanna fell silent.

Watching him like that, Nanami interpreted his silence as an inability to come up with a plan, and felt discouraged.

“I got it. I’ll cooperate with you for now, Kana-chan… unwillingly… really unwillingly.”

“It’s the best for both of us.”

Nanami squinted at Kanna’s unconcerned tone to communicate her chestful of resentment, but he turned a blind eye to her. She sighed deeply and continued, “…Urgh, whatever. Let’s get back to Mei-chan and the others… but before that, I have another question for you.”

“What is it?”

“When you said that you were only dating Mei-chan for your own benefit, what benefit is that?”

Kanna hesitated over whether to respond honestly, since the genuine answer would definitely impact Nanami and Mei’s future relationship. Even if he didn’t want that to happen, it would snowball into a complicated situation.

But after thinking about it some more, he decided to tell her the truth. He had to tell her eventually anyway.

“Just think about why I said that I’ve always known from the start you were [Greed], and you should be able to figure it out.”

“Huh?”

Nanami’s eyes widened in surprise. A second later, after finally grasping the meaning behind Kanna’s words, her face turned ashen.

“You’re joking… Ah, how…”

Seems like she got it.

She got the fact that Mei Otosaka, a genuine core member of [Navy Fox], had divulged the true identity of [Greed] to her boyfriend, Kanna Fujishiro.

■

“I’ve already left classroom 28, Kanna-kun. I’m planning to head towards the square in front of the sports grounds with both of your friends. Please proceed there. I have actually made a bento today and want to give it to you.”

As soon as he exited the PA room, Kanna’s CCC mobile received a text from Mei. They had exchanged contact IDs, since they were a couple after all.

(It’s been a week since we started going out, but she’s still using honorifics in her texts.)

Alone, he made for the square in front of the sports grounds she described, temporarily separating with Nanami, who had gone to buy bread. 

Before leaving, Nanami had asked: “Did you make Mei-chan do it against her will?”, and Kanna had simply replied, “Yeah.” That had alleviated Nanami’s pallor somewhat. 

Nanami had probably grasped the full situation by now.

Like the fact that Kanna had deceived Mei into revealing [Greed]’s identity.



“Now then.”

Since there were too many people, Kanna didn’t immediately spot the trio after arriving at the square. It was fantastically sunny with sweeping scenery, making for a mildly popular lunch spot. The clear weather had attracted a high number of F-Ranked students.

“Hey, Kanna!”

Shinji stood up and waved his arm wildly, and Kanna finally saw them.

The three of them were sitting on a step between the sports grounds and the square.

(Anyway, all I can do now is to go along with what happened in the classroom and the idea that Mei is my darling girlfriend.)

So, Kanna reasonably sat in a spot right next to her. Mei immediately inquired about Nanami’s whereabouts, and Kanna told her the truth.

Shinji silently accepted it, but the moment Kanna sat down, he hastily continued Mei’s topic.

“Kanna, listen! I asked Mei-chan why you guys started dating, and she got so embarrassed that she won’t say anything.”

“You asked me how we started dating… That…” Mei awkwardly clutched her burning cheeks.

“Don’t put her on the spot like that, Shinji… Jeez, why didn’t you stop him, Taihei?”

“Heh heh, sorry about that. I really wanted to know, too.”

“What am I gonna do with you guys?” Kanna gave them a dry smile. On his other side, Mei handed the bento to him, no doubt the handmade lunch she had mentioned in the text.

“Um… Please don’t have high expectations. I can’t really cook that well.”

(Christ. Looks like I’ll have to do as they expect now.)

And so things proceeded just as Kanna thought they would. At the handmade bento, Shinji looked on eagerly while Taihei ogled with a sneaky grin, and Mei looked bashful. Kanna took the bento, saying “Thanks”. Then he opened the lid, and went “It looks really good”. He placed a piece of tamagoyaki into his mouth, commenting “Yep, it’s delicious”. It was as if he were reading off a script to handle an annoying situation. Cold and indifferent, Kanna wanted only to deal with impending risk. His actions held no sincerity for his girlfriend’s handmade bento, nor for the person herself.

And yet, nobody could tell what he was really thinking. Everyone believed they were the interactions of an intimate couple.

(And now I’m in the clear.)

“Hey, Nanami-chan’s here!”

Just then, Nanami finally arrived holding a piece of bread. She was grinning widely, perhaps because she had come round to the situation with Mei.

“Ah!”

But she quickly saw that Kanna was eating Mei’s handmade bento, and her face went sour.

“Urgh… Grrr.” 

She looked visibly unhappy, but did not go out of her way to make that clear. Nanami was very aware of who the leading role was in this situation.

“I was supposed to take the leading role… I was perfectly acting the part, too…”

“What, Nanami-chan?”

“N-No, I didn’t say anything, Mei-chan.”

“Hey, hey, what do you like about Kanna, Mei-chan?”

(I knew it, but it looks like I have to keep this going.)

Shinji’s ragging caused Mei’s head to droop even lower, her cheeks sandwiched between her hands.

“I-I can’t really think of anything right now… How much I respect him. How I can hold my own beliefs around him. And how our values are close together.” 

“Whoa! You came up with that many right away! You really do like Kanna!… Now you, Kanna! What do you like about Mei-chan?”

“She C-Ranked, but she treats me as an equal. She appears reserved, when in fact she doesn’t compromise easily. Her elegant mannerisms from her upbringing. And her smile, and her cuteness, and so on.”

Kanna said without a trace of embarrassment. 

“He said a bunch of things too! What sort of couple is this?!”

(As long as she keeps her position as my precious girlfriend, getting through something like this is practically a cakewalk. I’ll just intensify it and make it look like I’m deeply in love with Mei.)

“And also, her weakness is that sometimes she can’t see anybody except for me.” Kanna said frankly, eyeing Mei with a slightly mischievous look.

“Sh-Should I change?” Mei asked to that.

“I won’t mind even if you don’t.”

“Y-Yep. I don’t think it’s that bad, either.”

They met eyes and smiled.

No matter how you looked at it, they seemed to be a sickeningly sweet couple madly in love, completely submerged in their own world.

“I’ll tell you what, the more I look at their intimacy, the more I think I’m going to get mad.”

“Don’t worry, Taihei, me too.”

Kanna sensed an expression more terrifying than the ones on their faces. Nanami was glaring in his direction, apoplectic with rage, but he couldn’t do anything and was only able to leave her be for now.

And yet Mei was completely oblivious to Nanami’s stare. The weakness that Kanna brought up might not have been a joke at all.

“Ah, you finished your tamagoyaki.”

“Yep, it was delicious.”

“I still have some, here you go.”

Mei brought her tamagoyaki up to Kanna’s mouth.

“Come on, ahh—“

(Mei is practically ecstatic… I can’t go along with her anymore. If I open my mouth, we’ll become a degenerate, lovesick couple. That’s too far from my honor student image. I have to properly demonstrate self-control.)

“Um, Mei, doing that in front of others, it’s kind of…”

“Ah! Y-You’re right! I-I’m sorry.”

Mei looked downcast for a second.

(But that’ll only give a heartless impression, taking away from my ability to persuade that we’re deeply in love. To avoid that, I need to — Got it!)

Kanna leaned forward and bit off the tamagoyaki still suspended in Mei’s chopsticks.

“Ah…”

Mei blushed.

“Just this once.”

And Kanna smiled.

“Y-Yep. Sorry… Thank you.”

Mei stared at Kanna with a gaze burning so intently that heart shapes seemed ready to float into being.

(Hah. This way, I’m still in total control and made it seem like we’re deeply in love.)

However, he was only temporarily able to bask in the satisfaction of successfully getting it done.

—Bam!!

“That’s enough!”

Nanami stamped her foot and stood up.

“Y-You weren’t even that affectionate with me, why are you treating Mei-chan so differently?! There’s gotta be a limit!”

Cursing the annoyance of the situation, Kanna replied without missing a beat in his smile.

“What are you talking about? We’re dating, so of course I’d treat her differently, right?”

Looking anxious, Mei watched Nanami after her sudden outburst.

“U-Um… What’s wrong, Nanami-chan?”

At Mei’s flustered look, Nanami also became bothered.

Add that to the look Kanna was giving her, as though warning, “If you don’t cooperate, there’ll be trouble for you, too.”

“U-Urrrgh… Nothing!”

She sat down forcefully, then stood up again and started to tear up the grass beside her without regard for getting her hands dirty.

“Ridiculous! Ridiculous! This is so ridiculous!” Nanami grumbled to herself as she ripped up the grass.

After tearing for a while, and seemingly still angry, she tossed aside the grass in her hands and walked towards Kanna. Furious, she drew closer and closer, right up until her forehead was about to collide with Kanna’s face.

“What?”

(She’s not about to declare that she’s my real girlfriend or something, is she?)

However, at present it seemed like she might do something like that at any moment.

Staring ferociously at Kanna, Nanami finally spoke.

“Gimme candy!”

“……”

He took out the lollipop he had been carrying today as well for some reason and handed it to Nanami. Nanami swiped it, removed the wrapper, and stuck it in her mouth.

“Hee hee.”

She looked somewhat satisfied.

(What an incomprehensible girl. Tell me she hasn’t gotten too into character while pretending to be my girlfriend and actually taken a liking to me. Spare me.)

This back and forth was irritating Kanna immensely. He turned to look far away, but was unable to see anything.

That was because his vision had been obscured by a leaflet thrust out to him.

—[Anti-Leviathan].

A line of words entered his view.

“Thanks for your support—”

Two female students in casual clothes were grinning widely at Kanna — Kanna and the others, rather. Kanna took the leaflet doubtfully.

One of the glasses-wearing second years continued, still smiling.

“Um, if you’re interested, please let us know, and we’ll be glad to explain!”

With that, the female student turned tail and left, immediately handing out more leaflets to other students. She probably intended to give one to as manys students gathered here as possible.

“Kanna, what is it?”

Shinji leaned towards him to look.

Kanna’s eyes fell upon the leaflet.

The first thing he saw was a line of words slightly larger than the rest of the text.



We of [Anti-Leviathan] oppose Nanahoshi Academy’s Ranking System and Seven Cliques System.



Kanna looked towards the glasses-wearing female student still nearby. Pinned on her chest was the emblem of a fantastical water dragon with a large X on top of it. Students belonging to [Anti-Leviathan] all wore that badge.

“Oh, what… It’s a leaflet from Anti-Le.”

Disinterested, Shinji looked away from the leaflet. Anti-Le was a somewhat disparaging abbreviation of [Anti-Leviathan].

Kanna remained silent, and continued to read the leaflet.



I refuse to endorse all the current systems of Nanahoshi Academy that bully the weak and allow the strong to seize everything.

Ever since Nanahoshi Academy gained outstanding accomplishments in modern society, its system has been lauded as innovative. However, this evaluation is categorically false. On the contrary, I advance that this is the the most ancient, primitive system there is. This is a system that is blind to human rights and filled with violence. Do you not feel that Nanahoshi Academy’s dissemination of the Survival of the Fittest ideology conflicts with social welfare systems and devalues society as a whole?

And are we, the ones ridiculed for studying at the Survival of the Fittest Academy, incapable of feeling the bias in this ideology?

As you attend Nanahoshi Academy, do you truly feel that this system is right?

I think not. I believe that most students view our current system as distorted. Once you scrutinize the personal relationships, everything else will begin to appear suspicious. Do you not feel uneasy in this suffocating academy?

To receive the students who believe the above, I have created an unofficial eighth Clique, [Anti-Leviathan]. 

We are recruiting followers and supporters of this movement.

Anti-Leviathan Representative, F the [Vainglory]



Printed beside F’s name was a design of an X’ed out water dragon, identical to ones on the badges.

“Kanna, are you interested in Anti-Le?” Shinji asked, probably noticing how attentively Kanna was reading.

(Interested? There can’t be anything else I’m more concerned by.)

“No, I’m not.”

Kanna’s reply ran counter to his thoughts.

“I came to this academy fully aware that its system has been called a survival of the fittest, so of course I don’t support a movement that goes against the system.”

“Yeah, you’re right.”

“I think there’ll be people who come here and then realize that it’s crueler than they’d imagined, but instead of opposing the system, they ought to try their best to acclimate. That’s what I think.”

Perhaps because the conversation had become too serious, Shinji gave a strained smile and eased the tension.

“This F representative person is the actual funny one. Doesn’t he always wear a mask? Why would he hide his identity? Maybe he’s actually an F-Ranked too and formed an opposition party because he was dissatisfied with the discrimination.”

“Hmm, you think he’s an F-Ranked? His faith is questionable, but his energy is impressive. I heard [Anti-Leviathan] started being active after our opening ceremony, but less than a month after that, the guy’s managed to recruit those members who are handing out leaflets. I don’t think an F-Ranked could organize something to this degree.”

“Then shouldn’t it be like, where he’s superior, but got put into F-Rank because he failed the overnight compatibility test during the entrance exam. Like you, right, Kanna?”

“Hm?”

“I know even if you’ve never mentioned it. There’s no way someone as brilliant as you got put into F-Rank for no reason. You also messed up the entrance exam, didn’t you?”

Kanna kept silent. It was the truth. He hadn’t gone out of his way to hide it, but he hadn’t expected even Shinji to be able to tell.

(All things considered, Mei’s probably bursting at this point after listening to what we’ve been talking about.)

Kanna turned towards her. Just as expected, she was just about to open her mouth. As if only Mei could understand, Kanna shook his head slightly from side to side, motioning for her to keep quiet.

Mei awkwardly lowered her head but obeyed his signal.

Since she kept silent, Taihei spoke in her place.

“But I didn’t expect the number of people to keep increasing. I hear they meet regularly but it sounds like it’s fine even if you don’t go. You just have to wear the badge and declare your opposition to the current system, as part of [Anti-Leviathan]. That sort of carefree attitude is probably why they keep getting members.”

“You seem pretty knowledgeable about it, Taihei. Perhaps you’re interested in Anti-Le?”

“Honestly… I have been discriminated against as an F-Ranked, and I don’t like competition anyway. I only came here because my parents forced me to. But it doesn’t mean I’m extremely dissatisfied, so going out of my way to oppose the system is kinda…”

“I see—”

“It feels like there’s a lot of F-Ranked who feel the same as I do. They’re not proactive enough to participate, but I do think F speaks for those types of people.”

“Hmm.”

At that, Shinji linked his hands behind his head.

“You don’t seem too concerned, Shinji.” Kanna said with a dry smile.

“Not necessarily—, because sometimes I do wonder why the F-Rank has to accept such inequality. But in the end, I still like Nanahoshi Academy, so I kinda have trouble understanding the people who join Anti-Le. And just the fact that their representative wears a mask is shady.”

“But…”

Shady.

Perhaps it was that word that made Mei unable to hold it in anymore.

“I was really moved when I listened F’s speech under Clock Star two weeks ago. If he’s able to recruit so many people in such a short time, I think there must be something really powerful in his words.”

Mei clenched a fist to her chest and said a little passionately:

“I respect F.”

Upon hearing this candid, contrary opinion, Shinji looked startled and seemed to finally notice the thing pinned on Mei’s chest.

Apart from the fox badge, the other thing that Mei was wearing on her collar was the emblem of [Anti-Leviathan].

“Ah, umm… I-I’m not looking down on F! I also think he’s really great and respect him too!”

“Shinji… you’re quite flexible.”

“Kanna! Don’t make fun of me! I’m not being flexible! I’ve always wanted to avoid being hated by pretty girls, so I’ve been consistent!”

“…Great.”

And he truly meant it, too.

Kanna’s eyes fell upon the leaflet again.

(F the [Vainglory]. [Vainglory] was absorbed into [Pride] when the eight cardinal sins were revised into the seven deadly sins.)

“…Um.”

Mei’s finger poked Kanna’s shoulder, and he looked up from the leaflet.

Covering her mouth, she leaned over to lightly kiss his ear — at least close enough to, and whispered.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t listen to you when you wanted me to keep quiet. But—”

Mei’s voice was low, but she spoke in a very passionate tone.

“I won’t allow anyone to look down on you, Kanna-kun.”

When had anyone ever looked down on Kanna?

Shinji was looking down on F, not Kanna.

In other words, that meant—

“———“

Kanna’s eyes did not pause on Mei. He was looking not at her, who was close enough to tickle him when she breathed, but at Nanami, who had become oddly quiet moments ago.

And now he was sure.

(I knew it.)

To be honest, he had suspected it ever since Nanami had declared her intention to hand [Greed] over to him. But judging by her cool attitude and lack of participation in the conversation, it was even more proof that his prediction was right.

Nanami and Mei had arrived at the same conclusion.



The conclusion that Kanna Fujishiro was F.

■

With the end of lunch break and afternoon classes, as well as cleaning duties appropriated to the C-Ranked and below, Kanna arrived alone at the student council room in School Building No. 35.

Nanahoshi Academy was immensely large, so one could find empty unused classrooms in any given situation, such as the PA room or this student council room in Building No. 35. Other factors aside, the student council didn’t select members from the F-Ranked anyway, so this particular room had lost its original purpose. That was why there were many items situated here that had been moved from who knows where, and it was now used as a storage facility.

Kanna searched for his target among the objects strewn higgledy-piggledy. It was said that the best hiding place was among exactly identical items, but it wouldn’t seem out of the ordinary for an electronically-locked metal box to appear within a pile of junk anyway.

He entered four numbers in succession and disengaged the lock. 

Opening the box exposed F’s mask inside.



Two weeks ago, Kanna had purposefully allowed Mei to witness him removing F’s mask here.

He knew that Mei held feelings approaching adoration for what [Anti-Leviathan] did, or rather, the F behind it all.

That was why Kanna had used the reveal of himself as F to capture her heart.

Why did he need to win her support?

Because he needed to obtain the title of [Greed].

As soon as Kanna came to this school he had researched the situation of the Seven Cliques and arrived at two conclusions: the one he had to defeat was Erika the [Pride] and the easiest one to deal with was [Greed], one of the [Seven Rulers]. Kanna deduced that [Greed] hadn’t yet been able to properly manage their entire group, so they were probably still a novice.

There were three ways of becoming one of the [Seven Rulers].




	 A [Seven Ruler] graduates, and upon indicating a current student as their successor, bestows their title unto them.

	 A [Seven Ruler] graduates without indicating a successor, or having suffered a stripping of their title as punishment, and the school will select a suitable candidate and bestow the title unto them.

	 Win against a [Seven Ruler] in a Rating Battle, and receive their title upon victory. 





By way of example, Erika belonged to the first type, having almost completely received [Urban Lion] from the previous generation. The fact that the current [Urban Lion] had been able to maintain its membership size was the very reason it was now an enormous, vastly powerful organization.

Something as small in scale as [Navy Fox], however, would not fit the first type.

Kanna considered it broadly and deduced that [Greed] had probably gone through the second route.

This was because [Navy Fox]’s member distribution clearly revealed a lack of preparation and experience. The second and third year members were widely spread out without any sense of regularity, but the first year students were the opposite, comprised of six C-Ranked students, along with one E-Ranked and one F-Ranked student each. Evidently an unbalanced assortment of people.

Provided the above, the following was logical:

A C-Ranked first year student had been nominated by the school and suddenly chosen as [Greed]. Panicked, [Greed] didn’t want to lose face, so they divulged their identity to their close friends and drew them into their own camp.

At that point, it shouldn’t be difficult to discover their true identity.

And Mei Otosaka was not only a first year student, she was a C-Ranked member of [Navy Fox].

In other words, there was a very high possibility that she had been one of the members who [Greed] had personally lured in. That alone was enough to serve as a clue in Kanna’s search.

So he had asked her a trap question.

“You know the true identity of [Greed], right?”

And he had chosen to ask her just as she witnessed her beloved F removing his mask.

At this point, it was natural that Mei would experience some inner turmoil. But this disturbed reaction of hers was the very thing allowing Kanna to tell that he had hit the nail on the head.

When he confirmed that she knew, the next logical step was to persuade her into revealing who it was.

Unlike other people, Mei could be persuaded.

He used her adoration of F.

To agitate her, Kanna stringed together a bunch of superficial sentences that tickled her faith. He meant none of what he said; it was purely in order to weasel out the identity of [Greed] from Mei’s mouth. He did not support the ideology of [Anti-Leviathan] in the first place, so whatever he said was only to put on an appearance.

However, no matter how much he tried, her lips were sealed tight. She knew how dangerous revealing [Greed]’s identity to someone else would be. She wasn’t about to betray her best friend Nanami that easily.

So Kanna employed his last resort.

(And I asked her to enter a relationship with me. I told her that she needed to lend me her strength and so on for [Anti-Leviathan].)

Hearing a confession from someone she admired, Mei bet her bottom dollar and trusted that Kanna knew what he was doing. She was going to tell him [Greed]’s identity even if she had to shoulder a betrayer’s burden.

How heavy of a decision had that been for timid old Mei? She really did bet everything on F to be able to do something like that.

Kanna, however, was of course unable to repay the adoration that had driven Mei to make such a grave decision.

That adoration would be utterly neglected.

(Of course it will. [Anti-Leviathan] is nothing but a stepping stone for me to achieve my ambitions, so there’s no way I can repay Mei’s expectations for F’s ideals.)

Kanna’s mouth curled as he reached to loosen the tie that Mei that tightened for him at lunch.

■

After school, Mei Otosaka sat at her desk preparing for future lessons and doing her homework. At a normal school she would be ridiculed as being too serious, but it was trivial and commonplace at Nanahoshi Academy. Understanding lecture material ranked among the very basics of the basics. If you neglected that part, your Rank would eventually be demoted for sure.

But today she just could not concentrate.

(Oh, jeez… I’m too happy.)

Her hands masked the impulsive grin sneaking onto her face. She tried as hard as she could to restore her face to normal, but as soon as her eyes fell upon that empty lunchbox, it was all over. When Kanna’s gentle expression as he ate her tamagoyaki swam to her mind, the English vocabulary displayed on her Aerial would no longer sink in.

(If this goes on, I’ll be demoted… I don’t want that to happen… but then I’d need to break up with Kanna-kun, and that’s just impossible. My priorities are flipped. If I break up with Kanna-kun, there would be no reason to be at this academy.)

Mei bit her lip.

(I’m only here to support Kanna-kun, to strengthen [Anti-Leviathan]. I’ve already decided that nothing else will matter to me.)

She sighed and looked around the classroom.

Her classmates were in their own seats, their heads buried in their books as they desperately tried to surpass their fellow students. Unlike their F-Ranked cousins, a C-Ranked classroom seethed with murderous air. Here, students always strove to climb upwards while leaving others below.

(Ahh… It really is scary.)

The Survival of the Fittest Academy did not suit Mei at all. It had felt inappropriate even before she took the entrance exam, and reality reflected that. Mei only came to Nanahoshi Academy because she didn’t have the courage to go back on her parents’ and middle school teachers’ wishes.

She was alert enough to sense the true nature of the system. Would she be devoured today? Tomorrow? The day after? Every day went like this for her, always with her heart in her mouth wondering when she would sacrificed. She couldn’t imagine herself as the hunter, so there would ultimately come a day when she became the hunted and get devoured. That was the state of mind with which she lived at the Survival of the Fittest Academy.

As soon as she matriculated, she could feel her spirit deplete. Her body constantly felt heavy and her head would ache repeatedly. It wouldn’t matter as much if she could cry in the privacy of her bed, but she also broke down time and again in class. She exhausted herself poring over how she would be able to leave this place, but there was no way of dropping out of Nanahoshi Academy. Escape was not an option.

Mei had nowhere to run.

She had reached the point where she seriously considered getting herself acutely ill and hiding away in the infirmary. 



And just then, Mei met F, and [Anti-Leviathan].



(I keep feeling like I’ve been allowed to stay here.)

Mei never ceased to self-criticize. She blamed herself for being too weak to acclimate to the Survival of the Fittest Academy.

However, F told her that this school was aberrant. It was natural to think like her. The jumbled questions in her mind about the Survival of the Fittest Academy had been plainly articulated by F into language. 

F’s words had liberated Mei from the self-reproach that had burdened her.

—So, it’s okay to oppose the school.

Out of the blue, that concept had come to her rescue. It goes without saying that she began to feel goodwill towards her savior, F. Respect. Adoration. It quickly transformed into love. Mei was in love with the masked boy. 

Even more so, she wanted to dedicate herself to him.

(And, F is — Kanna-kun.)

For the benefit of [Anti-Leviathan], Kanna Fujishiro wanted a seat amongst the [Seven Rulers]. He wanted [Greed]. Of course, Mei had hesitated, but he had justified it to her until she agreed.

It was enough to make her ecstatic. The secret only she knew, and a coveted secret at that, filled Mei’s heart with no room to spare.

What was more, Kanna had said something that elated her.



“It’s my first time meeting someone so like-minded. Ahh… maybe you’ll think less of me if I tell you this so suddenly, but I’ve actually had feelings close to love for you for a long time.”

“I want to be together with you. Do you understand what I mean now?”

“Will you fight alongside me from now on?”



She would not hesitate anymore.

