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  Prologue


  At that exact moment, it looked like the fierce summer sky was flickering in front of my eyes. Each time I blinked, my view whitened. I wanted to calm my panicked gasping for air, but my body wouldn’t allow me to breathe calmly. The uneasiness and restlessness made my body burn hot. The fear had my heart racing painfully fast. The cumulonimbus clouds floating through the sky above were avoiding us, too. It all emphasized this being the final curtain fall.


  “…Well, I’ll surrender myself to us dying together right here,” said the girl standing beside me.


  Looking over, her face was distorted in fear. And needless to say, I probably had a similar expression. We stood on the school’s rooftop, beyond the safety fence. A few more steps, and we’d greet death.


  “Kurumi, it’s fine. Don’t worry.” I tried to calm her down and took her hand to caress it gently.


  She looked at me in disbelief once and then snorted in contempt.


  “Heh, is this the time to make-believe? You’re not calming me down at all, you know?”


  Oh, huh? So this isn’t good enough? Well, I guess there’s only one surefire method that’ll help ease our nerves. I grabbed the newsboy cap Kurumi wore on her head with my open hand, leaning forward to approach her face. I then pressed my lips on hers, intertwining our tongues.


  “Nnn…Nnn…Nbleh…”


  It was our terrorist act of sharing a kiss. Our breaths, our warmth, our feeling of isolation, we shared it through our membrane. Though…I wonder if my feelings got through to her. I’ve always wanted to become someone special. I’m sensitive, easily hurt, and not good at interacting with others. And…I’ve longed to give this unnerving clumsiness of mine a name. For example…the name of a disease…or possibly talent. Anything was fine. I just wanted someone to discover this lethargy and hatred toward this life.


  “Mhmn…Phew! Hee hee, how could you suddenly kiss me like this…”


  A thin line of saliva connected my lips with Kurimi’s. Each time I lay my eyes on this licentious line, I’m reminded that at least someone accepts me for who I am.


  “We’re at our time limit soon. Are you prepared, Kurumi?”


  “Yes. Let’s go, Senpai.”


  I gently embraced Kurumi with one arm and then kicked my body off the final foothold, soaring into the sky. Of course, this isn’t a double suicide. We’re just running away so that we can survive to see tomorrow. This downfall is a shady happy end, just like the kiss we shared.
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  Chapter 1


  They say that idiots and smoke are attracted to high places, and fitting to that, the idiot that I was, insulted this way by the teachers, once again ran away to the place closest to the sky. Classes ended, with only the homeroom left before us students were free, we only had to listen to our homeroom teacher finishing his final complaint.


  “How dumb can you guys be? Stop fooling around! Quit your clubs, too! Quit school or go straight to hell. You morons better be getting a grip soon…That’s all. Those of you who have yet to hand in your homework, you better not move from here.”


  Following that, our homeroom teacher left the room, as my classmates opened their workbooks looking like rotting zombies from a movie set. Giving them a sideways glance, I quietly got up from my seat. And with my unfinished homework hopelessly waiting in my bag, I left the room with a sour face. I’d rather die than spend another second in that hellhole of a classroom.


  I mixed in with the other students heading to the toilet and went my way to the usual place while avoiding any teachers on the way. The furthest down the hallway, I went up the dimly lit stairs around and around, until I finally reached the top floor. I was greed by a heavy iron door, pushing my arms against it. A pleasant breeze greeted me, as my view opened up. The first thing my eyes spotted was the sky and its setting sun with clouds scattered randomly. As well as the faintly dirty but white floor tiles at my feet. Between these two stood the tall and imposing safety fence a head taller than me.


  This is the school’s rooftop. And strictly speaking, this palace is off-limits for students. I didn’t bother much with that, however, just closing the door behind me and then sitting against the wall right next to the door. I then took out a cigarette from my pocket, put it into my mouth, and lit it with a lighter I had on me. The tip began to glow red, then black, and finally converted into white smoke that left my mouth. But I made sure it didn’t get to my lungs, just playing with it inside my mouth.

“Fuuu…”


  Breathing out, the white smoke left my mouth and disappeared into the sky. It felt like I was sullying the sky mixed in red and ultramarine on Halloween, filling me with a sense of guilty pleasure.


  “Suuu…Phew…”


  In elementary school, I learned about the feelings of someone who couldn’t fit into their group. In middle school, I understood the pain of someone falling asleep in class. And now, in high school, I found out what people who smoke feel. Every time I arrive at the rooftop, I smoke one cigarette I stole from my Dad’s room. Surely, there might be people who call me a dumbass if they saw me like this. They might look at me and insult me as a worthless nobody. But this very act of smoking a cigarette is an illegal activity that I—Natsume Ren—could not give up no matter what.


  



  



  



  I could feel the warmth emitted by the setting sun, reminding me that things had begun to warm up around here. And I think I realized around early April that the lock of the metal door leading to the rooftop was never locked properly. Nonchalantly, I ponder about how quickly time flies, only to remember that nothing much of this place has changed since. Nobody’s here. Nobody comes up here, either. The space here on the rooftop yet again feels like time had stopped entirely.


  “Quit school or go straight to hell…huh?”


  I moved the cigarette away from my mouth, dispersing the white smoke inside my mouth into the open air. Like all the stress was being sucked out of me, I slowly breathed out. All the while I watched the white smoke mix with the sky. Nobody interrupted my alone time here. Oh, how wonderful it would be if I could just join the smoke and mix in with the air to vanish forever. This thought ran through my mind as a bit of smoke fell from my cigarette’s tip, to which I put it in my mouth again, breathing in—When it happened.


  Together with a strong gust of wind, I heard a rusty creaking sound right beside me. It was the sound of the metallic door swinging open. This was bad for two reasons. First, my poor ears. And second, someone had arrived on the rooftop.


  “Crap…!”


  I grumbled in a panic, but it was already too late. Someone appeared from the open door. I tried to hide my body, but the smoke ratted me out. And the first thing that I could do was strike up a pointless conversation, as my eyes met with the perpetrator.


  “Ah…Um…Sup?”


  “…I believe a simple “Sup” is severely misplaced here. I didn’t expect to run into a delinquent of your level at a prestigious school like this. What a shock, what a shock,” said the female student as she looked at me.


  Her slippers were red, telling me that she was in her first year. She has long eyelashes, glossy eyes that shone like jet-black crystals, lips colored in a faint pink, a round face that maintained a bit of its youthfulness, and black hair in a bob-cut hairstyle. She isn’t particularly tall, and I see no signs of makeup on her face, either. Despite it being plain, she was quite cute…and if I had to compare it, she seemed exactly what I would expect to see from a younger sister if I had one.


  Man, what a mess. I didn’t expect somebody would come up here. I’ve really grown careless. I should’ve been more careful. From the looks of it, she seems pretty diligent, too. I wonder what she came up here for? I’m lucky she didn’t turn out to be a teacher, but…how do I fumble my way out of this?


  “…Excuse me?”


  As I was lost in my own thoughts, the girl looked at me from head to toe and called out to me.


  “I’m sorry if I’m overstepping my boundary here, but is there a reason you’re smoking?”


  “…Huh? What? Um…A reason?”


  “Yes. Unless I’ve been seeing things, you were just smoking a cigarette, right?”


  “…I sure was, yeah.”


  I nodded while perplexed, to which the girl showed me an oddly serious expression.


  “And you’re alone, too. That means you weren’t trying to show off, yet risking the danger of being spotted by a teacher. I was just thinking that there must be a reason you’re smoking here at school, and I was hoping you could tell me.”


  What? She sure is straightforward despite this being our first meeting.


  “What’s the matter? Why are you asking me?”


  “I’m just trying to test my own deduction abilities, so please. Tell me.” She still looked at me with no glimmer of hesitation in her gaze.


  For real? Is she not scared or anything? She really wants me to answer, huh? Well, this is better than being lectured or even reported, so I might as well get this over with and then head home.


  “The students who haven’t finished their homework get blocked off by the teachers at the shoe lockers and dragged back to their classrooms, right? That’s why I’m hiding up here waiting until the school closes for the day.”


  “I believe that is not an answer for why you’re smoking up here.”


  “…”


  I tried to hide it, but inside my mind, I looked up at the sky. Of course I had to get caught by some annoying weirdo. What even is this test she’s doing here? Just leave me alone…Oh, well. I might as well tell her. I feel like things would only go south if I dared to ignore her. I took another whiff of my cigarette and then began explaining myself.


  “Smoking a cigarette here…makes me feel at peace. It’s refreshing.”


  “Can’t you just wait until you get home? Or are you just that addicted?”


  “No, it’s got nothing to do with that. I’m not even breathing it in completely.”


  The girl looked at me with a gaze like she was asking “Then why?” without saying a word herself.


  “I really despise this school.”


  “…Oh?”


  “You may be in your first year, but you should’ve realized by now. This school only cares about grades and achievements. Those of us who aren’t top-grade students get insulted by the teachers, and those in the lower-ranking classes are treated like slaves by the higher-ranking classes. This school measures your worth as a human solely based on your academic abilities and grades, and I utterly despise it.”


  “Hm. I see. Good, good. Please, continue.”


  “There’s no delinquent here at this high-level school that is smoking cigarettes, right? So if I do that, it makes me feel like I’ve reached rock bottom, making me feel at peace. Like I’m laughing at all the teachers who insult us for failing an exam or not handing in any homework. It feels like I’m laughing in the face of this school’s ridiculous discrimination based on grades. That’s why it’s refreshing.”


  These were my genuine feelings. Smoking cigarettes at school boils down to such a ridiculous and worthless reason. Hiding up here until school closes is just an excuse. It’s my secondary reason. Smoking up here makes me feel good, because I’m secretly rebelling against the teachers. And needless to say, I understand that smoking cigarettes just for that is utterly messed up. But even so, I have to deal with this stress I’ve been bottling up one way or another. And it’s not the only thing. Faking being sick to take time off school, failing exams left and right, and getting close to repeating the year, I’ve been committing countless mistakes already. I’m living a horrible life. So at the very least, let me smoke my cigarettes.


  I’m riddled with mistakes and errors. Even if I were to stop, nothing would change. But, I wonder if that girl is satisfied with my answer? Looking over, she had her arms crossed, one hand on her chin as she seemed to be lost in thought. She then nodded to herself, mumbling things like “I see. It’s refreshing…” and so on. She then turned toward me again quickly after, speaking up with an awfully cold expression.


  “I get it, I get it. I think I understand. Thank you very much. How sissy of you.”


  “…Huh? Wait, what?!”


  The girl was about to leave the rooftop, only to turn around when she heard me protest.


  “What? Do you need something else from me?”


  Ah, crap. Her final comment just hit me right where it hurts even though I didn’t understand why, so I called out to her without realizing it.


  “So…Um…What did you mean by that?”


  “Exactly what I said. You hate this school, so in your own way of rebelling, you’re smoking cigarettes up here. But since you don’t want to fight the teachers, you do it secretly. That’s pretty much it.”


  “Well…I mean, you’re not wrong.”


  “I understand just how much you despise this school. I understand your disdain for the treatment of the lower-ranking classes, as well as the teachers insulting the students on a daily basis. I really do, however…” She continued with a fierce tone. “All you do is smoke cigarettes in secrecy…That’s the same as punching the person you hate, except it’s all in your head. You’re not doing anything. You’re sulking here because you hate the school. That’s why I called you sissy.”


  “Huuuuh?”


  Met with this harsh accusation, I couldn’t maintain my composure. I mean, she’s not wrong. All I’m doing right now is having an imaginary fight. But, that didn’t mean some random person I’ve never talked to before can just waltz up here to call me sissy. I’m doing my part. I’m rebelling against what is unfair.


  “Stop spitting poison when you don’t even know the full picture. Sure, I may be venting out my stress and hate for this school by smoking up here. But, it’s not like I’ve never done anything.”


  “…Meaning?”


  “I tried to fight the school. I told the teachers that being insulted and treated like I have no value as a human being just because my grades aren’t up to snuff is utterly appalling.”


  The girl’s eyes changed shape ever so slightly. It’s not like they shot wide open, but it was less like she looked at garbage, and more like I had turned into a human being.


  “Could you…tell me about that in greater detail?”


  “In greater detail, huh?”


  Well, I’ve always told her this much, I might as well go all the way.


  “Two months ago…so roughly around the beginning of this year, I reached my limit from all the stress and insulting the teachers put on us, so I asked to talk to one of the teachers who seemed to have some level of reason left, and said ‘I’d like you to stop being so aggressive and violent with everything you say.’ And I added ‘You’re not doing the students any favors by acting this toxic,’ too.”


  “Oh, really? So…what happened?”


  “They seemed to have accepted my request and promised to talk with the other teachers.”


  “And then?”


  “From that day on, the teacher’s insults and degrading language stopped entirely.”


  The girl’s eyes opened wide for good this time.


  “Wait, for real? At this school? That’s close to a miracle. Good for you.”


  “Nothing’s good about this, you moron.”


  I didn’t even mean to use such a harsh tone, but my emotions got the better of me. I took another whiff of my cigarette and breathed out white smoke to calm myself.


  “Sure, they stopped acting that way—But only towards me.”


  Hearing my response, the girl went silent immediately. After a brief moment of silence passed, she mumbled “Ah, I see,” and showed a wry smile.


  “You’re saying that their violent and aggressive insults still remain towards your classmates.”


  “Exactly. The students sitting in front of me, sitting behind me, sitting next to me, they still get insulted…Their humanity is denied…but they don’t say anything when it comes to me. Are you kidding me? This isn’t what I was asking for.”


  I realized this two months ago, and it didn’t take long for despair to set in.


  “Those teachers didn’t have a change of heart after listening to my plea. They just saw me as some annoying Karen and started leaving me out so I would leave them alone.”


  “Oh, wow…Yes, I can understand how that must weigh down on you.”


  The girl’s lips formed a devious smile. But, it didn’t look like she was ridiculing me, and rather that this was her own twisted way of praising me. I closed my eyes and continued.


  “Since then, shit’s been going down the drain. My classmates have been giving me deadly stares, wondering why I’m the only one who’s saved from this mistreatment. Thanks to that, they’ve been pretty much excluding me from the class.”


  “Oh dear, now that is one step forward but three steps backward. They must have grown closer by fighting against a common enemy, yes?”


  “Probably. Not like I would know.”


  I don’t know how people who dance along with the teacher’s twisted values would feel in this context.


  “And me sitting here smoking cigarettes is the result of my attempt at a rebellion. I couldn’t change reality in the direction I wanted, so I’ve given up and stayed with my trusted cigarettes. Do you get it now?”


  “Yes, plenty so. Thank you very much. I’m sorry for my previous attitude, Senpai.” She still kept her devious smile as she deeply lowered her head.


  “Ah, well, it’s fine. I’m sorry, too. My pride just wouldn’t allow me to shut up there.”


  Why would she suddenly apologize like that? Her expression hasn’t even changed much, yet she’s smiling and actually being polite. Just what happened in the past few minutes? I can’t read her emotions whatsoever. At first, I thought this was a case of her reveling in another person’s misfortune, but her words made it seem different.


  “A straight rebellion is meaningless…is it? I guess this place really is rotten to the core…”


  With a swift movement, she approached the fence close to me. She grabbed the iron bars, looking down at the sports ground with a melancholic expression on her face. Something inside of me urged me to ask her.


  “Hey, you.”


  The girl turned toward me and tilted her head.


  “Yes? What is it?”


  “Why did you even come up here? Entry to the rooftop is permitted, and you may call me a delinquent, you’re not much better.”


  “Please, don’t treat me like some accomplice, I didn’t come here to smoke.”


  “Then you’re half-guilty.”


  The girl narrowed her eyes with an “I guess so,” and smiled.


  “How do I say this…If our crime is similar, then I guess our reasons may be the same.”


  “That’s a roundabout way of describing things. What are you getting at?”


  “I ran away because I can’t stand this school.”

“Haha…Yeah. I guess that makes us similar.”


  The deduction test she mentioned suddenly makes a lot more sense. Our eyes met as a strong gust of wind ran past us.


  “Wanna smoke one?” I offered her the blue box of cigarettes, but she declined with “I’d rather not,” seeming not really interested at all.


  Hearing that, my mind was filled with half disappointment, but half relief at the same time. I tapped the tip of the cigarette with my finger to drop the ash and muttered.


  “…I don’t know what happened, but I bet you’ve got it rough.”


  “Well, somewhat.”


  “Don’t end up like me…I pray that you don’t break during the next three years.”


  I was hoping to send a few thoughts and prayers her way in hopes that she would not fall victim to this hellhole of a school, but she completely one-upped me with ease.


  “You don’t have to worry about that. I’m going to drop out of school.”


  “Pft! Argh…Cough…Cough! Blegh…!”


  I coughed up the air inside my lungs, almost throwing up. Her statement completely caught me out of the left field, I accidentally breathed in the smoke I meant to keep in my mouth.


  “Are you okay?” she asked, but I put one hand between us and tried to regain my composure.


  “Drop out of school…? Are you being serious right now?”


  “Super serious. Here’s proof if you’d like some.”


  She said so and took out a brown envelope from her pocket—a similar pocket to where I keep my cigarettes. Inside was a paper folded three times, which she showed me. At the top, I could see the name of the document was ‘Appeal for Withdrawal.’


  “…First time I’ve seen a document like that. Is it genuine?”


  “Don’t worry, I know when something is genuine, I don’t have to look for it.”


  She acted like this was nothing to be so surprised over, putting the envelope away again. It seemed like she had no particular opinion when it came to withdrawing from school. But to me, it was like the descent of a hero. I can understand why she would call me sissy.


  “The teachers here have no problem telling their students to die straight to their faces, and the discrimination is no joke, either,” she said and shook her head. “They’re not even teachers. They’re lumps of meat that have lost their humanity. No matter how talented or well-achieved they may be, there is nothing that they could teach me.”


  I had to show sympathy to that statement…or rather, I was forced to agree. All the teachers at this school are something unholy that should be the ones proclaimed to have humanity left. And learning that someone agreed with me on that, I was happy. I felt relieved.


  “And since I realized there was nothing they could teach me, I opted to withdraw from this school.”


  “Right…You’ve got guts and drive to actually pull through with that, too.”


  “No, not really. I haven’t done anything worthy of respect like this. On the contrary, I’m running away.”


  So she said, but I genuinely believed her to be someone amazing. And at the same time, I felt pathetic. She can show off her appeal while I’m just a little kiddo running away and smoking cigarettes without anybody knowing. Truly, how sissy. I’m worthless.


  “…No, I really think you’re something else,” I said and had to repeat myself.


  In that one moment, I genuinely began to admire this girl whose name I didn’t even know. But, that didn’t mean that I could just completely turn my life around in a single day. All that was possible for me at this very moment was to press the cigarette butt into my phone’s ashtray. Once the fire completely disappeared, I put the ashtray back into my pocket and looked up at the girl standing next to me.


  “When are you gonna quit school, then?”


  “Right before summer break starts. I received the application and all, but the procedure is a pain.”


  “So two more months…Well, I doubt it means much, but good luck.”


  “Of course. I don’t need your support,” she nodded and then turned her face back toward the sports ground.


  Even from her profile like this, I could see her strong gaze, yet wavering in the setting sun’s colors. She may seem determined and convinced, but something must still be weighing down on her.


  “…”


  “…”


  Silence followed until she took out her smartphone from her pocket, and checked the time.


  “It’s almost time for the school to close down so I’ll be heading back,” she said, turned around, and walked back to the door.


  “Hey.” I called out to her back right as she passed me by. “Are you gonna come back here sometime?”


  The girl had her hand on the doorknob, freezing up. She then turned around to ask me.


  “Would you like me to come to see you again?”


  …I didn’t expect that turnaround. What would even be the right answer to that question? I personally had no idea.


  “Hee hee, what are you acting all flustered for?”


  While I was hard-pressed on finding an answer, the girl whose name I still didn’t know showed another devilish smile.


  “Don’t you worry, I won’t be coming here again.”


  * * *


  The school I’m attending—Saigou High School—is a private and equally high-level school. However, it’s not just any preparatory school. It’s a distinguished school that’s famous for its high deviation value. On top of that, it was formed twenty years ago by one of Japan’s representative corporations, Saigou Business Affairs, giving it an established reputation. As a preparatory high school, their achievements are something to boast about.


  Put in simple terms, more than ten people managed to get accepted to Tokyo’s most prestigious university. And this year, they’re looking at twenty and counting. Thanks to that, reviews are great, too, which made it close to an elitist high school in Japan…


  However, all that is simply the facade from the outside. In reality, this school is a pointless and meaningless hellhole for everybody involved. Even if a single girl were to withdraw from here, it wouldn’t change a damn thing. After my conversation with that mysterious girl, insults and curses were thrown at the students of this school.


  “Okay. We’re starting the first period.”


  Stand. Be careful. Be seated—Our morning routine was a bit different, as our math teacher waited for us to finish the greeting.


  “Next. All of you haven’t finished your homework since yesterday, stand up.”


  In return, the students were used to this procedure. You quickly heard the clattering of chairs being moved. Looking around the classroom, it was packed with people standing. The number of people who stood up in accord with the teacher’s demand was 37. The reason I could easily identify this number was that they were the vast majority compared to the people still seated. We had 40 students in this class, with three of them sitting on their chairs, so the rest was quick math. The teacher looked around the classroom and continued with a cold voice.


  “…For crying out loud. Then as always, we’re starting with the outer seats and I’m gonna hear how much you haven’t done.”


  This was another standard practice at Saigou High. The report session of any homework yet to hand in. Starting at the front of the classroom, each student would state how much of the homework they didn’t do, or what revision they have yet to finish. Maybe one hasn’t done page 30 to 40 from the textbook, another hasn’t done page 70 to the end in Math 1. All the students just spoke the truth without questioning it much. The teacher walked through the rows, spitting poison at each report.


  “If you’re not gonna finish your homework, then why are you even part of a club? I bet your advisor’s telling you to quit, too. Why are you in the sucker club anyway? You got better things to do than run after a ball like a monkey. Don’t think this’ll get you anywhere in life.”


  Of course, the lecture and insults were on an entirely different level. And these were still on the softer side of things.


  “You have yet to hand in even the Math 1 homework from page 60. Get a grip already. You think all your shit from the first year is gonna disappear? Get that crap out of your head or I’ll kill you with my own hands. Okay, next.”


  Harsh insults or threats of violence like these were much more the norm.


  “You can’t even do the regular tasks after class. And your homework from last year’s summer break is where, exactly? You’re a failure of a human being. I’d love to see the faces of your parents. Well, they’re probably as worthless as their own child.”


  In the worst case, the teachers would even drag the students’ parents into this mess.


  “Why are you acting so confident? Do you think this is some sort of joke, you worthless moron?!”


  Sometimes, they’d even kick the students’ desks over in anger. Yeah, no matter how many times I see it, this meaningless rotten scenery devoid of any value makes me want to throw up. How many more times do I have to go through this same crap? Just thinking about it makes me sick.


  “Tsk. Fix your desk and sit down already, you’re obstructing class. Okay, next.”


  And of course, I’m one of the people who hasn’t done their homework, so the teacher walked up to my desk, looking me in the eyes.


  “…”


  “…”


  A brief silence followed, as our eyes met. The teacher looked at me like I was some worthless insect, but that’s about it.


  “That’s enough, Natsume-san. Please, feel free to sit down again.”


  The teacher said, clearly not speaking her true mind, but I abided by this instruction and sat down. I could still feel a gaze staring down at me, although I didn’t know if that was the teacher who felt dissatisfied not being able to insult me, or my other classmates angry that I got off easy. Then again, I didn’t want to find out, either. But even after my turn was done, the other students declared their status on homework left over, which earned them a row of insults and acts of violence against their desks. Thanks to that, the actual time we had for class only continued to lessen, but that was the same as always.


  “Okay, today’s homework is to do page 470 to 500. Those who have still other homework left over are to stay after school. If you dare to go home without doing shit, I’m seriously going to slaughter you. Pull yourselves together.”


  Just so that we’re clear on this, this math teacher isn’t some exception. This is the standard here at Saigou High, it is the elite school that we all know it for. Excluding me, almost all students get insulted by pretty much every teacher, have their humanity denied, and spend their school days in utter depression and despair. And eventually, nobody even starts to question this situation any longer.


  As for me, I’ve been drenched in this disgusting slump of worthlessness for the past year and two months. Even now, I cannot get used to whatever this hell is supposed to be.


  * * *


  Needless to say, there’s a reason this environment is close to one of the deeper layers of hell. Known as a high-level and preparatory high school, Saigou High had a peculiar position amongst all the high schools in this prefecture. Namely—It is the ‘Highest-level Back-up Option’ out of all the high schools. Living here in the area, those who attempt to go for high schools with connections to prestigious universities, all take the entrance exams here at our school in the event that they fail to get into their first choice. As a result, our Saigou high school became a gathering spot for all the losers who failed to make it into their first choice and all those difficult schools.


  The students here were told by their parents to study, made to believe they could actually achieve something, taking the entrance exams of those high-level high schools…only to fail pathetically. And all these students then evacuate here. This creates a school environment that is like a lump of complexes. The teachers of this school don’t have a single shed of trust in their students. They don’t believe that students who failed entrance exams could possibly be taking their studies seriously. They don’t expect their grades to improve at all. That’s why they insult them like this. Lecture them, force them to study, and try to get at least one more person to get accepted into a good university. All so that they could raise their own evaluation.