Mei decided to fight alongside him.

For Kanna’s ideals, she, who once wanted nothing more than to leave this place, would sacrifice whatever it took.

(I want to oppose the Survival of the Fittest Academy together with Kanna-kun.)

And now that her heart was set, revealing the true identity of [Greed] became Mei’s only choice.



“Mei-chan.”

Mei looked up in surprise, only to see a grinning Nanami with her chin against Mei’s desk.

“Nanami-chan.”

Every time she saw her face, Mei felt a twinge of guilt.

Nanami was a friend who sensed Mei’s weak side and had always treated her kindly. Mei was quite aware that Nanami had dragged her into [Navy Fox] to provide her with a goal after she had lost herself.

She had betrayed such a friend. She had told Nanami that Kanna was F, but it was not enough to wipe out her betrayal. And it was all for [Anti-Leviathan]’s cause that she revealed F’s identity to Nanami. She believed that as long as she told Nanami what was going on, she would give up [Greed] to F. And then, after some persuasion in reality, Nanami indeed did so.

But she had willingly revealed the identity of [Greed] without discussing it with Nanami beforehand. That was an unchangeable truth. She had done something unforgivable, and wanted to hide why she had revealed the secret. 

She wanted to apologize.

But there would be no meaning in an apology to settle her feelings. Mei had made her choice. For Kanna, she had chosen to live in the Survival of the Fittest Academy.

So she did not confess to the leak. If Nanami knew that she had been betrayed and demanded to end their friendship, then there was nothing she could do about that.

“Nanami-chan…”

It didn’t mean she wanted to lose her friend, however.

With her chin still pressed against the desk, Nanami tilted her head and asked.

“How much do you like Kana-chan, Mei-chan?”

“I’d devote everything to him no matter what.” She replied without hesitation. 

“Ugaah—”

Nanami pinched Mei’s cheeks and pulled on them.

“Ow, ow! W-What?”

“You think I’d let you do whatever you like!? That was supposed to be my position! Dammit!”

“??? O-Ouch!”

Nanami must be this angry because she knew that Mei had leaked her true identity, Mei thought. But Nanami was smiling. Mei grew increasingly confused as to why she was pinching her cheeks.

“Hey!”

Her cheeks were finally freed.

“Oooh…”

Mei caressed them.

(Nanami-chan… To be honest, sometimes I really don’t understand her.)

Still smiling, Nanami inquired: “Still studying, Mei-chan?”

“Yup.”

“I see, then I can relax and attend to my daily routine.”

Mei tilted her head in confusion.

“Daily routine?”

Nanami’s mouth curled into a broad grin.

“Stalking the one I love.”

■

Inside the student council room in School Building No. 35, Kanna Fujishiro loosened his tie as he thought.

(F the [Vainglory] really has a way with words.)

Mei’s affection annoyed him. The fact that the affection was not directed towards him, but towards F, annoyed him even more.

F and Kanna’s thoughts ran counter to each other, so agreeing with F and gaining affection for that was equivalent to opposing himself. Mei’s intrinsically aimless affection really was [Vainglory] in every sense of the word.

But for that [Vainglory], Mei had devoted everything to Kanna.

(Mei Otosaka. Poor girl.)

“Okay, you better come out now.”

Kanna spoke in the direction of the doorway.

“…!”

The sound of a surprised gasp.

Perhaps realizing that it could no longer remain hidden, a voice rang out a moment later.

“You knew that I was following you?”

“Yeah.”

Nanami appeared at the doorway, sticking out her tongue, but seemed to have her usual devil-may-care attitude after being discovered. The change in height of her tied hair, and the fact that it had now been changed to a very low angle, also annoyed him.

She immediately noticed the mask in Kanna’s hand.

“So you really are F, Kana-chan. Mei-chan was right.”

“So Mei did tell you that I’m F.”

“Huh? Oh, yup.”

Nanami admitted it easily. Probably thinking that it wasn’t worth it to hide the truth.

Kanna did not understand why Nanami viewed him as an enemy who might seize [Greed] from her.

It would make sense if she found out that he was F.

“But I only noticed you because you are you, Kana-chan. [Anti-Leviathan] isn’t a real Clique anyway. F doesn’t have any power yet.”

“…Right.”

Yet.

But if Kanna had thought that he would always remain powerless, then there was no way he would willingly put on F’s mask.

Kanna had assessed that [Anti-Leviathan] would grow into an immense organization in the future. The Seven Cliques were in a lull right now with no change, but he knew that this state would not persist for long.

Because of her.

The leader of [Urban Lion], Erika Kagurazaka the [Pride].

It was about time she began trampling on the other Cliques. Like him, Erika wanted all of the titles of the [Seven Rulers] for herself. That would cause the people in other Cliques to lose their support, and more and more people tired of the Survival of the Fittest framework would appear. At that moment, a great many of them, especially lower Ranked people, would flow into [Anti-Leviathan]. Amassing their numbers would allow them to wield enormous power, even if they weren’t an official Clique.

Kanna had put on F’s mask because he had seen that future.

(No, that’s wrong. Why am I still saying that sort of thing?)

Kanna smiled bitterly and corrected his way of thinking.

His pressed his left index finger against his temple and he smirked.

(Erika won’t be the one to destroy the lull. I will. I’ll crumble the lull by defeating Erika.)

Kanna turned towards Nanami.

“Nanami. It took a lot for us to be alone together. Let’s figure out the situation first, then think of a way to defeat Erika.”

“Alone together…”

Repeating that phrase incessantly for some reason, Nanami approached Kanna and brought her grinning face close. As usual, the smell of marine perfume wafted over.

“What? You wanna headbutt me because I was too intimate with Mei?”

“Wrong!”

She stuck out her head with force again.

“Rub my head!”

He didn’t get it, but to allow the conversation to continue, Kanna reached out and stroked Nanami’s head. Nanami closed her eyes as though it were ticklish.

“Now then, here’s a question. I’m planning to defeat Erika in a Rating Battle. Even if I get [Greed]’s power, I’m still F-Rank and there aren’t many people in [Navy Fox]. There’s no way to have a fair fight. What do you think I should do?”

Nanami replied as he stroked her hair.

“Well—, first you have to know what kind of Rating Battle Erika-sama will be using.”

“Right. If we don’t know that, we’d be running in place without going anywhere. That’s where we need to start if we’re going to think of a winning strategy.”

“So what we have to discuss right now is how we’re gonna investigate Erika-sama’s Rating Battle, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Should we send someone to challenge her? But how do we get Erika-sama to agree to a Rating Battle?”

He had tried to investigate using Yamabuki, but that barely got off the ground.

If Erika was willing to accept a Rating Battle of no merit to her even if she won, they should be able to send anyone to do it. But since she would lose her [Seven Ruler] position if she lost, then it really wasn’t likely for her to accept a challenge for no reason. S-Rank and A-Rank were realistically equivalent in Rating Battles, so they would be able to battle her if they had A-Ranked chess pieces, but Kanna couldn’t think of any suitable candidates.

In other words, you could say that if they did not create a benefit for Erika as well, then she would not accept.

And even if they had already thought of a plan in which Erika were willing to accept, there was also the question of whom to send as that particular chess piece.

The outcome of a Rating Battle affected your score, so almost nobody challenged someone knowing that they would lose, even if they had to risk that Erika keeping an eye on them from then on.

Just then, someone flashed across Kanna’s mind—

(Mei Otosaka.)

She would not deny a request from him.

(But I’ve always been using Mei, and even now I’ve long ignored how she feels about all of this. Is it… conscience that I still want to avoid using the poor girl? Conscience is something I can toss aside. But even so, the way I’m brooding over it now — the more I concern myself with it, when I actually do use her, I’ll feel guilty.)

But why was he feeling so troubled about this?

(What I plan to do is use other people’s absolute trust in me. But it always feels so familiar… Ah, right. That’s exactly what Erika did to me.)

With that, Kanna felt a pain that was difficult to put into words.

“So, if everything is ready, Erika-sama will accept your challenge, Kana-chan?”

Nanami’s well-timed question shifted Kanna’s train of thought.

“Good question, Nanami.”

“Heh heh, rub my head again.”

He did.

Nanami closed her eyes in glee.

“But there’s no problem here. I’m [Greed], and Erika is planning on gaining all of the [Seven Rulers] titles and unifying all of the Cliques. So she wouldn’t pass up this chance.”

“I see—… Is that true?”

“What do you mean?”

“Is Erika-sama really that kind of person? Most people would be satisfied with leading the biggest Clique [Urban Lion], right? That alone secures your future in a way. So why did you do you say that about her, Kana-chan?”

Nanami’s observation was very true.

But Kanna knew that Erika was exactly that kind of person.

If he was going to tell her outright, he had to first explain why he was certain.

“Also Kana-chan, you’re unusually fixated on Erika-sama, aren’t you? I don’t feel like it can be explained just because you went to the same middle school. But that’s why I’m going to help you out.”

Fixated.

Such an annoying word.

But he could not deny it.

To Kanna, Erika Kagurazaka was someone special.

He was a bit reluctant, but it seemed that he had to explain Erika’s personality and the relationship between her and Kanna.

“I’ll tell you about when we went to Keihou Middle School together.”

Kanna was only going to tell her the truth of that time.

“Erika Kagurazaka controlled Keihou Middle School.”

Nanami’s eyes widened in shock. 

“C-Controlled? You’re exaggerating, right?”

“I mean it. Erika controlled everything at Keihou like a reigning queen, forbidding all kinds of dissent. And—”

He paused for a moment before continuing.

“I was her right hand man.”

■

—Totally bewitched. 

That was Kanna’s impression of Erika Kagurazaka when they first met.

At the time, middle school second year Kanna was reclining on the roof, the door to which he had broken the lock on. He detested the prevailing class system at Keihou Middle School, so he frequently retreated to the rooftop during lunch break.

His grades were decent, but he wasn’t at the top; he was in B-Class. He had no goal to speak of and lived through his school life absentmindedly. Remembering he still had several decades worth of life to live through in future was unbelievable torture. Every day was dull, meaningless, and colorless.

That day, Kanna was watching the sky meaninglessly, like normal.

He was killing time, his future, and his self-worth.

But just then, his vision became suddenly obscured by a shadow.

Which was immediately followed by a pair of jet-black pupils.

That alone made Kanna think, “Oh no”. It was an instinctive reaction towards the person peering into his face.

He was totally bewitched.

Erika’s shoulder-length hair hung over him. There had to be a vast expanse of azure sky behind her, but Kanna’s eyes reflected only her pupils, as though they were being engulfed by the darkness in them, unable to reflect anything else. Unsure of what to do, Kanna kept staring at his own reflection in those pitch-black pupils.

He had already forgotten whether he initially reacted with surprise, panic, or fear.

But he remembered how she reacted.

Without any feeling, she dispassionately parted her beautiful lips and spoke to him.

“Will you entrust your heart to me?”

And that marked the end of Kanna’s colorless school life.



In the heart of the Tokyo metropolitan area, Keihou Middle School instituted a pyramidal class system from A to D, like a miniature version of Nanahoshi Academy. All students were divided into each, without any room for disagreement with the higher ups. Any forms of dissent were met with severe consequences. 

Schools that modeled themselves after Nanahoshi Academy — which had successfully became the largest high school — and created their own set of similar systems were not uncommon. Importantly, however, Keihou’s system was not created by the school itself, but by a student.

The one who created the ruling system and reigned from the top over all was Erika Kagurazaka.

When Kanna came, Keihou was rife with violence, because it had been the first tool Erika ruled with. In order to create the system, her first step was to rope in notorious delinquents whom even the teachers found difficult to deal with as her subordinates , forming — the [Regulatory Force]. Through violence, Erika acted on her own judgement to decide what Class the students would be part of and forced them to accept it. Dissenters would be met with brutality from either the [Regulatory Force], or the higher ups who supported this system, and then appropriated by Erika to D-Class, the lowest one. Once they were in D-Class, they would become outcasts. Rather than rebelling, everyone was more afraid of being placed in a lower Class, so they obeyed the system. The horror before them was enough to rapidly quell any predictable opposition.

Just like that, an exploitative structure was formed. It was plain that Erika was the only one distinguishing between the Classes, but you could ascend to the upper ranks if you sucked up to a [Regulatory Force] member. And so people started currying favor with the [Regulatory Force] left and right, with the situation soon shifting into the exploitation of the lower Classes by the upper ones. Occasional dissatisfaction that bubbled up among the lower Classes was extinguished by [Regulatory Force] punishments that made examples of offenders.

Erika justified it to Kanna.

“It was never my intention to rule with violence. Neither did I intend for exploitation to become rampant. However, in order to create the new order, it is necessary to first destroy.”

This system couldn’t satisfy Erika at all.

That was why everything changed some weeks later.

If you ruled with violence, you could spurn dissatisfaction as much as possible with punishment, but no matter what, it would always accumulate past the point of suppression and proceed to wreck the ruling structure. One year into the violent rule, things arrived at a point where the system might disintegrate at any given moment.

But Erika was fully aware of this development.

It would be more accurate to say, in fact, that it had been her plan all along to use this accumulated dissatisfaction and convert to an even newer system.

Her plan — Public sentencing.

The most ruthless member of Erika’s [Regulatory Force] was a boy named Yamada. As soon as it was declared that anyone associated with him would suffer the same sentence, no one stood with Yamada any longer. Other [Regulatory Force] members recorded Yamada’s wanton cruelty and broadcast the video to all students. Ultimately, Erika exposed his out-of-school criminal record and had him sent to juvenile detention. She then used the same method to demote Mitsuya and Saitou, particularly violent members of the [Regulatory Force], to D-Class, where they became an outlet for students to vent their dissatisfaction. Anyone who had been terrorized by the [Regulatory Force] flamboyantly mistreated Mitsuya and Saitou.

Erika contended that the structure rampant with violence up until then had never been her intention. From then on, she would create a peaceful academy and maintain it as best she could.

Having dealt with the ruffians, Erika was now a hero.

In the end, the question of who had created those ruffians in the first place was muddied past scrutiny.

Erika had started a revolution but sustained her topmost position. Some students objected to this, but Erika wasn’t on the verge of being banished quite yet. If she, the creator of the order, was dethroned, then things might revert back to rampant violence and nobody wanted that. Even if you didn’t want Erika banished, all you had to do was develop your own assets and you too were able to climb the upper Classes. Realizing this, the students gave up their defiance of Erika and advanced towards working on themselves within the system.

And so, a system not inferior to that of Nanahoshi Academy was created at Keihou Middle School.

Of course, the system couldn’t stay accident-free and remain successful just like that. Whenever there was a problem, the newly formed [Regulatory Force] still allowed Erika to keep her topmost position. Unlike the old one, the new one did not terrorize the students. Apparently acting in the name of justice at first glance, the new [Regulatory Force] even became adored by every student.

The leader of that [Regulatory Force] was Kanna Fujishiro.

And after Erika graduated, he was the one who assumed her position.



Every day that came upon Kanna was full of excitement. All of the boredom up until now seemed to have been a lie; those were days brimming with energy that got his blood boiling. His grayscale life filled with color, transforming into a overly stimulating world where one wrong move could set things drunkenly spinning out of control. Every day, Kanna’s mind would seemingly be filled with endless noise, making him constantly think. He was besieged by a burning sensation, as though he could feel the pain from inside of his body. But it was a sort of pleasure. A pleasure that shuddered with joy.

Totally bewitched.

It seemed that his impression of Erika when they first met had been right.

There was no denying Kanna had been captured by Erika’s jet-black eyes back then.

He was not disgusted by it, but held no gratitude or goodwill for her either. As for exactly what Kanna felt towards her, not even he knew.

However, the reality was that she was an inseparable existence from him, an existence quite unlike other people. That is, she was like another half of him that shared his world.

A person who was not him who had become his other half.

It was an incredible burden.

But Kanna did not dislike that sort of burden.



Kanna was not simply the new leader of the [Regulatory Force] and Erika’s successor. As his title of right hand man suggested, he was practically a part of her and the two of them acted together almost all the time, not just at school, but also outside it. Erika had visited Kanna’s home several times, and he had frequently called upon Erika’s mansion as well. Most of their time was spent together as they did their utmost to eliminate the differences between them. They held no reservations and treated each other candidly. It was extremely abnormal behavior for normal middle school students, but at the time, Kanna did not think it to be strange in any way. 

They also went out together often. Today, they were picking out clothing for each other in a Shibuya department store, each wearing something the other had chosen. To them, they were doing something very natural.

For some reason, Kanna asked a question as he picked out a dress.

“Why me?”

He had always been confused as to why Erika suddenly chose a stranger like him as her right hand. It was just that he could no longer remember why he had chosen to question it at that particular moment. Perhaps the timing itself was meaningless.

Erika gazed at Kanna with her typically dispassionate expression. Then she formed her right hand into a gun shape and pressed her index finger to her temple. It was her habit when she was thinking.

With her finger poised, she spoke without even a slight change in her look.

“I do not trust anyone.”

“Then—”

Would it be fine even if it weren’t me? Kanna thought. But Erika read his mind and shook her head. 

“At the time, you said that it was your first time meeting me. But I had been watching you ever since a certain moment.”

“Why?

“Because loneliness has fallen too deeply in love with you.”

Even Kanna, who usually understood the meaning behind Erika’s words to some extent, couldn’t immediately comprehend her. 

“Being liked and loved by loneliness. That is the essence of a ruler, and it is a talent. Technically speaking, it is one’s nature, is it not? But you must be careful.”

Erika pointed the finger against her temple towards Kanna.

“Your nature as a ruler will bind you.”

Then, she pressed the finger against Kanna’s temple.

“Now then, I do not trust anyone. So what do I believe in?”

Erika took the dress that Kanna was holding and answered herself.

“The one thing I believe in is what you possess; the nature of a ruler that binds me as well, and leaves me unable to escape.”

Erika gave him a push from behind and pulled him into the fitting room. In that narrow space, she began to undress.

“You are similar to me, and I can understand, control — and possess you.”

She had now stripped down to her underwear without hesitation. Yet Kanna’s eyes did not avert from her figure.

Erika caressed Kanna’s cheek as his eyes fixated directly on her slender, fair body.

Like that, she silently slipped into the black dress that he had picked out for her.

As Kanna watched her now in that black dress, a thought came to him. It was a natural thought. A natural thought that he had always held towards her. 

—She’s beautiful.

As Kanna continued to stare at her figure, Erika embraced him.

“Mm.”

Then, she slid her tongue into his mouth. Without questioning it, he put his arms around her shoulders, sucking her tongue, turning it over.

Incredibly, Kanna felt no immediate strong emotion towards his actions at the time. He only accepted all of what Erika gave him.

Erika pulled her lips away.

“I would not do something like that to what I do not possess.”

He understood.

Ah, by all means, he belonged to her.

“Please make certain to never forget that.”

And then the corners of Erika’s mouth lifted slightly.

Kanna knew.

That expression of hers, one that might not even qualify as a smile, represented her at her absolute happiest.

■

“As her former right hand, it’s only natural that I understood her decisions as a ruler, right?”

There was no need to mention too many irrelevant things, so Kanna only told Nanami that he had spent an extremely long time together with Erika and became her successor. But maybe that alone was enough to cause a great shock; her eyes went wide in the junk-filled student council room.

“Why?”

Nanami continued to ask, her eyes slightly swimming with tears for some reason.

“Why did you and Erika-sama become enemies, Kana-chan?”

It was a natural question.

In reality, Kanna had only come to Nanahoshi Academy because Erika had. After successfully and completely taking over her position at Keihou Middle School, he had planned on becoming her capable right hand once again.

He had considered this a logical move and never once questioned it.

“Because I was rejected.”

But Erika had not accepted him at all.

“Why though?!”

“Because she thought I wasn’t able enough for her. Didn’t I say it already? Erika Kagurazaka doesn’t trust anyone. The only thing she does trust is that person’s talent and nature.”

■

Kanna remembered every word and every sentence Erika had said back then.

He could never forget them.

On the first day of school, Kanna headed for the garden, the one where it seemed a fairy tale could unfold at any time. He hadn’t called Erika once after graduating since she had already moved into the Nanahoshi Academy dorms. He thought it was extremely natural. Save one single exception: the text from Erika asking to meet in the garden just now.

Sitting in a tall-backed garden chair, Erika Kagurazaka waited.

It was their first meeting in a year. She was even more arresting and impactful than Kanna had remembered. Seeing her figure, Kanna realized that he would once again be confined within that jet-black darkness of hers.

Erika, too, welcomed him with a slight smile as the corners of her mouth lifted.

However, after Kanna told her everything that had happened at Keihou after she had graduated, and what had happened during his entrance exam, Erika’s expression gradually transformed. And then, upon hearing that Kanna had been unavoidably placed into F-Rank, Erika’s attitude experienced an undisguised change.

Afterwards, she said:

“It would appear that this is the end.”

Kanna was silent. She continued.

“At Keihou Middle School, there was no one other than you with the grounding to become my right hand. However, at Nanahoshi Academy, there are many more suitable than you at becoming my right hand.”

But Kanna was confident that there was no one more suitable than he was.

And he told her exactly what he thought.

“Did you misunderstand?” Erika said coldly.

“Both you and I are alone, are we not?”

It was the instant he heard those words.

Kanna, who until then had never once considered anything other than being Erika’s right hand, immediately decided in his mind that he would oppose her. It was a change at a speed even he had trouble believing.

“Ah, you must feeling the desire to contend against me now? But I advise you that dropping such a notion would be a wise decision. I completely understand your thoughts, because I taught you to think that way. I expect that I would even be able to thoroughly read whatever moves you make. Most unfortunately, you will be no match for me.” Erika proclaimed.

“You would do well to abandon your desire of becoming a ruler, and instead abide by your lonely nature.”

Then, everything ended.

That was how Erika had effortlessly abandoned Kanna.

She turned away, her face as expressionless as it always was.

It was a final scene that couldn’t be more anti-climactic.

To Kanna, Erika was everything. This meant that everything had ended. However, Kanna calmly accepted this end of all things. His vision confined by darkness was newly released, the richly colored scenery reverted to grayscale, and he immediately acclimated to this external stimulation that had now become dull.

Yes, Kanna had been confined by her, and logically, he had planned on dedicating everything to her.

But she was different. He was the only one who was confined, and Erika had always been alone, from start to finish.

To Kanna Fujishiro, Erika Kagurazaka was someone special.

But to Erika Kagurazaka, Kanna Fujishiro was not special at all.

That was the end of the story.



Once he understood that, Kanna Fujishiro became liberated from the jet-black darkness. 

■

(But Erika was right. Everything that Erika said was right.)

The student council room was completely silent. Kanna thought.

(If I keep doing what I do, I won’t be able to surpass Erika. I’ll only be able to do as she predicts, and I’ll be crushed. I forgot that. How conceited of me.)

He already knew the most effective strategy, so he could not ignore it.

(Why don’t I do as Erika herself did, and use other people’s trust in me? Why don’t I imitate her? Why am I still unable to get rid of my naivete?)

Kanna’s left hand formed a gun.

(If I can’t even do as Erika once did, then I will never be able to surpass her.)

His index finger pressed against his temple.

And he made his decision. Even if it hurt him inside, he decided to utilize the most effective strategy.

“Nanami. I’ve made my decision.”

“…What?”

“In order to learn about the Rating Battle that Erika will use, I’m going to sacrifice Mei Otosaka.”

“…Huh?”

(Ah, and this guilt is going to haunt me forever, isn’t it? But it’s the best choice.)

It hurt, but Kanna still wanted to climb to the top.

He was going to defeat and surpass Erika Kagurazaka, who had always walked ahead of him, and once controlled him.

Kanna manipulated his CCC mobile and, to prevent anyone else from seeing, opened an Aerial in Personal Mode. On it was a photo of Erika in middle school, with the red letters [LION] scrawled over it.

Gazing at it, he was reminded.

Erika Kagurazaka was a solitary lion.

Kanna Fujishiro’s goal was also to become a solitary lion.

And no two lions could exist at the same time.


  Chapter 3


Kanna decided to use Mei on an afternoon a week later, around six ‘o clock.

Sari Raiha — the first among Erika Kagurazaka’s subordinate Friends 7 and her actual right hand — arrived in front of Erika’s western-style residence.

Her full-bodied lips parted involuntarily.

“Sigh… Really, no matter when I come here, it always…”

Feels overwhelming.

Not only could the S-Ranked choose to live in that high-rise called South Monopoly Tower, they also had the option of their own detached house. To put it another way, only the S-Ranked had the luxury to opt for this western-style, Nanahoshi-provided housing. But save for Erika, the Seven Rulers all concealed their true identities, and she was the only one who really lived in a place like this.

Truly, it was the Erika Kagurazaka house.

A red bricked affair, practically transported as-is directly from Europe, it was almost too spacious for one person. Already an unusually striking building, combined with the futuristic aura of the Nanahoshi Academy Special District, this antiquated residence sitting on high ground was all the more conspicuous. Its modest but meticulously maintained garden was just as beautiful as the one in School Building No. 2.

A limousine was parked in its space. It was a fair distance to the Academy from here; Nanahoshi had specially prepared the vehicle for Erika. The estate also provided a driver and servants, such was the privilege of the S-Ranked.

(But supposing the [Pride] title were to be stolen, she’d probably be sent packing the next day.)

This thought reminded her how this house was a sand castle, and would crumble at the slightest touch. Beautiful, but fragile.

Sari perished the thought with a swish of her head.

([Pride], stolen? Never something that could happen to Erika-san.)

Sari knew.

Erika Kagurazaka was special.

Soft orange rays shone through a circle of stained glass.

Sari’s body went rigid at the thought that Erika could be inside. Even if they had seen each other daily since she had attained the top position of the Friends 7, she still felt apprehensive of Erika.

Sari herself had once aimed to become one of the [Seven Rulers], but after attending someone like Erika for so long, the thought had dissipated. It was thoroughly clear to her that she wasn’t fit to be a Ruler.

(Always thinking about how I can better assist Erika-san has given my life meaning. To steal the position of [Pride] from her would be a prideful notion in itself… The other [Seven Rulers] would do well to realize this as soon as possible, swear allegiance to her matchless sovereignty, and voluntarily offer their titles to her.)

Sari arrived at the front gate. She stared at the eyesore of a security camera, and instead of ringing the doorbell, used her CCC mobile to call Erika’s contact ID.

“It’s Sari. I’ve arrived.”

“Understood. Please come in.”

With that, Sari pushed open the door. The CCC mobile deactivator beside it looked just as mechanical and out of place as the security camera.

She knew this place like the back of her hand. Without a moment’s hesitation she walked towards the living room that was awaited her, complete with chandelier.

She knocked, and the door opened.

Erika Kagurazaka was sitting on a black leather sofa.

“────”

Her usual position. A usual scene. When Sari was present, Erika would not move an inch from her seat, as though she were sewn in place. Sari was well accustomed to it now, but still could not suppress the unease that sprang up unbidden, or stop herself from marveling at her beauty. 

Sari exhaled a breath that she had been unconsciously holding in.

Calming herself, her eyes fell on Erika. Even though she was at home, her CCC mobile remained on her wrist. She was reading an odd-looking foreign book that looked as though it belonged on the shelf of a home furnishings store. 

“Would you like some tea?”

Erika closed the book and finally looked at up at Sari.

“No, thank you, Erika-san.”

That was their usual exchange. Sari would not presume as to trouble Erika, but if she were to do it herself, Erika was not fond of making her guests brew their own tea.

“Please sit,” she encouraged, and Sari turned towards a tall-backed chair across the sofa and sat. 

Just then came the chiming of a wall clock throughout the house. It had to be six by now. Sari had arrived on time, and with a hint of satisfaction, Erika spoke: “Well, you may begin your report.”

A report to be delivered twice a week. First on the agenda was always the same.

—News regarding Kanna Fujishiro.

“…Um… If I may be so bold, milady?”

“What is it?”

“I am unable to understand why you are so concerned with Kanna Fujishiro. Indeed, his Status Data is high, but he is still merely an F-Ranked student. I do not believe he has any achievements. For what reason, Erika-san, is news regarding him of the highest priority to you?”

“Hmm.”

Erika’s fingers touched her lips as she considered the matter. It wasn’t anything special, but Sari felt that even something as small as that seemed elegant.

“I am sure of at least one thing,” Erika said, smiling. “He wants to pick a quarrel with me.”

Her tone was as light as usual.

“Whether or not he presents any real danger, anyone with the intention to rebel must not be ignored.”

If Erika believes he intends to pick a quarrel, then it must be true.

But Sari still didn’t understand.

“Even though there are many fools wishing to provoke you, I cannot help but think you seem to be greatly overestimating Kanna Fujishiro.”

Erika smiled at Sari’s confused face.

“Perhaps this will help you understand. He was my right-hand man in middle school.”

“Wha—”

It was true; this alone was enough to demonstrate how dangerous he was. If he had once been Erika’s lieutenant, then his ability was beyond question.

And yet, Sari felt contempt for him welling up within her.

(…So Kanna Fujishiro really is a fool. Despite being so close to her before, he now intends to oppose Erika-san? There should be a limit to his conceit. Does he not know that only destruction awaits those who oppose her?)

“Sari, you may begin.”

“Yes. I apologize.”

(I’ll put aside my own thoughts for now. I must fulfill my duty.)

Sari touched the keyboard on her CCC mobile and opened a text file.

“Kanna Fujishiro has largely spent the past three days with his girlfriend Mei Otosaka, and Otosaka’s friend Nanami Nanahoshi. As stated in my last report, something about his relationship with Nanami Nanahoshi appears unusual, but there have been no conspicuous changes and his relationships with his other friends appear unchanged. Kanna Fujishiro remains an honor student very much out of place among the F-Ranked. He has done nothing out of the ordinary that I can see.”

“Nothing out of the ordinary that you can see? Are you certain?”

“Sorry?”

It was not a typical reaction. Erika had never questioned the content of a report before.

“…I apologize. I do not observe Kanna Fujishiro directly and must rely on information passed to me. He is being surveilled by a fellow F-Ranked student, who is not the best monitor.”

“I see… then, what this means is that he has not revealed any weaknesses in front of [Urban Lion] students.”

Erika lightly pressed her right index finger onto her temple. It was a habit of hers when she was thinking.

(Is she concerned about the fact that nothing seems wrong because she expects him to make a move?)

Sari was full of doubt, but did not inquire further. To complete her assignment, she continued reporting on other matters, such as any movements from other Cliques, any signs of turbulence within [Urban Lion], any dangerous individuals within the A and B-Ranks, and so on.

Afterwards, Erika said, “Everything is as I expected.”

But her finger lingered on her temple as she asked of Sari: “What is the situation with [Anti-Leviathan]?”

“Their numbers are only slowly increasing as of now. Nothing else appears especially threatening.”

“Is that your opinion?”

“Yes… Is there something concerning about [Anti-Leviathan]?”

Sari did not believe that [Anti-Leviathan], which wasn’t even one of the Seven Cliques, was worth Erika’s concern.

“Well, I am curious about the actions and ideas of the man calling himself F. I do not mind if his goal is merely as he stated, to oppose Nanahoshi Academy, but if—”

Just as she was about to finish her sentence, the doorbell rang.

Erika swiftly opened an Aerial before her eyes. It was in personal mode and invisible to Sari, but Erika seemed to be viewing the feed from the front door security camera – perhaps getting a look at the person who rang.

A rare, open-mouthed smile curved her lips.

“A visitor.”

She stood. For Erika, who spent all of her time not brewing tea sitting on her black sofa, to personally stand, it suggested that the situation was highly unusual.

Realizing what was about to happen, Sari felt the corners of her mouth tighten.

“Sari.”

Erika seemed to read her mind.

“You may flee if you wish.”

She couldn’t tell whether Erika was joking, because she had said it with a serious look.

“……”

Sari thought, thinking of the wide smile that Erika had worn seconds before.

(I’ve heard that when carnivorous animals look like they’re smiling, what they’re really doing is showing their fangs as a form of intimidation. So Erika-san’s smile just now was—)

The face of a lion about to devour its opponent.

■

Sari Raiha believed that no one was capable of usurping Erika’s position, but if she had to list out those who could threaten her, one name would immediately come to mind.

“Two gloomy, expressionless dolls in a gloomy house. Gosh, this is what people mean when they call something ‘displeasing’, isn’t it?”

Ouka Akiyama.

The name of the girl arrogant enough to label those of Erika and Sari’s stature as gloomy dolls.

Sari could not help but narrow her eyes when faced with the energy that Ouka was giving off.

Even if you stripped away her glamorous figure and the fact that she stood 180 centimeters tall, Ouka’s presence differentiated herself from the masses. She was an attractive girl who seemed to leave flowers blossoming in her wake. Self-awareness of this seemed to be the source of her overflowing confidence, which only made her all the more radiant.

In fact, she had first-class Status Data of [B, B, B, A, C, A, B]; her combined score propelled her beyond that of Sari herself, first of the Friends 7, with [B, B, E, C, C, A, C].

“I really wasn’t expecting you to rank first, Sari. Weren’t you in Yuria faction? I see you secured a prime position for yourself literally seconds after you changed sides. You really are something. How’d you do it? Surely not by licking your beloved Lady Erika’s boots?”

“……”

If it were anyone else, Sari might have replied, “No, but if she ordered it, I would”, but since this was Ouka, she said nothing. She did not know how to retort against someone she had been taking orders from not long ago.

Until last year, Ouka Akiyama was second in command, ranking ahead of Erika in [Urban Lion].

Under the former [Pride], [Urban Lion] was divided into three factions – Ouka faction, Erika faction, and Yuria faction — with Ouka, not Erika, being the largest. Ouka was also a third year (second year at the time), which underscored the expectation that the former [Pride] would choose her as successor.

But Erika had been the one selected.

“It’s really creeping me out. I still kinda prefer the prison building.”

And now, Ouka was an F-Ranked student.

The one who had sent her there was none other than Erika.

Expecting to become [Pride] but unable to obtain her predecessor’s approval, Ouka naturally found this difficult to swallow and sought myriad ways to thwart Erika’s running of the organization.  

But Erika was not about to let her indulge in that.

She had swiftly arranged a trap framing Ouka, dealt her a Punitive Sanction A, and sent her to the F-Rank. This had curbed her enthusiasm. Then, Erika used her authority as a [Seven Ruler], in accordance with Clique regulations, to track down the remaining Ouka faction members. One by one they were punished, and the faction collapsed from pressure. This relentless method struck terror into even the Erika faction, including Sari.

Now that Sari recalled it, this had to be Erika’s plan from the start. Utterly crush the Ouka faction and absorb the Yuria faction to unite everyone under her own banner. In fact, [Urban Lion] was more integrated than ever before.

In short, Erika had tyrannically used Ouka, who would only live to become her enemy.

“Ouka-san, it has been a long time. Would you like some tea?” She said to the opponent she had systematically persecuted.

Her face remained as inscrutable as ever.

“Of course. You should prepare enough for everyone. Seven cups.”

Seven.

She said.

The six people standing by outside the living room heard the signal and flooded in. The western living room felt spacious with only two, but the sudden addition of many more made it rather cramped.

Sari had seen their faces before; they were the supposedly destroyed remnants of the Ouka faction. As she glanced at each face she could see their Status Data. They were all exceedingly high.

She had known that they would come for revenge one day.

That day had arrived.

Ouka had come to set off a coup d’état.

“────!”

But there was something even more startling than that.

“Erika-san.” Sari called, but Erika’s eyes were fixed. It seemed that she did not need telling and had already realized it.

(Why is she…?)

The room was filled with people about to battle Erika, but among them for some reason, there was a face that belonged to an outsider that she knew.

It was — Mei Otosaka.

Her status as Kanna Fujishiro’s girlfriend had marked her as a person of special interest. Her presence naturally raised Erika’s suspicions, but she spoke calmly to Ouka: “…Ouka-san, I would like to ask. I am aware that you intend to challenge me to a Rating Battle and steal the title of [Pride]…”

“That’s such a rude way to say it. It was mine to begin with!”

She seemed serious.

Sari was astounded by her arrogance. Maybe Ouka believed that Erika had unfairly swiped [Pride] from right under her nose, but all her predecessor did judge their eligibility by ranking their talent.

Erika was probably feeling a similar level of astonishment, but remained calm and continued: “If you were A-Ranked, you would be able to treat an S-Ranked as an equal and have the right to challenge her. But since you are currently F-Ranked, there will be no Rating Battle unless I accept. And what reason do you have to think that I will deal with such a thing?”

“You’re right. If I were you, there’s no way I would accept a challenge of absolutely no benefit to me and one I could actually lose.”

Ouka waved her hair and continued, “But you’re going to accept,” she smiled fearlessly, “because she’s here.”

With that, she reached out and pushed forth Mei Otosaka.

Sari’s brows knit together, unable to conceal her puzzlement.

(What does Kanna Fujishiro’s girlfriend have to do with whether Erika-san will accept the challenge?)

Mei appeared to be mentally prepared. She stared right at Erika, plucked up her courage, and said, “Kagurazaka-san, if you agree to a Rating Battle with Akiyama-san and win, I will tell you the true identities of [Greed] and F.”

Sari’s brows stayed wrinkled.

(A bargaining chip?)

She didn’t think it was a very attractive one, because she already kind of knew who [Greed] was, and F’s identity wasn’t that important.

But Erika responded immediately.

“Very well. If what you say is true, I accept the Battle.”

“Ha, I knew you’d say that, Erika.”

Sari couldn’t understand why Ouka was so confident. She watched Erika.

Ouka looked scornfully down at Sari’s suspicious face.

“Looks like you’re stupid enough to be stumped, Sari. Then allow me to explain. Of course Erika would like to know the identity of [Greed], but more than that, she wants to know who F is. For future consideration.”

“You mean F could become an obstacle to Erika-san?”

“At least that’s what Erika herself seems to think.”

Erika shot Sari a look. It was enough for Sari, as her lieutenant, to understand as an affirmation.

(Right, Erika-san just mentioned that she is curious about F’s actions and ideas, which means she’s wary of him.)

Erika turned to Mei.

“May I ask you something? Why are you willing to put your own ruler, [Greed], at risk in order to help Ouka-san?”

Ouka answered for her. “It’s very simple. We have common interests. You’re after the title of [Greed], right, Erika? Well, [Greed] has already predicted that, and they feel threatened by you.”

“That’s correct,” Mei nodded expressionlessly.

“As for me, I’m not interested in any title other than [Pride]. Simply collecting a lot of titles really means nothing. Having [Pride] alone is enough to grant me a glorious future, so I’m not gonna hurt [Greed]. It’s good for [Greed] if I’m [Pride].

Listening to the explanation, Erika formed her right hand into a gun and pressed the tip against her temple.

(Erika-san is thinking. I might not have a very high opinion of him, but right now Erika-san is no doubt considering exactly how much of this situation was planned by Kanna Fujishiro.)

“Anyway, is that tea still not done? You’ve got me monologuing here and I’m really thirsty.” Ouka said, pushing up her hair.

“You are right. Well, I shall go and prepare enough for everyone.”

Erika headed for the kitchen to brew some black tea. She glanced at Sari before leaving the living room, who understood her orders.

As Erika disappeared, Sari took her place and inquired: “Ouka-san, can I ask something?”

“What is it?”

“Do you know a boy named Kanna Fujishiro?”

She seemed not to be expecting such a question. Ouka’s eyes widened sweetly and her face revealed an expression completely at odds with the tense atmosphere.

“Kanna Fujishiro?…… Who?… Oh, I remember. He’s a fan of mine.”

“A… fan?”

“Hmph, when I was locked up in the prison building, he went out of his way to suck up to me and told me that I deserved to be [Pride] — which is obviously true, but it still made me happy to hear it. He said that there would come a day when I’d have the opportunity to steal it back. As if I’d believe such nonsense. In fact, I don’t think he’s even done anything yet.”

That couldn’t be true. Kanna’s girlfriend was right here in front of them.

It seemed that Ouka had not realized that she was a piece on his chessboard.

(No wonder I haven’t discovered anything suspicious no matter how much I watch his recent movements. Ouka-san was in the prison building in early April. I was busy unifying [Urban Lion] at the time and had no time to mind what Kanna Fujishiro was doing.)

With that basis, Sari could deduce that:

Kanna Fujishiro had probably been long aware that there would be a schism within [Pride] because of the succession conflict. Being familiar with Erika’s methods, he had guessed that someone would fall from power because of her, had actually found that person in Ouka, and had deliberately ignited the spark that set the conflict aflame.

And now he was using Mei Otosaka to pour fuel onto that fire.

Sari was finally beginning to understand Kanna Fujishiro’s uncanny potential.

(This is something that cannot be done without an intellect to match Erika-san’s. That means he truly is capable.)

“Finished with the questions?”

Ouka turned towards Erika, who was brewing tea in the kitchen, and yelled, “You’re gonna accept my conditions, right? Tomorrow, after class, let’s settle this in the battle building… C’mon, I’m really, really thirsty. Hurry up with my tea, Erika.”

Her words caught Sari’s ear, who said, “I want to give you a warning, Ouka-san.”

“I don’t think you’re in any position to warn me of anything, but let’s hear it.”

“I informed Erika-san a while ago that you would be coming here today.”

“Huh?”

“To which she had replied, ‘All according to my expectations’.”

Before Ouka could comprehend what this meant, Erika emerged. She was pushing a cart stocked with ample black tea for everyone, and spoke: “As according to the number of people in this house, I have steeped enough tea for fifteen.”

And then, they appeared in the living room.

The full force of the Friends 7, having waited in other rooms for exactly this occasion.

Ranking second, Yuria Mochida, Status Data [B, B, D, B, A, D, B].

Ranking third, Riri Sukage, Status Data [A, A, C, E, F, A, A].

Ranking fourth, Eiko Hoshimiya, Status Data [C, A, E, D, D, C, B].

Ranking fifth, Momo Kounosu, Status Data [B, C, F, B, B, B, C].

Ranking sixth, Kurisu Tanabare, Status Data [D, D, E, A, B, A, A].

Ranking seventh, Maiya Takayanagi, Status Data [C, C, C, B, A, C, E].

All wore elegant smiles, fully encircling Ouka and her friends, as though blocking the exit.

Erika gazed at Ouka’s dismayed face, picked up her own cup, and took her place on the black sofa. As though she had anticipated everything, she surveyed everyone in the living room, and sipped her black tea in a dignified manner.

“Tomorrow, after school, in the battle building — was what you said, but as we have gone through much trouble to bring everyone together, why not settle this here and now, Ouka-san?

Erika raised her CCC mobile.

“Then let us begin.”

With that, she pressed the seventh button on her CCC mobile.



“Rating Battle No. 27, «A Decapitation Fit for Seven Fools».”



As though in reply to her words, an enormous Aerial materialized in the living room. The screen showed a chibi-style knight character wearing a full-face helmet, cutting the heads off of several chibi-style clown characters one by one. The scene was presented with a comical tone, but it did nothing to mitigate the cruelty of the act. Machine-like, the clown’s heads were swiftly severed one after another.

Not only was the higher ranked participant allowed to choose the type of Rating Battle, the lower ranked participant was not allowed to reject a higher ranked individual’s challenge. Ouka, who was neither S-Ranked nor A-Ranked but F-Ranked, had no say in the matter and was forced to participate.

She could not run from this battle.

“Representatives of Erika Kagurazaka, please press your first button. Representatives of Ouka Akiyama, please press your seventh button.”

The CCC mobile’s voice reverberated around the western house, creating a uniquely ominous atmosphere.

In short, «A Decapitation Fit for Seven Fools» was a battle between seven participants’ Status Data. Erika had an extra participant; she indicated to Maiya Takayanagi that there was no need to enter, and the remaining people pressed their first buttons.

The scene of blood pouring from the seven clowns’ necks instantly changed to a list of fourteen names and their Status Data. Each piece of Status Data was accompanied by a chibi-style character wielding a sword, clad in armor, and bearing resemblance to the real person. Each Aerial displayed from each person’s CCC mobile also reflected a similar-looking chibi character.

The large screen changed again.

A close-up of a decapitated clown appeared and went: “I wonder who will be decapitated?”

It laughed mechanically.

Clang — all characters raised their swords with that sound effect.



And thus.

Rating Battle, «A Decapitation Fit for Seven Fools», began.



“……Rrgh!”

Completely surrounded by the Friends 7, her plans read like a book and her pace utterly broken, Ouka could not conceal her panic.



Sari was sure of it.

(Why *should* I warn this girl?)

This girl, Ouka Akiyama, was—

Just fodder for Erika Kagurazaka.
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Fifteen minutes later, Ouka knelt on the floor, aghast. The similarly looking character displayed on the Aerial besides her had become a headless, bloody corpse.

“────Ah,” she moaned, her face pale.

Her wide, astonished eyes beheld the result thrust before her. 

“No way… How did you… so easily…”

Sari looked down at her. For someone who had become Erika’s prey, she felt only pity.

(Ah, yes. The mere fact that she had presumed to win against Erika-san demonstrates her foolishness.)

If she couldn’t sense the large disparity in ruling ability between them, then she had already lost.

“…I-I know you played some dirty trick, there’s way I’d lose this badly otherwise! Y-Yeah. You illegally modified your CCC mobile to detect my pulse and sweat levels! That’s how you were able to read my thoughts!”

What a shameful display, thought Sari, who just earlier had felt a degree of dread towards Ouka.

(To think she doesn’t even realize that the intentional reveal of the Friends 7 before the Rating Battle was to rattle her and simplify her thinking during the actual battle. She really doesn’t amount to much… or perhaps she only appears this way because her opponent was Erika-san.)

“Say something, Erika!”

Erika peered down on the kneeling Ouka. Her eyes were utterly devoid of emotion, apparently communicating the intention that there was no need to consort with the defeated.

Seemingly deciding on her next move, Erika pressed the first button on her CCC mobile.

“«S Instruct»: You are not allowed to speak to me again.”

“Wha—”

To this, Ouka could only remain silent.

Erika touched her CCC mobile and blocked Ouka to ensure that she would never hold another Rating Battle with her. Then, without sparing so much as a glance, she walked directly past her. Ouka lowered her face wretchedly, her fists clenched, enduring Erika’s attitude.

Erika had no more use for Ouka.

Now she wanted just one thing.

“Now then.”

Erika approached and stared into Mei Otosaka’s eyes.

Sari also watched her and thought.

(Kanna Fujishiro likely instructed Mei Otosaka on how to act in this situation.)

Unlike Ouka’s other friends, Mei had not reacted to Ouka’s defeat. From start to finish she had eyes only for Erika. She had clearly expected this to happen.

“Tell me,” Erika said, meeting Mei’s gaze as though she had anticipated everything, “the true identities of [Greed] and F.”

Erika’s piercing look caused Mei to inhale sharply. Maybe she was a naturally timid person, but in front of Erika, her apprehensive personality was slowly drawn out. Perhaps Mei had wrestled with herself in order to appear here, all for the sake of [a certain person].

Her feelings for [that person] had to be exceedingly passionate. Mei’s lips trembled, but she returned Erika’s stare with resolution.

“Okay, I’ll tell you. The true identity of [Greed] is Nanami Nanahoshi—”

Not unexpected at all. It was a name that Sari and Erika had long been expecting.

However, Mei did not stop there.

“—no longer.”

She then said something that shocked Sari.

“It is now Kanna Fujishiro.”

(──What?)

But Mei still was not done.

“And the true identity of F is also Kanna Fujishiro.”

These explosive declarations in rapid succession forced Sari to sneak a glance at Erika’s face.

Erika’s expression remained calm, but her right hand was in the shape of a gun against her temple, her usual habit.

It meant that Erika also found it highly unexpected.

“…Is that true? Can you prove it?”

“Yes. As per the «Absolute Contract», I cannot say anything other than the truth. If Ouka Akiyama loses, I must reveal the true identities of [Greed] and F to the best of my knowledge.”

Mei operated her CCC mobile and displayed the «Absolute Contract». An «Absolute Contract» was an agreement that could not be violated in any way; apparently, it was the special ability of [Greed]. In that case, Mei must be telling the truth.

(Mei Otosaka is Kanna Fujishiro’s girlfriend. It’s not at all surprising that she would know [Greed] and F’s identities. But that’s not the problem.)

Sari thought with her hand on her chin.

(Kanna Fujishiro’s real goal might be to scout out Erika-san’s Rating Battle type through Mei Otosaka, and learn how she fights at the same time. That much is definitely true. But it also doesn’t seem that simple, because Mei — or the one giving her orders, Kanna Fujishiro, had not only completely predicted Ouka-san’s loss, but also sent Mei to reveal [Greed] and F’s identities. So, could it be?)

Sari deduced:

(Kanna Fujishiro deliberately revealed his identity.)

But why? No matter how she thought about it, not revealing himself seemed more beneficial. Doing this seemed to be equivalent inviting them to go out and get him.

Ignoring Sari’s confusion, Erika’s expression suddenly changed.

“So that is what it is.”

And Erika — revealed a smile that only appeared when she was happy.

(What? Why is she smiling like that?)

Sari was suddenly reminded of the fact that Kanna Fujishiro had once been Erika’s right-hand man.

(I’ve never seen Erika-san reveal so much personal emotion. She looks as though she is relishing Kanna Fujishiro’s challenge towards her.)

But Sari quickly shook her head and dispelled that notion. There’s no way anything could make Erika joyful.

“…Erika-san, I apologize, but can you tell me what is going on?”

“Sari, perhaps you do not understand yet, but if the [Seven Rulers] and [Anti-Leviathan] are both controlled, it would be extremely disadvantageous to us.”

“Is… that right?”

She didn’t quite get it, but if Erika said so, then it must be true.

“We already know who is controlling one of the [Seven Rulers] and [Anti-Leviathan] at the same time. I can now decide our next move.”

Erika smiled again, and declared: “It would seem that Kanna Fujishiro wishes to confront me as soon as he possibly can.”