  Meanwhile, a majority of the students already carry a profound scar in their hearts after failing the entrance exams, which means they don’t bat an eye at all these insults and abuse. They assume it’s their fault they failed because they can’t study, accepting this treatment. As a result, the teachers have no faith in their students, whereas the students have no faith in themselves. Two types of people from different positions mix here at Saigou High to create this twisted sense of values. The classroom, the hallways, the path to school, everything was filled with depression and pressure. That’s the kind of shitty school this place is.


  * * *


  Lunch break arrived, and I headed to the school cafeteria after what must have been a full year of not going there. I usually buy some nutritious food on the way to school from a convenience store, but I happened to oversleep today, so I had no time for my typical shopping trip in the morning. Going to the school store was not an option either because 4th period dragged on for longer than usual, leaving all the food sold out already. And since I overslept, I already had to skip out on breakfast, so making it through afternoon classes would be way too harsh on an empty stomach.


  After pondering on it for a moment, I decided to visit the cafeteria that I had avoided all this time. I get that I can’t beat my empty stomach, but this is some horrible luck I’ve got today. And to my non-surprise, a large line had already been built at the ticket machine at the entrance of the cafeteria on the school’s first floor. Yet, all I could do was line up, after all, waiting until my turn came around. I went with some classic broth udon and then entered the cafeteria with my ticket in hand.


  “Here you go. Come again.”


  I stood in the next line at the counter when I handed the elderly lady my ticket, receiving the exact order I was hoping for. I accepted the tray and then headed over to the space with the tables. I looked around and wondered where to sit, and immediately was reminded of why I hated this place with a burning passion. Here at Saigou High, the cafeteria is under the influence of an ominous rule—”The seats on the terrace and near the sunny spots belong to the higher-ranking classes, and the seats with no sunshine or fresh air are to be used by students from the lower-ranking classes.” If I had to guess, nobody in particular set up this rule. Rather, the higher-ranking students chose to take these spots for themselves, and the people from the lower-ranking classes had no other choice but to make room. That was one of the facets of this school caste. The hierarchy of grades, once again.


  “…”


  And this ominous rule, or you could call it a principle of discrimination, was active today as well. The seats on the terrace located in the courtyard and the ones here in the cafeteria were all full to the brim, looking happy and energetic, whereas the students in the darker areas looked like exhausted salarymen. It’s not rare to see some of the higher-ranking classes spilling their drinks or throwing their trash on the seats of the lower-ranking classes, forcing them to clean up instead. But of course, not a single student part of those lower-ranking classes dared to fight against that. I’ve grown tired of this scenery at this point.


  And of course, the teachers and their twisted values always stand with the higher-ranking classes, which only solidified this discriminatory situation where grades are everything. It gives the higher-ranking classes all the freedom in the world to be just as violent as the school itself. Meanwhile, the lower-ranking classes had given up. They have lost their pride as human beings, yet have enough drive to swear their revenge after they get into the higher-ranking classes. With this clear separation, you have more than enough stimulus for an endless competitive spirit, discrimination, and the darkness that only exists at Saigou High.


  “…”


  I hesitated for a few seconds, but eventually opted to go with the darker seats in the cafeteria. Deciding a human being’s worth simply based on their academic knowledge and abilities is utterly ridiculous. I should just sit on whatever seat I prefer. But, I don’t have the energy to fight against this illogical rule. I’ve given up already. There’s nothing here for me to gain, so I won’t try to fight it.


  Plus, if some of my classmates saw me sitting at a seat usually reserved for higher-ranking classes, it would only make things worse for me. I don’t want to stand out even more than I already am. So, I opted to sit the furthest in the back and just focused on my udon, slurping up the noodles. I’m gonna get this done and get out of here, making sure I don’t ever oversleep starting tomorrow, and buy my lunch from a convenience store. I’ll forget about this place, too. Perfect, isn’t it? I just want to live my life without breaking down from all the stress. With that decision made, I started moving my chopsticks, but an incident occurred not soon after.


  “Huh? Hold on, are we missing a chair?”


  “Oh, for real? Whatever, let’s just grab a chair from over there!”


  Such unpleasant voices disrupted my lunch. Raising my head and looking around, I spotted a group of girls belonging to the higher-ranking classes, complaining about a lack of chairs, as they grabbed one from the darker space in the cafeteria. That, also, was more than enough. However, this very act right now had a certain problem attached to it. Mainly, the seat from which they stole the chair had unfinished lunch standing on it. That obviously meant this place was previously used by someone.


  “Huh? Um…”


  As you would expect, a single boy returned to that table. Judging from his red slippers, he must be a first-year student, and he probably went off to grab a pair of chopsticks. He looked around in confusion, trying to figure out what had happened. And with the cafeteria being crowded like it was, he had no other open seat available to use. On top of that, he seemed to be aware of just who had stolen his seat from him. Understandably so, because the table close to him had more chairs than usual. It looked like they were holding a birthday party of sorts.


  Then again, even if he realized who the perpetrator was, there wasn’t anything he could do. The students from the lower-ranking classes can’t go against those higher than them. This is the unwritten law of the school. But what can I say other than him being unlucky? I guess the best I can do is eat quickly and open up space for him. With that decided, I was about to work on my dinner again, when the unthinkable happened. The boy called out to the group of girls that stole his chair.


  “U-Um, excuse me?”


  All five girls of the group turned around to look at him immediately.


  “…What do you want?”


  “I think that’s my chair.”


  The girl you could assume to be the leader didn’t honor the boy’s courage and just responded with a cold voice.


  “Huh? Your chair? But you weren’t sitting on it?”


  “I mean, I had my tray right next to it, so…”


  The girl then proceeded to look at the boy’s slippers, letting out a faint but arrogant snort.


  “You’re a first-year, huh? I guess you still don’t get it.”


  “Get what? I’m confused.”


  “The rules of this school. Ah, teacher! Excuse me!”


  The girl called out to a nearby male teacher who was indulging in his own lunch. He turned around with an annoyed look on his face and got between the two.


  “I’m in the middle of eating here…What’s going on?”


  “This first-year student here suddenly started picking trouble with us!”


  “What? But you just grabbed the chair that was right next to my tray…”


  The teacher sighed and then asked the male student a very particular question.


  “Which class are you from?”


  “Me? Class four…?”


  “Huh? That’s a lower-rank class. Don’t go around causing problems, I swear…”


  “Wait, what? This is my fault?”


  “That’s right, you’re the one at fault. Now come with me.” The teacher grabbed the boy’s collar and dragged him out of the cafeteria.


  “Bye-bye!”


  Meanwhile, the girls just laughed and waved at the leaving teacher and student.


  “Oh, right. Let’s get rid of his food, too. It’s just in the way.”


  And then, they returned to their lunch like nothing ever happened…Man, I can’t stand this. It’s grossing me out. These idiots probably don’t even know sayings like “The frog in the well knows nothing of the ocean” or “King of the mountain”. Or maybe they do, looking at their supposed awesome grades, after all. I know, I know. Nothing will change at me mentally insulting them. And even if I argued with them, they would just shun me away, saying my grades suck. This is just the tip of the iceberg.


  There’s lots of places that are under the control of the top-ranking classes, and only high-ranking classes are allowed to enter the student council, allowing them to completely ridicule and invalidate the existence of the lower-ranking classes. Of course, the teachers don’t go against this treatment. They only care about students who show results. And if those poor students didn’t want to get bullied, they should work on their grades. As you can see, Saigou High’s discrimination happens based on grades, and there are no repercussions for those snobby brats. This group mentality matches with the harsh school regulations of the school, which creates a single law—The “Saigou Law.” But for a preparatory school like ours, this wonderful law of discrimination is just perfect, don’t you think?


  “…How utterly ridiculous.”


  Now that my mood had gone completely ruined, I stopped my lunch mid-way and stood up. I brought my tray to the trash station and was about to head my way back to the classroom, when…


  “…?”


  I felt a gaze directed at me so I stopped in my tracks. Turning around, I spotted the girl I just talked with yesterday when we met on the rooftop. She stared at me with no emotion on her face whatsoever. I was about to ask what she wanted, calling out to her.


  “Hey, you…”


  But right as I opened my mouth, she just averted her gaze and walked away to an area used by the lower-ranking classes…Seriously, what was that about?


  * * *


  Eventually, afternoon classes—or more accurately, the final few hours of torture—came to an end, freeing the students. No matter how much you despise this school, no matter how much you can’t stand the system in place, you have no place to direct your emotions at. So today, I once again headed up to the rooftop to run from doing my unfinished homework. As yesterday, the place was empty, surrounded by a tall fence that I could not overcome.


  I leaned against the wall right next to the door, taking out another cigarette from my pocket. No matter how used I am to this place, even if you call me sissy, I still end up here. I put the cigarette in my mouth, lit it with my fire, and then remembered yesterday’s impactful encounter. What would that girl say if she were to see me like this? Probably something along the lines of “Smoking cigarettes like a crybaby again?” while flashing her typical devious smile. Well, there’s nothing else for her to tell me, so thinking about it is pointless.


  I spewed out the smoke from my mouth, tapping on the tip of the cigarette with my fingertips, and dropping the top ash. But when I went for another whiff, I heard the metallic door open next to me. I tried to reflexively hide my body but quickly realized that there was no need to do so. Speak of the devil, or whatever you wanna call it. The person who appeared was the girl in question. But contrary to my expectations, she actually came to talk to me.


  “Hello there, Senpai. Been since this afternoon?”


  “…I thought you weren’t gonna come here again?”


  “Well, I just felt like…No, the situation has changed.”


  She didn’t explain any further than that and simply headed for the part of the fence closest to me. She grabbed the same metal bar as yesterday, looking beyond it like she was locked up in a cage. Did she come up here to run away from this rotten school again? She must have known that I would be here, so…she shouldn’t get angry at me even if I started talking to her, right? I moved the cigarette from my mouth and began striking up a conversation.


  “Oh yeah, did you fill out that application yesterday?”


  “Ah, yes. I filled it out. Look.”


  She showed me the application in question. Even the line for her name that was empty yesterday was now filled out, and her name read Hoshimiya Kurumi. So that’s her name, huh? It’s a pointless thought to have, but I’m pretty sure I’m the one and only person in this whole world who finds out about a girl’s name through a withdrawal application.


  “You said that the situation’s changed, but is it related to your withdrawal?”


  “Well…You could say that, but it’s not entirely true.”


  Could you keep it any more vague? Now I’m just more curious…But, I guess it’s a delicate story. I probably shouldn’t overstep my boundaries here. She’ll tell me herself once the time comes, surely.


  “I see.”


  I responded with just these few words and then smoked my cigarette again. I closed my eyes, felt the heat in my mouth, and breathed out. The ash fell off the tip of my cigarette, as I realized Hoshimiya Kurumi was staring at me.


  “Is there something on my face?”


  “Please don’t throw in some template question, it’s gross.”


  “…My bad. But, what is it? Why are you staring at me?”


  Listening to my question, she looked like she had made up her mind like she would leave her boyfriend standing in the cold.


  “I have a question of my own, Senpai. Are you always like that?”


  “Like that? What do you mean?”


  “I’m talking about what happened at the cafeteria. When those two parties were fighting, you seemed extremely displeased at the whole ordeal.”


  So…she did hear me mumbling to myself, huh?


  “Do you always get that angry whenever you’re confronted with the disgusting side of this school?”


  “Hm…I never really thought about it, but maybe?”


  “Don’t you get exhausted living your life like that?”


  Oddly enough, her tone of voice didn’t implement her telling me to stop. She simply was curious if it tired me out. And for me, it was my first time being asked that. Yet, I had my answer ready.


  “Of course I get exhausted. But I can’t just help it. I’ve given up at this point.”


  Hoshimiya Kurumi looked at me with question marks popping up on her head, so I decided to open up a bit more.


  “I’ve never really been understood in that regard, but I’m actually really sensitive.”


  “Sensitive…in what way?”


  “I can’t stand being in the same room as my classmates when they get fiercely insulted by the teachers. When I see people arguing at the train station, I get angry just watching. It scares me to watch these things.”


  This sensitive mindset and personality of mine stem from my family’s environment, but that’s not relevant right now.


  “The Natsume Ren that people don’t know is someone who can’t stand the pressure that’s ruling over this school. Watching people get abused by teachers, and bullied by higher-ranking classes, this whole atmosphere of the school, I can’t fit in at all. I can’t swallow this horrible air and just pretend like I don’t care.”


  Unlike other students, I also don’t have some complex that’s related to studying, either. I just have to study as much as the average person. Through that, I’ll get into a decent university and get a decent job. That’s the kind of life that will leave most people without any complaints. But that’s also why I won’t play along with this school’s harsh abuse and crooked morals. Even after a whole year and a bit more has passed, this school still fails to fully brainwash me. I don’t think that studies aren’t what should define a person’s worth. Because calling the people who aren’t excelling at studying worthless is not right.


  “And since I’m sensitive, I can’t just go along with this. Whenever I witness a scene like that, it makes me sick to the stomach.”


  “And it’s been like this since your first year here?”


  “Mhm, about right, yeah. And I doubt that’ll change.”


  Hoshimiya Kurumi looked at me with her gemstone eyes, listening to my story in earnest. And I enjoyed that feeling, so I just rambled on for longer than necessary. Now I feel embarrassed…I looked away from Hoshimiya Kurumi and once again bit down on the cigarette. I honestly didn’t expect much in terms of a response, either, but…


  “…Senpai.”


  After three whiffs of my cigarette, Hoshimiya Kurumi suddenly returned the following words, which threw me off.


  “If you could get rid of these feelings, what would you do?”


  “…What do you mean?”


  I returned the question, but she suddenly went quiet. She instead began speaking of something else.


  “There’s something I have left to do at this school.”


  …Where did that come from? She’s gonna leave in a few months anyway, so maybe some final regret?


  “What is it? I will tell you though, you shouldn’t expect some blooming romance or any other youth nonsense at this school. Relationships are prohibited, after all.”


  “…Yes, I’m well aware of that.”


  She looked at me with an expression of “Please don’t joke around.” I just shrugged and showed her I was joking.


  “My bad. So out with it, I’ll hear you out.”


  Hoshimiya Kurumi sighed in annoyance once and then looked into my eyes while answering.


  “What I have left to do here…is to get revenge.”


  Hearing that word, I could feel my breathing accelerate. It was almost like her words turned into a sharp blade that stabbed me right into the deepest part of my chest.


  “…Revenge? That revenge?”


  “Yes. There could only be one. I want to get my revenge on all the people I despise.”


  “No. Let’s not jump the gun. That’s a bit much, don’t you think? Who’s your target anyway?”


  “The teachers of this school. As well as all the people who abide by the laws of this place. Although I have yet to decide what exactly I’m going to do.”


  Unlike me, it didn’t sound like Hoshimiya Kurumi was joking around. At the very least, she seemed genuine when saying that she had no particular plan in mind. While she looked down at her fist, she began speaking of the dark feelings she had bottled up inside of her.


  “Enrolling at this school, the teachers didn’t waste a moment to abuse me, treating me like I was some animal with no value, and after reaching my limit, I decided to quit this school.”


  “…Yeah.”


  “But, I was thinking…This is the same as me admitting defeat, no? Even though this discrimination is rotten beyond belief, and these teachers are all scum for abiding by it, why would I have to be the one to run away?”


  Her eyes were glimmering with determination, as the setting sun illuminated her back.


  “It’s frustrating. I can’t forgive those teachers for continuing their nonchalant lives while I’m forced to run. That’s why I want to get revenge on this school. I want to leave my mark.”


  “…”


  “I want to leave this school after telling the world about all the people who suffer at this school.”


  A strong breeze blew between us. Yet, it felt like the determination in her voice was wavering. She wants to leave a mark…sne wants to tell people that there are students who suffer at this school, and then, she wants to quit. No, that’s not right. She will leave a mark, tell people about the students suffering at this school, and then quit. That’s what this sounds like. If I leave her alone, she’s gonna cause a problem. The aura around her made it clear to a stranger like me that she would go overboard, and it worried me. Should I…say something? Should I try and stop her? Amidst my confusion, I only muttered the first thing that came to my mind.


  “Even if the teachers abuse us and the higher-ranking classes bully us…Isn’t it our fault because we suck at studying and our grades are awful?”


  “Very true.”


  “And you decided to attend this school, too. Yet, you’re gunning for revenge?”


  “Yes, of course.” Hoshimiya Kurumi calmly nodded. “Even if our grades aren’t good enough for their standards, that’s not an excuse to abuse us like that. And if they had openly stated ‘Our school uses abuse and discrimination as part of our education’ during my orientation, then I wouldn’t have enrolled here. It’s all the school’s fault.”


  “That may be true, but even so…”


  “And more than anything, I don’t like it, so I’m getting revenge. That’s plenty of a reason, no? Logic and reason can go rot in hell with the teachers of this school.”


  Met with an argument like that, I couldn’t argue back.


  “What I want to do isn’t some face-to-face rebellion. It’s revenge based on personal grudges and a twisted sense of justice,” she said as she formed a devilish smile. “And don’t try to argue against me, Senpai. I know how much you hate this school.”


  “…My bad.”


  I give up. I surrender. I can’t stop her. Revenge, personal grudges, twisted sense of justice…All the words I was just told completely threw me for a loop, I couldn’t say anything. After all, my attempt at fighting the system head-on already failed.


  “I want to change this school. So that someone like me would never appear again…”


  “…”


  “I want to quit once I’ve made sure that someone like you never gets tortured at this school again.”


  What she spoke of was nothing short of a pipe dream. Even if two specks of dirt like us tried to fight this system, not even sacrificing ourselves would be enough to change a thing. People don’t change. The world doesn’t change. I knew that. I thought I knew that…But for a split second, I caught myself thinking that we’re the same.


  Tormented by mountains of homework, yet my grades show no signs of improving. And for that reason, the teachers deem it right to abuse you. Spending days like that filled with insults and abuse, paired with the pressure of the school, your mental health takes a dip. I tried to fight this situation but only made things worse for me. And once the stress became too much to bear, I started smoking. If an existence as trash and garbage as mine would not be born again at this school, then that would be a good thing. So, I muttered.


  “…If this school could be changed, then that’d be great, yeah.”


  I realized that I spoke with zero responsibility. But I said it nonetheless—Because I couldn’t help admiring Hoshimiya Kurumi. She might actually be able to avoid another person like me being shaped at this school. And in the same sense, maybe she could even change me altogether? That expectation started to build up inside of me. I’m not mature, or an adult. I’m still young and naive. My attempt at taking responsibility was pathetic. That’s why I felt my blood chill when I heard what Hoshimiya Kurumi had to say. What felt like somebody else’s problems now became my own, making my head cool down drastically.


  “If you really feel that way, then won’t you help me?”


  “…Say what?”


  “Help me fulfill my revenge.”


  I raised my head, spotting Hoshimiya Kurumi smile at me with the final bit of sunlight lighting up her back.


  “I’ve been looking for a partner in crime for a while now. That’s why I came here to talk with you today.”


  “No, hold on. A partner-in-crime?”


  “I’ve been curious about you ever since you told me about your attempt at rebelling against this school. And today, the sight at the cafeteria only convinced me further. You’re perfect. You hate this school and have the strength to act in order to change something. Very good. Exceptionally good. You’re the exact type of person I was hoping to find.”


  “And I told you to chill! What are you on about? Relax.”


  Hoshimiya Kurumi kept on moving closer towards me, so I pushed my arms ahead to stop her path. She clearly didn’t like that, as she pouted. And then, she clapped her hands together.


  “Ah, this is perfect. I’ll show you something great,” she said and suddenly wrapped her hands behind the back of her head.


  She pushed her hands inside her black hair, moving her fingers like she was playing with her hair.


  “…What are you doing?”


  “Hee hee, just wait and see.”


  After a brief moment passed, I could see something falling down from her hair. It hit the ground, creating a metallic sound. Looking close, these objects turned out to be hairpins, and there were a lot of them falling.


  “Your previous attempt at a revolution was pathetic. But don’t worry, I will be by your side to support you from now on.”


  Each time a hairpin fell, her fiendish smile grew even stronger.


  “That’s why…Don’t worry. Just give in to your instincts and nod, Senpai.”


  As if to say she was ready, she pushed up her hair with both her hands. But what was lifted up must come down, as her hair swayed in the breeze. She shook her head left and right, undoing her hair, as it created waves until it returned to its original shape. And for the first time, I realized just what she attempted to show me with all this.


  “You…That’s…”


  Inside her black bob cut, I could see glimmering white. It’s an inner color in ash gray. She had dyed the inside of her hair, hiding it with hairpins from the eyes of others.


  “And? Are you surprised?”


  Looking at her teasing grin, I understood the meaning behind this fact. I see now…She has dyed her hair despite this school’s strict regulations. This is similar to me smoking up here in secret. Her own way of rebelling.


  “Senpai, let me say it again. I really…have started to want you now.” Having revealed her true self, Kurumi reached out to me with her hand. “Won’t you join me in becoming the chivalrous thieves who will change this school?”


  “Chivalrous thieves…who change this school?”


  Ah, it hurts. It hurts so much. It sounds like an adult who can’t escape their own immaturity. This is the kind of pain Hoshimiya Kurumi’s words gave me. But to me, a helpless naive idiot, it couldn’t have been more charming and seductive. Her invitation made it sound like I could actually change this rotten world. I swallowed the saliva that had built in my mouth. Maybe…I could change something. Maybe I could mess up this whole system of teachers abusing the students, and higher-ranking students bullying the lower-ranking ones. I might be able to clear up this birdcage we find ourselves in. This resentment, hatred, suffering that I could only cope with while smoking, I could let it all out and get revenge against the teachers.


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    
  


  “Come on, Senpai.”


  Hoshimiya Kurumi tried to seduce me further by pushing her right hand toward me. The possibility kept on replaying in my head. My heart began racing faster. It felt like the world was suddenly bristling with colors. I reached out for Hoshimiya Kurumi’s hand—only to pull it back shortly before we touched.


  “…I can’t. I’m sitting up here smoking cigarettes because I don’t have the guts to get my revenge.”


  “Oh my, is that so? What a shame.”


  Yet, Hoshimiya Kurumi accepted my decision rather smoothly, just shrugging as she took a step back. Maybe she never was too serious about scouting me in the first place? That…does sting a bit. Well, whatever makes her boat float. My answer is the right one, no doubt. Sure, the grudge I have towards this shit school and shit teachers doesn’t magically vanish now. But, I don’t want to pick the wrong choice to make my life even harder than it already is. This revenge that she speaks of is definitely wrong. I see no way this is working out in her favor.


  And even if she somehow managed to succeed, I highly doubt this result would lead to happiness. Acting out revenge always brings its own problems, and you’ll regret it down the line. I mean, I’m not one to talk as the person who’s already caused several problems, now smoking cigarettes all by myself. But, I don’t have the courage to take the final leap and go for something as big as revenge. Even if my heart is filled with rage, I’m only bold enough to smoke a cigarette here. I’m such a half-baked, half-assed type of person.


  “…Ahh, I’m so sad. What a disappointment.” A sigh escaped Hoshimiya Kurimi’s lips. “I really would have wanted to have you as my ally, Senpai.”


  “Sorry. It’s an enticing offer, but it doesn’t seem realistic.”


  “Is that so…What a shame. I guess I’ll have to spread this picture after all…”


  “…Picture?”


  “Yes. Please take a look at this. It’s a great picture, don’t you think?”


  She showed me her smartphone, with a picture of myself on the screen. And this picture depicted me, as I was just in the middle of smoking my cigarette.


  “Wh-When did you…?!”


  “I snapped this when you were busy telling me your life story. Tehe~”


  She stuck out her tongue with a wink. It might look cute, but what comes with it is not cute in the slightest!


  “Why the hell did you do that?! Stop fooling around and delete it already!”


  “Huuuh? Don’t wanna! I’ll keep this forever!”


  I leaped at her in an attempt to steal the phone, but she evaded this easily, following up with another devilish grin.


  “Hey…Senpai? What do you think is going to happen if I hand this picture to the teachers? Leaving aside suspension or expulsion, I wonder how they would insult you…?”


  “You plan on ratting me out?! You better not!”


  “Hee hee, you’ll be broken beyond repair, your heart in tatters…Surely, you’ll come to hate this school even more and then decide to help with my revenge.”


  She smiled like she didn’t even understand the concept of guilt. I thought she was a bit of a cheeky brat, but she’s more like the devil. Having the teachers find out about me smoking is one thing, but I’d much rather avoid them contacting my parents. What would happen if that old man of mine found out? Would he even say something? And what would it be…with what kind of expression?


  I don’t know. But that’s also why I’m so terrified of it. Man, what a mess all this is. Another lesson learned, I guess. For now, I have to make her delete that picture. However, I saw no way out of this. Should I take a picture of her with her dyed hair open to see? No, her offense pales in comparison to mine. And she’s gonna quit school anyway. So, I lost against the fear, announcing my defeat.


  “I’ll do as you tell me, so don’t spread this picture around.”


  “Huuuh? You’ll listen to whatever request I have? Hm, I don’t know…There’s nothing I would ask from you other than becoming my comrade.”


  She’s just putting up an act yet again…


  “…Okay, I’ll help you.”


  “It’s not ‘You,’ okay? My name is Kurumi. So make sure to call me Kurumi-sama.”


  “…Yes, I will do just that, Kurumi-sama.”


  “Pfft! Hahaha! You actually did it?! I was just kidding. Keep it to Kurumi, everything else is gross.” Kurumi held her stomach as she laughed gleefully.