In short:

Kanna Fujishiro was personally sending a challenge to Erika.

How reckless.

How foolish.

That was how the normal Sari would think. It truly was a suicidal move.

But—

She surveyed the living room.

There knelt the defeated Ouka Akiyama. Once the second in command of [Urban Lion] and now pitifully on her knees, utterly destroyed by Erika.

Things were not that simple, though.

The one who had set her up for failure was Kanna Fujishiro.

In a sense, you could say that Erika and Kanna Fujishiro had colluded to bring about this situation.

Kanna Fujishiro had used his girlfriend Mei Otosaka like a tool, and through Ouka, who had once been close to [Pride], had revealed his identity as [Greed] and F, and demonstrated his ability.

“It is time to officially crush Kanna Fujishiro.”

This string of movements had been—

A declaration of war against Erika Kagurazaka.



After witnessing his planning and drive, Sari could not ridicule him as reckless or foolish.

His obsession bordered on insanity.

For that reason, Sari was unable to say for sure that Erika would not be entwined by that obsession.

■

After school on the day after he had hoodwinked Ouka through Mei and walked her into Erika’s trap, Kanna arrived at a room on the topmost, or forty-fifth floor of South Monopoly Tower III. He sat on a pink sofa that seemed nothing but garish to him, and organized his thoughts.

(Now Erika can’t ignore me anymore. If I request a Rating Battle, she has no choice but to accept.)

Kanna took his finger away from his left temple.

(It won’t be long before that day comes.)

The plan to use Mei and Ouka Akiyama had gone smoother than expected.

Kanna, who had been F-Ranked not long ago, couldn’t even catch Erika’s attention.

But now he had a chance to battle Erika and defeat her.

Things had suddenly changed after he obtained the position of [Greed].

(Everything’s going my way.)

However—

“I worked really hard, Kanna-kun.”

Kanna tried his best not to look at Mei’s face beside him. He was already aware of the fact that he had just done what Erika had once done to him. Using Mei’s complete trust in him and turning her into a tool. But that trust was itself a [fabricated] trust for F.

(I wanted to follow… my conscience.)

But he had crossed the line.

Unaware of his internal conflict, Mei innocently leaned her head on Kanna. He answered her feelings by stroking her hair. She smiled endearingly, despite the fact that he had thoroughly deceived her.

(What the hell is this? Why is she still showing affection to me after I tricked her? She ought to attack and chastise me.)

The more he accepted her affection, the deeper the guilt grew. Kanna felt that the distance between himself and Mei was becoming ever larger. A wall mortared with lie after lie that divided them apart.

“……”

But there wasn’t time to stew in self-reproach. Kanna had to finish all the preparations before Erika challenged him to a battle.

(Mei’s not important; I really need to get that through my mind… Yeah, I’ll just stroke her head as necessary and she’ll be satisfied. If not, I’ll throw in a reward too.)

“Mei.”

“What?”

“You did really well. Thank you. Can I kiss you?”

Mei stiffened, as though she had met eyes with Medusa.

She did not move, almost like she was not breathing.

“Mei?”

He had imagined it. Next moment, her face flushed a boiling crimson.

“W-W-W-We’ve only been dating for two weeks, so I-I think it’s too soon! W-We should start by, u-um… going somewhere, and holding hands! Ah… holding hands is inappropriate, isn’t it? Eek, it is! I said something dirty! Idiot, idiot, I’m such an idiot! I’m so indecent!”

“You’re not indecent at all.”

“O-Oh, right! I think we should e-exchange diaries!”

(Why do I have to play such an irritating game as exchanging diaries with her? Maybe if she wrote something more interesting than a sports article. Why doesn’t she just let me hurry up and touchdown? That would make it easier.)

Kanna was still his obnoxious self.

“I mean, I’m right here, so can you guys not talk about stuff like that?” Nanami butted in, causing Kanna to perish the thought of a kiss.

He sighed softly and looked around the bedroom he was in.

(…It’s my fifth time here, but this room hasn’t changed at all. Its owner is completely negligent.)

The 3LDK property was not a school-provided dormitory, so it wasn’t something you could live in just by getting promoted; one had to shell out an exorbitant rent.

And yet one of the apartments was totally unused with no practical benefit to the owner. High class furniture that likely came with it and cheap-looking decorations stood alongside each other. The overall color scheme was a great deal of pink, somewhat removed from the feeling of luxury. Scattered about were objects such as almost gyaru-style clothing, stuffed toy prizes, and cheap candy, deviating from the original impression projected by the property.

Someone who clearly did not suit this apartment was living in it.

“Nanami, didn’t you once tell me that your parents are very strict?” Kanna asked in honor student mode, masking his true face because Mei was still sitting beside him.

“Yeah,” Nanami replied, her chin propped up on a pillow as she reclined on a stark white bed. She had set her hair into twin-tails today. Also, rather unimportantly, her skirt was turned up almost enough to see her underwear.

“Giving me a room in this apartment doesn’t mean they’re pampering me. It’s another of my dad’s principles. The idea that if you donate to Nanahoshi Academy, then they make your life better is supposed to teach you something. My dad thinks that bloodline and financial status is a part of your personal ability.”

“So he wants you to have as many job connections as possible, which is in line with real-life society.”

“Sounds about right. He’s not really spoiling me. It’s more that by having me live here, he wants me to get used to the idea that I’m special and not like other students. That’s supposed to even more important than letting me live in the dorm with everyone else. God, this is gonna turn me nasty.”

It certainly did feel like the view from here would help you start to develop a sense of privilege. When you observed the school from above like this, the students underfoot seemed like tiny specks. Clock Star was directly across and close enough to view the current time, giving one a sense of superiority. What disgusted Kanna even more was that from here, he could also see the miserable F-Rank dorm, wrapped in woods.

“If people knew you were living in a place like this, it might make them jealous.”

“People are already jealous of those at the top, so I guess you can say I’ll get used to it. God, this is gonna turn me nasty.”

Sure enough, Nanami’s parents’ principles seemed different from others. But that was obvious if they were able to found an academy like this.

Kanna sensed that Nanami was getting bored, so he hastily changed the subject.

“Well, let’s get down to business. First, we need to go over the rules to Erika’s Rating Battle, «A Decapitation Fit for Seven Fools». You should be pretty familiar with the academy rules by now, right, Nanami?”

“Yeah, I even know all seventy-seven types of Rating Battles.”

“Then I’ll let you explain.”

Of course, when Kanna had confirmed that Erika’s Rating Battle type was 27, «A Decapitation Fit for Seven Fools», he had also looked into its rules and was already mostly aware of them. He wanted Nanami to explain them because he wanted to hear from Mei, an eyewitness, an impression of the battle and Erika’s fighting style.

Nanami propped herself up and began:

“«A Decapitation Fit for Seven Fools» is a battle of Status Data between two players. It’s possible to directly pit the Status Data themselves against each other, but players are basically allowed to bring in teammates — «characters», that is, and use their Status Data to fight. Eeach team is allowed a maximum of seven «characters» including the player themselves, who must be included. If there are not enough teammates to reach seven, the missing members must be filled in by «clowns» with Status Data of all [G]. Therefore, it’s fundamentally a game that always has fourteen people. That many people into a small room must have been really cramped.”

“Erika-san has her Friends 7, so she won’t have any trouble finding teammates, right?” Mei asked, stealing a glance at Kanna’s eyes. Still in honor student mode, he nodded and smiled at her. “Yup, that’s right.”

“I’m gonna continue. Players decide randomly who goes first. Whoever goes first chooses one out of seven «categories»: Intellect, Knowledge, Stamina, Charisma, Leadership, Appearance, or Bloodline. By the way, «categories» that have been already selected can’t be chosen again, not even by the player going second. Next, both players decide which «character» to fight with, without revealing what «category» they’ve chosen. As soon as they each choose a «character», the selected «category» and chosen «characters» will be revealed. Then, the «characters» will be compared by the chosen Status Data «category», and the one with the higher value wins. After that, the player going second picks from the remaining six «categories» and does the same thing again. Repeat the process until someone gets four wins.”

“Just as an example, if I pick Intellect as the «category», and both of our «characters» have an Intellect of [C], it won’t be a draw, right?”

“No, it won’t. The school divides Status Data into seven levels to keep things simple, but there’s actually a more detailed numerical score for each. So the one with the higher internal Status Data number will win.”

Which meant that even when pitting the same type of Status Data against each another, even while knowing the levels of the «characters», whoever won or lost was still up the air. If Erika and Kanna’s current Intellect were both [A], neither of them knew who would win before the battle results were announced.

“Erika-san won 4-1 against Ouka-san, but there were two instances when the Status Data were the same level.” said Mei. “Though Erika-san still won in both cases.”

“That… couldn’t have been a coincidence.”

“Wasn’t… it? But Ouka-san had chosen the «category» both times, so wouldn’t it make more sense to think of it as Erika-san having good luck?”

“Unfortunately, that’s a naive way of looking at it. If what you said were true, then Ouka wouldn’t have lost so badly. Erika’s deductive powers mean that she’s well aware of which person’s internal Status Data is higher. Moreover, she knew perfectly well which «category» Ouka would choose, and that’s why she got crushed, and even accused Erika of playing a dirty trick.”

He’d heard that except for Mei, everyone Ouka had brought along were former members of Ouka faction. Ouka faction and Erika both fell under [Urban Lion], so they definitely had some degree of interaction with her. Erika had observed their everyday appearances and was able to deduce whose internal Status Data was higher compared to the Friends 7, even if their levels were the same.

Only Erika Kagurazaka was capable of such a thing.

(It was probably confidence in her own deduction powers that caused Erika to choose this as her Rating Battle type when she matriculated.)

No different from what he had expected.

(In the end, this battle hinges on working out which «category» your opponent will choose.)

Assess your opponent’s chosen «category» without letting them figure out your own. If both of your «characters’» Status Data are evenly matched in level, then it becomes a battle of deduction.

Yes. If your «characters» are evenly matched, that is.

“…Now that we know the rules of «A Decapitation Fit for Seven Fools», what do we do next?”

He turned to Mei.

Her eyes drifted anxiously at the sudden query as she replied, “U-Um… mentally prepare?”

Kanna’s eyes narrowed at her foolish response.

“Ahh, I was joking, I was joking! Don’t hate me! Let’s exchange diaries! I mean, um, uh… recruit teammates, right?!

Kanna nodded and smiled. Appearing to relax, Mei rested her head on his shoulder.

At this, Nanami’s cheeks puffed up.

“Again with the flirting… Grr, Kana-chan! Candy!”

Kanna retrieved a lollipop that he’d made a habit of carrying with him just in case, opened the wrapper, and handed it to her. She stuck it into her mouth and grinned contentedly.

He sighed at how this ritual was gradually normalizing. “You two are going to be my «characters», right?” He asked, smiling. Mei immediately gave a vigorous nod.

“O-Of course I’ll help you!”

“I don’t care what you say, Kana-chan, you and I are destined to be together,” Nanami said, licking her lollipop.

“Right.”

(Honestly, I can rely on their Statuses for sure.)

Nanami’s Status Data was [D, C, E, D, C, B, S], while Mei’s was [C, D, E, F, E, A, B]. Although they were inferior as a whole to Erika and her Friends 7, there was one standout value important to this particular battle. Nanami’s Bloodline of [S] handily crushed the opposition, and Mei’s Appearance of [A] was formidable as well.

(If I’m able to successfully predict her «categories», we’ll have three wins if you count me… I hope I can find two more winning «characters» if I want to defeat Erika.) 

“I have to find more people to be my «characters», though it’s probably not going to be easy. Most people are going to be terrified when they hear that they’ll have to go up against Erika. I imagine most would like to avoid being noticed by her. They’d at least have to believe that me winning would benefit them, but that’s easier said than done.”

Nanami’s face screwed up in concentration. “Where should we start looking? Should we use our [Seven Rulers] power and recruit from [Navy Fox]?”

Kanna had a grasp on [Navy Fox’s] members, but there didn’t seem to be anyone worth adding as an ally who also had the requisite fighting strength.

But he wasn’t completely devoid of choices.

“I actually do have someone in mind, and he’s just the guy to strike at the weak spot of the Friends 7.”

“Weak spot? They have one?” Nanami’s head tilted. Kanna wondered how she could let even this slip by her, but in front of Mei, he smiled and explained.

“Take a look at this. This is Erika and her Friends 7’s Status Data.”

Kanna opened the word processor in his CCC mobile, and wrote down in midair the full names and Status Data of Erika and the Friends 7.

After looking at the eight entries listed on the Aerial, Nanami finally seemed to notice.

“Oh, nobody has a Stamina of A! And the highest is a C.”

“Exactly. So we just need to find teammates with Staminas of B and above. And the guy I have in mind has Status Data [F, F, A, C, E, E, F].”

“…It’s kinda rude to say it, but other than his Stamina, those are some terrible stats.”

“I agree. Sorry to him, but he’s not someone I’d like to be friends with.”

Rarely having heard such biting criticism from Kanna the honor student, Mei asked dubiously, “And what’s this person’s name?”

So as not to break his own image, Kanna warmly stroked her hair and replied:

“Kengo Yamabuki.”

■

“Hm? Why can’t I come along, Kanna-kun?”

“It’s rude to Yamabuki-kun, but I have to be frank. He’s an indecent guy. If you’re there when I’m requesting his assistance, he will no doubt demand that you provide him ‘services’ in exchange. I would never agree to something like that, but I don’t want you to hear that kind of stuff. I’m not sure if my concerns make sense?”

It was a string of lies. The reason he couldn’t bring Mei to School Building No. 14 — commonly known as the prison building — was that Kanna did not want her to see him use more lies to draw Yamabuki into their group.

The Ouka affair had demonstrated that Mei, who blindly trusted Kanna, was of great utility. Kanna had to keep being her ideal boyfriend if he was to avoid losing her as a tool.

Fortunately, Mei’s eyes had sparkled with the misunderstanding that he was viewing her as precious.

“The fiendish Kana-chan has no intention of breaking up with Mei-chan. And he lusts after her soft lips, the pervert.”

Nanami was standing in front of the prison building and staring at Kanna with a disdainful look.

“Shut up, you good-for-nothing rich daughter.”

“You get so mean when Mei-chan’s not here! Wow, your words really cut into my heart and give me a rush!”

Ignoring Nanami’s crude remark, Kanna stuck out his left wrist towards a CCC mobile scanning device installed beside the rustic iron gate.

“Requesting permission to visit Kengo Yamabuki.”

“—Kanna Fujishiro, student number 2806996, first year, F-Rank — permission granted.”

The gate swung open. Entering the prison building required you to state a reason to the CCC mobile scanning device. Students were not forbidden from entering, but the visit record was stored and viewable by anyone. No one went out of their way to read the logs, but if someone happened to double-check, they would find that Kanna frequently went in and out of the building.

(Already my fifth time here and school has only started for about a month. Other than the people inside, nobody ought to be aware that I’m visiting the prison building so often.)

The reason behind his frequent calls had been, of course, to contact Ouka Akiyama.

(The amount of trouble I had to go through really feels kinda like a waste just to declare war against Erika.)

Kanna mused as he walked alongside Nanami, who had also finished scanning her mobile, into the prison building.

It might be called as such, but the building really didn’t resemble a prison from the outside at all. It would be more accurate to describe its appearance as that of a newly constructed hospital. It was completely white, unnaturally so, with no excessive frills. The single rooms for students serving their punishments were cramped but not barred off, with windows and passable facilities. Even the classrooms were plain, but ordinary.

“Whoa, I knew I wouldn’t want to be sent here.” Nanami said, grimacing.

“This might even be better than the triples in the F-Ranked dorm. Here, you can leave the building if you want, though the curfew is earlier than the other dorms.”

“You really mean that?”

Of course not. The incomparable number of security cameras installed here meant that there wasn’t an ounce of truth in that statement.

Life here meant that your only free time was between the period after school and curfew. Class attendance was mandatory with the sole exception of illness. Rumor had it that any rebellious behavior or attempt at escape was immediately met with a tranquilizing injection from your CCC mobile.

(There might not be any bars, but they’re not necessary.)

Yeah. Even without bars, the CCC mobile was still the ideal handcuff.

“Yamabuki’s room is… 236.”

Even which student lived in which prison room was known to all. That kind of publicity as to who had been locked up must be the ultimate punishment.

Up two flights of stairs.

“Here.”

When they arrived, the CCC mobile’s Aerial automatically displayed Yamabuki’s name and photo. This building was set up to automatically show a profile if you approached within a meter of any door.

“Nanami, you’re just going to make things difficult when I’m talking to Yamabuki, so can you just hide where he can’t see you for a bit?”

“Then why did you bring me here?!… is what I’d like to say, but I know I forced you to take me, heh heh.”

After Kanna handed a lollipop to Nanami while she stuck her tongue out, he pushed her out of the way.

There was no bell beside the white door. Kanna knocked and restored his honor student face.

The door opened at once and Yamabuki appeared, scowling.

“Fujishiro?”

Upon seeing Kanna’s face, he grew even more sullen.

“What do you want? You’re the one who landed me in here, asshole, and the food’s shit… well, it’s not really that bad.”

“I’m the one?”

“You told me to show Erika a thing or two, and now look what happened! You came all the way down here to take a swing at me, didn’tcha?!” roared Yamabuki, spraying Kanna’s face with spit.

Kanna wiped his face unconcernedly and looked down on Yamabuki with deepest apology.

“I’m really sorry about that. I didn’t quite mean for things to happen that way and I apologize. It’s not what I wanted, and it’s my fault. I’m sorry. I really am.”

He bowed his head.

Yamabuki seemed somewhat gratified by Kanna’s sincere disposition.

“What? You come all this way to apologize?”

“No.”

“No? Then what?”

“I want to borrow your strength.” Kanna said without missing a beat.

“…What do you mean?”

Kanna smiled and spread his arms wide with some exaggeration:

“Will you help me defeat Erika Kagurazaka?”

Defeat the Erika who had subjected him to such humiliation.

(I know very well that this is the kind of language that appeals to Yamabuki.)

Yamabuki swallowed the bait and his expression changed to curiosity.

“Ha! I wanna beat the shit out of that bitch more than I want to date her now. I wanna humiliate her and wipe that calm look off her fucking face!” Yamabuki said, sneering crudely. Kanna tried his best to repress the revulsion welling up within him, and looked straight into Yamabuki’s face. “But me aside, why are you interested in taking down Erika?”

“When she was in middle school, she set up a ruling class and became its paramount leader. Because of that, I was badly persecuted as a middle schooler. So no matter what, I want to make her beg on her knees for mercy.”

As Erika’s right hand and successor to her leadership position, Kanna had suffered no such oppression.

“So that’s it. So you also have a reason… but there’s a problem. She’s not just S-Ranked, she’s a [Seven Ruler]. You got any chance of winning?”

“I do.” Kanna affirmed with certainty.

Yamabuki’s eyebrows knotted suspiciously.

“And what’re you basing that on? What’s your method?”

“There’s a basis and a method, but before I explain, I first need to tell you my secret. Can you keep it quiet?”

“There’s nothing in it for me if I parade it around, yeah? I’m not saying shit.” Yamabuki’s instant response discouraged Kanna even more from trusting him. Giving immediate assent without even listening first meant that he did not care one way or the other.

(Yamabuki is the worst kind of dimwit. As long as it doesn’t benefit him, there’s a high possibility that he’ll reveal it to a bystander without thinking.)

“I see. Well, sorry to trouble you, but I’d like your word on this. Let’s make an «Absolute Contract»—”

Just then, Kanna realized something.

He had planned on shutting Yamabuki’s mouth with an «Absolute Contract», but on second thought, «Absolute Contracts» meant absolutely nothing to someone who was already under a Punitive Sanction S and unable to leave the prison building for three years. Breaking the contract would result in a Punitive Sanction A, which wouldn’t even seem like a punishment to him anymore.

(Telling someone who’s already worse than scum that breaking the contract will make him scum has no meaning. I didn’t realize that the «Absolute Contract» had such a weakness.)

“What? What’s an «Absolute Contract»?”

“Nothing……”

Kanna quickly spun a new plan.

(Heh, that’s it. I only need a threat like this for it to mean something to scum.)

“From what I heard, Erika really dragged you through the mud, Yamabuki-kun.”

“Huh?”

The reminder of an unpleasant memory instantly put Yamabuki on guard.

“You already know that it was recorded, right?”

Yamabuki flushed a dark, angry red.

Kanna brought his hands together in an apologetic gesture.

“If you let anything slip, then I might have to release that video.”

Yamabuki’s eyes went wide.

“W-Why do you have it, you fucker?!”

“It was leaked from the cameraperson themselves, so I can’t say, but since I know it exists, that should prove that I do have it, right?”

(Actually, I only witnessed it from the PA room and I don’t have a video or anything. But this moron doesn’t know that.)

Yamabuki seized the front of Kanna’s shirt.

“Stop fucking around, shithead!”

Kanna had considered whether to putting on an intimidated look would help alleviate Yamabuki’s mood, but by the time he thought of this, he could no longer do it.

He calmly returned the stare.

“You’re really pissing me off. Who’d listen to a threat like that?!”

But Kanna had also anticipated an emotion-based response like this.

The question was whether Yamabuki would be disturbed by what he heard next.

A slight smile crept onto Kanna’s face as he said, “…Are you really okay with that? Don’t you want to leave the prison building someday?”

Yamabuki glowered at him.

“Erika is a [Seven Ruler]. If we defeat her in a Rating Battle, our scores will obviously go up. So whether it’s leaving the prison building or being promoted to E-Rank, those won’t be distant dreams anymore.”

“……Really?

“Yeah.”

(Nope.)

It was true that an excellent result would grant the possibility of leaving the prison building even under a Punitive Sanction S. Taking down a [Seven Ruler] should be enough to satisfy that requirement.

However, in this situation the victor would be Kanna no matter how you spun it, and Yamabuki at most would only be assisting as a «player». A result like that was simply inadequate to leave the prison building.

Kanna was aware of this, his shirt scrunched up in Yamabuki’s fist, but continued without concern.

“I hope you don’t misunderstand. It’s just that I’d be in real trouble if the secret got out, so I had no choice but to prepare the video. I really didn’t want to have to do it and it’s really painful for me. But I’d like to at least have your word that you will carefully guard my secret. Please forgive me for that. I really am on your side, so are you really going to hold a grudge against me and miss this opportunity to humiliate Erika? And also miss your chance to escape the prison building?”

“……”

“Are you willing to help me defeat Erika?”

“……Tch.”

Yamabuki released his grip on Kanna’s shirt. Kanna smiled in relief, but thought to himself:

(What utter trash. How dare he put his hands on me like that?)

Of course, he showed nothing of his mental attitude.

“Then I’ll assume you’re going to support my proposal.”

“…Yeah, but it’ll have to be something I’m okay with.”

(Don’t worry about that. I’ll tell you a proposal that’s especially attractive to trash like you.)

And so, Kanna began recounting about how he was [Greed], his intention to have a face-off with Erika by way of Rating Battle, and his strategy for that face-off. To make it even more attractive to Yamabuki, he especially emphasized that he would need Yamabuki’s strength, and if they were to succeed, that Erika would be shamed to high heaven.

There was no way that he wouldn’t be on board after that.

“…Guess I’ve got no other choice.” He deliberately assumed a high-and-mighty attitude, perhaps an effort to look superior, but agreed nonetheless.

With Yamabuki’s approval, Kanna thought:

(Yamabuki is now on board, just as originally planned.)

When had he planned it?

Ever since he had sent Yamabuki to make a move on Erika.

Kanna was used to observing others’ Status Data and had noticed Yamabuki’s boxing training from the very beginning, and his Stamina evaluation of A. He had concluded since enrollment that Yamabuki would be of use in a Rating Battle.

But how to get him on board?

Kanna reached the answer after watching him. His personality suggested that all Kanna needed to do was get him humiliated by Erika. That way, if an opportunity for revenge ever arose, Yamabuki would seize it immediately.

And so, everything had gone according to plan.

That said, Kanna did not trust completely that Yamabuki would be of help. He had not known what Erika’s Rating Battle type of choice was at first, and hadn’t been able to make that judgment. When Kanna riled Yamabuki up he had viewed him as an expendable chess-piece.

However, now he knew that Erika had chosen Rating Battle No. 27, «A Decapitation Fit for Seven Fools». Kanna had decided not to prepare to dispose of Yamabuki at any time, instead convincing him to join his team.

(Yamabuki’s now a «player». Now, onto my next target.)

Another individual came to mind, one whom he’d secretly had his eye on since entering the school, as another countermeasure against Erika.

(Fourth of the Friends 7, Eiko Hoshmiya.)

Among the Friends 7, Eiko Hoshimiya was probably the most devoted to Erika of all. But it was this very aspect that represented an opening to Kanna.

With the matter in the prison building finished, Kanna was just about to leave, and said:

“Yamabuki-kun, can I have your contact ID so I can reach you from now on?”

“Huh? Don’t you know that students locked up in the prison building are forbidden from making calls?”

“Ah, you’re right. Then, when I figure out when the battle with Erika will be, I’ll come and let you know.”

Just as he said this and was about to raise his hand in farewell.



“There’ll be no need for that.”



A cold voice came suddenly.

Kanna turned.

“Today.”

A short-haired girl was standing unflinchingly beside a flustered-looking Nanami.

Kanna scowled and could not help but stare at her.

She continued in a calm voice:

“Your Rating Battle with Erika-san will be held today.”

Kanna muttered the girl’s name:

“Sari Raiha.”

There was no doubt about it. This was Erika’s right hand.

Why was she here? She didn’t personally act unless something big was happening. This could not be a coincidence.

This meant that Erika knew that Kanna visited the prison building, and even his plan to come and recruit Yamabuki to his team.

(What’s going on? Did Erika also realize that Yamabuki harassing her was my doing? Don’t tell me she even knows that I noticed Yamabuki’s [A] Stamina and the fact that I’m trying to use him. That’s ridiculous.)

On the other hand, if Erika had not thoroughly read his movements, then it would be impossible to explain Sari’s appearance.

(…No, there’s nothing strange about this. It’s just like how on a certain level, I understand Erika’s MO; she must also be familiar with mine. After all, I stole my techniques from Erika back in middle school.)

But now he to be able to read and win against an opponent like that.

This was just another reminder of how difficult it was going to be.

“Hey, you’re that annoying chick who’s always with Erika.” Yamabuki exclaimed, utterly unaware of Kanna’s state of mind.

Sari shot him an unconcerned glance that shut him up.

“«A Instruct»: Be quiet.”

Perhaps associating the Instruct with unpleasant memories, Yamabuki’s face stiffened comically.

“Come with me, Kanna Fujishiro.” Sari said and immediately spun around, but Kanna remained where he was.

He could not start the Rating Battle like this. Without finding other «players» first, his chance at victory was very slim.

Noticing that he had not moved, Sari turned around.

“Come on.”

He had no choice but to obey. He might be [Greed], but he was still F-Ranked. If the A-Ranked Sari issued him an order, he would not be able to disobey her.

“Kana-chan…”

Nanami looked up at him worriedly and grabbed his hand.

“I am not quite sure what she meant by it, but Erika-san has a message for you,” Sari said:

“‘Give up on recruiting Eiko Hoshimiya.’”

How…

How did she even anticipate that?

“‘If you do, I will turn a blind eye towards your recruiting of Kengo Yamabuki as a «player».’ That’s what she said.”

It was a statement of terms.

If Kanna was honest, he was not sure he could convince Eiko. No, the mere fact that Erika had anticipated it meant that the probability of using Eiko as a strategy and recruiting her was quite low. However, even if the chance was microscopic, Erika wanted to avoid any defectors among the Friends 7. If anyone as close to her as the Friends 7 were traitors, it would hinder [Urban Lion’s] future plans.

On the other hand, it was trivial to stop Kanna from recruiting Yamabuki. A simple «Instruct» could prevent him from showing up to the Rating Battle itself.

The price of letting him onto Kanna’s team was to warn Kanna against doing anything rash.

(No… That’s not right.)

If she only wanted to stop him from persuading Eiko, all she needed to do was «Instruct» him not to do anything stupid.

(So why in the world is she going to the trouble of stating her terms?)

“You should know that this is Erika-san showing mercy for you.”

“…Mercy?”

“Why else? Erika-san is S-Ranked. If I just bring you to her, she can compel you to enter the Rating Battle. If I «Instruct» you here and now to ‘Fight alone, Kanna Fujishiro’, then she would win ten times out of ten. And yet, Erika-san took special care to allow you to prepare. Perhaps it is her last act of compassion towards you, former right hand.”

It was probably true that Erika turned a blind eye too many things.

But the word “mercy” did not suit her. Kanna was certain of that. Erika would not show him mercy for no reason.

Wasn’t that why Erika was forcing the battle stage to be set instead of looking away?

As for the reason behind that, Kanna just could not figure it out.

■

Eventually, Kanna only recruited four «players».

Nanami Nanahoshi, [D, C, E, D, C, B, S].

Mei Otosaka, [C, D, E, F, E, A, B].

Kengo Yamabuki, [F, F, A, C, E, E, F].

And Kanna Fujishiro, [A, B, D, A, C, A, E].

Everyone else had to be filled in by «clowns» with Gs for Status Data. To win in «A Decapitation Fit for Seven Fools», he had to ascertain which «category» would win or lose. To win with these four cards, there was no room for a single loss.

And his opponent was Erika Kagurazaka.

(But this is the closest thing to my ideal lineup. I was always going to be disadvantaged against Erika anyway.)

When he had declared war against her, he knew full well that he would not have time to gather enough teammates. From the beginning, Kanna had only relied on the confidence that he knew Erika’s thought process better than anyone, even Sari, her current right hand.



Sari brought Kanna and his team to School Building No. 17, commonly known as the Battle Building. The black structure was of similar design to a CCC mobile and reflected a computerized feel. Its architecture gave off the impression that in a movie, absurd escape games would be held inside.

School Building No. 17 was called the Battle Building because its simulation room’s virtual reality function really brought a sense of atmosphere to the scene. Students could use their lunch breaks to play with the VR software; those good at programming wrote games that others could play, turning the space into an arcade.

“K-Kanna-kun!”

Mei came running, having been called over with his CCC mobile.

“A-Are you going to be okay entering the Rating Battle now?” She asked anxiously, out of breath.

“Yeah. I’ll be fine.”

He stroked her hair. Mei’s cheeks, already flushed from running, reddened even more.

Yamabuki seemed to want to say something to the very intimate couple, but apparently was still under the “be quiet” Instruct, so he complied obediently and said nothing. The Instruct was actually only in effect for three minutes and deactivated when the issuer was more than ten meters away; every student knew that, but Yamabuki had not even realized that he had been given an Instruct, so he probably didn’t have a complete grasp on it. He looked as though he dare not open his mouth unless Kanna assured him it was okay to.

“Hmm, so you’re Kanna Fujishiro?”

He heard a calm voice, somewhat low for a girl. Kanna turned towards it.

The door to School Building No. 17 was completely flat with no surface to grab, only operable with a CCC mobile scanning device. A strikingly stylish girl was looking at Kanna.

She walked towards him, long hair flowing, gazing as though seeing right through him.

“Hmm… I see…”
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The girl observed Kanna with long slender eyes decked out with long eyelashes, and exhaled through a high-bridged, distinctly non-Japanese nose. This symmetrically-faced young lady was second-year Kurisu Tanabare, sixth among the Friends 7. The long, willowy legs stretching from beneath her skirt seemed to emphasize the impression that she was not normal. She gave off a sense of overflowing confidence, as one would expect from an internationally renowned model.

“What are you doing here?” Sari asked dubiously.

“Nothing. Just wanted to know what kind of person the ‘Fujishiro’ that Erika-san’s so concerned about is. Well, he’s quite handsome. My type.”

“Don’t say worthless things like that.”

“It’s not worthless at all. I’m single, y’know.”

“I don’t see what’s not worthless about it.” Sari crossed her arms and asked, “So? What’s your impression of Kanna Fujishiro?”

Kurisu replied in an imposing manner that sounded somewhat haughty: “He gives off the same smell as Erika-san.”

Sari’s expression hardened.

Kanna heard tell that one reason Kurisu Tanabare had been chosen for the Friends 7—

—was her abnormally sharp sense of smell.

“Let’s go, Kurisu.”

Sari held her CCC mobile next to the scanning device and walked through as the door swung open.

“Okay, okay. See you in Simulation Room 1, Kanna.”

Kurisu waved behind at them and vanished into the building. Every action of hers was intensely eye-catching.

Mei, who had remained silent perhaps out of awe from Kurisu’s sense of presence, finally spoke:

“…Kanna-kun, we might both be As, but please don’t make me go up against that person for the «Appearance» category.”

“Have more confidence in yourself, Mei. At least to me, no one is more beautiful than you are.”

“Ooh… eh heh heh heh heh, mmf.” Mei let out a bizarre sound, lovestruck.

(It’s true, though, that winning against Kurisu’s Appearance is not going to be easy. She might also have a Status of A, but she’s definitely the superior one here. Likewise, it’s going to be equally as difficult for her to win against Erika’s Appearance.)

As Kanna said one thing but thought the other, Nanami tugged on his sleeve.

“Kana-chan, Kana-chan, don’t make me go up against her in «Appearance» either!”

“Your Appearance is B anyway, Nanami, and if you don’t compete in the «Bloodline» category, then you won’t be much use.”

“No!”

“Hm?”

“I don’t wanna hear that kind of answer! Why didn’t you tell me to have more confidence in myself? Tell me I’m cute! C’mon, say it!”

To deal with her incessant chattering, Kanna stuck his hand in his uniform pocket and drew out another lollipop.

“Okay, let’s go in too.”

Kanna passed his CCC mobile over the scanning device and opened the door.

Awaiting them within was the elite team, the Friends 7, of the largest Clique, [Urban Lion]. Only eight were present, but they were backed by about ninety other members.

Opposing them was Kanna and three others. A truly despair-inducing difference in fighting strength.

Even so, Kanna had no choice but to enter the Battle Building.



Simulation Room 1 was at the very far end of the first floor.

The deafening silence seemed to freeze his ears. Wrapped in darkness, the corridor was less than a hundred meters in length, but the low visibility made it feel endless.

—Clack.

Every footstep produced a noise. The gleaming black floor echoed loudly, resounding around them. The sound pierced Kanna’s ears, displeasing him.

“Kana-chan… I’m getting nervous!’ Nanami gripped his right wrist. “Because this is gonna decide everything, right? If you lose, [Greed] will be stolen away, and we’ll lose any chance of winning against Erika-sama.”

“F’s plan will also fall through…”

Now it was Mei’s turn to grab Kanna’s left wrist.

“But, um… I believe in you, Kanna-kun.”

She might say as such, but Mei’s body shook as she hung onto Kanna.

(I don’t need them to tell me that.)

Their footfalls accompanied Kanna’s thoughts.

(Win or loss, this battle will determine my fate.)

His footsteps echoed deafeningly.

(If I lose, there will never be another chance to rule the academy. I’ll just have to watch Erika dominate the school with my thumb in my mouth.)

Kanna looked between the two people clinging to him.

(If I lose, these two will also leave me. After all, the only reason I’m hanging around them is to get to the top.)

Yes, if he lost to Erika, he would lose everything.

He would even lose his reason for being at this academy.



And at last, they arrived before Simulation Room 1.



There was a scanning device in front of the door. When he brought his CCC mobile next to it and opened the door, there was no turning back.

Before putting out his hand, Kanna thought.

—Is it too early to just be confronting Erika like this? Should I take down some easier foes first and gather strength before facing her?

But—

(If I leave now, will I be able to return? No way. There’s no way I’ll be able to come back.)

Yes. Ever since he had declared war against Erika, there was no turning back.

No, before even that. Ever since Kanna had entered Nanahoshi Academy and parted from Erika…

Or perhaps, ever since Keihou Middle School, when he had become Erika’s right hand…

(There was no turning back.)

Kanna’s hand reached out towards Simulation Room 1’s scanning device.

There was an electronic beep, and the door opened.

It was a room that felt cramped when it held this many people, not a wide space at all. The darkness wrapping the room was surrounded by a green glow intersecting the black. A computer that controlled the VR towered in the center of the room.

And behind it.

The Friends 7 stood shoulder to shoulder, ordered by rank from right to left.

Ranking seventh, Maiya Takayanagi, Status Data [C, C, C, B, A, C, E].

Ranking sixth, Kurisu Tanabare, Status Data [D, D, E, A, B, A, A].

Ranking fifth, Momo Kounosu, Status Data [B, C, F, B, B, B, C].

Ranking fourth, Eiko Hoshimiya, Status Data [B, A, E, D, D, C, B].

Ranking third, Riri Sukage, Status Data [A, A, C, E, F, A, A].

Ranking second, Yuria Mochida, Status Data [B, B, D, B, A, D, B].

Ranking first, Sari Raiha, Status Data [B, B, E, C, B, A, C].

Kanna noticed that there were a few differences in their Status Data values compared to during the Rating Battle against Ouka. The administration really was keeping a close eye on the students. Once again, he felt the sensation that they were bring watched and controlled.

However, those changes did not affect his strategy.

Kanna looked at the Status Data belonging to the individual standing directly at the center of the Friends 7.



Erika Kagurazaka the [Pride], Status Data [A, A, C, A, A, A, A].



“If you want to call attention to my miscalculation…”

Erika said after confirming that it was Kanna.

It was their first conversation since he had enrolled, since that garden.

“It is that I did not expect you to be capable of becoming a [Seven Ruler] and creating the [Anti-Leviathan] organization in such short time. I especially had no idea that [Anti-Leviathan] was your doing. In any case, I was planning to wait until [Urban Lion] was more stable before competing against you.”

Which could also be interpreted as…

Other than that, everything is as I anticipated. 

“……”

Kanna had a great many things he wanted to say to her, but his mouth would not open, because no matter what he said, it would sound cheap.

He just needed to demonstrate his victory. That would be enough.

“Kanna Fujishiro.”

Erika slowly walked towards the silent Kanna, gazing directly into this eyes without looking away.

Kanna looked into Erika’s jet-black pupils at himself, inexplicably recalling the days he had spent imprisoned by her. His lips tightened.

Erika ignored his reaction and spoke.

“Are you willing to entrust your heart to me?”

These were the same words she had said to him when they first met.

“I trust no one, but are you willing to entrust your heart to me as I am?”

He didn’t know what she was planning.

He had utterly no idea what she was scheming by saying this now.

“…How could I possibly do that?”

This was the only response he could produce. There was no other way to answer.

“Indeed.”

With that, Erika surveyed the people standing behind him — especially Mei, and smiled slightly.

“It seems that you are already accustomed to solitude.”

Erika pressed the seventh button on her CCC mobile. It glowed blue in the dark room.

“Then let us begin.”

Her lips moved, illuminated by a bluish white light.

Many Aerials flitted past each other in a dance, with each participant’s face displayed on each one.

An enormous Aerial appeared in the center of the room above Erika’s head. On the screen, seven clowns were decapitated one by one by a knight.

Erika formed her right hand into a pistol.

Her index finger pressed onto her temple as she said:



“«A Decapitation Fit for Seven Fools».”


  Chapter 4
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Nanami Nanahoshi watched with unease as the wall began to change.

The wall of Simulation Room 1, once a patch of pitch-black, had now taken on a completely different shade. Looking up, she now saw an expanse of a blue sky, immediately bringing a sense of openness to the room that had seemed cramped before.

The scene formed by the entire room now resembled an ancient Roman colosseum.

The textures on the stones forming the structure were beautifully rendered, and even the dust flying around was so realistic that Nanami let out an involuntary sneeze. Even the riotous crowd cheering Kanna’s team sounded exactly like real people, making her feel as though there really were droves of people present.

But if a Rating Battle between two [Seven Rulers] was publicly known to be happening, the real crowd that formed would drown out this virtual one. If broadcasted on the internet, it would surely attract more spectators than this computer was capable of rendering.

That was no wonder. A Rating Battle between the [Seven Rulers] might not even occur once a year. This was a duel that the students — or rather, any affiliate of Nanahoshi Academy simply could not miss.

(Yeah. For the Academy, this is a battle of epic proportions.)

Nanami swallowed.

(Of course, for me and Kana-chan, this is a battle for our destinies.)

She looked towards the group of people standing opposite them.

The Friends 7.

Members of an association that quite literally had this school under its thumb. Perhaps out of pride in standing at the very top of this Survival of the Fittest Academy, they faced Nanami and her team with an inscrutable calm. Nanami, having witnessed political and business heavyweights from an early age due to family circumstances, sensed that the aura overflowing from the Friends 7 was very much on par with them.

As for Erika Kagurazaka who stood at their center, she possessed a dread-inducing, transcendent presence.

(Now that I’m seeing her from a closer distance, I’m sure of it. If I didn’t hand [Greed] over to Kana-chan, that person would have stolen my position long ago. That’s how much she surpasses me.)

As she stared into Erika’s eyes, Nanami was nearly sucked in by the attraction from those jet-black pupils.

She truly is—

(—the absolute ruler!)

Nanami averted her line of sight, as though in resistance to that presence of hers.

Several state-of-the-art Aerial devices looking jarringly out of place in the colosseum flew criss-crosses around each other. They displayed the chibi knight characters of everyone there, except for the fifth-ranked Momo Kounosu, who had been left out from the «players».

The dizzying array of Aerials seemed to be encouraging them to begin the battle as soon as possible. Nanami could not resist the oncoming assault of anxiety.

(Stay calm… Stay calm and go over everything first.)

She considered Kanna’s situation.

(If we want to win, all four of our «players» need to make a clean sweep together. We can’t even lose once. First, let’s go over our two «categories» that are guaranteed to win — my [Bloodline] and Yamabuki’s [Stamina]. Regardless of which «category» is chosen, Kana-chan has to correctly send out me and Yamabuki as «players». If he selects any other «player», we won’t be able to win all four and we’ll lose. Yeah, so far so good.)

Hoooh, Nanami exhaled, and looked towards Mei. Her own chibi character displayed above her head was too cute and unsuited to this brutal battlefield; Nanami couldn’t resist a smirk.

(Same deal with the [Appearance] «category». No matter which side chooses the [Appearance] «category», if Kana-chan doesn’t choose Mei-chan as a «player», then we’re done. But unlike [Bloodline] and [Stamina], we don’t have a guaranteed win with [Appearance]. Because our opponents have four people with Appearances of A. We’ll just have to put our hopes in the school’s evaluation of Mei-chan. Basically, we have to win this category too, and adding on [Bloodline] and [Stamina], we need all three wins.)

This time, Nanami turned her eyes on Kanna. Likewise, his own chibi character was floating above his head.

(The last win needs to come from Kana-chan as a «player». Kana-chan’s As come from his [Intellect] and [Charisma], minus [Appearance], which he shares with Mei-chan. He has to use one of these two «categories» to win. That gives us four wins, and it’ll be our victory.)

Reaching this point, Nanami let out a sigh.

(It might sound easy, but we really are at a disadvantage. Kana-chan absolutely can’t send out the wrong «player», and even if he makes no mistakes, his and Mei-chan’s internal Status Data need to be higher than that of the opposition.)

She watched the graphic of the «clowns» that had fallen to the ground. The only fate awaiting those poor characters with Status Data of all Gs was decapitation by the enemy.

(Yeah. He can’t even play the «clowns» at the wrong time either. None of our «players» are As in [Knowledge] or [Leadership], so we have no chance of winning in those «categories» and will have to send out «clowns» for them. No matter what Erika-sama chooses for these two «categories», if we don’t use «clowns» to meet her, we’ll have no chance of getting four wins and will lose.)

Nanami stared at Erika.

Erika remained expressionless. Forget anxiety; her emotions seemed utterly unreadable. There was no change whatsoever. She seemed to have complete self-possession.

(If Kana-chan can’t read all of Erika-sama’s thoughts, then we can’t win.)

But could he really understand the brain of an absolute ruler like her? Normally, it would be impossible.

But there existed a deep relationship incomprehensible to the uninitiated between Kanna and Erika. Kanna could be said to have an abnormal obsession for Erika, and it was that obsession that allowed him to stand up to her like this.

Perhaps this could make the impossible possible.

Or perhaps it could make the impossible into an even worse situation.

(There’s no use thinking like this. I entrusted my destiny to Kana-chan when I entered the «Absolute Contract» with him. My instinct is telling me that he can help me protect the [Greed] title. My instinct has never failed me before, and I trust it. That’s why I trust Kana-chan, whom I believe in.)

So she needed to put it into words.

“Kana-chan, I believe in you.” Nanami muttered.

Kanna’s only response was a quick glance at her; his eyes then darted back.

A closeup of a clown on the large screen, already beheaded by a knight, spoke.

“I wonder who will be decapitated?”

Simultaneously, the Rating Battle «A Decapitation Fit for Seven Fools» began.

“The first player to move will now be decided completely at random.” said a synthetic female voice, with a transcript of her words displaying concurrently on the screen.

(I hope we get to go first. It would be really hard to predict their «category» without any clues. I hope we can at least go first and cut down their choices.)

Who will be randomly chosen?

“The first player is… Kanna Fujishiro. Please select a «category».”

The synthetic voice announced Kanna as the first to attack.

“All right!”

Nanami struck a triumphant little pose.

Kanna stared dumbfounded at her excitement.

“Huh? What? Did you want to go second?”

Kanna said nothing and began rifling through the bag on the floor.

And without any explanation, he stuffed something over Nanami’s head.

“Wah, what the heck?!”

“All of your thoughts were written on your face the last couple of minutes. I’m going to conceal your expressions with that. Please don’t do any more victory poses or whatever, even by mistake.” Kanna advised Nanami in his honor student voice, perhaps because he was in front of Mei. It was true that they had nothing to gain from letting Nanami’s face reveal which «player» and «category» he chose.

“O-Okay, I’ll be careful… but what is this?”

She tapped the thing wrapped over her head. It was made of a hard material and overly large for Nanami’s small cranium, resting very loosely over it.

“…Is this a full-face helmet?”

“It’s F’s mask.”

This excited her a bit.

“Whoa! Then if I wear this while giving a speech, I can be F?”

“Setting aside whether you can change your voice, your body type is too different.”

Her obvious joke had been given a serious answer.

(It’s good that he’s not being intentionally mean to me, but knowing that his honor student mode is also his true nature really gets kinda boring sometimes.)

“Mei and Yamabuki-kun, can you guys look away when I’m choosing?”

“Yeah, got it.”

“……”

Yamabuki’s mouth remained shut, as though the Instruct was still in effect. Truly a thing worth celebrating for Nanami, who disliked when he spoke.

(But couldn’t he just order me not to look at it?… Ah, maybe he can’t because it would violate the part in the «Absolute Contract» that says all significant matters must be reported immediately. Well, okay then, I’ll look as much as I want.)

Nanami peered at Kanna’s wrist. His Aerial showed a list of «categories»; she could see buttons for [Intellect], [Knowledge], [Stamina], [Charisma], [Leadership], [Appearance], and [Bloodline].

She crossed her arms and predicted.

(Kana-chan is probably going to choose [Bloodline] or [Stamina], ones he has a sure win for. He’s likely only going to use himself and Mei-chan as «players» after he’s read the opponent’s intentions, so not right now. And it wouldn’t make sense to pick a losing «category» when we have the freedom of going first… Hmm, so he should be picking [Stamina]. Yamabuki as a «player» isn’t going to win in any other «category», so he needs to be used as early as possible. Maybe Erika-san will anticipate that, but they don’t have a «player» higher than Yamabuki, so she can’t do anything about it.)

Kanna touched his Aerial and chose [Stamina], just as Nanami had predicted.

(Wow, I got it right. Heh heh, I’m actually pretty smart.)

■

On the other hand, Kanna thought:

(Erika is probably expecting me to pick [Appearance] for my «category».)

His left hand formed the shape of a gun.

(My guess is that although Mei’s Appearance is A, she would probably lose to Erika or Kurisu, who are two of four opponents that share her level. But if she goes up against Sari or Riri, then she has a better chance of winning. With that in mind, the sooner I play [Appearance], the better. Why? Because if I choose a «category» that we’re guaranteed to win like [Stamina] or [Bloodline], the other side’s «player» will be eliminated. Considering everyone’s Status Data, there’s no way they’re designating Erika, Kurisu, or Riri as disposable «players» and letting them get eliminated first. Even if they lose in [Appearance], the chances of them playing Erika or Kurisu first are extremely small. In that case, when we start to run low on choices of «category», the later I play Mei, the lower our chances of victory. Both sides are expecting me to pick [Stamina] right now, so my best move is to get rid of Mei as a «player» as soon as I can.)

Kanna pushed the muzzle of his finger gun against his temple.

(—which is the line of thinking she’s going to be expecting, so I can’t choose [Appearance].)

He exhaled softly, and continued to reason.

(Of course, Erika will have anticipated my anticipating of her, too.)

Kanna watched Erika’s face.

She remained as expressionless as usual. Self-possessed.

He was sure of it now.

(Erika definitely stopped thinking about how to beat me long ago. She’s already simulated it in her head, is confident in her victory, and has even gone over her exact method of defeating me. That’s why she looks so in control. However, that represents an opening. She’ll have overthought the part about how she’s going to defeat me because she’s too focused on winning. The more she’s distracted by extra thoughts, the better I can read her. No doubt she is currently considering how to deal me a killing blow.

I know her. Her method is to end the Rating Battle in one move. She thinks everything is going to end with just one choice. She thinks that’s the way to win that will hurt me the most. Which means she’s hoping for me to choose [Appearance] as my «category» and Mei as my «player», and that’s where the game will be decided. So the «player» she is going to send out is—)

He made a judgment.

(—[Kurisu Tanabare].)

Kanna selected [Stamina] for his «category».