  Yeah, her personality is seriously messed up. Well, as you would expect from someone planning revenge on a whole school.


  “Ah, that was great. You’re so funny, Senpai.”


  “…Why, thank you.”


  “Hee hee…Okay, I’m counting on you from now on.”


  “…Yes.”


  This time, I took the hand Kurumi offered me. And with that contract formed, I will become her ally to change this school. I don’t like it one bit, but such is life…


  Chapter 2


  After I reluctantly agreed to become Kurumi’s ally, we both went our separate ways because she said “School is going to close soon, so let’s discuss our plan another day.” And thankfully so, because I needed to get my thoughts under control. We exchanged contact information, and then I headed home by myself. I joined the mass of students heading home from their clubs and then made my way to the train station.


  After waiting there for around thirty minutes, the local train arrived, albeit a few minutes late. This being the rush hour home, I found no place to sit and instead had to keep standing for the next fifteen minutes as I got shaken left and right. I then switched trains at the terminal and then continued my ride for another forty minutes. Finally, I pedaled another twenty minutes until I could come home to my beloved oasis.


  The buildings were lit up by the streetlights, as the path brought me to a single one-family home shrouded in darkness. On the nameplate, it said “Natsume”, signaling that this was my (or rather, my father’s) house. I stored my bike in an open space at a nearby parking space and headed to the entrance, opening the door with my key. Once the door opened, I was greeted by darkness and silence. I pressed the light switch next to the entrance, which turned the lights on, but all I could see was a white wall and a wooden floor. Nothing had changed at all. I took out my shoes and threw them aside without much care, turning on the light in the hallway, as I silently made my way to the living room.


  “…”


  The reason I didn’t say something cliché like “I’m home” is because I knew I wouldn’t be receiving back an answer. My parents were always fighting for as long as I could remember. Arguments were part of my daily routine, insulting each other at every turn, and Mom would often stay out for days. Worst of all, my Dad would then bring in random women to cheat. Unable to bear with this life, they finally got divorced eight years ago. I don’t know how they even reached a common ground, but it was decided that I would be staying with my father. I do have a sister who is four years older than me, but she went with my mother instead. Thanks to that, the family we were once ended up scattered. And with Dad being always busy with work, he rarely comes home. That makes it pretty much me being the only person living here. And as expected, he was out yet again today, which was obvious from the darkness that greeted me.


  “Again…huh?”


  Entering the living room, I saw three 10,000 yen bills scattered on the kitchen table. This must be his way of paying for my food. And as this was a regular occurrence, he stopped adding a note to it long ago. But, this being something I grew accustomed to, I didn’t feel lonely or hurt by any means. I don’t know if my existence is somehow related to them being on such bad terms, but they were always rather distant towards me. They would give me everything I needed to survive but left me to my own accord. They never participated in student-teacher meetings or came to watch me at sports festivals. They never showed any interest in my grades or school life.


  The only time my father spoke to me about my life so far is when I started taking high school entrance exams. But that was the exception. Other than that, I was left alone under a laissez-faire idea…And because I was raised this way, I’m scared. What kind of face would my father make when he found out I was smoking cigarettes? What would he think about me planning to get revenge on my school? I don’t know…and that’s what scares me.


  The possibilities scare me. He usually keeps a stern face without any emotion to be guessed, and maybe he wouldn’t care much if he knew about all this, but that would annoy me all the same. Finding out that he really feels just terrifies me. And it makes me think…Maybe I really hate how the teachers treat us students because of what I had to witness between my parents. I wanted to live a proper life without committing any mistakes. And I think this strong sense of responsibility is because my parents left me alone for most of my life.


  It’s weird. Even though they left me alone for most of my life, my own values are still being controlled by my absent parents. And it makes sense, considering the only adults I’ve ever dealt with are my parents and those teachers from school. Then again, pondering about that won’t change a damn thing. But after everything that happened today, I don’t feel like going out. I’m just gonna order some food. I took out my smartphone to get that over with when it gave off a faint jingle. My phone was telling me that I had gotten a message, and the sender’s name was displayed, too—Kurumi.


  ‘Senpai! Please come to the room the furthest in the abandoned clubroom building! That’s where we’ll do our strategy meeting!’


  I opened up the app and responded with a random message.


  ‘Yes. As you wish, Kurumi-sama.’


  ‘Just Kurumi is fine! Or what, are you getting addicted to addressing your junior like I was nobility?’


  She sent back a stamp depicting a cat staring at me, so I ignored her. I guess worrying about my Dad’s response to all of this doesn’t matter. For as long as she’s dangling that proof of me smoking above my head, I can’t go against Kurumi. I just hope things don’t take a turn for the worse. After all, a happy end usually isn’t what waits after revenge…Man, the soup stock of cup ramen is so delish.


  * * *


  “…The astronomy club, huh?”


  Classes ended for the day, so I made my way to the abandoned club building, and the room the furthest down the hallway, when I spotted a door plate that read these words. Well, most clubs aren’t even in this building, so it’s pointless to look at the plates. What concerned me more was that I came to a random club’s room simply by following the instructions I was given.


  …Maybe this isn’t the place? I turned around to check out the hallway, but there was no other path to take from there. The abandoned club building only has one floor, so there’s no other room that would fit the description that Kurumi threw at me. This must be the place where we’re supposed to meet. But…is this really where she wants to open up our strategy meeting? This just looks like a regular club room to me. Am I really allowed to just waltz inside?


  I mean, I can’t just walk in there without announcing my arrival, but what if it was just Kurumi waiting for me inside? It’d be hella embarrassing…Hm? I’m thinking about this too much? Well, duh, that’s who I am. But at the very least, randomly standing in the hallway was even worse, so I should at least knock. I reached for the door in hopes of doing so, when—


  “Oh, I was wondering if I hadn’t heard something. So you’ve come, Senpai.”


  With those words, a pair of cat ears appeared in front of me. The small kitty that jumped out of the room—was actually Kurumi wearing a newsboy cap with cat ears attached to it. And with that on, she politely greeted me.


  “Hello, hello, Senpai. You’re here quicker than I expected.”


  “You scared the ever-loving hell out of me. I didn’t know who you were because of that cap.”


  “Ah, this? Hee hee, it’s cute, right?” She fixed her cap and showed me a confident smirk.


  Well, I don’t think this is my subjective perception speaking if I dare say that she’s cute. It looks like she has cat ears growing from her black and ashen hair, making me think I ran into a mackerel tabby cat.
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  “Why are you wearing a cap indoors? You’re not gonna take it off?”


  “Oh, you’ve done well asking me that, my liege,” she let out an arrogant snort. “The thing is, I’ve decided to wear this cap whenever we work on our revenge in order to represent the minority. See, it would allow me to focus whenever necessary.


  I see. In order words, while wearing this cap, she’d be Hoshimiya Kurumi (Revenge Mode). She really is the type of person to put things into shape. And I don’t have a problem with that, it does look good on her.


  “Whenever I wear this cap, I tend to think about mischievous acts. Because I’m being a bad girl. So you better remember that, Senpai.”


  “Yeah, gotcha. I’ll keep that in mind.”


  “Good response! But most importantly, it would be bad if someone saw us here, so come inside.”


  She opened the door fully and allowed me to head inside. The inside was unexpectedly barren. It had a size of around 13 square meters with a single long table in the center and two chairs at its side. There was also a shelf in the corner, but you couldn’t find any personalization or personal goods anywhere. This being the astronomy club, I figured they would keep globes or telescopes here, but nothing of that was in sight. Rather, it was more like an empty room that could soon be turned into storage. Not a room that allowed fruitful club activities.


  “No problem, just sit down anywhere.”

“Ah, right. Thanks.”


  I did as Kurumi told me and sat down on a chair, which greeted me with a creaking sound. And the scent of dust was everywhere. It really emphasized the age of this building. I left my bag on the ground and then asked what was on my mind.


  “Hey, Kurumi. It said that this is the astronomy club, but are there no other members?”


  “Nope, no more members. Not a single one.” She pulled on the other open chair and sat down facing me.


  Her expression looked somewhat gloomy.


  “We’ve got several ghost members, but if you don’t count them, then we’re back to zero. No advisor comes here, either. And only I am left as the founder.”


  Hm, I see…Wait, hold on.


  “You started this club?”


  “That’s right. I did it right after enrolling, so it’s been around two months since.”


  Huh…Makes sense I never heard about this club. And since it was always in danger of being abolished, I get nobody would bother decorating this room with anything.


  “I was actually thinking of taking this club seriously, but everyone ended up busy and not having finished their homework, so nobody came by here anymore.”


  I could tell the tone of her voice had dropped drastically. That brings up the question…How do I respond to that? I thought about it for a few seconds and then said what first came to my mind.


  “Well, put that up to the school. I think this would have happened sooner or later.”


  “…Most likely. Well, I don’t really care. Thanks to all the other club members having quit, I can now hold this secret meeting with you.”


  It was obvious that she clearly cared about this, but it was also a fact that she sounded more energetic than before. I very much appreciated that, because if we’re going to go on with our revenge, we don’t have time to worry about the club members’ current situation. Then again, what happens to this club is none of her concern, considering she’s gonna drop out soon enough.


  “So, let’s start today’s meeting.”


  Since Kurumi fixed her posture, I opted to sit up straight myself. We’re talking about revenge on a whole school. Just what kind of plan is she going to throw at me? Sure, I’m being somewhat threatened to be here, but my goal is to step on the brakes and halt her plans. For example, if she planned to shed blood in any way, I would do everything I could in order to stop her. Because if I let that slide, the police won’t care much later. I’ll be deemed an accomplice and arrested. Let alone being sent to a medical reformatory, they’ll contact my parents, and things will get even worse than just my smoking habit being found out. So for starters, I have to find out what direction she’s planning her revenge to go. With my heart full of anxiety and restlessness, I waited for her next words.


  “Tada! I’m thinking of using this for our strategy meeting!”


  With a voice completely betraying all tension in the room, she took out a yellow notebook from her bag.


  “…Wazzat? Some notebook for class?”


  “Well met! Feast your eyes on this…’Revenge Note’!”


  Revenge…Note. Somehow, I feel like I’ve had this similar thought before, but I get it. It’s a place on review notes for school and revenge. And despite Saigou High being a preparatory school, that just shows the cynical thinking against the school. What a nasty choice that is.


  “Yesterday, I said I hadn’t decided on an actual plan, but I have written down several ideas.”


  “And they are inside that notebook?”


  “Yes, I’ve organized all my ideas and possible paths to revenge. I thought of using this as the basis of our future activities…Just wait a moment, I’ll show you what I mean,” Kurumi said and flipped through the pages.


  Since there was no point in me staring at her during all that, I just rested my head on one palm and looked into the distance. The Revenge Note…huh. Taking notes like that in our modern era sure feels weird. But rather than relying on digital proof that can easily be deleted, I can always steal that book from her and hand it over…No, this isn’t good. My thoughts are being tainted. And after a few moments passed, she finally stopped her hand.


  “This sounds good. I called it the ‘All-Student Abuse Distribution Campaign’, in fact!”


  “…Can’t guess much from the name. I demand details.”


  “Very well. Then, let me do the honors.” She cleared her throat once and then began explaining like she was reading a text out loud in class. “Senpai, you know that the people who get bad grades during the smaller tests and exams get a line of abuse written on their papers with a red pen, right?”


  “Of course. It’s when the teachers write ‘Trash’ or ‘Moron’ or ‘Take this seriously’ under your tests, right?”


  “That’s right,” Kurumi nodded. “I believe that showering people with bad grades with abuse like that is one of the driving factors that create this horrible environment set in place at this school. That’s why I suggest this campaign to throw a stone into the gears.”


  “Oh? Do tell.”


  “We will write insults and other abuse on the sheets of the students with good grades!”


  “…Hmmm.”


  Writing insults on any high-ranking students’ sheets, huh? She acted like this was an obvious plan to follow, but I couldn’t have ever come up with that. That being said, I really despise all those high-ranking students who live an easy life because of this school’s messed-up morals. Using a hammer to crush and destroy their emotional support and sense of superiority, gathering up the dust and throwing it in the burnable trash, would feel good. However, our revenge against the school is supposed to change this system. And venting out our anger on the high-ranking students shouldn’t be part of our goal…or, that’s what I see happening here. But what would Kurumi be thinking? I’ll wait for her comment, so I raised my hand.


  “Kurumi, can I?”


  “Yes, of course. Please, go ahead.”


  “What is the goal of this operation? Rather than changing the school, this just sounds like we’re bullying the people with good grades. How is this going to make any progress for our revenge?”


  The moment I asked that question, I could see Kurumi’s lips lifting up to form a smile. She waited for me to ask that question…Gah, she pisses me off. But, fine. Tell me. Disprove my logic and show me this plan’s worth.


  “You’re too naive, Senpai. This operation brings two separate goals with it.”


  “Yeah, yeah, then fill me in.”


  Kurumi showed a mischievous smile as she raised her index finger.


  “Our first goal is to make this messed up situation better known. We’ll make even the students with good grades displeased with the school by adding abuse to their exam sheets.”


  “Better known…Ah, I see?”


  “Right now, the two of us are the only chivalrous bandits. So, I think it would be better to gather more allies who wish to change this situation. Not servants, but people who share our mindset.”


  Hm…I don’t want to admit it, but I get where she’s coming from. If we make it so that even the high-ranking students start to show distrust and disgruntlement against the teachers, we could even change the air of the whole school…Or at the very least, we can make all students aware of how messed up this place is. In that sense, it might not be too bad of a start.


  “Gotcha. So, what’s the other goal?”


  “The second one might be a bit hard to explain…But, I want the teachers to start feeling uneasy.”


  “Feeling uneasy?”


  “Hmm…Wait, I am feeling that way right now, so let me put it into words.” Kurumi pouted and then pressed her fingers on her temple.


  That’s…actually a bit cute. And after she groaned for a while, she clapped her hands together.


  “…Okay, I managed to put it into words. Quick, ask me. I don’t want to forget.”


  “Then out with it.”


  “As I just explained, the words and insults we will write on the exam sheets of the good students will be the same words that the teacher has used before as abuse.”


  So, it’ll be stuff like “Trash” or “Stop fooling around,” huh?


  “And why would that make them feel uneasy?”


  “Think about it. The teachers will find out about our crimes. They realize that someone went around writing random insults on the wrong exam sheets. How would they feel?”


  “They’d be pissed beyond belief.”


  “Right? But even if they are met with such a major issue, they won’t be able to say anything about there being someone ‘Who writes doodles of abuse on the exam sheets’.”


  …What’s she hinting at? I thought about it for a few seconds, only to piece together the parts.


  “I see. Since we’re writing the exact same words they used, they can’t call it abuse, right?”


  “Exactly.”


  I see…No matter how twisted, they are still teachers. They should understand that what they’re doing is bad. And if we limit our doodles on the exam sheets to the exact words of abuse the teachers are using…then even once they find our work, they can only call it “random doodles.” Because they call it insults and abuse, it’ll come back to hit them in the face like a boomerang. They would admit that they are abusing their students. And even assuming they would take the extra step and call it what it was, they definitely can’t go so far as to contact other parents. The bigger this problem was to blow up, the bigger the risk that their regular actions turn into a massive issue.


  And Kurumi put all those conflicting feelings into words by calling it “restless.” So, listening that far, it even made sense. It allows us to possibly find more allies while making the teachers cognisant of what they are doing is wrong. It’s a bit roundabout of a method, but it even acts as a message of “Don’t write insults on exam sheets.” This…might actually not be so bad. It’s a logical step, even if we’re simply working based on logic.


  “I get the gist. And in the grand scheme of things, it could definitely help change this school. Though it still only boils down to spiteful behavior against the school.”


  “Hee hee, and that’s perfectly fine. That was my plan from the very start,” Kurumi puffed out her chest, showing me a confident smirk.


  I dun really geddit. But, I understand what she’s been plotting. I replayed the details of the crime in my head once more and then nodded.


  “Alright, I don’t mind helping you with that.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean? You can’t go against my word. It’s do or die.”


  “Sure, sure, but I thought you’d be, like, going above and beyond from the get-go, and I was worried.”


  “Above and beyond?” She tilted her head for a moment, but then put her hands together. “You mean spreading the evil deeds of the school online and making it blow up? No, no, no. With that, we’ll just hand this problem over to the adults and call it a day. We need to show them our resentment first and foremost.”


  I mean, what I was thinking of was bloody murder, but…Well, from the sounds of it, she’s not gonna cause some terrorism that’ll land us in court, so that’s a relief. The strength left my shoulders when Kurumi stood up with the Revenge Note.


  “And with our meeting having reached this far, I believe we should head out to go shopping, Senpai.”


  “Shopping? For what? We’ve got the red pens on hand, don’t we?”


  “Today’s operation won’t require any pens. We’re going with something a lot more efficient.” Kurumi seemed confident in her word, putting one hand on her hip. “We’re going to use new erasers to make an eraser stamp.”


  “…A what now?”


  * * *


  Right after our meeting was paused, Kurumi and I recovered our shoes without any teacher itching us, slipping out from the back gate to leave the school grounds. We made our way through the residential district, met with the main street, and then walked down to the train station like we were doing nothing inconspicuously. We took the train and headed a few stations south and got off at the terminal I would usually change trains. Our goal was the large shopping mall in the area. And more accurately, the stationer inside there. The stationer there was on a completely different level from a regular bookstore, and much more big play.


  Upon entering, we walked around to buy ten erasers, as well as two gravers, one stamp pad in red, as well as tracing paper. Once we were done shopping, we left the store behind us like nothing was out of the ordinary. During the evening, the mall was filled with students spending a few hours of fun or families coming here to eat dinner. Meanwhile, Kurumi and I stayed on the corner of the street and walked away from the crowd. And while we walked, Kurumi finally began explaining the reason for our shopping trip.


  “Even if they are smaller tests, they are still seen as exams, so the teachers will be extra careful at guarding their desks. So on the day of the operation, we have to attract the eyes of the teachers inside the staff office while we quickly take care of our work. And today’s operation is a necessary step towards that.”


  “And we’re going to create an eraser stamp with this?”


  “That’s right. I was thinking of how to make our work more efficient…But if we simply copy the teacher’s marks and writing, then an eraser stamp is the best possible option we have available. I call it…’Teacher Autograph! Abuse Stamp’.”


  …I guess there’s no way to fix her messed-up naming sense. Oh well, leaving that side.


  “So we’re going to copy the marks and writing of the teachers by using an eraser stamp? Can we even do that?”


  “Naturally. I’m skilled when it comes to this type of craft.” She struck a pose like a T-rex, wiggling with her fingers.


  What beautiful and slender fingers. For some reason, I thought that this beauty was wasted on something so grotesque as revenge.


  “…What’s wrong? Why are you staring at my fingers? Do you want me to tickle you?”


  “How would you even jump to that conclusion? There’s no person in this world who likes getting tickled.”


  “Hey, hey, there are people with all sorts of fetishes in this world.” She said and reached for my sides. “Maybe you’re one of those people who have a tickling fetish? Tickle tickle tickle!”


  I immediately slapped my wrist down on her hand, but Kurumi just grinned and said, “Haha, it’s working!” I swear…What’s so funny about any of this? Even though we’ve known each other for a bit longer now, she still is a mysterious girl…different from what I first thought of her. Carrying the plastic bag and my school bag, I started walking again. We should get back to the topic at hand before she determines I have some tickling fetish.


  “I get the idea of making an eraser stamp. But what about after that?”


  “Weeell…In order to copy the abuse written on the exam sheets, we have to head to the convenience store.”


  “Is there any need to copy them? Can’t you just copy the previous examples on the eraser by engraving it?”


  “I thought about that, too, but to make the size fit, we need the scaling. And for that, we need to copy it at least once.”


  That’s how that works? Well, I don’t really understand much about this handmade stuff, so I’ll leave that to Kurumi.


  “Then, do you have an original with you that we can copy? We’re gonna use actual abuse and insults they used, right?”


  “Of course. I have it with me right here…Look!” She took out a single sheet of paper from the bag hanging down her shoulder.


  It’s a small test some teachers do before class starts, this time for physics. Looking at the points at the top, she scored a whopping 2/100. Next to her name saying Hoshimiya Kurumi, it reads “Just quit school.” This is a prime example of the abuse the lower-ranking students suffer from.


  “And you’re gonna use this as a template for the eraser stamp?”


  “Hm? Would you prefer other examples? I’ve got plenty. I collected all of them just for today.”


  Like a certain cat robot, she went through the bag at her stomach and took out a bundle of paper. “Moron,” “Absolutely false,” “The hell?”, “Why not quit school?”, “Stop fooling around,” “Study properly.” Damn, that’s some selection. It makes me want to throw up just reading through it. After she searched through her beg, she put the papers together into a fan and smiled.


  “This is what I got. Is that satisfactory for you, Senpai?”


  “How would I be satisfied at reading garbage like that?”


  “Haha! What a coincidence, I agree…Hee hee, we’re the same, Senpai,” Kurumi giggled and suddenly moved closer to me, which made me reflexively take a step back.


  What’s this? Don’t scare me like that. Your sense of distance is all messed up. I tried to remain calm and cleared my throat, connecting to the previous conversation.


  “Not like we have to limit ourselves to just one. Just go with the ones that are easier. I doubt it’ll cost so much to copy the sheets.”


  “That’s also true,” Kurumi nodded and began folding her test sheets. “Then let’s leave out any that would be difficult to copy. Especially longer ones. Like this “Absolutely false”, here. Surely, they would want us to copy their work properly.”


  “No…”


  I doubt the teachers would assume someone would copy their comments using an eraser, but I refrained from saying that. Instead, I responded with a brief “You’re right” while giggling to myself. This entire conversation is just so weird, and yet we’re acting like this was serious business. It just throws me off every time.


  “What? What’s so funny, Senpai?”


  “Sorry, sorry. It’s nothing.”


  “Huuuh? Weirdo…Ah, I’m sorry. You’ve always been weird.”


  That last part was not necessary. But as a mature senior, I’m not picking a fight.


  “Anyway, let’s copy some of these exams and then split up for the day. We’ll meet again tomorrow in the club room and start our stamp creation. Does that sound good to you??”


  “Yeah, no worries.”


  “Great! Then let’s get to copying!”


  Kurumi stuffed her test sheets away again and pushed out her right hand. I’m glad to see she’s so motivated…even though what we’re doing is evil. Still, those smaller tests, huh? It’s not something to get nostalgic over, but it’s been a while since I “read” this kind of abuse. Before I went to complain to the teachers about all these insults and abuse, I also received these comments on my test sheets. And since even Kurumi is going through the same procedure, it must be a tradition at our school. Passing it on year after year…Some rotten tradition like that should just disappear. Bad grades don’t make it okay to insult another person. Thinking that far, a thought popped up in my mind. I called out to Kurumi, who walked three steps ahead of me.


  “Hey, Krumi. Do we have to choose the insults for the stamps from the stuff you just showed me?”


  Kurumi turned around and tilted her head, seemingly confused.


  “Not entirely? What about it?”


  “…If we’re going to make eraser stamps, I think we should use examples from Furukawa, the teacher doing math for the 2nd-years.”


  “And why is that?”


  “The pen they’re using is thicker than the ones from the other teachers, making the letters thicker in return. Their words and letters are probably easiest to carve.”


  “Oh…I see.” Kurumi seemed to be thinking about something as she put one hand on her jaw, raising her gaze.


  A few seconds later, she went back to looking at me, flashing another mischievous smile.


  “Good. Very good. I didn’t even think about that. Ain’t ya an evil one, lad.”


  “Nay, I cannot hope to compare against my lord.”


  “That’s governor to you! Hahaha!”


  What a delightful retort. Seeing her laugh like that makes me smile all the same.


  “Ah, hilarious…So, Senpai? I’m assuming you have some sheets of Furukawa-sensei’s writing on it?”


  “Yeah. Don’t know how many, but I should still have them in my bag.”


  “Good. Then let’s use their examples for our eraser stamps,” she said and happily narrowed her eyes. “Hee hee, I guess choosing Senpai as my partner was the right choice.”


  Now hold on, I’m not helping with this revenge because I chose to. I just have no other option because I’m being threatened. That’s why I’m only doing what I’m asked to…or so it should have been. But, now that I stand here…Being praised by Kurumi like that sure didn’t feel bad by any means.


  * * *


  The next day arrived. Swiftly after we met up at the astronomy club room, we began working on the eraser stamp. As you would expect, it was fairly simple. First, we had to adjust the size of the eraser with the design. Then, we placed the tracing paper on that, allowing us to see through it, and we could write the words we preferred (In this case it was “Moron”) on the eraser. Next, we used graphite to run along the words, moving the eraser left, right, up, and down. All that was left was to chisel away the unnecessary parts. And with all that, we finished the eraser stamp that even an elementary school student could pull off……


  “Hey, Senpai. That’s too rough. You have to be detailed when you’re chiseling away the unnecessary bits.”


  “I am. This is the best I can do.”


  “No way! You’re clearly just doing this randomly because you can’t be bothered. If we don’t copy everything one to one, we’ll regret it later! I told you, right?!”


  “D-Don’t get angry at me, I’m trying my best here…”


  As I said, it’s easy enough for an elementary student to pull it off…But I’m a different story. The difference between mine and Kurumi’s work crossed the boundary of a difference between heaven and earth, and more like the stratosphere and the mantle. My work just sucked so bad that Kurumi looked at my finished work and mumbled “…What a waste of eraser” while sighing. And then she started carving the same words on the back of the eraser. Wow…This is the birth of a reversible abuse stamp. The front won’t be usable, though. Roughly an hour had passed since we started this work, and I was forced to accept the reality unfolding in front of me—Not even effort can change the fact that I’m utterly worthless when it comes to handicraft work like this. I still didn’t give up and continued, but eventually…


  “Okay, that’s enough. I’ll do it. You can just clean up the eraser stubs instead, Senpai.”