(Bring it on, Kurisu Tanabare! If I crush her, then Mei will only lose to Erika in Appearance. As for Charisma, only Erika can beat me. And that will put us at an advantage!)



“«Category» selection complete. Both parties, please select your «players».”

Of course, Kanna chose Kengo Yamabuki.

Erika chose her «player» without hesitating.

(Now then, let’s set a trap for my next move.)

“I was Erika’s lieutenant back in middle school. I spent most of my time with her in order to understand her thought process. We visited each other’s homes and chose clothing for each other. We’ve done it all, in an effort to better know one another. We’ve even seen each other naked, without a second thought.” Kanna nonchalantly described the past.

“So what? Are you trying to say that you were a better lieutenant than I am?” Sari replied with a hint of displeasure.

To that, Kanna smiled:

“[Kurisu Tanabare].”

Sari’s expression vanished.

“Erika chose [Kurisu Tanabare].”

That declaration struck the entire room silent.

“«Player» selection complete. Announcing the winner…”

Every person present stared intently at the enormous Aerial at the center of the colosseum.

Words appeared on the screen.



«Category» — [Stamina]

Kanna Fujishiro — «Player» Kengo Yamabuki, Stamina Status «A»

Erika Kagurazaka — «Player» Kurisu Tanabare, Stamina Status «E»



The screen faded white and changed. Yamabuki’s chibi character raised his sword towards Kurisu’s chibi character. Kurisu’s chibi character was helplessly beheaded.

The head fell and blood sprayed, accompanied by the synthetic voice:

“Erika Kagurazaka, 0. Kanna Fujishiro, 1.”

■

(K-Kana-chan is crazy good. He even knew which «player» she was going to pick!… But wasn’t [Stamina] exactly as I had predicted?… Why would Erika-sama let [Kurisu Tanabare], who has three A Statuses, be eliminated? Does this mean that she was expecting a different «category»?)

Nanami had no idea what battle of wits was going on in the background here.

And she only just realized what Kanna had said, which caused her face to redden.

(They saw each other naked in middle school… Th-That’s gross! They matured way too fast! He’s never told me that before!)

She caught herself thinking about unimportant things and restrained herself.

(…W-Whatever, I’ll get to the bottom of it when this is over… That aside, let’s consider what Erika-sama is going to do next. Now that it’s her turn, she’s naturally going to want to win, and assuming that’s true, she’s probably going to choose either [Knowledge] or [Leadership] as her «category». In that situation, Kana-chan needs to send out a «clown», otherwise we’ll have no chance of winning. Ah, but if she picks [Bloodline] or [Appearance], our chances are better, right? Because if he plays a «clown» by mistake, then we’ll also have no chance of winning, so he would have to play either me or Mei-chan to win. That sounds like it would be difficult for Kana-chan.)

Nanami’s mouth formed a thin line under her mask.

(Dang… This is too hard… Erika still has six «categories» to choose from, and he has to correctly guess her choice. What should we do here…)

She looked at Kanna.

The expression on his face was scarily calm, even to Nanami as his teammate.

(Or is this nothing to worry about for Kana-chan? Could he have really read Erika-sama already? He knows everything? If so, then—)

That should be reassuring. Something worth trusting in.

But Nanami thought:

(If so, then — does Kana-chan want to defeat Erika-sama? Can he?)

■

Kanna might have looked calm, but he had no answers.

(A normal person would not choose [Intellect] or [Charisma] next. Because even if we send out a «clown» by mistake, we might still be able to win. If she’s seen through my plan, then she won’t necessarily choose either of those… On a simpler level, from our point of view we don’t actually have six players to choose from, but three: I have to choose between Nanami, Mei, or a «clown». Is she most likely to choose [Appearance] as her «category»? If I’ve read her right and she plays someone also with a Status of A, then she has a chance of winning. But will Erika be satisfied with winning in that way?)

Kanna’s finger turned as it ground even more deeply into his temple.

(But if I keep trying to read into her movements… or even flip that around, there’ll be no end to it. Normally, it’d just be a matter of luck now.)

His finger stopped turning.

(But I’m not going to leave it up to fate.)

“«Category» selection complete. Both parties, please select your «players».”

Erika chose her «player» without hesitating.

(Now then, let’s apply the same strategy I just used. It should only to be used once, but this is no time to be high and mighty.)

Kanna spoke aloud in a voice that suggested he was not the least bit concerned:

“You chose [Bloodline], didn’t you?” He declared again.

But this time was different. Kanna did not have the same confidence; it was only an attempt at getting under the opponent’s skin.

“No.”

Erika’s reply was immediate. Her expression was unchanged.

“Well, that’s odd. [Appearance], then?”

“No.”

Of course, Kanna was aware that Erika would never expose a weakness because of what he said.

So, his goal was—

(Heh, when I asked if it was [Appearance], your eyes drifted unnaturally to the left, seventh-ranked Maiya Takayanagi.)

A member of the Friends 7.

Unlike Kanna who had covered Nanami’s face with a mask, Erika had not placed any restrictions whatsoever on the Friends 7 to demonstrate her trust in them. Her trust in those highly competent girls — was not the reason. To maintain a teammate relationship with them, she had to act as though she trusted them.

(I know it, Maiya Takayanagi. You’re an honest character and have never been better at deception than the other Friends 7.)

Maiya’s reaction was not easily discernible. It was a very slight change that was only visible if one paid close attention. And Kanna had not missed the way her eyes had moved.

And now he had his answer.

■

(Erika-sama’s «category» is [Appearance]!)

Nanami only just stopped herself from blurting it out.

She had reached this conclusion after noticing the odd way Maiya’s eyes had moved.

(I’m amazing! My observation powers even surprise myself! What now? I gotta tell Kana-chan!)

Nanami poked Kanna in the back.

(Wah. Kana-chan is glaring at me with a really annoyed look… but he’ll thank me later!)

She traced letters on his back:

A, P, P.

Kanna did not react, but should have understood, so Nanami relaxed temporarily.

She peered at his hand movements, full of anticipation. The «player» he chose was obviously going to be [Mei Otosaka], with her Appearance Status of A.

Nanami stared at the name that Kanna had pressed on the Aerial—

“YAAAAAAAAAH!”

This time she really did let out a scream.

■

Kanna ignored the letters Nanami traced into his back and organized his thoughts.

(Now then, what I need to consider is why she pretended to expose herself like that.)

Yes. He determined that her drifting gaze that required a sharp eye to notice to be an act.

(It’s only natural for them to anticipate when I’m trash talking to test their reactions because I’m in a bind. Besides, I just did the exact same thing when announcing their answer. I spoke like I was making a proclamation and made my intentions very obvious so as to let the Friends 7 prepare. After doing this much, they should be expecting any more direct questions from me and definitely can’t look perturbed. In other words, Maiya Takayanagi’s eye movement was intentionally aimed at me.)

In a certain sense, he was placing trust in their abilities. He trusted that in this moment, the Friends 7 would not be stupid enough to let themselves be unsettled and make an elementary mistake like that.

(The question is whether that performance had been prearranged by Erika, or it was Maiya Takayanagi acting on her own to mislead me. If Erika had instructed her to do it, then it’ll be difficult for me to guess her choice. But I’m quite certain that it was not Erika’s doing.)

Kanna’s index finger pressed against his temple again.

(Because your extra piece of bait has given me a hint of what you’re trying to do. If my only two choices are between [Appearance] and [Not Appearance], then it becomes even easier. There’s no way that Erika would order this kind of thing. This is Maiya Takayanagi acting of her own accord. No doubt she’s merely trying to mislead me with an act to think that Erika chose [Appearance], and bring the battle closer to a draw as soon as possible. Which means that, between my two choices, [Not Appearance] is the correct one.) 

Kanna stared at Maiya, who purposefully avoided his eye.

(And so, Maiya Takayanagi, never accustomed to deceiving others, has made a fatal mistake: displaying her act at the exact moment I asked Erika if she chose [Appearance].)

He placed a hand over his mouth, covering his grin.

(Maiya Takayanagi should have displayed a reaction when I asked about [Bloodline], because an uncontrollable jerk like that in response to a sudden question would be much more natural. And yet she had shown surprise on purpose after my second question about whether Erika chose [Appearance]; an obvious attempt to hoodwink me. Yes, her complete lack of reaction when I had asked about [Bloodline] means that she did not want me to guess it. It’s because Erika has actually chosen [Bloodline] that Maiya can’t trick me into thinking that the answer is [Bloodline].)

He had his answer.

(Yes, Erika’s chosen «category» is [Bloodline].)

Consequently, Kanna’s selected «player» would of course be [Nanami Nanahoshi]. He pressed her button.

“YAAAAAAAAAH!”

Just as he pressed the Aerial screen, Nanami let out a shriek.

(My god… she’s always so noisy.)

“«Player» selection complete. Announcing the winner…”

Kanna looked up at the giant Aerial.

“Grr… you idiot, Kana-chan. You’re so dense. You’re so clueless that you couldn’t pick up on my message! Aaaaaaah!”

Then, words appeared.



«Category» — [Bloodline]

Kanna Fujishiro — «Player» Nanami Nanahoshi, Bloodline Status «S»

Erika Kagurazaka — «Player» Riri Sukage, Bloodline Status «A»



“W-WHAAAAAAAT?!” Nanami shrieked again.

The screen faded white and changed. Now Nanami’s and Riri’s chibi characters raised their swords and dueled. But unlike before, perhaps because their Status Data were less different, Riri’s avatar fought valiantly and eventually lost to Nanami, having her head cut off.

The head fell and blood sprayed, accompanied by the synthetic voice:

“Erika Kagurazaka, 0. Kanna Fujishiro, 2.”

(So far, so good.) 

Kanna thought, and watched Maiya. She clenched her teeth in frustration, likely realizing her error.

After his correct prediction of [Kurisu Tanabare], Maiya had probably begun to suspect that Kanna might really understand Erika’s thought process. That was why she had prepared a false trail to throw him off.

However, she had fallen right into Kanna’s trap.

The more meddlesome Erika’s teammates were, the more information was available to Kanna. And the more information was available, the easier it was for him to read his opponent.

“U-Umm… I believe in you, Kana-chan!” said Nanami conveniently, and leapt into his arms.

“Ah, no fair, Nanami-chan… I-I believe in you too, Kanna-kun!” Mei stammered, and leapt into his arms.

(God… I really am popular. It’s honestly annoying… This isn’t important at all and I need to think about my next move. My next «category» is obviously going to be ones I can win, like [Appearance], [Intellect], or [Charisma], but…)

Kanna pushed aside the two girls hugging him and stared at Erika.

Erika gave him a slight smile.

He knew it.

It was the smile Erika wore when she was truly in a good mood.



And Kanna realized it.

He could not help but realize it.



“Please select a «category».”

So as not to reveal his agitation, Kanna pinched his lips shut. No one else would recognize his discomposure, but Erika might be able to. His instinct told him that.

Gambling that he was almost sure of the meaning behind that smile, he pressed [Knowledge].

“«Category» selection complete. Both parties, please select your «players».”

And then, Kanna chose a «clown» as his «player».

Erika chose her «player» without hesitating.



«Category» — [Knowledge]

Kanna Fujishiro — «Player» «Clown», Knowledge Status «G»

Erika Kagurazaka — «Player» Eiko Hoshimiya, Knowledge Status «A»



He had expected it.

The screen showed the «clown» getting decapitated.

“Erika Kagurazaka, 1. Kanna Fujishiro, 2.”

“…Kana-chan? Why did you intentionally choose a losing «category» on our turn?”

Kanna did not respond to Nanami’s question.

“…That’s it, right? This is part of your plan like before, right?”



Now it was Erika’s turn to choose a «category».

Again, Erika made her selection without hesitating.

“«Category» selection complete. Both parties, please select your «players».”

When the synthetic voice ended, Erika immediately opened her mouth:

“I would like to make an announcement.”

She continued in a calm tone as though she were discussing the weather.

“My chosen «category» is [Leadership].”

At this, Nanami looked dumbfounded for a few seconds, and then said: “Huh? Huh? Was it necessary to say that? Ah, you’re not trying to trick Kana-chan, are you?”

“No, I am merely speaking the truth. If you wish, you may make it impossible for me to lie with an «Absolute Contract».”

“Huh? W-What? Really?”

But while the two of them were talking, Kanna had already selected a «clown» in silence.

“Huh? I-Is that okay, Kana-chan? Are you going to believe her that easily? Wouldn’t it be better to think a bit about what she’s trying to do?”

Kanna said nothing.

He gazed at the Aerial, awaiting the results he already knew.



«Category» — [Leadership]

Kanna Fujishiro — «Player» «Clown», Leadership Status «G»

Erika Kagurazaka — «Player» Maiya Takayanagi, Leadership Status «A»



Another «clown’s» head flew into the air.

“Erika Kagurazaka, 2. Kanna Fujishiro, 2.”

“K-Kana-chan?”

Nanami called out to him, who had made the right choice but still seemed somewhat thrown off by it, with a worried look.

But Kanna still said nothing.

Now he was certain of it. Now he was certain of the meaning behind Erika’s smile from what she had just said.

“Please select a «category».”

The synthetic voice urged Kanna to make a selection.

He did not press anything, and stood there looking at the screen floating before his eyes.

“It is truly wonderful to have a mutual understanding of each other.”

Erika’s smile still looked too modest to be a smile, and she said to a helpless Kanna, “The remaining «categories» are [Intellect], [Charisma], and [Appearance]. You may select any of them. Trusting yourself or trusting your lover are both wonderful choices.”

She walked towards him.

“No matter which you choose, I will send out the same «player».”

She caressed his hair.

“My chosen «player» is [Erika Kagurazaka].”

She lovingly caressed his face.

Not having moved a muscle, Kanna recalled a conversation he’d had with Mei.



—But Ouka-san had chosen the «category» both times, so wouldn’t it make more sense to think of it as Erika-san having good luck?

—Unfortunately, that’s a naive way of looking at it. If what you said were true, then Ouka wouldn’t have lost so badly. Erika’s deductive powers mean that she’s well aware of which person’s internal Status Data is higher. Moreover, she knew perfectly well which «category» Ouka would choose, and that’s why she got crushed, and even accused Erika of playing a dirty trick.



“Are you saying that no matter whether I choose [Intellect], [Charisma], or [Appearance], you will win?” Kanna finally said.

“Yes, I am.” Erika declared. “I am especially sure that I will not lose in [Charisma], because it is an essential quality for a ruler. There is no doubt that I, the leader of the largest Clique [Urban Lion], have such affirmation from the academy.”

She was right. With Erika’s observational powers, she could identify whose score was higher between two A Statuses. Since [Appearance] was an externally visible quality, it was trivial for her to grasp. [Intellect] and [Charisma] may be harder, but the opponent that Erika had to probe was Kanna, her previous lieutenant, and someone whose values she was familiar with.

So he was certain.

There was no way that she wasn’t able to read an opponent who had such a deep relationship with her.

Was that why she was smiling? Because she was certain of her victory?

No, it wasn’t. Erika would not smile merely because of that.

“You deserve praise.”

Erika took her hand off him and began to clap.

“You guessed all of my choices correctly. Would a different person be capable of the same feat? I think not. You are the only one who can do this. Your ability is truly astounding.”

She stopped clapping.

“However, you have lost.”

“…Was there a way for me to win? I haven’t made any mistakes, right? If this were a battle that I was determined to lose from the start, then there’s no meaning in your victory.”

Kanna suddenly realized that he had forgotten to put on the honor student face he had been maintaining, but those details were no longer important.

“There was a way for you to win. But you have made a mistake.”

(I knew it. Otherwise she wouldn’t have prepared the stage and accepted the Rating Battle. Erika intentionally gave me a chance to win and then accepted it. To show me just how different we still are.)

“I think you know perfectly well that this battle hinges on defeating the «player» [Erika Kagurazaka]. To achieve this, you must challenge her using the «categories» of [Stamina] or [Bloodline]. You needed only to do that, and you would have won. And there is only one way to challenge her.”

Erika told him the answer:

“Use [Kanna Fujishiro] as your «player» at the start.”

As soon as she said it, Kanna began simulating it in his mind. After considering the matter, he concluded that Erika was absolutely right. Choosing [Kanna Fujishiro] as «player» at the start, and then not making a single mistake, would have earned him victory.

Kanna had indeed failed.

“However, I knew all along that you would not do that.”

Erika’s face approached Kanna’s.

“It never occurred to you to send out [Kanna Fujishiro] as your «player». Am I wrong?”

He had indeed not considered that option.

Not at all, strangely enough.

It was as though Erika had taken control of his thoughts.

“Did I not say it at the beginning? ‘You are already accustomed to solitude’.”

Then, she said those words again:



“Are you willing to entrust your heart to me?”



“I trust no one, but are you willing to entrust your heart to me as I am?”



Erika tossed her hair: “You are the same. Your ruler nature will not let you go.”

Another thing she had said before. The words pierced Kanna’s heart.

“What I trust in is your unstoppable, inescapable ruler nature, which is exactly like mine.”

Did Erika change the VR settings? The colosseum had vanished, taking with it the feeling of overflowing liberation. They were back in the dark, cramped room.

Before him were Erika’s jet-black pupils.

(────Ah.)

The scene was changing.

Every person’s face became obscured by a mist. Everything fell out of focus, except for Erika. He could not distinguish between the Friends 7, or even Nanami and Mei. Everything in the cramped room seemed unreachably distant.

Everything was far away, except for Erika.

“I have long believed that you will become a ruler, and that you will be alone. You therefore cannot trust anyone but yourself. A person like you would never be able to expend yourself, the only person you trust, even in a mere battle of Statuses like this one.”

“……Bullshit. Your advice is too late.”

The words he forced out of the back of his throat were nonsense that he couldn’t even fool himself with.



But it was all Kanna could manage. Otherwise, he would not be able to escape the hazy scene before his eyes, and would once again be swallowed by Erika’s pitch-black pupils.
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Erika smiled, and brought her CCC mobile close to Kanna’s.

A file was sent.

He opened it.

It contained a list of possible actions that Kanna would take during this Rating Battle. «Categories» he would choose, «players» he would pick, and even what he would say upon predicting Erika’s chosen «players» were clearly written.

Of the three patterns listed, one of them matched perfectly with what Kanna had done.

As though she could see the future.

An unbelievable power.

But Erika had actually achieved it.

Erika had never been considering how to defeat him, Kanna thought. She was certain of her victory and had been thinking about how she wanted to defeat him.

He was absolutely correct.

(Which way… would most effectively shatter my heart? Would beating me in one stroke be the most despair-inducing method, or whatever? What kind of superficial consideration is that?)

That was not the only thing Erika wanted Kanna to understand.

It would be utterly trivial for her to predict Kanna’s chosen «category». In this Rating Battle, what she had wanted was to predict his entire way of thinking.



The meaning behind Erika’s smile.

She smiled because she was certain that she still controlled Kanna’s heart.



His mind was robbed of thought.

Kanna was a prisoner to Erika’s jet-black pupils.

Without thinking, he completed his final action. He selected the [Intellect] «category» displayed on the Aerial.

“«Category» selection complete. Both parties, please select your «players».”

Kanna chose without stopping to think.

Words appeared on the giant Aerial.



«Category» — [Intellect]

Kanna Fujishiro — «Player» «Kanna Fujishiro», Intellect Status «A»

Erika Kagurazaka — «Player» Erika Kagurazaka, Intellect Status «A»



Perhaps because both Statuses were A, the chibi characters were locked sword-to-sword in a fierce battle. The effect of sparks flying indicated their even match.

And yet, the result was abundantly clear.

The sword in Erika’s character’s fist gleamed, as though magical in nature. A silver line traced past Kanna’s neck.

And thus, the head of Kanna’s character went flying.

“Erika Kagurazaka, 3. Kanna Fujishiro, 2.”

“Kana-chan…”

Nanami’s voice seemed not to reach his ears clearly.

Kanna’s eyes, which could see only Erika, focused on the Aerial before them.

There, the character resembling him was now a headless, bloody corpse.

It made him aware beyond doubt.



Kanna had lost the title of [Greed].

He had lost everything.


  Chapter 5


The day after he lost to Erika, Kanna came to School Building No. 2’s garden, which looked right out of a fairy tale.

With a flourish he operated his CCC mobile and called up an Aerial. Beside the school emblem, the “☆” that had once indicated his status as a [Seven Ruler] was gone. Erika had stolen his position of [Greed] away.

He closed the Aerial and lifted his eyes.

Before him was a dreamlike scene permeated with a fantastical air.

After that battle, Kanna had lost everything, perhaps even his sense of reality.

This garden scene was snatching his reality away as though shaving it away from him and his feet seemed disconnected from solid ground. He tried to bring himself back with a deep breath, but the fragrance of roses tickled his nostrils and prevented him from coming back to earth.

His thoughts were a haze.

However, no matter what sort of state Kanna was in, someone was there before his eyes.

Erika Kagurazaka.

“You have come.”

Having requested to see him, Erika was again sitting in her graceful garden chair entwined with green vines. When she saw Kanna, she quietly took her teacup away from her mouth and set it onto the table. Usually she would be accompanied by a member of the Friends 7, but today Erika was alone.

Kanna knew what she was about to say but his face remained a little dazed. His emotions could not keep up with the real world.

Erika asked him, her face as dispassionate as ever: “How much do you understand?”

It was an abrupt question.

But he was able to reply: “This whole fiasco was all part of your plan in order to make me a worthy opponent.”

Erika seemed somewhat satisfied with that reply and sipped her tea.

“Correct. On the day you enrolled, I knew that if I pushed you away like I did, you would absolutely turn against me. My words that day were entirely for the purpose of making you a worthy opponent.”

Yes, it had all gone according to Erika’s plan.

From Kanna becoming powerful enough that Erika couldn’t ignore him, to him confronting her in a Rating battle and losing — all of it.

“You should also know why I must do so.”

Kanna said nothing in response.

But Erika answered without regard: “To keep you by my side.”

Erika waved her hand to beckon him closer.

Kanna obeyed and walked up beside her.

“Ahh… You have really put me through a great deal of trouble.”

Her fingers stroked Kanna’s ear.

“I had to do it because I had to gain the approval of those around me to install you as second in command of [Urban Lion]. But apparently, something went wrong when you took the entrance exam, and you were assigned to the F-Rank. I doubt anyone would approve the sudden placement of an F-Ranked student as the second in command, no matter how high your Status Data is. Moreover, tradition dictates that the Friends 7, who represent the top brass of [Urban Lion], must be exclusively female. Even breaking convention already by placing you by my side would not be an exception to that. That is why it was necessary to show those around me that you are a powerful person who is capable of earning uncommon approval.”

Her pinky finger entered Kanna’s ear.

“I had to show your ability to my companions. How could I make you exhibit your full ability? By making you willing to turn against me. Your strength grew, as I had anticipated. In a very short amount of time you became a [Seven Ruler] and the leader of the [Anti-Leviathan] organization. Your method of gaining strength went even beyond my expectations. And during our battle, you allowed my Friends 7 to witness your brave fight with their own eyes, and now there should be no question about your capabilities. If you have convinced the Friends 7, then there will be no objection from within [Urban Lion].”

Kanna allowed Erika to touch him, without saying anything.

“You did well, acting completely in line with my expectations.”

Erika warmly took Kanna’s cheeks in her hands and said lovingly, watching him: “You are my finest masterpiece.”

Such proud words. Almost enough to make one’s heart tremble with emotion.

Those words should be enough for Kanna to confidently live out the rest of his life.

But there was something he just could not figure out.

“I—”

He opened his mouth.

That single utterance was enough to make Erika’s eyes widen in surprise, as though it came completely unexpected to her that he still had doubts.

“I was once rejected by you. I hated you and wanted to leave you for good. Are you saying even that was under your control?”

A hint of dissatisfaction appeared on Erika’s face.

“…A foolish question. It is not like you to ask the obvious. I have already told you. I only did it to turn you against me. I would not have been able to do it if I had not manipulated your mind.”

“I’ve decided to control this school. I’ve decided to become the ruler of this school.”

“As I said—” Erika said, as though she were admonishing a child.



“Even that goal you mention is a creation of mine. It is a lie.”



The world was spinning.

Kanna became so dizzy he nearly collapsed, but stood his ground and tried not to fall over.

His goal of becoming a ruler had supported him. It was the entire reason he was even at this academy. To achieve that goal he had thrown away his conscience, and had even used Mei. Ever since he had entered Nanahoshi Academy, he had devoted himself entirely to that goal and had sacrificed everything.

But even that had been a fabrication of Erika’s?

Meaning—

He had been controlled by Erika since the moment he met her.

He had always been a prisoner to those jet-black pupils.



When he looked up, the scenery had changed.

Erika was the only thing he saw clearly.

The fantastical scene grew even more whimsical. Mosaicked light of every color constructed the extraordinary view before him. It was so beautiful that he almost believed that this scenery was the garden’s true appearance.

So very beautiful.

Through his fading thoughts, Kanna thought, and spoke: “I want it.”

The words seemed to leak from his mouth.