  “I’m sorry, I shall do that.”


  Met with Kurumi’s stern gaze, I had to admit my defeat. Okay, okay, I get it. I’ll go clean up the mess we’ve created…


  “I’m not going to use that paper again, so feel free to throw that away, too. And the same goes for the chisel.”


  “Okay, gotcha.”


  “How many erasers do we have left? We still have some lines of abuse left to use, right?”


  “We still have three unused erasers, yes. And two papers of unused abuse.”


  “Phew…I’m a bit tired. Senpai, would you mind giving me a massage?”


  “As you wish, my lady.”


  “Make sure to do it properly…Ah…Oh…Right there…Ah, it feels so good…”


  Could you stop moaning like that? But either way, another two hours passed being used as her slave.


  “…This should do it. I think we’re done.”


  Without approximately zero input on my end, the ‘Teacher Autograph! Abuse Stamp’ goods were done. Lying on the table were four erasers completely prepared solely by Kuruim. We haven’t done a test on them yet, but the quality just from looking speaks for itself. It’s like it was made by a machine. Truly, what a sight. I could tell from the whole work process already that Kurumi is extremely skilled at this handicraft work.


  “Okaaay…We’ve got four ready and go. Not half bad.” Kurumi looked at the abuse stamps she had finished and grabbed one to inspect it more closely.


  “What? No, that’s more than enough. With your speed, this result is insane.”


  “…We could have gotten more if you weren’t so clumsy, Senpai.”


  “I said I’m sorry. I’ll massage your shoulders some more, so forgive me?”


  “Ah…No…Senpai…I didn’t ask for…Ah, that’s great…”


  Giving her shoulders another thorough massage, Kurumi looked at me with reddened cheeks, saying “G-Geez, you’re so helpless…” as she was breathing for air.


  “…Heh, Senpai…you’re not half-bad. But more importantly, I think we should put these to the test.”


  “Sounds good. Would help in finding any faulty ones that need a bit more work.”


  “Hey now, I hardly doubt I could have produced such clumsy work.”


  I wonder about that. I returned to my own seat and took out a stamp pad from the vinyl bag. I turned around one of the test sheet copies to reveal a blank white page. All that’s left is to press the eraser on the stamp pad, and then on the paper…But as our first attempt, I think it should be Kurumi doing the honors.


  “Please, go ahead,” I signaled with my hand, and Kurumi answered with “Thanks.” She pressed the eraser stamp onto the stamp pad twice and then looked at me.


  “Are you ready? I’m gonna do it.”


  “Y-Yeah…”


  She pressed her left hand on the copy paper and slammed the eraser on it. She then pulled it away, revealing the word “Moron” written in red on the paper…Yeah, it looks just like the original. Some of the ink is a bit stronger at parts, but it’s exactly as Furukawa-sensei would write it.


  “Looks good to me?”


  “One more try,” Kurumi grabbed a different stamp.


  The second attempt read “Idiot.” The third attempt read “Stop fooling around.” The fourth one read “Quit school.” Each time she moved her hand, like a printer printing words on paper, more of Furukawa-sensei’s abusive language appeared on the paper. Idiot, idiot, stop fooling around, quit school, and so on. This…is somewhat surreal.


  “Heh…S-Senpai, this is a lot more fun than I thought…Hehe.”


  “True. It’s a sight to behold.” Kurumi worked hard to control her laughter.


  PAP, “Moron.” PAP, “Stop fooling around.” PAP “Quit school.” All these horrible insults that heavily weigh on a student’s psyche, they’re now being used like they were some goods you can buy to prank people.


  “Kurumi, let me try that, too.”


  “Of course. Be surprised at the quality it has.”


  Even when I used the eraser stamp, the words that appeared looked exactly like Furukawa-sensei’s writing. It was a weird feeling seeing all these insults appear on my hand. The hatred and distrust of a person were now in my hands. I was in control. It felt like my chest grew lighter. Was I storing that much hatred inside of me? What utterly foolishness.


  “Hey, hey, Senpai. I just thought of something. How about we deliver these to the teachers? This way, they can skip out on writing all their regular abuse.”


  “Wait, wait, wait, what irony is that? But, I’d love to see the faces of the teachers once they witness this.”


  “Right! Haha, so stupid!”


  Kurumi and I laughed as we kept on pressing the eraser stamps on the paper. Soon enough, the white A4 paper was full of Furukawa-sensei’s insults. I then rolled it up, crunched it together, and threw it away. Even that act was like a rush. The same feeling of relief and pleasure as when I was smoking ran up my back. What a disgusting thing to feel pleasure over. The monster known as my instincts gulped down on this pleasure until nothing was left. I’m getting drunk on pleasure. At this rate, I’ll just keep playing around forever.


  “…Okay, that should be enough.”


  The second sheet of paper we added ended up drenched in red when I heard that voice. Kurumi had stopped her hand, so I followed her example.


  “Are you done testing them?”


  “Yes. The quality is exactly as I was hoping, so we can leave the fun for the day of our operation. If we were satisfied with just this, I’d feel nothing on the actual day.”


  The actual day…Yeah, I guess that makes sense. Our goal for today was just to prepare the eraser stamps. The real crime will happen at a later date. And the moment I realized that my boiling blood had begun to cool down. My body grew cold, my blood froze, as I could finally use my head again. It was a painful sensation. The chill I felt all over my body quickly changed into anxiety.


  “…Hey, Kurumi? You called this the ‘All-Student Abuse Distribution Campaign,’ right? Are we really doing this?”


  “Of course. Making these eraser stamps is the same as punching the person you hate, except only in your mind. Unless we get into a fight in real life, I won’t be satisfied,” Kurumi said while flashing another mischievous smile.


  “…I see.”


  This is bad. I should have known, but there’s no way I could change anything. But what forced Kurumi to go this far? I don’t know why this system here is such a big deal to Kurumi. What did the teachers say to her? What did they do to her? Maybe it was something immensely more cruel than anything I could ever imagine? Maybe she’s much more sensitive than I am? I don’t know the last thing about Kurumi…But even so—


  “You really are amazing, Kurumi.”


  “What? Did I say something special? All I’m doing is getting my revenge that is based on personal grudges and twisted justice. There’s nothing here that would deserve praise.”


  So she said, but her ability to act, as well as her determination, are both something to admire her for. Being able to devote herself like that is something I’m genuinely jealous of. Because I’m still feeling hesitant when it comes to such an excessive act like terrorism against the whole school.


  “But leaving that aside, let’s get moving on with another strategy meeting regarding the day of our operation.”


  And even so, I’m being threatened, so I have no other choice but to abide. Of course, I’ve known that from the start. I just have to do as I’m told, right?


  * * *


  After a few days passed of us researching and investigating certain aspects, we finally decided on the details of the crime. Our target was Furukawa-sensei, who is responsible for teaching math to second-year students. We’re going to stamp the abuse and insults on the exam sheets of the higher-ranking classes. Honestly, anybody would have been fine with this, but Kurumi suggested “We’re using his work for our agenda, so we might as well pay him back.” She really is as nasty as can be. And as for the time of our terrorism, we chose the afternoon on Wednesday.


  The reason for that was equally simple. Furukawa-sensei had the high-ranking class first period on Thursday. We’ll then do our crime in the afternoon of the prior day, and expect him to return it on the following day. We wouldn’t want him to figure out what was going on and refuse to hand back the tests, after all. So, we chose the time that had the smallest gap between our work and him returning it. We will act out our revenge on Wednesday afternoon. That’s the best course of action. And today was the promised day.


  “Are you ready? We’re starting our terrorism in ten minutes. 1700 is when Furukawa leaves his desk because of the club he’s advising, so you have to quickly get in and do as we planned.”


  Afternoon arrived, and just like all the prior days, Kurumi and I met up in the astronomy club room. We were looking down at our schedule and plan, going through a final check.


  “After you infiltrate the staff office, you head to Furukawa-sensei’s desk, taking care of the tests with the abuse stamps. And to ensure that he doesn’t realize we opened it, you have to close the envelope tightly. Once you’re done, you return it to its usual place and remove all traces. Is that clear enough?” Kurumi asked me with a serious gaze, so I nodded.


  “So I have to enact the crime, huh?”


  “Regarding that…I’m truly sorry. I would stand out way too much if I entered the staff office related to the second-year classes. That’s why I can only ask this of you, Senpai…”


  Well, she’s absolutely right. With Saigou High being a private high school, even the student years have different staff office rooms corresponding to them. If a first-year student like Kurumi showed up in the staff office for the second-year teachers, she would stand out incredibly. So rather than her having to act the part, it’s better if a true second-year student like me enacted the plan. Looking at the way she talks and acts, I don’t think she’s sending me out as a sacrificial pawn…or so I hope, at least. And since she handled most of the work for the stamps, I’ll have to carry my own weight and take care of the real deal. And she’s still got me in her grasp because of the picture she took when I was smoking. Fighting against her now is pointless.


  But it’s fine. I know the layout of the staff office. And I found out where he’s keeping the tests. As long as I follow the procedure and do as we planned, I won’t fail. Plus, I am putting up a disguise, too. Even if I happen to get seen at the crime scene, I can run away and throw away my disguise so that no attention will fall on me. So for starters, I have to take a few deep breaths. I took a deep breath and forcefully sucked up air.


  “Senpai, are you nervous?”


  In my view, I could see strains of black and ashen hair. Kurumi was looking up at me.


  “Of course I am? Once we start this thing, there’s no turning back. As you said, today is the day I’m actually punching the villain that I’ve been fighting in my head so far. How could I not be nervous?”


  “What a chicken you are. Even if we get found out, they’ll just insult and abuse us like always.”


  “You might be right, but even so…”


  “Oh geez, what a troublesome Senpai you are…” Kurumi sighed as she gently touched my hand that I kept on the table. “There, there. It’s okay. If push comes to shove, we’ll both get yelled at.” She said, warmly caressing the back of my hand.


  “…!”


  A mixture of relief at being recognized as a human being, as well as embarrassment that a girl younger than me was cheering me up, filled me. But eventually, the former became strong enough that I could forget the rest. I moved my hand to take Kurumi’s. She waited a moment, but then returned the grip with a stronger force than I had done prior.


  “Mm…And? Have you calmed down?”


  “…Yeah, somewhat.”


  Kurumi let go of my hand and smiled warmly.


  “That’s good.” She then raised the corners of her mouth, smiling. “Then, Senpai…let’s begin our fun and entertaining terrorism.”


  * * *


  Sent off by Kurumi, I headed to the staff office for the second year. The hallways were crowded, but I tried my best to find my way through. Some students were turning in their corrected tests with half-dead eyes, whereas the high-ranking class students were grinning with pride and joy. Making it through this messy sight, I reached the staff office. And at Saigou High, the staff office is always treated as a relatively open place.


  Of course, you can’t just waltz inside and call it a day without knocking, but it’s close to that. After all, a lot of students stop by to hand in unfinished homework or assignments on the daily. The door also happened to be open, so I could look inside. There were two rows of desks, making this an average staff office. Scattered were a few teachers here and there, but just as the information we figured out told us, Furakawa-sensei was absent. The number of students was about what we anticipated, too. Nothing irregular that could get in the way of my work. Looking at the clock on the wall, it was quickly moving towards 5 pm. This meant that it was time to execute our plan.


  I took a deep breath and tried to get my racing heart under control. It’s fine. Even if my mission gets interrupted, I made the preparations to run away at any moment. So first, my disguise. I prepared a set of fake glasses and a mask. From afar, nobody would be able to tell it’s me. As long as they don’t lock me down from running away, nobody should figure out that it’s me.


  Next, my tools. I’m planning on getting access to the room by pretending I came to hand in some overdue homework. This is an excuse in case Furukawa or any of the other teachers question me. And to solidify my alibi, I even brought said finished homework with me. And I’ve got a small memo book and pen with me. This will be my excuse for staying at Furasawa’s desk for so long. I’m just writing a memo for the teacher who is absent. And with all these preparations done and out of the way, nothing should go wrong here…so I want to believe. But man, it sure takes a long time for me to reassure myself. I’m gonna do it now. No more turning back.


  “…Phew.”


  I breathed out once and then knocked on the open door.


  “Excuse me, I came to hand in my homework.”


  I said and took a step inside. Four other teachers were present at the time. The teachers didn’t even bother responding, let alone looking at me. They were all busy with their own tasks. Since so many students usually stopped by here, they stopped giving them any attention. Maybe they’re ignoring us students because they don’t see us as fellow human beings, and that’s why they ignore us. Either way, it just makes things easier for me. I quickly headed over to the table the furthest in the back. Luckily, no other teacher sat around Furukawa-sensei’s desk. This should be doable. I pretended to look around to search for Furakawa-sensei and then looked back at the desk again. A few glances here and there and I found the goods in question.


  Various writing tools and documents were scattered around the desk, but I found what I was looking for. The bundle of tests was stocked away to the right. Looking over it, I saw the name—Class 2-1. At our school, classes 1-3 are treated as high-ranking classes, so there’s no mistaking it. These are the tests I have to play with.


  “…Good.”


  I carefully reached for the bundle while making sure nobody was looking. And that’s when I realized that my hands were shaking.


  “…”


  I see. Once I set this act of terrorism into motion, there’s no turning back. It’s a bit of an old-fashioned idea, but this must be where the branch splits up. What should I do? I can still turn back now. I might get yelled at by Kurumi, but I could preserve my choices. My chest hurts. Just breathing became harder for me…What am I even doing? I shouldn’t be doing something so wrong. The hesitation made me pull back from the desk, but then…


  “…Ah.”


  Below Furukawa-sensei’s desk, I found an object placed near the chair, and I froze up. It was a plastic, black box. But, I knew what it was…An electronic shredder.


  “…”


  Ah, I remember now. I tried to suppress that memory, but it’s all coming back now. My heartbeat was pulsating strongly. The center of my body began to cool down drastically, but the blood in my head began to boil like I was a kettle. It was a horrible feeling. I didn’t want to be reminded of this, but the shame I had to endure a long time ago now played back in my head.


  



  



  



  It happened shortly after I enrolled at Saigou High. Because of my results at the entrance exam, I was sent to the low-ranking classes. The situation a year ago wasn’t much different from now. If you didn’t hand in your homework on time, you’d get to hear the teacher say “Do you wanna get slaughtered?” If you couldn’t answer a question in class, it’d be “You dumbass.” Fumble through an exam? “Quit school already.” My days went on and on as I slowly began to go crazy from the teacher’s abuse and the ridiculing of the high-ranking classes. A month after enrolling, I learned that people in my classes and around the same range had no human rights. And with how sensitive I was, I couldn’t keep living that way.


  Wanting to be praised, wanting to be treated kindly, that wasn’t even part of it all. I just wanted to live a peaceful life. I wanted to move through my days without anybody dragging me down. That’s why…I decided to study. I wanted to get out of the lower-ranking classes. I wanted to obtain academic knowledge so that nobody could complain again. All so that I could spend my days in peace. And after I devoted my whole being to studying, the results showed. Around half a year after enrolling, there was a test to adjust the classes. I managed to score well in that and was allowed into the high-ranking classes. I was genuinely relieved. Now I could finally escape being treated like cattle…So I thought. But of course, that didn’t happen.


  The day before I would transfer into the high-ranking classes, I was called over to the student guidance office by the head of the year and Furakawa-sensei. There, I received some truly grateful words for all the hard work I had done.


  “Natsume, don’t think about getting excited just because you made it into the high-ranking classes, okay?”


  “You were simply chosen because you happened to have the best grades out of all the losers. And I still consider you plenty of garbage, too.”


  “Be aware that you’re still the lowest in the ranks even when you move up. You’re still a monkey pretending to be a human.”


  “If your grades slip even the smallest bit, you’ll be going back. So if you don’t like that, keep up the work. An idiot like you needs to make up with effort, after all.”


  I don’t know who they think I am, but I most definitely am a human being. When the head of the year and Furakawa were insulting me, I was furious beyond belief. I was so pissed off. I sacrificed sleep and rest so that I could study, so why am I still getting insulted? Of course, I didn’t care that I wasn’t being praised. I never expected to begin with. But, I wished to be treated like a human being, so I put in the effort necessary, yet I got insulted like nothing changed. Is this really what you should say to someone who put this much effort into their studies? I thought I would be free, but the same hell as yesterday is continuing. To be perfectly honest, I blew a fuse. I decided to give them a peace of mind. And I think this was my very first attempt at rebelling against this shit school and shit system.


  “…I studied hard to get into the higher classes and this is what you tell me? Is this the only reason you called me here today?”


  Hearing my grumbling, they both sighed and then began to insult me ten times worse than before. Apparently, they were kind enough to make some time for me, and my response was off-limit. And that’s why I’m an idiot. That’s why I’m in the lower-ranking classes. That’s why I’m talentless—Etc, etc.


  After all that, I was forced to write a written apology for my actions. None of that made any sense, so I just wrote “I’m sorry for acting like I was worth more than a monkey. From now on, I will be working with the other monkeys to improve,” but I just got insulted again and forced to hand it in again. Thanks to that, I began hating everyone and everything. They’re not even treating me like a human being. I’d rather spend my days in stress than any more of this crap. So when I wrote what they wanted, namely “I’m sorry for acting in such a rebellious way, going against the love and care of my teachers,” it was accepted. Though, it’s more accurate to say they were willing to accept it.


  Accepting my written apology, teacher Furukawa read through it in a matter of seconds and nodded. He then put the apology into the shredder—The shredder right in front of me. The emotions I felt back at the time, I still don’t fully understand now. I think it was something resembling rage, but also a sensation of… nothingness. Maybe I was filled with resentment, and it could be a sense of resignation. But whatever it was, it most definitely is not something other people should have to witness. Dark and filthy, like they had escaped from the muddy depths of my soul. What did I feel when I saw him throwing my written apology in the shredder? Putting it into words, it would be something very simple along the lines of—”Go rot in hell, you shitty teacher.”


  



  



  



  My mind returned to the present and the current world. For some reason, the view in front of me looked much more colorful and bright. Yet, the sound all around me was dulled, almost like I was in a different time and space. When I ended up lost at one point, this is how I felt. The anxiety and uneasiness probably are making my body more sensitive. This world doesn’t quite feel real.


  “…”


  Ever since I wrote that written apology that contained zero of my honest feelings, I strayed from the right path. Treated like some annoying nagger, I gave up on studying and started smoking. It all started with that. I’ve buried my hatred and arrived today…Aha, I finally realized. Surely, there must be other teachers using the same thick pen as Furukawa…And yet, why did I suggest it to him first-thing? It’s because I’m still holding a grudge. It might just be my own twisted resentment, but I wanted to get payback against that bastard. I wanted revenge…no matter the kind.


  However, my current way of living halted me from doing so. I told myself it was my responsibility to hold back. I can’t commit any mistakes. These feelings got in the way. And that’s why I asked Kurumi…because the Hoshimiya Kurumi I admire might be able to do something about that.


  
That’s it. That’s absolutely it. Putting it into words, it’s actually pretty easy. I used being threatened by Kurumi as an excuse to get my revenge on Furukawa. “Nay, I cannot hope to compare against my lord,” my ass. I’ve been an accomplice from the very start, and I was always as motivated as she was. I could feel the spring inside my body leaping up. Like a meter, I was reaching my limit. The machinery inside me broke, as the parts blew off somewhere. Oh, whatever. Even if an act of terrorism like this is wrong…Rather than my previous way of living, and my attempt to take responsibility, I want to prioritize this feeling right now.


  The ones who are wrong…are those shitty teachers who keep the laws of this school in place. Way beyond my conscious feelings, deep down in my heart—I always wished to get revenge. And now that I’ve realized that, it’s too late. Consciously and subconsciously, I’m sliding down this path. I’ll be able to stay as myself…I’ll become my true self.


  “…!”


  For a moment, the entire world went white, as all sound disappeared. When I regained my senses, I had taken out the stamp bad, placing the stamp on it. I went through page after page of the tests, careful to not make a sound, as I implanted my means of rebellion on it. I did it as I practiced in my mind. It’s perfect. My movement shows no waste. I realized then that my lungs demanded air, so I quickly took a breath…I should start running. Any more than that, and I’ll get caught in the act. I pushed up my body from the desk and quickly headed for the door. On the way, I looked at the teachers, praying I wasn’t found out.


  “I’m taking my leave.” I said and stepped out of the staff office.


  Once I made it to a place in the hallway with no people around, I undid my disguise and then headed to the astronomy club room where Kurumi was waiting. What filled my heart wasn’t the anxiety a single person couldn’t hope to carry. I entered the room when Kurumi placed the book she was reading down and came running toward me.


  “You’re back. Did everything work out?”


  “…I placed the abuse on around ten sheets.”


  “Did anybody follow you?”


  “No. I wasn’t even seen during the act.”


  Hearing those words, Kurumi showed yet another devious smile.


  “Is that so, is that so? Hehe…Well done, Senpai.” She said and stood on her toes to rub my head.


  My heart was beating even faster. My brain was filled with a sense of perversion. Sparks of what was similar to chills ran down my spine. All tension left my body at once, as I fell to my knees. It’s all over now. This pleasure is a thousand times bigger than just smoking.


  * * *


  After everything was said and done, the world began reacting the exact way we’d assumed. Teacher Furukawa didn’t realize what had happened to his exam sheets and returned them the day after. Spotting these stamps of abuse, the students began complaining with “I made one mistake and I’m being told to quit school?” and “Also, if you’re too lazy to write them, then don’t use stamps,” and so on. It barely took a day until that story reached even the lower-ranking classes, making it quite a big topic. Once Teacher Furukawa heard about all that, it caused an even bigger issue.

He stated that “Someone was putting weird stamps on my exam sheets,” which left the high-ranking classes in disarray. Namely, people began talking about the reasons for that. “Why would someone copy a teacher’s writing?” or “Do they plan on rebelling against the school?” and “Who did this?” were all questions asked shortly after. And with our terrorism making the rounds, signs of change were on the horizon.


  



  



  



  Two days have passed since we enacted our terrorism of revenge, making this Friday lunch break.


  “Hey, did you hear? They think that the person who caused the stamp incident is from class 2.”


  “Seriously? Why would someone do that? Maybe they’re just jealous?”


  “Where did you even get that information from? I was told that Furukawa is trying to put all this on the students.”


  I was eating my nutrient food in the corner of the classroom as I listened to my classmates. The second-year students had been talking about nothing but the stamping incident. And it spread like wildfire. The sheer oddness of erasers being used for that crime must have helped in that. It’s like we were making fun of all the abuse and insults. What a lucky miscalculation that was. The more rumors spread, the further they ended away from the truth. And that means the leads to me are vanishing. So please, keep on talking.


  “…”


  While watching my classmates discuss the rumors, I looked at the bigger picture. It’s still unclear if this operation has brought about a significant change in the school system. But at the very least, the high-ranking students were displeased at this treatment. And it showed that some people were willing to fight against the system. Surely, you could call this a success. And as I was satisfied with that, I stopped listening to my classmates and focused back on my food. Looking into the void, I chewed on my food. One final chomp, one final gulp, and I was done. I stood up from my chair to throw away the trash, when—


  “Hey, Natsume-kun?”


  A soprano soft voice called out to me, which made my heart skip a beat. Someone…just called my name, right? I wouldn’t be mishearing that, right? Since I once tried to argue with our teacher, which led to them not using any more abusive language against me, my classmates have been avoiding me since. Nobody here should be willing to talk to me. At least not until yesterday. The boys ignored me, and the girls avoided me. Why would someone talk to me? Right now, right after I committed that crime? There’s only one possible conclusion to that. I don’t want to think about it. I don’t even want to consider it. Maybe we have a detective here…in this class?


  “Natsume-kun?”


  I wanted to just ignore it and run, but that would make me even more suspicious. So, seeing no other choice, I slowly turned around. The voice that had called out to me belonged to a girl with semi-long, brown hair. She had white skin with a face resembling a bisque doll. She had transcended the idea of cuteness to reach a type of mature beauty. Her height was about average, but her long legs aided to the mature vibe she gave off. So, she’s the one who called out to me? I do remember a bit about her. We sit next to each other in class. I think her name was—Tanaka Yumi.
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  “Yeah, what’s up, Tanaka-san?”


  Her eyes opened ever so slightly, as she muttered “You remembered my name?” Following that, she faintly breathed in.


  “Sorry, it’s nothing important. I was just wondering…you heard about that stamp incident, right?”


  “…Yeah. Hard to miss it.”


  I tried to keep a calm face as I responded. This is bad. So she’s really gonna talk about that? Damn it, I was thinking I was good. Did she find some proof that I did it? And if she hasn’t, then I need to make my way through this without raising any suspicion. An alibi and an excuse…Can I do that? Anyway, it depends on the move she makes. I have to stay calm. I waited for her next words, but when they eventually came, they weren’t what I had expected.


  “It’s pretty scary, right?”


  “I-I guess so.”


  “…”


  “…”


  And from there on, Tanaka-san didn’t say another word, just sitting at her desk. And just like she said, she did look a bit scared. But…wait, that’s it? I looked at Tanaka-san to figure out what her intention was, but she just tilted her head. It didn’t seem like she was trying to hide anything, either. She seemed bewildered at my distrust. What…is she plotting? Did she want someone to agree with her? Or was this just on a whim? I don’t know…and no matter how much I thought about it, I could not figure out the motive behind her actions.