“If that’s true, I want you to prove that you will never leave me again.”

Erika’s lips curled into a smile.

“I see. So that is what you were worried about.”

She stood.

“But that is impossible. I cannot prove it even if we were to hold a marriage ceremony together… however, I can calm your worries.”

She turned towards Kanna, her hand pressing onto the corner of his mouth, and slid her finger deep inside.

Kanna did not resist, accepting the finger as it pressed in.

“In short, I only need to make you understand, correct?”

Erika extended her tongue. It was red, wet, and seductive. She withdrew her finger from Kanna’s mouth and licked the saliva coating it.

“Did I not tell you before to make a special effort to remember?”

Then, she slid her tongue into Kanna’s mouth. Her eyes remained open, as though she were checking something, as their tongues intertwined. Kanna did not resist her advances and savored her tongue. He and Erika gazed at each other as they confirmed what they were doing.

Their tongues entwined for a moment before their lips parted.

“To remember that you are my property.”

Erika’s lips curled upwards.

Her expression, which may or may not count as a smile, was at its most joyful.

And he understood.

Over this year, though Kanna and Erika had not talked much, they had turned on each other. And yet the relationship between the two was just the same as when he had been trapped within her jet-black wells of darkness.

Erika had never cast Kanna away. Her feelings for him had not changed at all.

Erika had held onto her unchanged feelings for Kanna all along.



However, this would not affect Kanna’s plan.



Kanna gripped the stiff ghost plushie, so tightly that he was almost breaking it.

■

“—Those are the steps I have in mind. Nanami, please.”

Three hours before he met Erika, Kanna told his plan to Nanami during lunch break in a student council room no one came by, inside School Building No. 35.

Within the cluttered student council room packed with junk, Kanna was wearing F’s mask. He had explained to Nanami that it was purely for fun, but that wasn’t true.

After he lost the Rating Battle, he had been possessed by a sensation that he was floating above the ground. His thoughts were obscured by a haze.

He did not want Nanami, his collaborator, to see him so unstable.

“Okay, Kana-chan. But—”

And yet, maybe there wasn’t much meaning in wearing the mask after all.

“Are you really sure about this?”

Because one way or another, Nanami would still spot the changes in him.

(Nanami Nanahoshi. I’ve never taken her to be the sharpest tack in the box, but there are moments when she is extremely perceptive. Was this why the school assigned her as [Greed]? Not because of her family connections, but because of that ability?… No, I’m still overthinking it.)

Kanna decided to deceive Erika. However, Erika knew him like the back of her hand and would not be fooled using a normal method. The Rating Battle had been proof enough of that.

Then how was he going to do it?

Kanna arrived at a conclusion.

(If I am to deceive Erika, I also have to deceive myself.)

He had lost everything through the Rating Battle. He had lost his sense of reality, and had nearly lost his goal. This was not an act; it was his actual situation. If he left to see Erika in this state, all he could probably do was get pushed around by her.

But Kanna deliberately went to meet her without working out a plan beforehand.

Meaning that in order to deceive her, Kanna would answer Erika’s invitation while still detached from reality, and from there he would directly enact his plan to entrap her. 

(I dedicated everything to Erika in the past. Can I reignite my ambition to climb to the top and carry out my plan to deceive her?… I don’t know. I just don’t know.)

“Kana-chan.”

Nanami called his name and put her hand inside his jacket.

Irritated by the sudden contact, Kanna pushed her away.

“What are you doing?”

Her lips thinned crossly as she held up a plushie doll. It seemed that she had taken out the object in Kanna’s inner jacket pocket.

“…You’re still carrying GO-PON.”

“There was nothing in the «Absolute Contract» that said it would stop working as soon as I lose «Greed». I need to carry it with me if I don’t want a Punitive Sanction.”

Nanami raised her bag, indicating the yellow cat hanging off it.

“Skitty and GO-PON are actually part of the same lineup.”

“So what?”

She did not reply and handed the ghost back to Kanna.

“Don’t lose this. Touch him whenever you feel nervous. When you feel like you’re about to lose yourself, squeeze him hard like you’re trying to break him.”

“…Huh?”

“Kana-chan, don’t worry. That’s how you’ll remember.”

She gently caressed F’s mask.

“Your feeling of wanting to aim for the top.”

■

An electric shock coursed through his hand.

Kanna stared at the ghost plushie in surprise. Bolts of current were leaping between the teeth in the doll’s open mouth.

(So there’s a self-defense stun gun hidden inside, just like Nanami’s cat plushie!)

Kanna experienced a revelation and pressed the current into his hand.

“────”

The bite of the electricity forced his mind out of the haze.

It was replaced by a memory of the first time he had received an electric shock.



—If you have a visible object like this on you, then you’ll never be able to forget our contract, won’t you Kana-chan? Or the feeling of wanting to aim for the top. That’s why I think this part is so important.

—You have to wear it! As long as you have GO-PON, then you won’t forget your feeling of aiming for the top!



(—Wait a second. You’re not telling me that Nanami predicted this, and that’s why she stipulated in the «Absolute Contract» that I have to wear this on me at all times? Did she make me touch her cat plushie when we made the «Absolute Contract» because she wanted me to associate the memory of writing the contract with an electric shock, and prevent me from forgetting my feelings back then?!)

There’s no way she could have foreseen the situation developing like this, right?

But now, this shock was necessary, and what Nanami had prepared for came in handy. This was an undeniable fact.

“Heh heh heh………”

The mosaic obscuring the garden vanished. Erika was no longer the only thing in focus. He sniffed the roses’ fragrance and found it to be no different than the smell of air freshener. And as for the geometric greenery, he had never been interested in it in the first place.

Fantastical scenery? On second glance, it was nothing at all.

There was nothing here but a distorted garden built with the tuition extorted from students oppressed by the Survival of the Fittest Academy.

He was back.

No more hazy thoughts. He was back to normal.

His thought of becoming a ruler was back.

“HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”

He couldn’t help but laugh. It might be the first time in his life he had laughed so loudly.

But that’s how ecstatic he was.

Him, getting fooled by someone like Nanami.

And that extraordinary obsession with becoming a ruler.

(…Yeah, I actually do remember.)

That determination to reach the top, even if it meant going down an arduous road with no peace of mind.

That determination to keep forging down that road, even if it meant he was alone.

And that determination was calling upon upon Kanna to enact this plan.

In order to become the F-Ranked Ruler.

“………Haah.”

Kanna stopped laughing, and spoke: “Erika, what you said was exactly right.”

Erika’s eyes were wide, perhaps unable to understand the meaning of Kanna’s laugh.

He declared to her: “My ruler nature will not let me go.”

Then, he raised his CCC mobile up in front of her eyes. It was recording a video.

Kanna actually had no idea whether finding his obsession with becoming a ruler again or allowing himself to be absorbed by Erika and serving her as her lieutenant would be better. He really did not know.

But he chose the former without hesitating. He wouldn’t have an answer if you asked him why. Perhaps if it had not been for the electric shock, he would not have chosen what he did. Perhaps the difference between the two options was that small.

And yet, even if it was that small, Kanna would not falter again.

Erika stared at Kanna’s CCC mobile, and then, as though finally understanding, widened her eyes further.

“Yeah. I recorded it. Our French kiss. I knew all along that if I told you to prove you weren’t going to leave me again, you’d kiss me to make me understand that I was your property. Ahh, you really do get me. My actions are within your grasp. Well, that makes two of us, because I also understand your thought processes. I know exactly who you are.”

Kanna grinned.

“All according to my expectations.”

That fearless smile was Kanna at his highest level of joy.

“A French kiss constitutes inappropriate sexual relations. And inappropriate sexual relations will be met with Punitive Sanction A.”

Punitive Sanction A. A severe punishment that meant no matter what rank you were, you will be demoted to F-Rank and locked in the prison building for a month.

“Of course, I’ll also be punished, but the impact to me will be small because I’m already F-Ranked. Although I’ll still be F-Ranked in my second semester of first year because of that, I’m in a position to recover. But unlike me, you’ll be falling from S-Rank all the way down to F-Rank. As a second year, you no longer have enough time to turn that around. Since you made public your status as a [Seven Ruler], you must resign your position as leader of [Urban Lion], and defer your seat of [Seven Ruler] to someone else… Yes, you have lost everything.”

Kanna stared unblinkingly at Erika.

“The one who has lost everything is you, not me.”

Erika directly returned his stare.

“As an F-Ranked, I’m nothing to you… or rather, it’s because you think you can control me either way that you didn’t block me from any more Rating Battles. But people of the same rank can force a Rating Battle against each other. Which means that we can have a rematch.”

The arrogant grin was still on Kanna’s face as he declared:

“I’ll take both positions from you and become [Pride] and [Greed] again. This time I’m going to dominate both Lion and Fox. I’m coming back.”



“I’m going to become the F-Ranked Ruler.”



All that was left to do was wrap things up.

Kanna’s finger neared the fourth button on his CCC mobile, to request a Punitive Sanction from the school.

“«S Instruct»: Do not move your hand.”

When he heard this, Kanna halted the hand that had reached towards his CCC mobile.

Erika continued: “Cancel «S Instruct». Resume «S Instruct»: Delete the video that was just recorded.”

He followed the orders and operated the device.

But his expression was calm and unchanged.

“No use. I already sent it out when I recorded and saved it. As planned, I won’t be the one to submit the video to the Punitive Investigation Room. Nanami will.”

Kanna showed her the scene of him and Erika kissing on an Aerial and deleted the video without complaint.

Erika stared at Kanna’s face for a moment, then crossed her arms.

“………I do not understand.”

The words astonished him.

Because he had never once heard Erika admit that she didn’t know something.

“I do not understand why you would do this. What on Earth are you trying to accomplish? I have seen through your emotions. You want to go back to being my right hand man. That is a sincere emotion of yours from your heart.”

Kanna said nothing.

Because it was true.

“Or are you unable to overcome what I said? You are a ruler, so you are alone, and cannot trust anyone — I did say that. It indeed represents my sincere belief. That is not the point, however. I am planning to make you my successor. Into a ruler. After I graduate you will reign over this school as its ruler, just as you did in Kouhei Middle School. Is that not good? Why do you not choose that path? Would that not be a much wiser choice?”

She was right. That would be a much easier choice.

“You ignore all of your own emotions and desires for the sake of running in the opposite direction. Are you doing this because of the lie of a goal I created and to recklessly make an enemy of me?

“I’m doing it because it’s not a lie.”

“What?”

Erika stared at Kanna uncomprehendingly.

Watching that face of hers, Kanna replied: “I’m doing it because the goal that I have, is not just some lie.”

It was true that his goal had only come into being because of Erika. If she had accepted Kanna when he first visited this garden, then he probably would have chosen to submit to her without hesitating.

However, over this month, he had understood.

“I want to defeat you, Erika the absolute ruler. Because, if I don’t—”

He revealed his irresistible desire.

“I won’t exactly be at the top.”

Why had such a desire been born in Kanna’s heart? Why was he unable to take it back?

It was natural for humans to climb upwards. Wanting your test ranking to go up, wanting to earn more money, and so on were very natural desires. It was even more so in the Survival of the Fittest Academy, where competition was incentivized. It was unnatural not to have thoughts of climbing upwards.

But this was not the real reason.

There was a very clear image in Kanna heart: himself as an ideal ruler. No matter what, his actions were guided by that image, and he was pulled onto that path. That was why he couldn’t choose any other path.

Yes, he would—

Become like that person he admired. He desperately wanted it.



Erika gazed at Kanna’s face for a while, and finally returned to her calm self.

It was the face of the absolute ruler with which Kanna was long familiar.

It was the face of Erika Kagurazaka, whom he admired, who reigned over the school with the pride she looked down upon all humans with.

“I finally understand you as a person.”

She was expressionless.

But Kanna knew that there was contempt in that face.

“I would like to request an «Absolute Contract» with you,” Erika declared, her face inscrutable.

“What kind of contract?”

“A contract that you and I will never speak to each other again.”

He was already prepared to say goodbye, but Erika seemed to want to cut off contact even more.

“…I understand. But it needs to take effect after our final Rating Battle.”

“Very well. But you must realize that once your useless resistance ends, we will be strangers who have never and will never cross paths.”

Erika operated her CCC mobile and sent Kanna a passage of text:



«Absolute Contract»

1. Erika Kagurazaka and Kanna Fujishiro are not to speak to each other after their Rating Battle. Additionally, they are not to contact each other through text message or any other text-based method, or through a third party.



Erika raised her left hand.

Kanna raised his as well.

“—«Absolute Contract».”

“—«Absolute Contract».”

Both CCC mobiles glowed an ominous gold.

Just like that, any paths that intersected with Erika were completely cut off. The abnormally deep and distorted relationship between them that had begun in Keihou Middle School was now at an end.

(………Ahh.)

A hole seemed to open up inside his chest. He couldn’t rid himself of the feeling that he had done something that could not be taken back.

The emptiness in his heart would accompany him forever.

However, deep down inside, he thought:

(Who cares.)

He declared with confidence.

(This is my desire.)

Suppressing his overflowing delight, Kanna at last expressed the thought he had been holding onto for so long: “Fuck you, Erika Kagurazaka!”



He could see men from the School Building No. 44 Arrest Unit, fully clad in black suits, walking briskly towards them.

Soon enough, Kanna and Erika would be locked into the prison building.

Erika spotted them out of the corner of her eye and said: “I was mistaken. I believed you to be a ruler with eminent conviction who would carry out your conviction even if you became lonely. I believed you to have the same ambitions as I do.”

She watched Kanna with a disdainful eye.

“However, it would seem that I was wrong. You want to become a ruler not because there are things you want to accomplish, but because you want to cling to your position as the top, unable to escape it. There is no conviction there. There is no pride there. All you possess is a twisted greed that antagonizes everyone around you and leaves you alone.”

A chill that Kanna had never seen before was emanating from Erika’s gaze.

“Do you know what the thing you are trying to become is called?”

She proclaimed:



“—A [Tyrant].”

■

No matter how much suffering that curse would cause Kanna in the future, it did not change what he had to do.

As soon as Kanna was locked into room 411 of the prison building, he acted. This room he had to live in for a month measuring about four tatami mats and was plastered exaggeratedly with security cameras, but he paid no attention and burst outside into the hall. He walked at a brisk pace down the uncomfortably white hall and charged into the elevator at the end of the residential wing.

He pressed the button for the seventh floor. He had looked up Erika’s room in advance: 733.

When he arrived, he made for her room. Numerous cameras watched him as he sprinted down the white corridor. He ran into no one on his way and arrived at 733.

Without hesitating, he knocked.

There was no answer, but Kanna interpreted it as an invitation and opened the door.

Erika Kagurazaka was standing motionless in the center of the room.

She had been waiting for him.

Even demotion to F-Rank and confinement in the prison building had done nothing to lessen the intimidating air of the absolute ruler.

However, he felt no fear.

This showdown was something he had been looking forward to.

“Then let us begin.”

There was no more need for talk. Standing across each other in silence, the two of them pressed the seventh buttons on their CCC mobiles.

There was no giant Aerial here in this prison building room like there had been in the Simulation Room; only smaller ones that opened on both CCC mobiles. The words [Rating Battle Start] were displayed on each.

“You should stop this,” Erika said indifferently, without even looking at Kanna. “Just as I told you earlier, your actions constitute nothing more than useless resistance. You stand absolutely no chance of winning.”

“How can you even make such an assertion without knowing what type of Rating Battle I have? A Rating Battle between two who have battled before will be conducted using a type that hasn’t been used before, if both players are of the same rank. In other words, this time I get to choose the Rating Battle.”

“No, you are wrong.”

Erika raised her left hand.

“«Throne of Coercion».”

The light that encircled Erika’s CCC mobile turned from green to purple, glittering powerfully. The blinding light made Kanna’s eyes screw up.

“Just as [Greed] possesses a special skill in the form of the «Absolute Contract», [Pride] possesses the «Throne of Coercion». It is my ability to forcibly select the type of Rating Battle as «A Decapitation Fit for Seven Fools».”

The light receded.

Finally understanding, Kanna stared at the screen on his own Aerial. The display of his own Rating Battle No. 76 «A Biased Mage», vanished, and the screen suddenly changed.

Once again, a beheaded clown appeared on it.

“Theoretically, the [Seven Rulers] will conceal their positions, yet one of the reasons I do not conceal my own position as [Pride] is that I have the special skill «Throne of Coercion». Even if someone were to target me, I can save myself from any danger because I am able to duel them with my battle of choice, «A Decapitation Fit for Seven Fools». My «Throne of Coercion» is the very power that allows me to always take the high ground and crush my opponents.”

Erika’s face remained expressionless as she declared to Kanna: “So, what is your choice? You should know from our last Rating Battle that not a single one of your Status Data «categories» is superior to mine. Even if you use «clowns» and avoid fighting me directly as a «player», it will still be one win and one loss. If we tie in «A Decapitation Fit for Seven Fools», the same «players» must battle again. In other words, until [Erika Kagurazaka] and [Kanna Fujishiro] confront each other, this Rating Battle will never end. And when our «players» do confront each other, you will always lose regardless of «category».”

“Representatives of Erika Kagurazaka, please press your first button. Representatives of Ouka Akiyama, please press your seventh button,”  came a voice from their CCC mobiles.

“I feel that I must take responsibility, because I was the one who instilled in you your obsession with becoming a tyrant. I will fulfill that responsibility by helping you putting your obsession to rest.”

“I don’t get it.”

“You mean you cannot admit that you are at an end?”

“No, not that.”

Kanna grinned.

“Who said I would be the only «player»?”

As soon as he said it, the door opened.

“Heyo!”

Nanami Nanahoshi appeared.

Today her hair was tied directly in the center, in the same style as when Kanna had first talked with her.

Erika’s expression did not change whatsoever, but Kanna knew that she was surprised.

“…You ought not to have had sufficient time to discuss this beforehand. After you were taken to the prison building, you immediately came to my room. You had no time to summon her here. Moreover, students confined to the prison building are not allowed to make calls.”

“Did you forget that Nanami was the one who requested the Punitive Investigation? She knew we would be arrested, so all I had to do was order her beforehand to come to Erika’s room.”

“…That is strange. Is it not true that the addition of Nanami Nanahoshi would not provide you an advantage or disadvantage in Rating Battle No. 76, «A Biased Mage», which you opened? If you arranged for her to come, then that indicates that you were preparing for «A Decapitation Fit for Seven Fools», meaning that you were well aware of «Throne of Coercion». Normal students should not be aware of the [Seven Rulers’] special skills, however.”

“Sorry, Erika-sama, but I’m not a normal student. I am the academy president’s daughter after all, so I know this school’s rules like the back of my hand.”

In a certain sense, Erika had trusted in the equality of Nanahoshi Academy.

But everything had an exception, and that exception was Nanami.

“Truly a good-for-nothing rich daughter.”

“Stop calling me that or it’s really gonna become my nickname!… Erika-sama, you look unconvinced, but I’m the one who’s unconvinced. I’m the daughter of the academy president, holding the most powerful position in the school, but that’s the only advantage I’ve got. Does that sound fair to you? Shouldn’t I be leveraging all kinds of connections instead? Even the school rules weren’t specially taught to me; I’d just occasionally remember the data saved on my family computer. Memorizing all of that was a real pain in the neck.”

Ignoring the increasingly whiny Nanami, Kanna informed her plainly:

“Then allow me to explain. If Nanami participates as a «player», even though there may be a very slim chance of a draw, I will not lose. I am absolutely going to win.”

How the tables have turned.

“Now then, Nanami. For me to become a ruler, I’m going to give you an order.”

“Okay.”

At this rate, he would win for sure. Knowing that allowed Kanna to announce:

“Don’t participate as a «player».”

The one who reacted with shock wasn’t Erika, but Nanami.

“W-Why, Kana-chan?! Th-Then why did you call me out here?!”

“What are you talking about? It’s the second part of the «Absolute Contract» between you and me, remember? If something serious that could change the situation were to happen, I have to report it to you immediately. I went back and forth over it and decided that having a Rating Battle with a [Seven Ruler] counted as something serious, so I called you over. You can witness the result with your own eyes.”

It was utter semantics. If this were really about following the «Absolute Contract», then it was just a matter of reporting to her as soon as it was over.

Kanna had never intended to allow Nanami to participate in this Rating Battle as a «player» in the first place.

Nanami’s eyes went wide and she yelled: “What the heck is this?! I don’t get it at all! Did you come here just to lose to Erika-sama, Kana-chan?!”

“Why am I going to lose?”

“Of course you are! Without me as a «player», your chances of winning are zero, Kana-chan!”

“My chances of winning are zero? What are you talking about?”

Kanna grinned fearlessly.

“I can’t win with any of my Statuses? Pure delusion on Erika’s part. Sure, she knows me really well and has the observational power to read hidden internal Statuses. However, we haven’t seen each other for a whole year, and the Data about me in Erika’s mind is Data from a year ago. If you wanna talk Status Data, there are three things we’re both As in. I might have lost to her in [Intellect] in «A Decapitation Fit for Seven Fools», but as for the other two, who knows? There’s no evidence to suggest that I’ll lose in [Charisma] or [Appearance].”

“Wha—”

Nanami was speechless.

“Okay, let me make myself clearer.”

Erika had called [Charisma] an essential quality for a ruler during their last Rating Battle. She also said she was most confident in that category. That ought to be true.

But Kanna asserted: “I am going to win against Erika in the [Charisma] «category».”

Erika looked astonished.

It was a change in expression obvious enough for anyone to see, not just Kanna as her former right hand.

“Kana-chan you moron, moron, moron, moron, moron! If I participate you’ll have a sure victory! Why won’t you let me join?! It’s not like you at all not to choose a method you’ll absolutely win with! And how can you guarantee that you’ll win in [Charisma]?!”

“Guarantee? No such thing.”

“Then why?!”

“Nanami, didn’t you say before that you believed in me?”

Kanna smiled at her.

The kind expression, quite out of character for Kanna, stunned her and gradually calmed her down.

“I d-did… That’s…?”

“Nanami, you sure have a good eye for people.”

He put his hand on her head.

“I believe in the me that you once said you believed in.”

“…Huh?”

“This is how much I trust you,” Kanna said, and handed her a lollipop.

“Oof—”

Nanami fell silent, her face crimson. She snatched the lollipop and stuffed it in her mouth.

“……Well, you can do what you want.”

“Yes, thank you.”

The words didn’t sound like him at all, making Nanami’s face even redder.

(Just as I expected.)

He thought.

(If I say that, then Nanami will stop being a nuisance and talking so much.)

That was not true. Kanna had his reasons for saying something out of character.

(……But.)

But what he had told her definitely wasn’t a lie.

Kanna’s decision to battle in this manner, which could be described as reckless, was aided by the fact that he had Nanami’s extreme intuition and had chosen her as a partner.

(It’s just the way it is. As soon as that plushie saved me, all of my actions since have been made possible by her.)

He smiled wryly.

(Maybe there’s a reason she was chosen as [Greed] after all.)

But he quickly killed the smile and gazed at Erika.

“Now then, Erika, you ought to know this: ‘…As they had for a teacher one who was half beast and half man, so it is necessary for a prince to know how to make use of both natures, and that one without the other is not durable. A prince, therefore, being compelled knowingly to adopt the beast, ought to choose the fox and the lion; because the lion cannot defend himself against snares and the fox cannot defend himself against wolves. Therefore, it is necessary to be a fox to discover the snares and a lion to terrify the wolves.’”

“Machiavelli’s The Prince,” Erika replied without much interest.

“Indeed. In the seven deadly sins, [Greed] is compared to a fox, and [Pride] is compared to a lion. So it follows that as both [Pride] and [Greed], Erika, you are now both a fox and a lion.”

“Yes.”

“If I’m going to become a ruler, I want to stay a ruler. Therefore, there’s no meaning in simply chasing a brief victory in this battle. I must prove that I’m more of a fox than you are, and more of a lion than you are. If I don’t, then someone’s going to steal them from me right away. I have no intention of becoming a transient and illusory ruler like that, like a haze of shimmering heat. You could say that my plan to call Nanami here was a fox’s plan. But tricking you like a fox doesn’t give me enough power to be a ruler, so I’ll also meet you head-on, as a lion does.”

Status Data was a system worth placing your absolute trust in. It was something you could personally experience by attending this school, and over two days of tests, you could actually demonstrate that trust to others.

If those numbers really were capable of judging who was superior, then there was no better proof that he’d achieved victory over Erika.

“Is that the reason you are barring Nanami Nanahoshi from participating as a «player»? Because, if you win against me in the [Charisma] «category», it will mean that you will have won as a lion would?”

“Yup.”

It would be his first time surpassing Erika. That was why he had knowingly discarded the method he could absolutely win with.

With his unshakeable goal of standing at the top of this academy, Kanna would choose none other than a complete victory over Erika, no matter what.

She stared at Kanna, and said, “How prideful of you.”

She smiled slightly at him.

“Originally, if you were merely to achieve victory over me, it would be nothing but a matter of luck. And yet, you have the astounding pride it would take to think that this will guarantee your path to becoming a ruler. However, you could also call that your lion nature.”

But her smile suddenly vanished.

“Be that as it may, I still do not believe someone with a [Ruler] nature such as myself will lose to someone like you, who will only ever amount to a [Tyrant].”

In the end, Erika still looked down upon Kanna. She believed that he would never lose to him.

A robotic voice came from their CCC mobiles.

“I wonder who will be decapitated?”



“No two lions can exist at the same time.”

Kanna formed his left hand into a gun and pressed his index finger onto his temple.

“Yes. I will be the only one.”

Erika formed her right hand into a gun and pressed her index finger onto her temple.



“The first player to move will now be decided completely at random.”

“Let’s settle this once and for all, Erika. No matter who goes first, he or she will select the [Charisma] «category», then select themselves as the «player».”

“Very well.”

Erika was chosen as the first to attack. She immediately selected a «category». If she decided to betray him here and choose one of her must-win «categories», then she would win the Rating Battle.

But Erika was not likely to do that.

Winning a Rating Battle with a sneak attack didn’t make you a ruler. Kanna was almost too honest in his trust that Erika’s self-esteem was high enough to believe that.

“«Category» selection complete. Both parties, please select your «players».”

Kanna, of course, chose [Kanna Fujishiro].

Erika ought to have selected [Erika Kagurazaka] as well.

A mirror seemed to bisect the space between Kanna and Erika, as they stood facing each other with the exact same pose.

“I trust no one, but are you willing to entrust your heart to me as I am?” Came an unexpected voice.

Nanami had spoken to the duo as they stared at each other.

It was the question that Erika always liked to ask.

“Before, I didn’t really get what those words meant. Because why would you entrust your heart to someone who didn’t even trust you?”

Nanami’s fists clenched and her body shook.

“But, that’s not it. You two aren’t the same.”

Kanna and Erika ignored Nanami as she spoke.

“You’re willing to entrust your hearts to each other. You’re both willing to trust each other even if the other person doesn’t trust you. Because you understand each other. Because you built up that trust between you.”

Yeah. It was true.

Kanna was certain that Erika wouldn’t play any dirty tricks, and had known all along that the situation would come to this, because he knew her too well.

Erika could almost completely grasp Kanna’s movements, and controlled him as though he were her property, because she knew him too well.

The two of them completely and utterly understood each other.

“That’s real trust. That’s real—”

Nanami shook her head, unable to complete her sentence.

Instead, tears began to flow.

“But you put an end to a relationship like that, Kana-chan.”



Kanna had once asked Erika to tell him about herself.

He was the only person in the world she had spoken to about it.

Erika was born the granddaughter of Tooru Kagurazaka, chairman of the Kagurazaka Paper Company, which was the core of the Kagurazaka Group. She had received a strict upbringing from Koichi, Tooru’s eldest son, that was more than spartan in its similarity to actual abuse. The study of monarchical rule was drilled into her from a young age; it was an aberration of which the more she absorbed, the further away from normal happiness she became.

If she did not stand atop the heads of others, she had no value to speak of. If that was beyond her, then she ought to know shame and end her life.

Other people were tools to be used, and never to be trusted.

Solitude was not to be avoided, but to be seized tightly.

Enemies could be killed in a law-abiding manner, including her relatives and parents.

Whether it was her appearance, her youth, her authority, or her violence, anything could be applied as long as she put it to good use.

She held no meaning whatsoever. She must kill her emotions. She was not even allowed to exist. She must have the self-awareness that she was nothing but part of a greater goal much larger than her.

Arriving in this world as a member of the Kagurazaka clan determined that she could never be a normal person. The place Erika was predestined for was a world of total darkness, where there was no light, and no one.

That was why even Erika’s soul had been devoured by the darkness.

Erika Kagurazaka was nothing more than a resource to be made into a ruler.

Kanna too had been used by her. Erika’s relationship with him only existed because she needed a right hand to help her control the school. To Erika, Kanna was a touchstone for her goal of viewing all others as property. There was no doubt about this, because Erika had once told Kanna this herself.

And yet, even if it was only an experiment, she had exposed herself to him.

Kanna knew:

Exposing oneself was something close to trusting them. Erika trusted no one, but by using Kanna as a touchstone, she could attempt something resembling trust. For Erika, who must exist in a world of darkness, to face Kanna without reservation, it was her only chance to take a furtive peek at the light of another person.

Was it a form of rescue for her?

Kanna did not know the true answer.



Kanna opened his CCC mobile and pulled up a screen.

It was a photo of a smiling Erika that had been scrawled over with red letters.

It wasn’t a proper smile. Yes — Erika clearly lacked emotions. As she walked a life in which she was not allowed her own emotions, there was no room for fat.

Surely, in her quest to become a ruler, she did not even know how to produce tears.

But Kanna thought:

(That’s not important at all. All I want to do is surpass you, Erika. To sacrifice you.)

Kanna pressed his finger harder into his temple.

(I will never give my spot at the top to you, even if you suit it better and need it more than anyone. Even if I have to sacrifice everything that you and I have. Even if—)



“—that’s the mark of a tyrant.”



No matter what, this would decide everything.

Letters materialized on the Aerial.



«Category» — [Charisma] 

Kanna Fujishiro — «Player» Kanna Fujishiro, Charisma Status «A» 

Erika Kagurazaka — «Player» Erika Kagurazaka, Charisma Status «A»



Armored chibi versions of Kanna and Erika appeared on the Aerial. The two «characters» clashed swords with each other. It was a furious duel.

An evenly matched battle, but a decision was still reached.

The one disqualified from becoming a ruler was decided.

The one beheaded was—

The winner was—


  Epilogue


When Nanahoshi Academy held a whole school assembly, enormous screens were set up for public viewing, just like the soccer world cup.

28,187 students in total attended the school. There was not a facility large enough to hold them all, so the students would gather in seventeen different gyms and gaze up at the great Aerial atop the stage in each building. That was how, through monitors and speakers, they were able to observe the every move of people who weren’t there in front of them.

The assemblies were not just broadcasted in the gyms, but also outside of the school. Every location in the futuristic city-like Nanahoshi Academy Special District would bear witness to them; the content of Nanahoshi Academy assemblies were relevant to the residents of the district, not just to the students. All adults who worked in the Special District, primarily educators, solely relied on the students as their sources of income. Therefore, whatever was announced in the assembly could affect their daily lives.

Also, the fanatics who followed Nanahoshi Academy’s every move for their own pleasure would not miss an online assembly stream for the world.

The [Seven Rulers] were the ones with the authority to hold such a whole school assembly that attracted so many people’s attention.

This urgent, unusual assembly today was the act of one such [Seven Ruler].

The people watching it through monitors — students, Special District residents, and Nanahoshi Academy fanatics alike — all stared at that person on the screen. Everyone present looked puzzled at the suddenness of the assembly as they scrutinize that man’s every move.

Through the monitors, they watched that masked man.

■

Four people including Kanna Fujishiro were in room 733 of the prison building — Erika’s room. Kanna was wearing F’s mask as his wrist shone with the glow of the CCC mobile; it changed nonstop between all colors, proof that Kanna had been the one to call the whole school assembly.

As [Greed], as [Pride], Kanna was opening the assembly this time.

Mei stood before him, recording his masked form with her CCC mobile directed towards F’s mask. She desperately gripped her left hand as hard as she could to steady it, as it was shaking uncontrollably.

Beneath the mask, Kanna wore a fearless grin.

His speech to follow would cause a massive impact on the lives of the 28,187 students of Nanahoshi Academy, himself included. Students with futures of great promise and students with uncertain futures alike would all be see a great change because of him. There was no doubt that Kanna now held the key of fate.

Kanna was about to speak. Why was he doing something like this? Why was he going to plunge Nanahoshi Academy into chaos? Why did he want to gain total control of Nanahoshi Academy? He must be careful and serious in his statement and grant noble legitimacy to his every action.

But whether he truly meant what he said was not important. He speech was merely a means to an end, so whatever he said would ultimately be mere lip service.

Take total control of Nanahoshi Academy.

That was Kanna’s goal.

That alone was Hanna’s desire.

This moment was the exactly the turning point before Kanna became a ruler.

Aware of this, he felt elation welling up and could not contain his excitement.

(This is what being a ruler feels like…!)

A light seemed to flash through his mind, simulating him intensely. Several spherical mirrors blended into his vision, causing a massive surge in adrenaline. It was a drug; now that he knew its taste, he could never go back to the person he was. He would do whatever it took to suck out as much of it as he could. There was nothing he would not do to experience pleasure like this.

Even if it meant upsetting 28,187 lives.



Kanna raised his voice so that it would carry: “Some of you may not know me. I am F, representing the unofficial eighth Clique, [Anti-Leviathan].”

Nanami stood behind Mei, watching Kanna’s face with unease.

“We of [Anti-Leviathan] have never ceased in our opposition to Nanahoshi Academy’s so-called Survival of the Fittest system, and our work to inspire change. However, as we are not an official Clique, we have not had the strength merely to even change the course of events. I know that there are many who mock us as silly fools unable to adjust to this academy, and it has been very distressing to think that our comrades would treat us that way.”

Kanna spoke with plenty of emotion, opening his arms and tightly clenching his fists.

“But today, our days of suffering have come to an end.”

He declared with force, “I want to prove that we are a group with strong conviction, and the ability to realize it.”

He had every intention of using the whole school assembly to make the viewers understand the truth: that the masked man was one of the [Seven Rulers].

But this would not be enough to demonstrate his power.

Kanna went to great lengths to prepare a clear and obvious picture of what having the masked man in charge would mean from now on.

He signaled to Mei with his chin.

Her face rigid with anxiety, she swallowed, and angled the camera lens downward.

■

“Hey, what’s that?!” Someone shouted in Gym No. 16, which was packed full of F-Ranked students. Every gym was likely having the same reaction. The hubbub from the students did not subside and gradually picked up steam.

A long-haired girl was kneeling before the masked man.

The camera moved to her face.

It was Erika Kagurazaka.

As though she were swearing loyalty to him, Erika reached out her hand as she knelt. Her beautiful face remained expressionless; it was impossible to tell what she was thinking.

It was an action performed in response to an Instruct from Nanami. Erika’s CCC mobile was glowing red, proving that she was under control.

Even so, the commotion inside the gym did not subside.

“What the hell is going on?!” “Erika-sama is S-Ranked, no one can give her an Instruct!” “Is this that guy’s doing?” “Does this mean that F defeated Erika Kagurazaka?”

The masked man took Erika’s hand and kissed it through his mask.
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“Erika Kagurazaka, the former [Pride], has pledged her allegiance to me.”

It was a lie, but since Erika was unable to speak to Kanna due to the «Absolute Contract», she could not make any objection.

Furthermore, she was smiling — again, because of an Instruct, but none of the students watching through the monitors knew that.

It looked just like the masked man had said, as though she were swearing allegiance to him.

The students plunged into chaos, but they realized the truth.

The queen that reigned over Nanahoshi Academy had now surrendered.

The era of the absolute ruler’s control of the academy had come to an end.

“The ruler with the title of [Pride] is now me, the representative of [Anti-Leviathan]. Therefore, the name [Urban Lion] is no longer necessary. [Anti-Leviathan] is no longer the unofficial eighth Clique, and has replaced [Urban Lion] as one of the official Seven Cliques!”

The system had been stable due to one person’s rule, but now it would change. What was coming was a time of chaos, a time when it was impossible to know who was the real king.

“Hey, what the hell is Nanahoshi Academy gonna turn into?”

As though in response to that random student’s question, the masked man on the monitor announced: “I will become the ruler.”

He declared loudly: “We of [Anti-Leviathan] will defeat all [Seven Rulers] and change this Survival of the Fittest Academy.”

His words resonated powerfully.

“No… How?” “There’s no use trying to change this school.” “He’s got a screw loose.”

Those were their initial reactions.

However, something was different.

“But…”

“But…”

“But…”

Uncertainty permeated Gym No. 16 where the F-Ranked were gathered, creating a different atmosphere.

This person before them was someone with the ability to make the absolute ruler pledge fealty to him.

And so, anticipation began to mix in as well.

Anticipation for a new era.

Because the people gathered in Gym No. 16 were all subjects of oppression. If F could change the situation for them, then it was something they wanted. If he wanted a revolution, then they were right there with him. And in a certain sense, the core of that revolution would perhaps be the F-Ranked themselves.

No one knew who would be the leader of the new era.

But even so, everyone knew who the figure at the center would be.

It was—

F, representative of [Anti-Leviathan].

■

And now the real F was plagued by confusion. 

(What in the world is going on?)

The face of a boy in Gym No. 2 — Yukito Chigasaki, was screwed up with doubt.

(That F person is an imposter. There’s no doubt about it. Because the person who created [Anti-Leviathan] and gives speeches everywhere with a mask on is me. That’s just an absolutely true fact.)

Yukito Chigasaki. Sorted into B-Rank, the highest rank accessible to him, in his first semester of first year. A boy with Status Data [A, A, A, A, S, A, C], the recipient of exceptional praise from the school.

He was F, the representative of [Anti-Leviathan].

(I concealed my identify because my Status Data attracts too much attention. There’s no doubt that a Leadership of S would hinder many of [Anti-Leviathan’s] activities. That’s why I hide my face, but…!)

Yukito twirled his black hair around a finger, staring at the fake F on the monitor.

(To think that this guy would use that to his advantage! It’s true that F’s anonymity means that, at the same time, his true identity is not important. Anyone can put on F’s mask and become F. But this is just shameless. This isn’t just a fox exploiting the might of a tiger, this is the act of a fox proclaiming himself to be a tiger without the strength of one. To think that there’d be someone like this doing such a thing so carelessly in this school.)

The fake F had used an Instruct to make it look to everyone like Erika Kagurazaka was pledging loyalty to him. Yukito had immediately recognized it as something done under duress of an Instruct, but perhaps most others had not. Erika Kagurazaka the absolute ruler acting like that had created too strong of an impression on them, and everyone was totally absorbed.

This must be humiliation of an unimaginable degree for Erika. Yukito would never, ever do something like that.

Besides, it was not [Anti-Leviathan’s] style to take advantage of the school’s system and use its power to force others to accept its own ideology. Yukito believed that doing so was no different than submitting to the Survival of the Fittest system.

Yes, F’s name had been exploited in the most despicable manner conceivable.

To Yukito, the real F, that fake F was a person he could not accept on any level.

He bit down on his lip.

He would show no mercy to this outrageous imposter who had stolen his position.

(What the hell is this fake F trying to do? He’s clearly trying to greatly expand [Anti-Leviathan] as a Clique with this speech. Is he going to continue to pretend to be F and take over [Anti-Leviathan] to use it?)

His fists balled up.

(I won’t let you get away with this.)

He stared at the monitor with savage hostility.

(I have to expose the fake F’s identity and take back my power as soon as possible.)

Nanahoshi Academy was a gigantic school. Yukito had not met many students in the month he had been a student.

However, one stood out to him, someone for whom Yukito would not consider it strange to do something like this.

He had met the boy during the entrance exam. He had immediately recognized him as a dangerous individual and struck him down with all of his strength, successfully getting him the worst rating possible. He had hoped that the boy would give up studying at Nanahoshi Academy, but Yukito heard that he had persisted and enrolled even after getting assigned into the F-Rank.

(Don’t tell me that boy, who lives for nothing but reckless pursuit of power, is the fake F…?)

At this thought, Yukito felt a strong sense of impending danger from the masked man on the monitor.

He was a boy whom Yukito could not accept no matter what. He knew all along that if that boy really entered Nanahoshi Academy, the two of them would cross swords once again. No doubt about it.

Yukito remembered his name:

(──Kanna Fujishiro.)

■

“Nanami, I have something to tell you.”

Three minutes before the whole school assembly, Kanna had spoken to Nanami in room 411 of the prison building — Kanna’s own room.

“What’s the matter all of a sudden?”

He spied F’s custom-made mask laying on the bed. He recalled that he had built the mask himself after hearing F speak in front of Clock Star, having immediately come up with the idea to exploit him afterwards.

“I’m not F.”

“H-Huh?!”

Nanami felt a shock, but the bewilderment did not persist for as long as Kanna thought it would. She had probably realized, unexpectedly quickly, that the only evidence of Kanna being F was his possession of this mask.

“W-Why’re you pretending to be F?”

Kanna sat down on the prison building’s stiff bed and replied: “Originally it was to create an opportunity to battle Erika. Erika would never battle an F-Ranked guy like me, so it was based on the idea that, by lying about being the representative of [Anti-Leviathan], I could finally get her to agree to a Rating Battle.”

“But aren’t you [Greed] now, Kana-chan? Couldn’t you just request a battle anyway since you’re a [Seven Ruler]?”

“And that’s indeed what happened. But getting [Greed] from you was pure luck and something I didn’t anticipate. You wouldn’t have negotiated with me if you hadn’t thought I was F in the first place, right?”

“Now that you mention it…”

“As soon as I found out that Mei adores F, I intentionally misled her to believe he was me and used her to find out [Greed’s] true identity. Well, thanks to that, we’re now a couple.”

Kanna thought of Mei’s face.

Mei, whose cheeks went red at his every action.

“I thought it’d just be a hassle, but it really hasn’t. Mei’s willingness to do anything for me has been quite convenient indeed. I’ll be able to use her again in the future, so I’ll spend some time with her as a couple.”

Nanami’s face was rigid with anger.

“…That’s not fair to Mei-chan!”

Her reaction was natural. Who wouldn’t be angry when told that your friend would continue to be lied to and taken advantage of?

“Do you have a better idea?”

He could understand her reaction, but Kanna intentionally threw up his hands in a helpless manner.

“At the very least, you really should go out with her! She really likes you, Kana-chan! You should really respond to her feelings!… Even if I don’t want that to happen…”

“Respond to her feelings? Then we’re fine just as we are.”

“Huh?”

“She’s not in love with Kanna Fujishiro, she’s in love with F the [Vainglory]. Mei’s love doesn’t exist. That’s why pretending to be kind and deeply in love with her would be the most appropriate relationship here.”

“How can…”

He had prepared for even harsher criticism, but Nanami choked on her words, and said no more.

Kanna still had doubts, but there was no need to pursue the matter and get himself yelled at.

So he returned to the subject at hand.

“I told you I’m not F because, as our «Absolute Contract» says, if something serious that could change the situation were to happen, I’m supposed to report it to you immediately. The fact that I’m not F might become something serious because of the speech I’m about to give.”

“What are you planning to do?”

“I’m just gonna give a speech, but with this speech, [Anti-Leviathan] is definitely going to grow very large. So large that I, as I aim for the top, won’t be able to ignore it.”

“You make it sound like [Anti-Leviathan] growing large isn’t actually your goal. Then what’s the goal behind your speech?”

“To plunge the academy into chaos.”

Those shocking words from Kanna’s mouth rendered Nanami dumbstruck.

“W-Why would you do that?”

“My goal is to stand at the top and seize all titles of the [Seven Rulers], but right now they’re hiding like badgers in their dens and it would be next to impossible to find and defeat them like that. So no matter what, I need to create a situation where that will smoke them out and force them to take action, preventing them from staying silent. That’s what the chaos is for. When they come out from their holes and get restive, that’s when I’ll take them down.” Kanna answered without missing a beat. After defeating Erika, nothing made him hesitate anymore.

Even as he became aware that his act of destroying the system with violence to build a new order in its place was practically the exact same as Erika had done in middle school, he did not hesitate.

“What are you gonna do after [Anti-Leviathan] gets big? Keep pretending to be F and take it over?”

“If I can, that would be the best choice. But I’m not expecting things to go that easily. The real F will try and stop me.”

Nanami furrowed her brow.

“Who’s the real F?”

“Unfortunately, I don’t know either.”

However, he had a vague idea. It was the boy who had screwed him over during his entrance exam, with what could be described as a dirty method.

Yes, in a certain sense, that boy had been the main cause of everything.

(It’d be quite likely for that hypocrite to be the one organizing a resistance against this academy’s systems.)

Kanna stared at the mask on his bed.

He was a boy whom Kanna could not accept no matter what. After entering Nanahoshi Academy, he had been certain all along that the two of them would cross swords once again.

Kanna remembered his name:

(—Yukito Chigasaki.)

Kanna recalled his face, and reached to put F’s mask on.

In an instant, the mask darkened his vision.

He could not see anyone before him.

He was a prisoner to the darkness.

He became lonely.

Within the black, Kanna remembered a certain person’s words.



—Because you are simply too loved by solitude.



(Erika Kagurazaka.)

As though he were concealing everything, he buried his face deep within his mask, and swore to himself:

(I will use you as my stepping stone to become a ruler.)



But someone suddenly hugged him from behind.

Nanami was the only other person in this room apart from himself, so it had been her. Marine-scented perfume encircled Kanna.

He wanted immediately to shake her off, but Nanami clung tight to him and would not let go.

“Hey, can you listen to me for a sec? I originally was going to keep my mouth shut about this, okay?”

Without waiting for a reply, Nanami continued.

“During your Rating Battle with Erika-sama, you threw away a method that would guarantee you a win because you chose your own way instead. Erika-sama said it was because of your pride, and maybe you also believe that, Kana-chan, but I don’t agree.”

Since she was hugging him from behind, Kanna couldn’t see her face with his mask on.

“Kana-chan, you actually never cared whether you won or lost, did you? If you won, Erika-sama would no longer be held back by by another ruler. If Erika-sama won, you’d be freed from the ruler stuff yourself. Of course you really want to become a ruler, but at the same time, you understand the pain of having such a goal and a part of you wants to escape from it. Isn’t that why you chose to fight like that?”

No way.

Kanna had judged that he’d have no choice but to do that if he wanted to be a ruler. That was what he thought.

“Actually, I used my position to find out what’s going on. Erika-sama used to live in a really cruel environment, right? Kana-chan, maybe you knew the whole time, didn’t you? You fought her because you wanted to free her from her miserable ruler position, didn’t you? Isn’t it because you want Erika-sama to be a normal girl? Isn’t it? You’ve really never had the slightest bit of a thought like that?”

Never.

There hadn’t been the smallest trace of emotion attached to his decision. No doubt about it. This was all random nonsense from Nanami.

“Kana-chan.”

Nanami called his name with a hint of sadness in her voice.

“You won against Erika-sama and you’ll become a ruler. You’ll do whatever it takes to get to the top, for sure. I guarantee it.”

Nanami’s arms suddenly tightened around him.



“But when that time comes, Mei-chan and I will no longer be at your side.”



The smell of marine perfume grew distant.

As he watched Nanami, she no longer looked like her normal grinning self. Instead, she wore a slight smile that was reminiscent of Erika.

(When I become a ruler, there will be no one, huh.)

So what?

Rulers were lonely to begin with. If he chose to become a ruler, then that was a natural consequence.

(I’ll forget the admiration I once felt for Erika, too.)

And so Kanna formed his left hand into a gun. At some point, Erika’s habit had become his own habit.

He tried to press his index finger into his temple as he always did.

But the mask he wore prevented him from touching his skin.

And so his left hand, with no place to go, could only slump down.


  Afterword


Hm? Is it okay for the main heroine on the cover to get covered by the book spine like that? True, she already gets one heck of a cold reception in the book, but… Oh, hello, I’m Eiji Mikage.

At last, I can successfully bring you a new series. It’s called F-Rank no Boukun.

Normally when deciding on a title, it’s better to discuss it with my editor when the book is nearly done and then make a decision, but this time I decided to just use the one I came up with at the very beginning. It’s partly because I was able to propose a name in agreement with the plot of the book, and also because I was actually able to write out the work as I had envisioned it. An important point this time was writing the book according to the setting I’d initially created, and that allowed me to really feel as if I’ve successfully gotten through this hurdle.



There were actually many things that inspired me to write this story, but the biggest reason is that I’ve always wanted to write about a protagonist who’s a genius like Kanna.

Personally, I thought this kind of protagonist was my forte, but when I actually started writing I ran into a lot of difficulties and struggled a ton. If you make them do something that’s even a little different from their established image, they end up not looking like a genius at all, or more emotional than they should… That’s also why Kanna’s fearless grin is now nearly as irritating to me as it is to the rest of us.

I hope that readers support this very quirky protagonist. He’s a pretty interesting guy if you observe him from afar! So if you can, please follow the story of Kanna, who will become even more of a tyrant in the future.



Now for my acknowledgements.

To Miki-san, my editor-in-charge, thank you for your always accurate advice. I believe that without your assistance, a lot of things would feel very different indeed. I really appreciated your help.

To Sunao Minakata-san, my illustrator, thank you for your beautiful illustrations. I’ve only seen your rough sketches at this point, but I still can’t contain my excitement. I can’t wait to see all of the characters!

To my other friends, acquaintances, and my family, thank you for looking after me. I am especially indebted to my fellow writers Igarashi-san, Kouzuki-san, Mizusawa-san, Chika Uemura-san. Please continue to take care of me.

Finally, I of course want to thank all of the readers who picked up this story. Thank you so much! I look forward to seeing you again!
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