  * * *


  “Okaaay, Senpai. Cheers!”


  “Cheers.”


  Our plastic cups bumped together which created a depressing sound. Once classes ended, Kurumi and I met in the astronomy club room to have a small party. The desk in front of us was buried with chips, cookies, and other kinds of sweets, as well as a 1-liter pack of orange juice. Sure, it’s nothing grand as you’d expect from a genuine party, but it’s just us two here, so this is plenty. Kurumi gulped down her cup of juice and then sighed in relief like she was already drunk.


  “I didn’t think everything would work out this smoothly, I have to say!”


  “Yeah, that’s true. That went better than expected.”


  “Great work, Senpai. You did it perfectly. Well done.”


  “Hey now, I couldn’t have done anything on my own. It worked because you were there with me.”


  I spoke from my heart when Kurumi started blushing, saying “Heh, I wonder about that…” as she fixed her cap. She seems to be in a great mood. But, understandably so. It’s fair to say that our first act of terrorism was a huge success. And she was the one who came up with everything, so she’s more than in the right to feel good about herself. I’m still a bit concerned regarding Tanaka-san’s actions…but I guess I don’t have to tell her. Not like she could do anything about that. She doesn’t seem to be doubting us, so it’s not that important to tell Kurumi.


  “I hope that more students will begin to wish for a change in this school, just like we do.”


  “Well, we can’t say for certain just yet.”


  “But what if there happened to be another terrorist group being birthed like us? And what if they started fighting us? Then we’d have to reach a common ground and start an alliance, with Senpai Saying ‘Our real enemy is the school! Infighting like this will not bring us any further!’ right?”


  “Why are you appointing me…Though, I doubt that’ll happen. This isn’t some anime.”


  “Whaaa? But it sounds interesting! You’re such a realist, Senpai. Let’s dream a bit!”


  Kurumi handed me a cookie, which I munched on. Is this what it means to live your dream? I don’t know. But, we just enjoyed a bit of snack time to celebrate. After we felt full, we both stopped eating, and Kurumi wiped her hands and mouth with a handkerchief. She then went through her bag, taking out a familiar yellow notebook.


  “Now then, let’s start discussing our next operation.”


  “We’re already planning for the future? That’s pretty quick.”


  “Naturally? Since it worked out this well, we should continue with this momentum. Shape the iron while it’s hot, no?”


  That’s…probably how that works? I’m just going to abide by whatever she tells me, so thinking about it is a waste of time. She then proceeded to check through her Revenge Note. I gulped on some more juice and indulged in this pleasant time. This being the second time, I still feel a bit worried and anxious whenever she whips out her Revenge Note, but I don’t quite dislike it. It’s like I’m waiting to open my presents on Christmas morning. Finding out that she wouldn’t go overboard and actually physically hurt people, I could relax a bit more. I could still be nervous, but not so much that it made me go crazy. After she went through a few pages, she stopped her hands.


  “This might be good. I called it—The ‘Teacher Meme-ification Operation’.”


  Well, her weird naming sense is something I probably can’t ever come to like. When I asked for the details, she drank some more juice and explained.


  “Then…let me tell you the reason I came up with this. You know what the word ‘meme’ refers to, right? I believe it’s fairly famous overseas.”


  “Yeah, I sure do. Meme is short for internet meme, right?”


  Basically, it’s like jokes that are popular on the internet. Like a cat running through space with rainbow colors.


  “Exactly. And my idea for the ‘Teacher Meme-ification Operation’ is that we basically do the same thing, making jokes and memes out of the teachers’ words, actions, gestures, you name it.”


  Hm, so she’s trying to create the same phenomenon…


  “So you want to copy the teachers’ unethical behavior and make students imitate it to make fun of them?”


  “Imitate…That makes it sound a bit more lame than I expected, but it’s basically just that, yes.”


  “Right. And what’s our concrete goal this time?”


  “Let’s see…My main goal would be to generate a possible way of venting out your anger against those teachers and create a more cheerful atmosphere at the whole school. And the teacher who ends up the one getting imitated would probably be conscious of their own behavior and maybe change it? It would be another two birds with one stone idea.”


  Ahhh, that makes sense. Spreading this kind of stuff to show those teachers might not be a bad idea at all. The students are simply trying to imitate the teachers they admire so much, so there’s no problem whatsoever—On paper, at least. In that way, this sarcasm would work. I think it’s a good idea, but there’s one thing that has me curious.


  “The question is…how do we make this imitation blow up. Our viewpoint might be good and all, but do we have a way to bring it to the masses?”


  “About that…I’m not too sure about that.”


  “Then let’s think about it together.”


  Using the sugar we filled ourselves with earlier, we now started thinking. To make an intimation like that popular, I just don’t see the vision that will lead to that. Kurumi seemed to be struggling herself, as she played with the pen between her fingertips.


  “Hmmm? How do we make it so that the imitation goes viral?”


  “If it was funny or interesting, I bet that would happen naturally.”


  “Probably…Senpai, can’t you just make something like that?”


  “If I could, I’d become a comedian in the future.”


  “Huuuuh? …Well, anything is fine, so could you just try something?”


  “What?! No way! Don’t be ridiculous!”


  “Dawww, you won’t even try an imitation? Should you really be saying that? I might have to spread this picture of you smoking around. Come on, do it!” Kurumi showed a mischievous grin and showed me her phone.


  …That being said, it’s not like I didn’t think of anything in these past few seconds. I actually thought about a certain person I could imitate. Fine, then. I’ll show you an example. It’s hella embarrassing, but it’s better than having that picture spread around school…Or is it? Maybe I should just give up and make my life easier. Well, I shouldn’t think about it too much. This is all for the sake of revenge.


  “Got it. Then, I’m gonna copy the principal during a morning school gathering.”


  “Oh, now that sounds interesting.”


  “…Ahem. ‘Slow but steady wins the race may be my favorite proverb, but at our school, there are a lot of students who don’t understand its meaning. And what a sad reality this is.’”


  “……”


  Kurumi looked at me with an expectant expression for a few seconds, only to give me a look of disgust. The silence in the room was painful. Whelp…That was probably the biggest mistake I’ve ever committed since the day I was born. By the way, I’m at a solid 0-1 right now. I never had any chance to actually fool around with other people, so my experience is far too low.


  “Senpai, that sucked. I’m just gonna leak your picture.”


  “Wait, wait, wait, wait! That’s not what we agreed on, right?!” I leaned forward in shock, but Kurumi just laughed and stopped me with “I was just joking.”


  “God, you scared the crap out of me…”


  “I’m sowwy! But, I can’t lie that it was pretty bad.”


  “That hurts me pretty bad. Kurumi, did you never hear the principal say that?”


  “Actually, I did. But when it comes to making a funny imitation, it’s not about you sound exactly like the person, but more that you sound ‘somewhat similar’ to the person.”


  “Somewhat similar? So it has to be exaggerated?”


  “Maybe not that much, but it would be something along those lines.”


  Hm…Well, I can somewhat understand. When I saw a comedian make fun of a politician on TV, I could laugh about it even though I didn’t know the context. So it doesn’t have to be a joke anybody knows. Interesting.


  “That being the case, let’s forget about that and move on to the next joke.”


  “You plan on making me suffer through this even more? You’re the devil.”


  “Senpaaai! Pictureee!”


  Kurumi put one elbow on the desk to smile at me like the devil himself and dangled her phone from her right hand. She’s not even aware of how she’s slowly changing into a real villain. She’s enjoying this. Truly, the worst. She’s definitely the devil.


  “Okay, okay. I just have to do it, right?”


  “Good boy, good boy. Cute Senpai…So, what’s the name of the joke this time?”


  “Well…There’s teacher Shimizu who keeps trying to one-up other people by using proverbs.”


  “Who is that?” Kurumi tilted her head.


  Well, I don’t blame her for not knowing. Shimizu is another of the second-year teachers. I cleared my throat once and then spoke with a viscous voice.


  “‘Incompetent and unaccomplished, idle and incompetent, uneducated and ignorant. And oooh, all of these fit you perfectly. It probably doesn’t bother you that much, right? Aaand, if you don’t even have the same knowledge, you can’t stand on equal ground with me. Thaaat’s why we are dimensions apart, mmm.’”


  “Pffft…”


  “Ah, you laughed?! You just laughed, didn’t you?!”


  “W-What? What’s so bad even if I did?! This is embarrassing, so don’t look at me!” Kurumi turned her back toward me and used her hands to fan some fresh air on her face.


  All right, I did it. This time, it’s my win, Kurumi. I feel superior for once.


  “I’m happy that I made you laugh.”


  “Don’t act like you’re some big shot…But, I have to admit, that just now was definitely a bit funny. I don’t know what the original is like, but the likeness I did feel.”


  So that means…what’s most important is to replicate the air and behavior of the person. As well as to pull through without being embarrassed so that the other person will laugh and remember. Now this is a new revelation. And while thinking about that, I poured myself another cup of juice, gulped it down, and then realized why we were even here. Why am I trying to become a comedian?


  “Hold on, Kurumi. I get that embarrassing me like this might be funny, but we should be thinking about how we make this imitation blow up. Like I said before, I’m not gonna be running around putting up an act in front of the whole school. That’s not the type of character I am.”


  “You’re concerned with how you look in the eyes of others? Even though you’re a junior’s servant?”


  “Shut up. Focus on the topic at hand. Isn’t there anything we can do?” I asked, but Kurumi put one finger on her lip and started groaning.


  After eating some more snacks and drinking juice, she muttered “Character…Atmosphere…Mood…Ah!” until she clapped her hands together.


  “Kurumi? Did you think of something?”


  “Well, somewhat. I don’t know if it will work out, but I might have an idea.”


  * * *


  The operation this time around wasn’t nearly as dangerous as the previous one, so we quickly went to act after our first meeting. Namely, lunch break on the next day. I quickly finished my lunch in my classroom and then headed over to the second school building. The building was located to the west of the main campus, and it was mainly used by first-year students for their classrooms. I mixed in with the people getting back from the cafeteria, heading my way to the rendezvous point. Just as when we meet for our meetings, she should be the furthest back in the hallway…


  Ah, found her. She was hiding her inner color, as she stood in the passage connecting the second school building and club building. And standing next to her was another male student. It’s exactly as I was told. They seem to be getting along. Looking at the time, I was right on the mark. It’s time to start this operation. I pretended like I was going for a stroll, approaching Kurumi and the boy with his shaven head.


  “…Ah! Natsume-senpai! Hello there!”


  Before I got too close, Kurumi raised her voice. Good, she spotted me. I pretended like I had only just seen her, looking over at her.


  “Hm? Oh, Kurumi. What’s up?”


  “I was just talking with Aoki-kun. He was showing me some of his imitations.”


  “Ah, h-hello. I’m Aoki.”


  Introduced by Kurumi, the boy scratched the back of his head with a somewhat bashful smile. Sorry to make you go through this, but I already know about your name. The other boys keep saying how good he is at imitating others. And Kurumi told me all about that. And if it wasn’t obvious yet, he’s our ticket to starting our newest operation.


  “Oh, I know! Why don’t you show Natsume-senpai some of your repertoire, Aoki-kun? You’re really good, so I bet it’s gonna knock his socks off!” Kurumi repeated the exact line we decided on earlier.


  “Wah, Hoshimiya-san, you’re raising the bar like crazy!”


  As expected, Aoki-kun wasn’t on board immediately. That being said, sorry kiddo. You’re not leaving here until I get to witness your skill. I’m a bit of a nasty senior, keh.


  “What kind of impersonations can you do? I’d love to see some.”


  “For real?! That’s hella embarrassing, though!”


  “He’s already asking for it, so man up, Aoki-kun! It’s totally funny.”


  “Eeeeerm…Well, but…”


  He still seemed hesitant, but after a somewhat flirty “Please!” from Kurumi, he seemed to have been defeated and said “If you’re that adamant on it!”…For some reason, watching that exchange made me feel a bit uneasy, although I didn’t know why. Oh well, whatever. As long as he doesn’t show us some of his skills, we can’t continue with our operation of using him as our pawn, so I’ll let that one side. He cleared his throat once and then spoke up.


  “Okay, then I’m doing one. This is ‘A certain actor with a distinct way of talking who stops a shoplifter.’”


  As expected from everything I was told, he was pretty on the mark. It wasn’t just the manner of speaking. The tone of his voice, his expression, and even his gestures perfectly replicated the original. All he said basically boiled down to “Hey. Hey, don’t run now,” but I could keep watching forever. This must be the somewhat likeness that Kurumi was talking about. I really had to admire his skill. However, I still am not allowed to laugh at this.


  “H-How was that, Senpai?” He looked at me with a worried expression.


  I’m sorry for ruining your good performance like this, but we need to do this for our operation.


  “Hm…I think it fits pretty well, but I just don’t know that actor so I don’t know the joke. I rarely watch any TV.”


  “Huh?! For real?! Oh man, that’s my bad.”


  “No, it’s okay. It’s my fault for not knowing the joke.”


  Seeing him apologize made my heart hurt. I do know that actor, and I’m one of the few people who actually watches TV. And his imitation was actually hella fun…But I had to swallow these feelings of guilt to continue with this planned leading technique.


  “Do you have any other stuff, Aoki-kun?”


  “Other material? Well…If you’re not watching TV much, maybe I shouldn’t go with a celebrity…”


  Aoki-kun began thinking. It’d be a huge help if he could naturally reach the imitation of a teacher here, but I doubt it.


  “Ah, I know! How about ‘A clothes store employee constantly proclaiming that all their goods are on sale’ then?!”


  That I definitely wanna see. Even Kurumi’s about to burst out laughing just from hearing the title. But, it’s too far from our goal, once again.


  “Sorry, I rarely visit the mall, so I probably wouldn’t get it.”


  “For real?! But then what should I do…”


  “Say, Aoki-kun? Can’t you try imitating a teacher? Senpai should know them, right?”


  “Ah, a teacher! That makes sense, yeah!”


  Nice pass, Kurumi! Aoki-kun clapped his hands together like he realized something and then faced me.


  “So, Senpai…Do you know Shimazaki? The head of the student year for the first-year students.”


  “Yeah, sure do. He often gets angry during the school meetings, right?”


  “Yeah, yeah! I’m going to do Shimazaki who gets angry during another assembly!” He said and stuffed his hands into his pockets. “‘Yer so noisy back there, shut up will ya? You gonna make me repeat my stick from zero or what? Morons’.”


  The first one to start laughing from Aoki-kun’s act was Kurumi.


  “Ahaha! It really is like him! Don’t you think so, too, Senpai?”


  “It does! It’s like Shimazaki is getting angry at me!”


  “Oh, for real?! That’s great! Thanks a bunch!”


  Praised by the both of us, Aoki-kun happily scratched his head. And he was on point, too. He even replicated the filthy tone that Shimazaki has most of the time. This is some insane quality. Unbelievable. And to make his repertoire grow, I should ask for some other teachers.


  “Hey, Aoki-kun, can you do other teachers, too? Like Takagi from English communication?”


  “Oh, you know Takagi-sensei?! Well, in that case, I’ll do ‘Takagi-sensei three seconds before eruption because you didn’t hand in your homework,’ okay?!”


  From there on, we asked Aoki-kun to try and imitate all sorts of teachers. Luckily, all of them were on-point and they definitely deserved all the praise we threw at him. Because that way, it didn’t make me feel like we were forcing him to assist in our terrorism. After two to three examples, we requested an encore for the especially good ones, and enjoyed our time. But after a while, the chime rang, telling us that the fifth period would begin soon.


  “Ah, crap! I forgot to hand in my work! Sorry, Senpai, I gotta head off! My bad!”


  “No worries. Sorry for keeping you here. It was a blast.”


  “Thanks! And catch you later, Hoshimiya-san.”


  “Bye-bye!”


  Kurumi and I saw him off as he disappeared into the crowd. We waited a while until he vanished completely, and then I spoke to Kurumi.


  “…Was this good enough?”


  “I wonder. It depends on him now.”


  “Gotcha. Anyway, good work.”


  “Same to you, yes.”


  With nobody looking at us, Kurumi and I put our fists together.


  * * *


  We had another reason for choosing Aoki-kun as the influencer to start this teacher imitation trend. Namely, because he’s part of the baseball club. At our school, that club is famous for being on good terms with each member, disregarding the year. If we hype up Aoki-kun, he might start his imitation with the second and third-year students. That was our original plan to make this spread. And our plan seemed to be working out well. A few days after we interacted with Aoki-kun, I heard this conversation in class.


  “Oh yeah, there’s this junior at my club who’s gotten addicted to imitating people, and it’s so similar it’s hilarious.”


  “Imitating people? Who’s he imitating?”


  “Teachers like Shimazaki. We had him in class during our first year, right? When he slammed the workbook on the desk.”


  And as we planned, all this imitation started spreading from within the baseball club. According to my research, someone would copy a certain trait or habit from one of the teachers. Usually two to three people from each class. It became an inside joke, spreading to other people. Well, I’ve only been seeing that in the hallway, so the accurate number I don’t know. After the teachers got furious at the students, the imitation boom, so to speak, cooled down a bit. Whether or not you could call this a success, we can’t say for sure. We did get some good results considering the low risk we had to deal with in return. But personally, I wasn’t too satisfied with this.


  



  



  



  “I guess it’s hard to make things popular out of thin air…”


  Classes ended for the day, and while I was watching the other classmates leave and head out for their clubs, I muttered these words to myself. They weren’t meant to be heard by anyone, but…


  “Natsume-kun? What are you talking about?”


  A familiar soprano voice tickled my back. Turning around, I was greeted by Tanaka-san. Her expression, looking worried, looked at me. Was she that close to me right now? I didn’t even feel her presence.


  “Sorry for surprising you. I just heard you talking to yourself,” Tanaka-san said and smiled.


  Seems like she actually heard me. Guess I can only try to talk my way out of this.


  “Erm…I was just thinking of a popular song right now. Since I heard the boys talking earlier.”


  “Oh, really? Do you listen to music much, Natsume-kun?”


  “Somewhat, yeah. I’m at least up to date on the popular stuff.”


  “Oh, I see. That’s nice. Lately, artists even upload their stuff online.”


  “…”


  “…”


  Ah, the conversation ended already. I wonder, why is she even talking to me in the first place? Considering this, the previous time she started talking to me wasn’t just on a whim. Oh, well. No reason to think about it too much. It doesn’t look like she’s suspicious of me, so I’ll just head to the club room. I grabbed my bag and stood up, when…


  “U-Um…”


  Tanaka-san once again called out to me with a certain determination packed into her voice. I thought she’d cut to the chase now that I let down my guard, but she once again betrayed my expectations.


  “I’ve been playing the piano since I was young…and I still like to listen to classical music.”


  “Huh? Oh, right. Makes sense.”


  “Yeah. So, well…” She awkwardly scratched her cheek. “Can we talk again? I’d be happy if you could tell me some of your favorite songs. Anything you’re listening to on your own is fine, so…” She smiled bashfully, her expression full of warmth.


  In that single moment, I figured out everything. The reason she started talking to me is all too simple. It makes me feel stupid for even assuming she knew about our terrorism. She’s just…a kind person. She talked to me out of pure good-will. That final part about me listening to music on my own is proof of that enough. And I’m not dense enough to miss that. She’s basically saying that “If you don’t mind being alone, then that’s fine, but I’d be willing to talk to you if that’s not the case.” Granted, it did feel a bit condescending, but I didn’t mind it. It’s a fact that I’m the outsider in class, and it’s not like I prefer being by myself. I was happy when Tanaka-san started talking to me, so my answer had already been decided.


  “Sure. I’ll tell you some other time.”


  “…Okay, thanks.”


  After a brief silence, she responded. And with this as the trigger, Tanaka-san and I started talking regularly when in the classroom.


  * * *


  That day, we didn’t hold a strategy meeting at the astronomy club, but more like an intelligence sharing session. Kurumi and I sat facing each other, reporting on the information we had gathered. The whole imitation had spread a lot more, and the teachers had shown their awareness. But still, it was hard to say if we could celebrate a success or not. And according to Kurumi, she felt a similar way. The fact that Aoki-kun couldn’t spread his imitation even amongst the first-years shows that it could have gone better.


  “Well, well, well, it wouldn’t be fair to call this a failure, so I think we can let this stand. I’m sure this whole thing will eventually start working on the teachers like a well-placed body blow.” Kurumi talked on and on like she was trying to cheer me up.


  “Yeah…I hope so.”


  “Come on, why are you so down in the dumps= It’ll be fine! Everyone thinks that imitating the teachers is fun, so this is where we start!”


  That’s right. The reason to start this whole imitating thing was to plant the seeds of rebellion in this school and the students. There might come a time this whole thing surfaces again, so we have to keep watching. Our first terrorism just worked out too well, but it’s much harder to influence reality like this. I sighed and then stood up.


  “Sorry, Kurumi, I’ll be right back.”


  “Where are you going? Are we done with our meeting already?”


  “Nah, I’m just going for a smoke.”


  Since I didn’t feel satisfied with this time’s terrorism, I was hoping to calm my feelings with a smoke.


  “Huuuh? Just stop smoking already. I don’t like the scent of tobacco too much.” She said and showed me a disgruntled face.


  “I’m not smoking it in front of you, you know?”


  “But you’ll reek of tobacco once you get back. So just don’t!”


  “Even if you say that…I wanna smoke one because this just doesn’t feel as refreshing.”


  “I won’t allow it! Look for another method to release your stress~”


  “Well…What do you have in mind?”


  “That’s…Hm…I can’t think of anything right now…” Kurumi pouted and crossed her arms below her chest.


  You talk big and ask me to change my habit, yet you can’t even think of anything? However, she suddenly went “Ah!” as her face turned red, and then looked me in the eyes…only to avert her gaze. Rinse and repeat.


  “Um…S-Senpai, you said that by doing something mischievous, it makes you feel like you’re rebelling against this school…and that’ll help you relax, right? That’s why you were smoking your cigarettes…”


  “Hm? Ah, yeah. It’s just a pretend rebellion, but it helps me clear up my mind a bit.”


  “In other words, you don’t need the nicotine to relax, right?”


  “Nicotine…Yeah, I guess so. I only keep the smoke in my mouth, anyway.”


  “Hm…He…hehe, then I’ve got an even better method to relieve you from your stress. Without the need of having to rely on smoking.”


  “Oh, for real? Hit me.”


  Yet when I returned that question, Kurumi didn’t respond. She just stood up from her seat, moved over toward me, grabbed both my shoulders, and pushed me against the wall.


  “Huh? Um, Kurumi, what are you…?”


  “Shut up. Bend your knees a bit, Senpai.”


  “L-Like this…?”


  With my back pressed against the wall, I simply did as I was told. Thanks to that, the difference in height between us was erased, as now Kurumi looked down at me, creating a shadow on my face.


  “Hee hee…That’s right…Just stay still now…”


  Her expression scared me. She had the eyes of a predator about to leap at its prey. Yet, she held back, knowing victory was only a single step away…What is going on? Is this a reverse wall slam? Why? However, Kurumi’s next action answered all—well, most—of my questions. She wrapped her hands around the back of my head.


  “Senpai, coming in.”


  “Huh? What are you—Mguh?!”


  My lips were sealed because of a soft sensation. And without beating around the bush, it was a kiss. And a genuine one, at that. Not one you could play off as a joke on greetings in America. It was most definitely mouth-to-mouth with the intention to be seen as a kiss.


  “Pah…K-Kurumi…?!”


  “Shut up. I’m not done yet…Mmm…”


  I wanted to say something else, but Kurumi pressed her lips on my mouth once again. Our breathing intertwined as our noses rubbed against each other’s. The heat we emitted became one. Kurumi’s soft lips kept chasing after mine, as I had no room to escape. Since this was my first time, I had no idea if this was anything special or not, but the passion I felt from her side was…genuine. Like she put her all into it. The cap Kurumi wore tilted down until it bumped into my head, and fell to the ground. Even so, Kurumi didn’t bother much with that, as she continued to press her lips onto me.


  “Mhm…Senpai…!”


  My entire view was filled with Kurumi’s adorable face. I was filled with doubt and confusion. But because of all this happening out of nowhere, the embarrassment got the better of me. I just…didn’t know what to do or how to handle this situation. Running away wasn’t an option because Kurumi held my head, so I could only sit here and wait until she was done. I could only accept the fact she was playing with my lips. In the end, I spent the next minutes like this, as this experience was burned into my memory, colored my soul, making it unable to ever forget about this event.


  “Phew…K-Kurumi, what are you doing out of the blue…?!”


  “Huff…huff…A kiss, duh? Or, was this your first kiss? Oh, I’m sorry. It was my first one, too, so please accept that as compensation.”


  “It may have been my first, but that’s not the issue. Why did you suddenly kiss me?”


  By the way, that was a genuine question. I couldn’t grasp how she could reach this conclusion. I don’t know if that was properly conveyed or not, but Kurumi just flashed a sadistic smile.


  “Relationships are prohibited at our school, right?”


  “Huh…Well, yeah. The school regulations speak against it.”


  “Right? Yet here we are, a boy and girl kissing in a club room. This is clearly like an illicit relationship, right? Uch worse than just any regular relationship.”


  As I struggled to understand where she was coming from, she continued.


  “We’re doing something we shouldn’t…hiding from everyone’s eyes. Isn’t that the same as smoking cigarettes by yourself?”


  “…Is this the stress-relieving method you talked about?”


  “Exactly. If you see smoking as a way of rebelling, then a steamy kiss like this is much more of a rebellion, no? Doesn’t this feeling of naughtiness get you excited? It sure does for me, hee hee.” Her face was much more red compared to before, so much so it made even my back shiver.


  “You’re smoking because it makes you feel good, right? Then, you just have to exchange the smoking with kissing me. Both are bad things, so they should be interchangeable, no?”


  “…”


  I can’t argue against that. She definitely had a point there. I’m not addicted to smoking or nicotine, and I don’t particularly like the taste of cigarettes, either. I was just looking for a reason to reach rock bottom and become a delinquent. That’s why I was smoking cigarettes. And the longer I think about it, the more it makes sense that I could just quit smoking to go with this instead. But…that doesn’t mean I can just accept this. So, while praying that she couldn’t hear my racing heart, I asked Kurumi.


  “Are you fine with this? Going this far just because you can’t stand the scent of smoke…If that’s your only reason for this kiss, then you don’t have to force yourself. I can just quit if I really want to.”


  “I’m not forcing myself or anything.” Kurumi answered bluntly. “I just…figured it was fine. We’re partners in crime. We’re already being mischievous. A kiss or two won’t matter. Common sense doesn’t apply here.”


  …Yeah, I guess so. We don’t need any reason as we’re already acting like terrorists in the shadows to change this school. Pureness of heart and logical thinking had already gotten swallowed up by this darkness. A kiss like that isn’t anything special to us. I have no reason to say no to her suggestion. Plus, my lips have no value to begin with. I didn’t care much about my first kiss having been stolen. I looked away from Kurumi’s lips and said with a somewhat exhausted tone.


  “Got it. If you say so.”


  “That sure sounds like you’re running from the problem, but I will let that slide for now.” Kurumi gave me a stare.


  So she found out I’m embarrassed? So awful…


  “Then it’s decided. From now on, whenever you feel like smoking, we’re gonna kiss. So, one more time. Senpai, stick out your tongue.”


  “W-Wait, that’s a bit…”


  Before I could try to argue about this, my lips were once again sealed. To be honest, I didn’t think she’d go full-tongue right away, but I was too naive. Her soft tongue forcefully pressed itself through my lips. Eventually, I was running low on air, forced to open my mouth a bit, and Kurumi used this chance to push her tongue inside. As a result of that, our tongues began intertwining inside of my mouth. Our saliva mixed, as we stimulated each other’s sensitive parts.


  Everything feels hot. Only the wet sound of water and heavy breathing filled the room. Together with her tongue curling around mine, Kurumi tightly grasped the hair on the back of my head. Pulled along by that, I held onto the back of her shirt. Even though we were embracing each other, it was almost like we hurt the other person. The boundary between us disappeared. It melted away. It felt like we’d swallow each other whole if we continued. Our bodies glued to the other, swallowing the other, until we would become one. A feeling of euphoria and perversion remained in my heart. And finally, it was like we could live the way we wanted. We supplied each other with what we lacked and became perfect. All this was just my head playing tricks on me, and even though I knew that, I couldn’t get rid of it.


  “Mmmhm…Senpai…How is it…Mhmn…”


  How could I answer that question? Because I was running low on oxygen, all I could think about was this kiss. The movement of my tongue, the sensation of Kurumi’s back, and the color of her eyes, my mind was entering overdrive. I looked at Kurumi, and she looked back at me. It felt like we were able to communicate on a spiritual level, without having to rely on words or other means of communication. But even as I was trying to figure out how that worked, Kurumi violently moved her tongue inside my mouth. I responded, running my tongue along her lips, own tongue, and gums.


  “Puah…Senpai…This is pretty…tough, huh?”


  “Huff…Huff…You were the one who started this…”


  We took a ten minute break. After our relentless kissing continued for minutes on no end, we both somewhat decided to stop. A long line of saliva still continued to bind us together, shining brightly because of the lights. It’s proof that Kurumi and I were connected until a few moments ago. It only lasted a few minutes, but it felt like it never ended. Kurumi fixed her hair and then looked down at me with a seductive gaze.


  “Hehe…How was that, Senpai? The taste of your first kiss.”


  What kind of question is that…How am I supposed to respond to that? They say that your first kiss tastes like strawberry, but I didn’t have the mental capacity to pay attention to that. If I had to say…


  “Tasted like bitter chocolate.”


  “Huh? But I didn’t eat any?”


  “I mean…I was saying it in a philosophical way.”


  Since Kurumi gave me a dubious look, I was forced to explain myself properly.


  “What we were doing is something that usually happens between lovers, but all we care about is his revenge, rebellion, and other negative feelings. That’s why I thought it was sweet but bitter,” I looked away from Kurumi and spoke with a self-deprecating tone. “And a kiss for the sake of revenge and stress-relief reminded me of bitter chocolate.”


  Kurumi looked at me like she’d burst out in laughter any second.


  “That sounds so lame. Are you trying to make yourself sound mysterious? It’s not working out.”


  “Oh, shut up. I said what I said.”


  “Hee hee, so lame. Gross. So I’m going to make you shut up.”


  She pushed her face toward me once again. And after that, we once again fought with each other using our kisses. And the effectiveness was just as Kurumi stated. I feel as relieved as when I was smoking the cigarette. It was a questionable type of pleasure. But for the next thirty minutes until the school closed, this happiness continued.


  Chapter 3


  After we exchanged that first kiss, Kurumi and I began meeting up a lot more frequently. For most of the days, after classes had ended, we met up at the astronomy club’s clubroom. With the Revenge Note in hand, we thought about our next attack, adjusting the schedule. We then prepared and acted out our revenge. Rinse and repeat.


  After the ‘All-Student Abuse Distribution Campaign’ and the ‘Teacher Meme-ification Operation,’ we acted out two more plans. We set up a diversion tactic so that the students who hadn’t handed in their homework yet could still head home after classes, and we placed stickers and the like on the sunny spots in the cafeteria, writing ‘Upper classes only.’ We simply repeated our acts of terrorism over and over, which you could very well describe as minuscule mischievous deeds. But even so, we tried to overthrow the rule of this school and its vicious laws, all to make it a better place. And sparing the details, it was a hit or miss for most of the time. When we succeeded, we held a party in the club room. If we had the stuff to complain about, we shared passionate kisses.


  Soon enough, this became our daily lives. And we…or at least I was happy. Comparing this to my first year when I could barely breathe in this garbage heap, I was definitely alive right now. And with the success of some of our operations, I would like to think that the atmosphere at the school has changed ever so slightly. The sense of something happening began filling the atmosphere. Both the school and I are slowly changing. This hellish place was moving towards a better time. It’s amazing, and it’s all thanks to Hoshimiya Kurumi.


  “Hmm…Doesn’t really hit it home.”


  One day, Kurumi was running her eyes through her Revenge Note, muttering these words. As always, we sat in the astronomy club’s club room—Our hideout. I closed the news article on my phone and looked at her.


  “What’s up? Are you wondering about our next plan?”


  “Well, somewhat. We’ve succeeded in some of our operations, right? That’s why I was thinking of getting into the big leagues, but everything I thought of doesn’t just hit home for me. It lacks the impact.”


  Hm, I see. So today, she didn’t struggle to choose which plan to go with, and more like she struggled to come up with one. So even the Revenge Note is running out of material. How troublesome.


  “And what did you have in mind?”


  “Well, something that goes Bang and Boom and all that. Something that’ll send tremors through the school.”


  “So a plan that involves a lot more people at once?”


  An act of terrorism that shocks the school. Honestly, it sounds enticing. And after going through four separate operations, we had the experience necessary.


  “What should we go with…Is there anything you’d like to do, Senpai?”


  “A terrorism I’d like to do? Not even a genuine terrorist would have a conversation like this.”


  “Hm, so annoying. Just throw in a suggestion.”


  You make it sound so easy…I’ve just been listening to Kurumi’s orders so far, so no way I could easily come up with something. Silence filled the room, until Kurumi opened her mouth first, snapping her fingers.


  “I know! How about we completely mess up the cultural festival that’s coming up!”


  “Disrupting the cultural festival, huh? Well…”


  “Our school has a festival toward the end of July, right? That’s in about a month! The classes and clubs should start preparing soon, so it couldn’t be more perfect!”


  Yeah, the cultural festival is held at the end of July, right before summer break. Why is it held at such an inappropriate time? Because “A waste of time so worthless shouldn’t get in the way of the students studying,” duh? Right before summer break is the regular exam that decides which classes students end up in. After fall break, students are busy with entrance exams for university or job search. Once winter break rolls around, all third-year students and teachers are busy with regular exams, too, so that leaves no time for an event like that. That’s why they chose to keep the festival right before summer break. Honestly, it would be a great idea.


  “But will we really be able to reach that many people…”


  “Huh? Of course. The entire student body will participate, right? That’s plenty of people.”


  “Oh? Wait, was your class not told yet?”


  “About what?”


  “Students from lower-ranking classes aren’t allowed to participate in the festival.”


  Kurumi’s eyes shot open, and so did her mouth. I guess this must be news to her. Sadly, this was reality. All students belonging to the lower-ranking classes, as well as those who hadn’t handed in any kind of homework, are prohibited from participating. And it wasn’t just limited to opening up stalls or preparing an attraction. They were banned from entering the premises. According to the school, grades this year were supposedly exceptionally bad, so they decided on this rule in a hurry. When we were told about that during homeroom, the homeroom teacher did say “It’s your fault.”


  The majority of students at Saigou High are part of the lower-ranking classes. Pair that with people who had yet to hand in any of their homework, and you won’t have any participants left. The festival is like a special right given to the selected few. It’s like they were nobility.


  “And with barely anybody participating, I’m not sure if we could reach too many people. I don’t think it’s the best stage to commit another act of terrorism.”


  “Whaaat, are you for real? I thought we actually had a good plan on our hands.”


  “That’s the Saigou Law for you. Gotta have discrimination at every corner.”


  “This school is just the worst…” Kurumi grumbled and then stretched her arms along the table.


  Yeah, well, I understand the frustration of your idea being canceled before you could even plan it out. But, think about it. The fact that the cultural festival has shrunk so much in overall size is a good chance if you change your approach.


  “Kurumi, I might have an idea of my own.”


  “Oh? What is it? What is it? But it better be interesting.”


  That…I can’t guarantee. I just think it’s not bad.


  “How about we revive the cultural festival?”


  “Revive…? Ah! You want to return it to the way it used to be?” Kurumi nodded several times, showing a mischievous smile.


  It seems like she appreciates my idea.


  “And it feels like a big operation, too. I like it.”


  “Right? Making this cultural festival off-limits for lower-ranking students is another discriminatory rule. It’s the law of this school, so if we open up the festival for everyone, then we’re actively working to destroy the rules. It’s a rebellion against the school.”


  “That is very true. And it would allow us to change the school.”


  “I haven’t thought of a specific method yet, but how does that sound?”


  “I think it’s great. I’m all up for it.”


  Since Kurumi agreed, my suggestion was accepted.


  “Then that’s decided. From now on, we’ll work towards reviving the cultural festival.”


  “Yes! And by doing that…and then we’ll destroy it.”


  “No, no, no, why would we go that far after all our hard work?”


  I was expecting Kurumi to laugh it off, saying something like “Just kidding!” but…


  “Huh?”


  “Huh?”


  Kurumi blinked at me, but I did the same thing. Did I…say something weird? I thought that was a bonafide report.


  “What’s the big deal? Just ruin it all after we revive it.”


  “Why would we go that far? We’re just invalidating our efforts.”


  “So what? If we revive the festival, we can just do as we planned from the start and act out our terrorism.”


  It’s almost like she struggled to understand what I was even saying. But after listening to her argument…We revive it…and then destroy it again. It sounds unnecessarily aggressive, but it’s not unthinkable. With more people there to watch and experience our terrorism, it’ll be even more worthwhile. Ruining the festival after bringing it back…could work. That does make it seem like we’re ridiculing it even more. I guess I was limited by my common sense.


  “That’s like a kiddo destroying a block house it just worked hard to build.”


  “Hahaha, but that’s just fine! We’re already worthless, anyway.”


  Right-o. If Kurumi says so, who am I to disagree?


  “Got it. So after we revive the cultural festival, we’re gonna mess it up.”


  “Wohoo! Now I’m pumped! Cultural festival! Bring it back! Destroy it all! Oh, that sounds like a slogan, doesn’t it? I’m so clever!” She cheered with a smug face, but I just had to shake my head.


  Nothing is clever or cool about this, and I’m not gonna sit here and accept that as our slogan.


  “So for starters, let’s try and cook up a method on how to bring the cultural festival back to its original order.”


  “Yeah, of course. But I already have an idea in that regard.”


  “You cooked up something? Then out with it.”


  “That’s…Hehe, I hope you look forward to it once it’s ready. This time, I can handle it myself.”


  * * *


  As for what Kurumi was planning…I found out quickly enough. Or rather, I happened to witness it. The day after she and I made up our plans to rebuild and then destroy the cultural festival when I got to school after buying food at the convenience store, the students were already acting restless.


  “Hey, did you see that letter? The one you’d see during an abduction?”


  “I did, I did. It was already scattered everywhere when I got here.”


  On the way to the classroom, I heard conversations like that from all around me. Heading to a small crowd of people, I spotted the letter that turned out to be the basis of those rumors.


  ‘Restore the cultural festival. If not, you will see hell.’


  It was like a threatening message in every sense of the word. Not to mention that this was created using snippets from newspapers. And they were put up all around the school. It looks like it could have been straight out of a drama. The irregularity of this situation and the hope that it might bring about change filled the school. Of course, our class was no exception. People talked about a lot of things happening lately, and this being the work of the same person who caused the stamp incident.


  “Hey, Natsume-kun?”


  As I was looking around the classroom, Tanaka-san suddenly started talking to me.


  “Did you see that letter? I wonder what this scary thing they’re talking about is?”


  “…I don’t know.”


  “Just who did such a thing…I guess there are some scary people.”


  As always, she had no idea who was doing this work behind the scenes. I just shrugged my shoulders in response. But of course, I knew who was behind all this.


  * * *


  Surely, it feels like it could have an impact on the level of a TV drama, and it allows us to threaten the school without much danger. Through this, the other students will find out what we’re doing, too. And since the message was created with snippets, they won’t be able to trace it back. I get the idea behind all this…but this won’t work. It’s not like I’ve become a professional after all those small acts of terrorism so far, but seeing that letter, it became clear. This won’t be enough to revive the cultural festival. Sadly, my assumptions were correct.


  The letters put up by Kurumi were all removed by the teachers during the morning, and thrown away instantly. The only difference compared to before was the teachers saying stuff like ‘Don’t hang up random letters’ or ‘The criminal is to step forth and turn themselves in,’ but that’s about it. The rumors didn’t spread far, either, and the teacher pretended like nothing happened. And all this also because the letter didn’t mention any accurate threat, like a bomb threat or anything of that sort.


  



  



  



  “Mmm…So it didn’t work out at all… Kiss…I thought it would work out a lot better when I set up everything this morning…”


  “Mnn…Pah! Wait, Kurumi. Don’t enter your own world while aggressively kissing me…”


  “Hmmm? What? You want me to focus on our kiss? Nnn!”


  “…No. It just makes me feel like an idiot trying to stay alive.”


  Classes ended, and as every day so far, I went to meet Kurumi in the astronomy club room. And right now, Kurumi was venting out her frustration by aggressively smooching me. Or rather, she was on my lap and one-sidedly pressing her lips on me.


  “Nnn…Bleh…Puh. I guess we have to cause some act of terrorism, otherwise the threats will feel empty.”


  “I think even any sort of crime won’t be enough to pose a genuine threat. It’ll just have the opposite effect.”


  “What did you say? Hmph…Then what should we do? If you don’t give me a proper idea right here, right now, I won’t stop kissing you. Mbleh…And your lips will get all soggy…”


  Kurumi pecked at my lower lips, licking along them, and stimulated my mind. This is bad. If this continues, the blood in my head is going to boil until I pass out. Luckily, I already gave this some thought on my way to the room. I corrected my upper body’s posture and had Kurumi sit on my lap as we stared at each other from up close.


  “Kurumi, your approach is messed up.”


  “Hm? My kisses are? C’mere, I’ll show you!”


  “…I was talking about your way of creating threats.”


  And even as I gave her a dubious look, she continued to press her lips on mine. I thought you were gonna stop with that once I started telling you of my plan…But, oh well. I’ll have to make do with this.


  “I understand the intent behind your actions, Kurumi. But, the school won’t just readily swallow whatever condition you throw at them. And they don’t want to create a precedent for that, either. Because this probably won’t be the last time.”


  “Nnn…Pah…I see…?”


  “With such a direct threat, the school won’t act. We’ll have the school accept that there exists an outrage regarding their newly-enforced regulations in relation to the cultural festival.”


  “Nnnn…You’re so cheeky despite being my senior…Open your mouth some more…Mmn…”


  Telling me to come up with something out of the blue, followed by calling me cheeky…What’s her deal? Still gonna open my mouth, though. Kissing Kurumi, it’s the same as the cheers from the sports club or the sound of the wind instrument club at my back…A kiss from her is the moment I switch my feelings. By pressing our lips together, my mind becomes sharp. It feels like just the two of us in the world, removing all worries and anxiety. All that’s left is a sense of guilty pleasure and a clear mind.


  “Puwah…!”


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    
  


  Kurumi seemed satisfied after our endless kissing and moved away from me, as another line of saliva connected us. It finally lost to the weight of gravity, collapsing, and disappearing. Kurumi watched it with a drowsy expression. She placed a bundle of her hair behind her ear and faintly opened her mouth.


  “Senpai, you’re sounding so arrogant, you must have some sort of idea, right?”


  “Well, somewhat. No clue if it’ll work out or not, though.”


  “Dawww, don’t play with me like that. You keep getting my hopes up…”


  I gently caught Kurumi who fell over to lean against my chest, as I tried to explain the idea I had.


  “I’ve been thinking about it…but I doubt it’s possible to revive the cultural festival with just the two of us. We’re not going to run around doing pranks and all that. This time, we have to make the school accept our condition. And if we’re going to make this big, we need helpers.”


  “…So you’re saying we should gather more allies?”


  “Not necessarily. Rather, I was hoping to get temporary assistants, so to speak.”


  Was my intent hard to understand? Did she not like my idea? I don’t know why, but Kurumi was pouting for a different reason compared to when we were kissing.


  * * *


  To all club presidents,


  Summer is closing in on us, and most students from the lower-ranking classes will probably have spent most of their days in displeasure and disgruntlement at the severe discrimination the school has been conducting. As a result of that, any sort of participation in the cultural festival was strictly prohibited for the lower-ranking classes. For that reason, we suggest a gathering of all students to blow off some steam. Any student, disregarding year, gender, and even grades, is free to participate in this extracurricular event. To allow for this to happen, we ask all club presidents of clubs that harbor lower-ranking students to spread this message.


  We only get to experience a student life like this once. Who would not want to make some irreplaceable memories? As for the details of the get-together, we would like to discuss them at a meeting. Surely, many of you must be busy, but we ask for your cooperation and your participation. You are free to decline after listening to what we have to say. But, we would be happy to see all of you there. Of course, if no interest is shown, then the get-together will be canceled. And so that regular students don’t spread any false information, we ask you to keep this invitation a secret from the others. The meeting to discuss the possible lower-class get-together will happen:


  When? Lunch break, June 25th.


  Where? The third floor of the second school building, supplementary room.


  * * *


  The supplementary room on the second school building’s third floor is also known as the ‘First-year Supplementary Exam Vista.’ It was usually full of first-year students who had to retake all sorts of tests and exams, which leads to it never being used on regular occasions, and no people come here, either. Because I knew that, I decided to use this room as our meeting space.


  “All right. We should get ready before the club presidents get there.”


  The room was completely barren, only offering the bare minimum. I changed the desks to create a U-shaped layout, sitting down at the seat the furthest from the entrance.


  “…I’m shocked you could just send out invitations to random people you don’t even know.” Kurumi was going with her regular black-haired look today as she looked at me from my side.


  “Honestly, I’m 50/50 on this one. Success, failure, it all depends on them.”


  “50%? That’s not too high considering you actually went with this.”


  “Unlike before, we have to make the school swallow our request. I don’t think we can make it through this without taking any risks. We need the determination to take the leap.”


  “…Is that so?”


  “Well, if this fails, then I’ll have to ask you to take the fall with me.” I smiled to brighten the mood, but Kurumi’s expression remained as stiff as before.


  It seemed like she was concerned about something else.


  “…Um, well, I…”


  But right as she was about to say something, we heard a knock and footsteps from beyond the door. I moved my hand to stop Kurumi from talking. Once again, the goal of our operation…for this once, I asked her to let me handle dealing with possible supporters. I don’t want them to find out that Kurumi and I are actually on good terms outside of this whole thing. Albeit reluctant, Kurumi moved to the corner of the room, took out her cap with cat ears, put it on, and lowered her head so that her face couldn’t be seen. Finally, the door opened.


  “…Excuse me.”


  Together with those words, a tall third-year male student with bright, short hair arrived. That’s our first candidate—the president of the soccer club. I kept seated, as I waved my hand and beckoned him over.


  “Welcome, welcome. Soccer club president, third-year class four, Iwata Shunsuke-san.”


  The soccer club president looked around and then gave me a dubious look.


  “…You seem to know about me, but who the hell are you?”


  “I’m the organizer for the get-together, Natsume Ren from year 2 class 4. Nice to meet you.” I answered without lying or trying to hide my identity.


  By the way, I’m not disguised in any way. I’m showing my true self and everything. It’s best to not try to hide anything when trying to gain others’ trust. Hearing my self-introduction, the soccer club’s president gave a blunt “Right,” response.


  “I came here because I found some weird letter in my shoe box, so I came here.”


  “So you’re willing to participate in this meeting? Thank you very much.”


  “And that girl wearing a cap…Is she some staff? Wait, am I the only one who’s here?”


  “We won’t know until we wait a bit longer, I fear.”


  As we were talking, the door opened once again.


  “Erm, hello? I’m here.”


  This time, the club president of the light music club entered.


  “Welcome, light music club president Kashiwagi Kanata-san from class 3-6.”


  “What’s this about some get-together? Some letter asked me to come here.”


  “You’ve made it to the right place. Please, have a seat.”


  From then on, the door would open periodically, with more people entering. Towards the end, we had the soccer club’s president, the light music club’s president, the badminton club’s president, the movie research club’s president, and the basketball club’s president. Since I sent this invitation to seven people, that’s a quota I’m quite satisfied with. And with half of lunch break down, I doubt anybody else will get here. I cleared my throat once to gather everyone’s attention and then looked at the club presidents in order.


  “Thank you very much for gathering here today. I’m the one who planned this off-school get-together, Natsume Ren from class 2-5. It’s nice to meet you.” I said and lowered my head, but no applause followed.


  It seems like the club presidents still seemed a bit dubious about this whole meeting. But, I have to start somewhere.


  “I will now explain the idea of the get-together, but first, there is something I’d like to ask all of you.” I breathed in once and then continued with a calm expression.


  “Are you aware of what event is happening on the 23rd of July?”


  The club presidents looked at each other with an “Oh, that?” expression. Understandably so. There’s no way they wouldn’t know.


  “…The 23rd is the day of the cultural festival, right?” said the president of the soccer club, facing me.


  Yes, that’s half correct. But, it’s worth 100 points, that’s for sure.


  “Yes, that’s when the Saigou High’s cultural festival is held.” I nodded and then continued with a stern tone. “However, to all of you, it’s nothing but a school-free day.”


  The presidents closed their mouths and glared at me. Understandably so, as the only club presidents I invited were part of the lower-ranking classes. All of the people present here don’t have the right to participate in the cultural festival.


  “…Why’d you have to phrase it that way? What’s your deal?” The soccer club president said.


  It seems like he’s going to act as the representative of the club presidents.


  “Let me cut right to the chase. The higher-ranking classes are allowed to have their fun at the cultural festival, whereas we’re ordered to stay at home and study…Isn’t that unfair?”


  The club presidents kept quiet but their expressions spoke for themselves. They must be wondering why they even came here. The soccer club president then spoke up with a blunt tone.


  “It’s our fault for having bad grades, so what can we do?”


  “Hearing you feel this way is a wonderful thing, but do you really believe it’s out of your reach? Can you really accept this mistreatment from the school and the higher-ranking classes?”


  “…Well, I do think that prohibiting our entry to the cultural festival took things too far.”


  The other club presidents seemed to agree with that fact, nodding along. And that’s just fine. If they even have the smallest level of discontent with this whole thing, then this operation will succeed.


  “Then, I have a suggestion for all of you. I say that, on July 23rd, the students of the lower-ranking classes should fool around outside of school.”


  “…Huh? What do you mean?”


  “It’s not fair that only the higher-ranking classes get to have fun on that day, no? That’s why…we’ll do a get-together that’s completely unrelated to the festival…on the day of the festival. And to discuss this idea plus the details, I called you all here today.”


  The club presidents were torn between unclarity and consent, as I stood up and explained my thoughts.


  “As the badminton club’s president, you can borrow the gym hall and hold a tournament with the goal of interaction and mixing, and the light music club can hold a live concert at the nearby park. The movie research club could gather people to head to the nearby cinema. The soccer and basketball clubs could gather up the students not part of any clubs to do a BBQ or something enjoyable along those lines.”


  “H-Hold on a second, this makes no sense.” The soccer club president scratched his head as he interrupted me.


  “What do you mean something enjoyable? I get the idea of fooling around outside of the school because we can’t participate in the festival…but why are you the one suggesting that we still center it around club activities?”


  A valid question, indeed. But, I set up this whole conversation so that he would ask me that. This is where the real deal starts. I continued my explanation like I was reading off a script.


  “There’s a reason why I’m suggesting you to fool around on the day of the festival. To be perfectly honest, I want to bring back the cultural festival to its original shape.”


  “Huh? The cultural festival…? Are you…the guy who put up those letters from before?”


  “Not at all. It’s more accurate to say that I was influenced by these letters. Finding out that other students wished to bring back the cultural festival for everyone, I decided to assist with my own methods.”


  The reason I showed my genuine desire and feelings was to raise the faith the club presidents have in me. I want to take a different approach from threatening the school, and I want to show them that my method will be more successful.


  “The school won’t act just because of letters like that. So, I thought about it. What do we do to make the school reinstall the cultural festival to how it used to be? And then, I reached a single conclusion.”


  “Conclusion? Do you have an idea…?”


  “Yes. We just have to show him the trouble it will cause if they don’t let us participate in the festival.”


  The club presidents still had dubious looks on their faces, so I continued.


  “Because there are students who could cause trouble, it’s safer to lock up the students who do participate in the festival—That’s what the school will be thinking,” I repeated the same words I told Kurumi. “Something that could cause trouble, something that the school might want to avoid…That is for us students to gather outside the school in larger masses. Rather than gathering off-campus, the school most likely would want to keep us under their control. And to make this a reality, I need all of your help. That’s why I gathered you here.”


  “So basically, you want to bring back the cultural festival to how it was, and you need us to do get-togethers outside of school for that reason?”


  “Yes, precisely. I’m sorry for sending you such a deceiving letter.”


  I apologized, but the club presidents still didn’t seem too convinced just yet.


  “I get where you’re coming from, but what do we have to gain from participating in all that?”


  “If the school doesn’t agree to reinstall the regular cultural festival, then you’re free to play around outside as you’d like. And if our plan succeeds, you can join us at the cultural festival. Either way, you get to have fun without being bothered by the school. I don’t think it’s that bad of an idea.”


  The soccer club president showed a gesture like he was thinking. And if he’s still undecided, then I’ve got a chance, still. If he were to simply decline by saying “We can’t study, so we don’t have any right to fool around,” it’d be over. And then, if he had been brainwashed that much, I would have to give up. I looked at the president with a serious gaze and said.


  “In order to move so many people, we need the influence of you club presidents.”


  “That makes sense. That’s why you came to us, huh?”


  “Exactly. I can get everything organized. You don’t have to worry about any of that. All I’d like you to ask is to get people together. And you can focus on your club members or other people you know. I’d simply ask you to gather up people. Would you be willing to help out?”


  “You say that…But if the teachers were to find out, we’re in hot water…”


  In that regard, there’s nothing to worry about. I’ve already prepared an excuse for that.


  “That won’t be an issue. Even if the teachers find out, it’ll be just the five of us who attempted to get people together. Nobody will become the scapegoat.”


  “Hmmm…”


  Even now, the club presidents were hesitant. However, I used my final ace in the hole.


  “I understand. Then, let’s do it like this…Any blame or responsibility will fall on me. In the truest sense, you will simply have to gather people who would be willing to have fun on the day of the festival. Is that good enough?” I asked, to which the club presidents looked at each other.


  They seemed to be discussing things with their gazes, as the soccer club president glanced at me.


  “Are you that dead-set on reviving the cultural festival?”


  “Yes. If they were to create a precedent of limiting the cultural festival to the higher-ranking classes, they will use this as an excuse to keep going next year and the year after. So, I beg you, won’t you help me?” I asked with a weak voice to show my desperation.


  I didn’t know how they took my attitude in this, but it seemed like my aim worked out. I believe they were just seeing me as a “Junior who had to rely on his seniors to save the cultural festival.”


  “So we just have to get people together and ask them to ‘Hang out on the day of the cultural festival,’ right?”


  “Yes. That is plenty.”


  “…Gotcha. I’ll help you. I also wanna have some fun before I start on entrance exams. But don’t come crying if this plan doesn’t work out for you, okay?”


  “Naturally. If that happens, you can just have fun at your get-togethers.”


  “Great…So, what about you guys? You in on this, too?” The soccer club president turned toward the other participants, who showed positive reactions.


  “Thank you very much, everyone. I’m truly grateful for your assistance.” I put my hands on my desk to deeply lower my head.


  And then, I laughed to myself. They all played on the palm of my hand, not knowing a single thing. You think you’re helping a poor yet passionate senior, but…you just made a deal with the devil.


  “I would like to avoid any risk of the school finding out about our plans. So, I ask you to keep this meeting a secret from other people.”


  “…Noted.”


  “Thank you very much. Then, let’s move on to discuss the details.”


  * * *


  A few days passed since the initial meeting when we arrived at a regular day’s lunch break. The cafeteria at Saigou High once again showed a prime example of discrimination, the sunny spots used by higher-ranking classes, whereas the lower-ranking classes cower in the darker areas. Sometimes, places and chairs were stolen by higher-ranking students, with the teachers not even batting an eye. This whole sight really made you lose your appetite. However, there was a slim difference compared to a few weeks ago. Namely, the lower-ranking students sounded a lot more energetic when speaking with their classmates.


  “I heard the light music club’s gonna do a live concert. Are you gonna check it out?”


  “On the day of the cultural festival? I’ve actually decided to check out the BBQ.”


  “Seriously? Maybe I should go there, too.”


  These conversations I heard from the darker places inside the cafeteria. I took out my smartphone and typed up a message.


  ‘I heard another conversation. Seems like the club presidents are carrying their weight.’


  I sent this to Kurumi, who quickly responded.


  ‘Sure looks like it. The people sitting close to me talked about watching a movie on the day of the festival.’


  Raising my head, I looked diagonally across the cafeteria, meeting eyes with Kurumi. She faintly raised her lips and munched her cheeks with curry rice, returning to her lunch. Today, Kurumi and I worked to check how well the development of the get-together was coming along, coming to the cafeteria. Sure, we could have just checked in on the random classes, but here at the cafeteria, you can really see exchanges between juniors and seniors, which makes it the perfect place to check. And the reason we were sitting apart is so that we could listen in on various places.


  As of right now, the club presidents were doing great work gathering participants for the events. It wasn’t reaching boiling point, but more and more people have started talking about it. While listening in on the conversations around me, I slurped on my udon, when my phone vibrated. A new message from Kurumi. She might have gathered some new information, so I should check it.


  ‘When you’re eating like that, you look like a guinea pig, and it’s really cute.’


  Never mind, she’s just wasting everyone’s time.


  ‘Don’t say that, you’re just making me self-conscious.’


  ‘Sending secret messages like this makes it feel like we’re having a hidden office romance, don’t you think?’


  ‘We’re not working at an office, nor are we in love.’


  This isn’t some game, so get back to your work. I raised my head, when I saw Kurumi stick out her tongue at me. What is with her recently? Then again, I understand that she’s getting tired of this. We’ve been sitting here for a while already. And from all this, it became clear that progress wasn’t half bad. I think it’d be fine to get back to the classroom. That’s why I was about to send one last message, when—


  “Oh? Natsume-kun?”


  I heard a voice from the previously empty seat ahead of me. I didn’t have to look at their face to tell that this translucent voice belonged to Tanaka-san. She carried a fried lunch menu on her tray, looking down at me.


  “It’s rare to see you here in the cafeteria.”


  “Well…I couldn’t stop by the convenience store this morning. Are you only now starting your lunch?”


  “Ah…Yeah. I met up with some friends, which is why I ended up late.” She showed a complicated smile and gave me a hesitant look. “Um…Natsume-kun? Are you about to finish your lunch?”


  “Erm, I’ve still got some left. Why?”


  Tanaka-san looked around and then sighed.


  “I see. Do you mind if I join you, then? I’m alone right now, see.”


  “Oh, yeah. Sure, I don’t mind.”


  I cleaned up the table a bit to offer some space for Tanaka-san, who signed in relief while saying “Thank god” as she placed her tray. This is pretty convenient. Not only am I happy that we get to eat lunch together, but I can also use this chance to see if there’s more talk about the get-together.


  ‘Sorry, you can go back ahead without me. I’m gonna keep checking here a bit longer.’


  I sent Kurumi another message and put my smartphone in my pocket. Tanaka-san put her hands together as she said “I’m digging in,” slurping up some of her udon noodles before I struck up a conversation.


  “Oh yeah, were you part of any club, Tanaka-san?”


  “Club? Nope. I’m too busy with homework and all that.”


  “Well, knowing our school, I don’t blame you.”


  “It’s a shame. Why the sudden question, though?”


  I pretended to feign innocence and brought up the main topic.


  “Well, I’ve been hearing about some of the clubs hanging out on the day of the cultural festival. So I was wondering if you had any plans like that.”


  “Ah, that? I heard about that, too. The BBQ and whatnot, right?”


  “Yeah, exactly. But I guess you’re not gonna participate?”


  “Hmm…I don’t think I will. I mean, I heard you can join them even when you’re not part of the club, but I think I’ll pass. I doubt the teachers would let us do that, either.”


  So she’s worried about the teachers. I guess she really is an upright girl.


  “Did none of your friends invite you?”


  “They did. Especially since we can’t participate at the cultural festival. But I still declined.”


  I see…so this story has reached even the girls of the second years, huh? Hearing it directly really helps in gathering intel. And I found out how her friends feel about this, now.


  “What about you, Natsume-kun? Do you think of participating?” Tanaka-san asked as she tilted her head, and I responded with the answer I had prepared.


  “Nah, probably not. There’s also talk about some movie night or live concert at a park, but I don’t feel too interested in any of those.”


  “Ah, I didn’t know about that. Everyone’s so proactive.”


  With this, I could advertise the other events outside the BBQ. This should do it. I slurped on some of my udon noodles and then struck up a new conversation completely unrelated to the operation.


  “Oh yeah, on a different note, we talked about songs I liked before, right?”


  From there on, we were just talking about random things. And while we were discussing this and that, I matched her pace and finished eating at the same time as her. But going back to the classroom would have been a bit too awkward, so I said I had to stop by the staff office and get up ahead of her. I grabbed my tray and placed it in the tray storage. On the way there, I spotted Kurumi’s back. She also placed her tray without saying a word, quickly disappearing into the hallway without turning to look at me.


  I told her she could go back, and yet she stayed all this time? That being said, calling out to her now would’ve made us look suspicious, so I decided to send her a message instead. Once I had placed my tray down, I looked around to make sure no teacher could see me as I took out my smartphone.


  ‘Seems like everyone knows even club outsiders can join the events.’


  The message went off with a dull SHUP sound. She did read my message, but no response came back. Maybe she didn’t have time to write anything, or maybe she thought there was no response necessary. Either way is fine, really. I was about to stuff my phone away when I saw that her profile had been updated. Looking at it, her status message now read “Liar.”


  * * *


  Some things did concern me about all of this, but once we met up after classes ended, Kurumi was the same as always. We had planned on holding a strategy meeting today, but when I entered the room a bit later than usual, she was just lounging on her chair, playing with her cap.


  “Oh, Senpai. You’re late today. Were you out taking a smoke break?”


  “Homeroom just took longer than usual. And…I haven’t been smoking since then.”


  “Hmmm? Since then? What do you mean? You have to be more specific.”


  Kurumi snickered, as she was in Revenge Mode. What a terrific girl. I sat down facing her when she put on her cat-ear cap. She then proceeded to take out a yellow notebook and placed it on the desk together with a pencil. What a familiar sight.


  “Then, let’s get this strategy meeting started.”


  “Right…Though, is there even anything for us to discuss? Things are going great, right?”


  “In regard to the cultural festival making a recovery, yes.”


  “…Ah, I see what you’re on about.”


  “Today, we should discuss our plans regarding destroying the cultural festival.”


  The festival happens in the later half of July. Assuming we succeed in reviving the festival, we’d be too late in thinking up a plan on how to destroy it. That’s probably what’s on Kurumi’s mind. And I’ve got no objections with that. I always like to be as prepared as possible when it comes to our terrorism. It’s good to keep everything marked down.


  “What should we do, I wonder? It’d be good if we made it something flashy, at least,” she said and flipped through the pages of her Revenge Note.


  I was hoping she would have some sort of suggestion, but I guess she didn’t.


  “For something big, you need the impact, right? That’s gonna be a lot harder to cook up.”


  “Hm…Maybe we could set up some massive fireworks? Make them go boom?”


  “But you need official permission for that. No way we can get our hands on any permission, let alone the big stuff.”


  “Let’s forget about being able to do it or not. Just as a simple idea, how do fireworks sound?”


  “It’d be flashy, but I feel like they will just think it’s a natural part of the festival.”


  Plus, fireworks don’t have any beauty in them. We need to think about the message. Our operations so far had a certain level of mischievous behavior to them, but they had definite intent. A twisted perception of beauty. Put in simple terms, it’d like street art from Banksy, showing a type of rebellion against the government and the world. Leaving aside deeds, the heart behind those actions lines up. It might be hard to accomplish, but equally worthwhile.


  “I’d prefer a type of terrorism that will leave regret and pain on the school.”


  Seems like she figured out what I was thinking, as she pouted and crossed her arms.


  “Regret and pain…Let’s think about the reason the school would even hold a cultural festival.”

“Hm? What do you mean?”


  “If all they cared about was the students studying, they wouldn’t even bother with an event like the cultural festival. So, how did such an event manage to survive all the way until today? I feel like the reason for that might help us in figuring out a good idea.”


  “Ah, I see. By the way…For regular schools, the goal of a cultural festival is to teach the students how to manage themselves, as well as to have them understand the importance of teamwork and relying on others.”


  “Oh, really? I’m surprised you know.”


  “I’m a genius, after all. So, please praise me some more.” Kurumi showed a confident smirk and flashed her smartphone screen.


  There, she had her browser open, the current search being ‘Cultural Festival – Reasons.’ God damn modern girl.


  “Self-management and the importance of teamwork…huh? Now that sounds just dandy. But at our school, it’s all about grades. They don’t think about wanting to prepare the students for society.”


  “Most likely, yes. But then…why are they willing to continue a practice like this?”


  “This being a private school, they might get some benefits?”


  “Hmm, benefits? The sales from the stalls and such?”


  “I don’t think the profits are enough to make that worthwhile. Also, the income is mostly being used to be donated.”


  In the end, a private school is based on profit. Just how much does Saigou High bring in from tuition fees, and how much do the teachers get paid? Maybe reaching that information could lead to us figuring out an answer.


  “…Maybe they’re using the cultural festival to show investors, guardians, and possible new students that there’s nothing wrong with this school? Like a type of visit day?”


  “Ahhh, that would make sense. When I was still in middle school, I actually came here to see the festival myself.”


  “Without a festival, it might negatively impact future applicants.”


  “True. And they definitely would want to avoid that. Maybe that’s the reason? But what a sharp deduction. As expected of Senpai.” She clapped a few times.


  I feel like anybody would be able to reach that conclusion, but being praised didn’t feel too bad, to be honest.


  “So the biggest pain we could cause the school…is to come up with a method to lessen the number of possible applicants?”


  “Yeah, pretty much. If we could teach all of humanity to not apply for this school, that would be the best…”


  “Yes, so we should come up with an act of terrorism to achieve that…”


  We thought about it for a moment, but the first one to raise their finger was Kurumi.


  “Considering possible applicants, wouldn’t it be good for us to hold a true school assembly?”


  “A…true school assembly? Ah, you mean like teaching the possible applicants about all the terrible things happening at this school?”


  “Exactly! That’s what I was thinking of. A genuine assembly would probably not work out, but we can leak information about the school. For example…leaking recorded audio during classes and playing them out loud? We will let the possible applicants experience what awaits them if they apply at this school.”


  “A broadcast of abuse, huh…Possible. But how do we pull that off? Sounds hard.”


  “We could hijack the broadcasting room during the day of the festival? This’ll reach the whole school.”


  Hijack…But that would make us genuine terrorists. Well, using the broadcasting room during the festival isn’t impossible. You could come up with the right excuses to get in and chase out the other people.


  “And during the climax, too. When everyone’s having fun, we play a broadcast of abuse. Saying something like ‘Let us introduce to you…The daily scenery at our Saigou High!’ It’d be the greatest possible finale!”


  “I see…Yeah, that could work.”


  “Then it’s decided. We should then focus on recording these insults and abuse. Something that’s especially bad. I just hope we can find something…”


  “Hold on.”


  I took out my smartphone and placed it on the table.


  “I’ve got recorded data with me.”


  Kurumi looked at me in disbelief as her eyes lit up.


  “Huh? What? Why? When did you…”


  “…Way before we met.”


  It was at the beginning of this year. When I told the teachers to stop being so abusive. I was considering threatening them with releasing this, but could never put it into action. But to think it would come back to help me like this.


  “As expected of you, Senpai! Then let’s go with this plan!”


  “…Yeah.”


  We did a fist bump, and after pulling my hand back, I looked down at my own fist. The first plan of our operation—the revival of the cultural festival—is going great. And we decided on how to destroy the festival, too. I see now…we’re trying to grasp absolute control over this school. Do we bring it back to life? Do we kill it? It’s an odd feeling. Like a sense of anxiety but omnipotence filled my body, making me drunk. And the smartphone in my pocket felt a lot heavier than usual.


  * * *


  The following day, I was listening in on the conversations of my classmates from the moment I entered the classroom. More and more people heard about the get-together, creating a snowball effect that raised participants. Of course, some get-together as a name left the girls a bit hesitant, but the boys did a great job of calling it a ‘Recreational party’ or ‘Fun gathering,’ which helped our poor naming. Naturally, with things proceeding in such a convenient way, there had to be a turning point eventually. During the day’s final homeroom class, our homeroom teacher had a few words to say with his sour face.


  “There seems to be an individual planning some sort of gathering outside the school on the day of the festival, but you should stop fooling around. We told you that all students of the lower-ranking classes are to stay at home and study. The teachers who have time on the day of the festival will be patrolling the surrounding area, so make sure you stay at home.”


  Murmurs could be heard inside the classroom. The people who had planned to head out and have fun clearly did not like this.


  “This year’s results of the lower-ranking classes are exceptionally bad. You don’t even understand this without me having to spell it out?”


  The classroom was filled with a tense air, but once the teacher began speaking of the end-of-term exams in July, that got even worse. It was the exact moment where all fooling around turned deadly serious. With this, all plans of any get-together on the day of the festival fell flat. Thus, our naive operation reached the worst possible ending—Well, not quite.


  Everything up to this point was exactly as I had anticipated it would happen. Just by causing trouble outside school, we won’t be able to bring back the regular cultural festival. That was painfully clear from the very start. All within my range of calculations. My plan is working out perfectly, so it’s time to move on to the next step—and write another invitation.


  * * *


  “Hey, that whole plan of yours fell flat completely. What’s that about?”


  The moment all members had gathered at the second school building’s supplementary room, the soccer club president fired away. We once again sat in a U-shape, with all the club presidents glaring at me.


  “The teachers are gonna be patrolling now. Luckily, we didn’t get drilled out by them ourselves, but this makes the whole plan of reviving the cultural festival a failure.”


  “That’s right. That’s the situation on our hands.”


  “I was looking forward to getting all the ingredients and whatnot this Sunday. It’s like I got left to hang dry during the rain.”


  As the soccer club president lamented this failure, the light music club muttered “And we practiced so hard, too.” Other voices were following, such as “We were training, as well,” and “There was a movie we really wanted to watch.” After they all got their grumbling done, the soccer club president sighed once and looked at me.


  “So, Natsume. What do we do now.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “The get-together and cultural festival. Since you sent us another invitation, you must have another idea cooking, right?”


  Gazes of anticipation gathered on me. It seemed like the club presidents hadn’t given up yet. I looked at all their faces in order—and then purposefully created a dubious expression.


  “Not at all? The plan has failed. The cultural festival is ruined. That’s all there is to it.”


  A few seconds of silence passed, and the one to break apart this silence was the soccer club president.


  “The hell?! You didn’t think of anything else we could do?!”


  “No, I’m all out of ideas, myself.”


  “But then why did you get all of us here?!”


  “I figured it would be best to at least report the fact that our plan failed.”


  “I didn’t need anything like that! I heard plenty from the teachers!”


  The other club presidents nodded along.


  “…So, this is the end? The whole thing about creating memories…Done and dozer?”


  “That is the case, yes. There is nothing else that I could suggest.”


  “So pointless! Tsk, I was an idiot for taking this dumb idea seriously!” The soccer club president cussed and made his way to the door.


  He probably thinks that there’s nothing else to discuss here. And with him as the representative heading out, the other club presidents decided to do the same. One scratched their head, and the other shrugged, but they all got up.


  “…Senpai.”


  Kurumi had appeared next to me, giving me an anxious look. Oh come on, don’t look at me like that. Because…there’s no need to worry. This is where my true plan begins.


  “Are you going to just give up?”


  Right before the soccer club president could open the door, I called out to him. Like waves spreading on the surface of the water, the other presidents turned around, until he sighed and looked back at me.


  “That’s my line. We came here because you called for us.”


  “No, what I said still holds true.” I stared back at the president with strength in my gaze that wouldn’t lose against him. “Let me ask you again. Will you just give up as the school and higher-ranking classes still have both your money and freedom?”


  “…What?”


  “You’re paying money to let the higher-ranking classes have fun and fool around. And you’re fine with that. Thanks for your tribute.”


  The presidents furrowed their brows. It sure looked like they had no idea what I was talking about.


  “Hold on. What are you talking about? I get the whole freedom part, but what’s this about money and tribute? When did we ever pay money to the higher-ranking classes?”


  Oh, huh. I guess they didn’t know after all. Well, then let me teach you—About the twisted darkness of this school.


  “I’m talking about the budget for extracurricular activities.”


  “Huh? The hell is that?”


  “One part of the tuition you pay at Saigou High. In terms of raw money, you’re looking at a solid 50,000 yen. It’s part of the money your parents worked hard to earn and paid for the school at the beginning of the year.”


  “…So, what about it? What tribute are you talking about?”


  “Don’t you get it? The budget for extracurricular activities…flows into money for the cultural festival’s budget instead.”


  Strictly speaking, not all the money goes towards the budget for the cultural festival, but that’s an unnecessary detail that I can leave out.


  “The lower-ranking classes are paying the budget for the cultural festival. Even though you’re not allowed to participate.”


  “Huh? Wait…I thought the lower-ranking classes were only supposed to pay a minuscule amount of that?”


  “Of course not. Prohibiting the lower-ranking class from participating in the cultural festival was a sudden decision. You pay your tuition every year, so you’ve already paid into their pockets.”


  The club presidents looked at each other with troubled looks on their faces.


  “…The hell? Natsume, that shouldn’t…”


  “Not to mention that they adjusted the rule so that not only the lower-ranking classes, but anybody who had yet to hand in any sort of homework was prohibited. That would mean they had to repay all those students. No way they would.”


  It might very well be possible, but knowing the track record of this school, the chances are slim. I highly doubt they would care about students that much. And since I was talking to lower-ranking classes right now, they held the same level of distrust as me. The rest is simple. I have to foster this feeling of doubt and distrust with my own words.


  “All my dear seniors, this school undoubtedly misuses the money it collects from its students.”


  “…Is that true?”


  “Money used for planning the festival…I wonder what the teachers are going to do with yours? Heading out to drink? Pachinko? Some might even visit a soapland for all I know.”


  Suddenly, the air became much denser. It seems like they all latched on.


  “Do you get it now? We are illegally kept away from the cultural festival.”


  “…”


  “The teachers and the kettle trained by this school truly believe those who don’t excel at studying are not worthy. Sadly, this whole thing isn’t so easy to fix.”


  To make the frustration and rage inside their hearts even stronger, I continued.


  “Paying for the festival while being prohibited from participating…That is just ludicrous, don’t you think?”


  It seemed like they all understood the sheer insanity of this school. They looked at each other, trying to figure out how the other felt. This is it. I tickled their hatred, as well as the complex that was fostered over the years.


  “So please, feel free to go home. Fail the next set of exams, score horrible grades, get discriminated against, have your freedom stolen, and your money stolen for the sake of the people who are better than you…howling losers.”


  “…”


  “Why don’t you keep living your life like this? Worthless except being treated like a slave.”


  “You don’t have to phrase it that way, you know?”


  The soccer club president walked toward me, grabbing my collar. I can’t be scared here. I just stared him right in the face.


  “Apologies, Senpai, but I’m not the one you should be getting angry at.”


  This sparked the flames of war.


  * * *


  ‘We just have to make the school realize that trouble will brew if they don’t let the lower-ranking classes participate in the cultural festival.’


  That was my thought and the truth. However, my measures and procedure to revive the cultural festival, I didn’t tell Kurumi or the club presidents. Ever since I saw Kurumi’s letters spread around, I have been thinking about this. At this school, they think that they can control the students simply by tickling their complexes and traumas. And with some half-baked threat, you won’t be able to reach any sort of common ground. The cultural festival won’t be revived with just this. So then, what do you do? The answer I came up was this—


  We just have to teach the school that the students won’t abide by their rules and that this isn’t just on any half-baked level. In other words, I’m going to cause a fire that will blow up conflict. If the students can’t be put under control again, the school will move. And then, they’ll be forced to open up the festival for all students. After I told the club presidents about the extracurricular fees, more chaos ensued at Saigou High.


  “Sensei, some seniors mentioned this before, but what is happening to our extracurricular activity fees?”


  “Is it true that we’re paying the same money as the higher-ranking classes despite being forced to study at home?”


  In the morning when I arrived at school, the class representatives were harshly closing in on our homeroom teacher. It seems like the information I spread to the club presidents has been to make rounds. The homeroom teacher seemed surprised to be asked that question, too, as they gave a vague response and tried to leave this place


  “Stop worrying about pointless things and focus on your studies.”


  Leaving the hallway, I had similar conversations with various other places. You stupid teachers, this kind of vague response will only fuel the flames more. And finally, the students’ displeasure against the teachers and school began rising, as they started speaking out towards not only the repayment of the money for extracurricular activities but also their forceful closure of the get-together, reaching the point where they would write ‘Scam School’ on various boards all around campus. This ruckus only continues to grow.


  Sure, the lower-ranking classes may have gotten somewhat used to this environment colored in discrimination, but they are not slaves. With the fraud-like behavior surrounding the money, nobody would stand still now. The teachers fought back by insulting and threatening the students, as well as attempting to explain the rumor regarding the tuition, but the rebellion of the lower-ranking classes only grew stronger with time. And while pretending to be an average student unrelated to any of this, I smiled to myself.


  It’s a realistic flow of events. Can’t just put out the fire that I started by setting up the get-together, despite it being such a chore to act out. Because if we wanted the whole school to get criticized, we needed a major plot. Even if Kurumi and I screamed, we’d be met with deaf ears. That being said, if we spread papers and documents of the school’s mistreatment of funds and the like, it would end the same way as Kurumi’s attempt. To actually bring about some major change, we needed to create disgruntlement with a major number of students, and then make it all explode at once. That’s why I planned the whole get-together fully aware that the school would put a stop to it.


  The students thought they could have some fun outside of school, only to be left hanging. The soccer club president was absolutely right when he said they were left out to dry. Creating a method that will create even bigger displeasure with the school, I used the fraud of the extracurricular activities fee as a trigger. This was my original plan to revive the original cultural festival. You’re too naive, you damn teachers. You won’t be able to deceive me. Who’s at fault here? You are the ones who caused all this by prohibiting us from participating in the cultural festival.


  And a few days after all this blew up, it even reached the outside world. According to the rumors I heard, some parents from the students of the lower-ranking classes came to call the school to ask about the money they paid. And even the higher-ranking classes threw in complaints. That especially was very effective, as the teachers had an emergency meeting after school. You can’t talk your way out of this again. Acting innocent won’t get you far. They now have two choices. Either, they repay the fees to the students who won’t participate in the festival, or they open it up for everyone.


  Realizing that Saigou High is a private school, they will need the money. They wouldn’t want to use any money on a lawsuit or to repay the other students. However, letting the lower-ranking classes participate in the festival is simple. They had planned for this to happen from the start, anyway. They had made the preparations. Even if they had changed it so that only higher-ranking classes could participate, they wouldn’t suffer many consequences for taking their initial plan back. This school will definitely open up the cultural festival.


  Eventually, a few days passed, a whole week after the rumors started spreading, bringing us to a certain homeroom class in the morning. Our homeroom teacher stood at the teacher’s desk in the front, beginning their talk like they were holding some sort of speech.


  “We’ve got some important news today. So listen carefully. We’ve never misused any tuition or budget. This whole extracurricular activity fee you speak of is—”


  —not something that is solely being used for the festivals, nor is it something the teachers have access to, and it’s more like a reserve—and so on, so forth. Of course, the students in our class weren’t happy with just that, and they knew this wasn’t all of it. So after seeing all these reactions, the teacher sighed and began bringing up the main topic—which was the same as declaring their defeat against the lower-ranking classes.


  “…However, we understand that you won’t believe a word we say, so the decision was made that all students are allowed to participate in the cultural festival, at least for this year.”


  The classmates, who had previously looked like dead corpses and zombies, now showed excited cheers.


  “We will allow your participation at the cultural festival, but keep it at a sensible level. You are still in the lower-ranking classes, so studying should be your top priority. The end-of-term exams are closing in, too…”


  Nobody even listened to the rest of the speech anymore. Instead, the students were basking in their victory, discussing their next plans and such. And while I watched this relaxed atmosphere in the classroom, I quietly sighed in relief. This time around, we deceived a lot of people. I thought about this non-stop, but there could always be errors, which is why the relief really hit right now. I’m just glad everything worked out because now we’ve completed the cultural festival revival phase.


  After homeroom ended, I stretched my arms, when I felt a gaze from the seat next to mine. Looking over, I met eyes with a pair of translucent gems. It was Tanaka-san, smiling at me.


  “Natsume-kun, now we get to participate in the festival!”


  “Ah, yeah. Seems like it.”


  “Hee hee, I’m so happy. Let’s make lots of memories together.”


  …What did she mean by that? How should I interpret that? I don’t know, but it did feel as if she was praising me, and I didn’t hate that.


  * * *


  The following day the school accepted their defeat, I once again invited the club presidents. But this time around, it was more of a personal business. The operation I set up most definitely worked out because of their help. With just Kurumi and I, any kind of attempt would have gotten silenced by the teachers immediately. That’s why I wanted to thank them no matter what. I felt like I had to in order to get proper closure.


  So, when I was waiting at the usual supplementary room during lunch break, they arrived. And the atmosphere they brought with them was definitely different from before. Their expressions were full of confidence and relief, almost like their doubts had been cleared up. Once I had confirmed that the five club presidents were seated, I cleared my throat once and began talking.


  “Thank you for gathering like this, everyone.”


  “…Natsume. Good thing we managed to bring back the cultural festival,” the soccer club president said so, as I greeted him with a bow.


  “It’s thanks to you spreading those rumors, putting the school against the wall. Thank you.”


  “Nah, we just started acting because none of that made any sense.”


  “Even so, it’s thanks to your influence that we managed to get back our cultural festival.”


  Everybody would be happy being thanked like this, and they seemed satisfied, too.


  “Just like I wrote in the invitation, I asked you all to meet me here because I wanted to thank you.”


  “You don’t need to thank us. We did it for our sake, that’s all.”


  “Even so, I wanted to. You’ve helped me a lot, and although it happened in a different way from what I expected, we accomplished our final goal. So, thank you very much,” I said with my mouth, but in my mind—


  —Thank you very much for being deceived and acting like the perfect pawns.


  “It might not be much, but I’ve prepared something of a token of gratitude for all of you,” I said and picked up a vinyl bag that I had left in the corner of the room.


  Inside were 500ml bottles of tea. I bought them from the drugstore just this morning. And while I voiced my gratitude, I began handing them out to everyone.


  “Sorry about this. Are you sure we should be getting this?”


  “Of course, no need to be humble. In fact, I feel bad that this is all I could offer you.”


  The soccer club president nodded, opened the lid, and took a sip. With this, my mission is complete. I finished doing everything I wanted. No more regrets. We probably won’t ever be involved again.


  “It may have been for a short time, but I wouldn’t want to waste all of your time, so I say we disband our group today. Sorry for all the trouble I’ve caused you, and thank you very much for everything.”


  A round of applause followed. I really had no right to receive this kind of treatment, but it’s appropriate, so I’ll take it. I headed to the entrance of the supplementary room and opened the door, when the club presidents slowly began heading out one after the other, talking to each other while saying stuff like “The light music club’s gonna go on stage now.” “Wait, for real? Maybe I should go check it out.” The one who stayed last was the soccer club president. He gulped down the rest of his tea and attempted to leave the room. Since he acted as the representative and did the most help in our discussions, I wanted to thank him personally. When he reached my side, I smiled and spoke up.


  “President Iwata, thanks for always gathering everyone’s opinions.”


  “Hm? Ah, it’s fine. In fact, I should apologize for my tone that last time.”


  “Don’t worry about it. I wasn’t sugarcoating my words either, so we’re even.” I responded with the answer I had prepared.


  How do I say this…the soccer club president is just especially easy to read. It’s thanks to him having become the leader during our conversations that I could easily control the flow. In that way, I am thankful to him. Not like I could tell him about that, though.


  “The get-together may have fallen flat, but now we can all enjoy the cultural festival, right?”


  “Yeah. We’re gonna decide on what our class does from now on, so come check it out.”


  “Of course, with pleasure.”


  I was thinking we’d shake hands and that would be the end of it…but the soccer club president showed his white teeth as he threw this line at me.


  “Oh yeah, I gotta thank you, too, Natsume.”


  “What? Why?”


  “Your initial idea may not have worked out, but it’s thanks to you telling us about the whole extracurricular activity fee that we realized we were being deceived. So, thanks for that.”


  “Ah, well…”


  All I did was whisper evil into his ears. Nothing that would deserve any gratitude. Why is it that I can’t read his thoughts at the very end like this?


  “But first, we’ve got the end-of-term exams. Catch you later, Natsume.”


  “Yes, of course. See you around.”


  Watching the club presidents walk off, it felt like a set of fingers grasped my heart. Something made me feel restless and uncertain. What is this? Why am I feeling this way? I tried to figure out what it was—when a warm sensation was pressed against my right cheek.


  “…Kiss!”


  I was forcefully dragged back into reality. It sounded wet, as a faint breath tickled my face. And, a large cap bumped against my head. I didn’t even have to think about what just happened. Looking to my side, Kurumi had just finished fixing her cap and smiled at me.


  “What’s up, Kurumi?”


  “Hee hee, I wanted to give you a reward.”


  Giving me a kiss as a reward for such an evil deed, she really is a bad woman. She crossed her hands behind her back, making her way next to me.


  “Involving the entirety of the lower-ranking classes to cause an explosion…So this was your true plan all along?”


  “Yeah. I figured that making things escalate this much will force the school to act.”


  “You could have told me, though.”


  “My bad for keeping quiet. But, you know…To deceive the enemy, you must first deceive your allies.”


  “So the club presidents are the enemy?”


  “…No, not at all. Are you angry? I’m really sorry, okay. I just didn’t want to tell you because it’d be hella embarrassing if I failed.”


  Kurumi pointed at my lips, saying “I’ll forgive you with this,” and I abided by pressing my lips onto hers.


  “Mmnn!”


  It was like a makeup kiss. Another type of kiss we experienced for the first time. Once I moved my face away, Kurumi smiled with flushed cheeks. It seems like she forgave me.


  “Hee hee…You actually managed to revive the cultural festival. That’s Senpai, for you.”


  “I just did what I could, but luck was on my side.”


  “But luck is part of skill. I was worried for a moment, but I believed you could pull it off.”


  She believed in me…huh? She accepts me and praises me…I’m the one who is being threatened here, but there’s something about her personality that leaves me unable to hate her. There’s the word “Femme fatale,” too. I do admire her, but I have to be careful not to get sucked in. And while I was thinking that, she pushed her elbow into my side.


  “But I have to say, you’re weirdly upright at times, Senpai.”


  “…Upright? What are you on about?”


  “The meeting today. You got everyone together just to thank them and give them presents. That’s sincere.”


  I guess…she’s right. But all of this operation worked out because of the club presidents, I just gave them a push. Even so…why did I not let it go? I don’t really understand.


  “Mmm…But, this finishes the revival of the festival. And that’s not all.” Kurumi stretched her arms. “From now on, each class has to decide what stall to do, what event to prepare, so I bet it’s going to get very busy from now on.”


  “And we’ve got the end-of-term exams before any of that.”


  “Who cares about that? I’m going to drop out anyway.” Kurumi said. “You say the weirdest things sometimes,” she continued, as she bumped into my shoulder.


  Honestly, I’m pretty sure she’s the one who should be categorized as weird. But, she naturally didn’t know about my thoughts, just grinning.


  “I can’t wait for the cultural festival!”


  “…Yeah.”


  “Let’s make it the best ever…and then completely crush it!” Kurumi formed a fist to show her determination.


  “Yeah,” I nodded.


  But, for some reason…My response didn’t feel genuine at all.


  Chapter 4


  Once the cultural festival had been reinstalled as it was supposed to be, the flames of the conflict began to subside. The main reason for this outburst was the misappropriation of the extracurricular activity fees, not the discrimination within the school itself. Now that everything’s back to normal, they must all be satisfied. And once the students relaxed, the teachers were all exhausted but equally relieved. Time passed, and the next event after their declaration of the school’s defeat was the end-of-term exams.


  I decided to ignore all my thoughts and feelings to cram the whole night and barely avoided any failing grades. If I had to waste my time with supplementary classes and retake exams, I wouldn’t have as much time for the rest. I didn’t study a lot just to get good grades and feel better about myself (I swear). Once the exam period of three days ended, the atmosphere at the school took a complete 180. The reason for this was because the pressure of exams was finally erased from it…But also, it meant that preparations for the cultural festival were now going at full steam. Every year during this period, the students of Saigou High dreamed of experiencing a proper youth for once. And closely related to that was the approaching summer break. At this school that prohibited dating, the students couldn’t help but hold hope. That maybe something might be different from last year.


  



  



  



  “Hey, do you have any masking tape?”


  “Sure do. Also, isn’t there anything else to do?”


  Classes ended, and whereas usually, only the dead remained in the classroom, the air was now filled with vitality. Desks and stairs were placed in the corners of the room, and blue sheets covered the floor. A large cloth laid in the center, with several people crawling on the floor beside it. As for what they were doing…they worked on a banner. After doing a majority vote in class, it was decided that our class would create a large banner to be put up on the school. Doing stalls wasn’t everything that mattered for cultural festivals. Because like this, we could get all our work done and then enjoy the festival without having to worry about shifts and duties. And I firmly believe this is one way of enjoying the festival. Personally, I was all on board for this. I’m bad at dealing with customers and cooking, and I can already feel that doing shifts would completely backfire, so not doing a stall is exactly what I prefer.


  “Are you guys done with the draft over there?”


  “Just a bit longer! I gotta focus, so hang on.”


  My classmates were gleefully working. During the festival preparation, you didn’t have to stay longer even if you had any homework left to hand in, as taking away important manpower could lead to problems during the festival preparation. They were freed from pressure, allowed to have as much fun as they wanted—Who could blame them for being excited?


  “Oh, crap! I think I messed up!”


  “Seriously?! Get your stuff together! We’re the ones who have to color it!”


  The girls gave orders with the boys following them. And then there was a third group who had finished most of its work, now laughing and fooling around. Several colonies were born, as an odd sense of cooperation was filling the classroom. It’s like we were all working to move a single boat. Some were going all out, whereas others were slacking. And even so, progress was made. What a great example, truly…or so I said, as I stood in the corner of the classroom. All of that was just me thinking to myself.


  “…”


  What should I do now? I’ve been watching my classmates, but let me focus on myself. After the homeroom ended, I left my seat. Ever since then, I simply stood in the corner of the room, like a stick that was left to rot. I’m just trying not to get in the way. I was like a potted plant. In our class, a group of girls took the front and started working on the banner. Thanks to that, now that preparations had gone ahead to the serious stage, those girls had split up the class.


  If you wanted to get any work, you had to call out to them. But even if I asked for any right now, they’d just look at me like “What’s his deal?” Even if I wanted to help, they wouldn’t let me. Seriously, what’s going on here? I really wanna die, so can I just go home? Some people headed off to the club, and we still had close to 30 people staying behind. We’ve got more than enough people helping out. Nobody would realize it even if I left.


  I went to grab my bag from my desk and then planned to quickly retire from this place. While making sure I wouldn’t bump into my classmates, I carefully headed out. But right as I opened the door to escape, misfortune struck.


  “Eeep! Ah, Natsume-kun? You surprised me.”


  “S-Sorry, I didn’t think you’d be there.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” Tanaka-san faintly smiled.


  I’m glad I happened to bump into her. If it was any other classmate, things would’ve ended up messy.


  “I’m sorry for not looking properly, too. I just got back from buying some things.” She raised the vinyl bag she carried.


  “Oh, I see. Erm…you were responsible for buying some stuff, huh? Thanks.”


  “No problem. But it’s so outside, it’s rough on me…Oh?” She raised a somewhat bewildered voice like she had realized something.


  Her gaze was glued to my right hand.


  “That bag…You’re gonna head home already?”


  “Ah, yeah…I feel like I’m just in the way even if I stayed here.”


  “I don’t think you’re in the way or anything…” Tanaka-san said and looked inside the room, mumbling to herself.


  She must have realized what I was talking about.


  “See. The people working on the floor are all over the place, I’ve got no room otherwise.”


  “That’s true…” She nodded, showing sympathy finally.


  She probably didn’t know what the room looked like after she left. But with her being satisfied, I should really head home…However, her next words left me standing in my tracks.


  “Then, let’s get some work done in the hallway?”


  …Huh? Say what? Work done…? Like, together? I stood frozen, not sure what to even respond when Tanaka-san tilted her head in confusion.


  “What’s wrong? Ah, do you have to be somewhere, and that’s why you have to go home?”


  “Ah, no…that’s not the case. Just…are you sure?”


  “Huh? About what? Of course, we’re classmates.”


  Sure about me working with them. Sure about staying with me. Sure about not spending time with her friends instead. My “Are you sure?” encompassed a lot of different feelings, but she just bluntly responded as if none of that mattered. She really is a kind person.


  “Um…What’s wrong? Being stared at like this…is a bit embarrassing…”


  I gave her a look of overflowing respect, but she quickly averted her gaze. Now I just feel bad.


  “Got it. Then I’ll take you up on that. If there’s anything I can help with, let me know.”


  I hesitated for a moment but decided to accept her invitation. I just planned on heading home since I had nothing better to do, but I’m not against the idea of helping.


  “Okay. Well, it’s nothing major, so just come over here.”


  I placed my bag back at my desk and then followed Tanaka-san out of the classroom. The hallway was overloaded with people, as the space in their classrooms seemingly wasn’t enough to fit everyone. Students were sitting on the floor drawing, moving cardboard boxes…It was an odd sight.


  “Let’s move to the corner,” Tanaka-san said and headed to the back of the hallway.


  It was quite the distance from class 2-5’s classroom, but nobody was around that we could bother. She then said “Wait a second,” and headed to the girl’s toilet. Didn’t seem like she needed to visit the toilet, and as expected, she came back with a plastic cup.


  “Sorry for the wait. Let’s go.”


  “What should I do?”


  “For starters, we should get out all the tools on a paper plate.” She handed me the vinyl bag she had been carrying this time.


  Looking inside, I saw drawing tools that had “acryl” written on it, together with paper plates shaped like bowls. And there’s also a good number of brushes.


  “I think the guys in the classroom are going to start coloring soon, so I wanted to have everything ready. Could you put color on each individual plate? I’m going to add some water.”


  “Huh? Right here? Ah…you wanna use the plates as palettes, right?”


  “Exactly. Helps that you’re quick on the uptake!


  Basically, we’re gonna prepare a bit of color for every plate. Good, even I should be able to handle that without running the risk of annoying everyone like it happened with Kurumi.


  “Let’s get started! And don’t hold back with the color, okay?”


  We leaned against the wall, beginning our work. I put color on the paper plate, handing it over to Tanaka-san. She accepted this, adding a small amount of water from the cup. The palette of colors then was passed on to the girls. Rinse and repeat that, as we just continue moving our hands.


  “Huh? Yumi, you were out here? Let’s paint together!”


  Midway, one of the girls who came outside said these words, but Tanaka-san stayed with me.


  “It’s fine. We’ve got enough people working on it, and I just went out shopping. Here, take this with you.”


  Judging from the conversation, Tanaka-san was part of the girls group that handled the preparations. That makes sense why she let me help with the work.


  “Natsume-kun, could you add a bit more blue to that palette?”


  “Gotcha. I gotta open up a new pack, though.”


  I quickly did as I was told and handed Tanaka-san the paper palette. Working like this makes me feel like I’m part of the class. Though more accurately, it’s like I’m working for her part-time. But even so, we continued moving our hands. Each time I emptied a bit of paint, it felt like I colored the air around me with a distinct palette of youth.


  “…Mmmm…Hmmm…”


  In the midst of that, I heard Tanaka-san humming a peaceful melody.


  “Tanaka-san, what’s that song called?”


  “Huh? Oh, it’s a famous classical song. Sorry, was it too annoying?”


  “Not at all. I just thought the melody sounded wonderful.”


  “Haha. Oh, please. You’re embarrassing me.” Tanaka-san fanned some air at her face and snickered. “I just like all this preparatory work when it comes to the cultural festival. When everyone’s excited, working on their projects, it makes me feel happy, too.”


  “…I see. That makes sense.”
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  How do I respond to that? Should I be happy? Or should I feel apologetic? I struggled to find an answer, so I asked her another somewhat related question.


  “Are you also looking forward to the cultural festival?”


  “Well…I guess…a bit?”


  That vague response only left me more bewildered. I mean, if she said “Super am!” then I wouldn’t have known how to respond, either. Because it meant I would end up hurting her, too.


  “But, at least more than last year. Considering we were temporarily prohibited from participating.”


  “Ahh, you only realized how much you appreciate it after it is gone?”


  “That’s right! And because of that, I’m actually somewhat excited about the festival this year,” she said and narrowed her eyes, gazing down the hallway.


  Her smile felt oddly fragile, so much so that a single touch could make it break apart.


  “Ah, I know.” Suddenly, she turned to face me. “Talking like this reminded me, but I think we need some more materials, so I thought of going out shopping again. Would you mind joining me, Natsume-kun?”


  “Huh? Me?”


  Since she asked without any proper preparation, I was thrown off even more than before. To be perfectly clear, I didn’t help at all during my first year when it came to preparing for the cultural festival. Being invited to help with a shopping trip like this was something completely new. I couldn’t properly form the words.


  “Ah, um, when do you plan on going shopping?”


  “Tomorrow after school, I guess. Preferably right after homeroom is over. What do you think?”


  In my head, I checked the schedule. I don’t think Kurumi and I will be having a strategy meeting tomorrow. Thus, it all depends on me. And since I had no reason to decline…


  “Got it. I’ll tag along.”


  “Really? That’d be a huge help. I think it’ll be a lot to carry, so I was hoping I could have a boy help me.”


  Then I’ll gladly offer my help. I do have to repay her after all…Well, it’s not as much as that, but she’s looking after me. A bit more time passed after this conversation, until we eventually reached the end of our work.


  “Yumi? We’ve got palettes for everyone, so no need to make any more!”


  A voice came from the classroom, so we stopped our hands.


  “Guess we’re done. Thanks a lot, Natsume-kun.”


  “No worries. Glad I could help.”


  “Let’s get to cleaning up.”


  Looking around, I saw lots of empty tubes. Did we use up this many? I had no idea. I guess we were just focusing that much. I gathered all the empty tubes or used paper plates and put them inside the vinyl bag. In the meantime, Tanaka-san threw away the water in the cup and washed the brushes. Since we didn’t create too much of a mess, we were done fairly quickly.


  “Oh, we ran out of stuff to do. Hm, what else…” Tanaka-san said and looked at her wrist.


  She had a faintly brownish-colored wrist watch around it. I checked out my phone, too, telling me that it was a bit past 6 pm.


  “Weird time to end it…Maybe we can help with something?”


  “Actually, I have to prepare dinner, so I really should head home now.”


  I interrupted her before she could suggest something else. I can’t have her look after me this much. She blinked at me two to three times and then gently smiled.


  “You’re cooking dinner every day? That’s amazing.”


  “Well, it’s nothing major or anything.”


  In fact, I usually go with takeout or ordering food, so there’s nothing that I could be bragging about. That being said, I need a reason to head home now, so I’ll keep quiet about that.


  “And I’m only doing the share for myself. Family’s rarely home, after all.”


  “Even so, that’ll leave you busy. But, I get it. You should head home.”


  “Sorry I can’t help much. But I’ll come with you tomorrow. That’s a promise.”


  “Got it. I’m counting on you.” She faintly waved her hand at me and saw me off as I entered the classroom.


  All that’s left for me is to grab my bag. Opening the door, the classmates inside the room were energetically talking with each other. For that reason, nobody glanced at me when I entered. What a relief, really. As for the banner, it seems like our classmates were making good progress. One of them was already done, probably thanks to all the hard-working students. Horizontally on the banner, it read “Saigou Festival” with large writing, the students using the paper palettes we made to paint the letters. I wonder how many of them even knew I prepared these palettes. Even though I knew that thought amounted to nothing, I still found myself thinking about it.


  * * *


  After I grabbed my bag, I quickly left the room. Turning the corner in the hallway, I went down the stairs. On the first floor, the members of the festival executive committee were present doing their work. I headed to the shoe lockers, surprised to find no teacher waiting. Really seems like we’re allowed to go home. I grabbed my shoes and headed to the entrance, intending to leave the building all by myself when someone suddenly tabbed me on the shoulder when I passed the cafeteria.


  “Yo, if it isn’t Natsume.”


  The one who called out to me was the soccer club’s president.


  “Ah…It’s been a while, Iwata-senpai.”


  “Haha, has it been a while? We barely met a week ago.” He laughed without worry.


  But that only made it more awkward for me. I tried to smile back but failed to do so.


  “Are you on your way home right now?”


  “Yes. I assume the same goes for you?”


  “Nah, I just got back from the club. Now I’m heading to my classroom.”


  Now that he mentioned it, he was wearing his jersey, but he didn’t have his sports bag hanging down his shoulder.


  “Since we actually get to participate in the cultural festival, I should show up at my class to help a bit. That’s why I stopped practice a bit earlier today.”


  “I bet you must be having a lot on your plate.”


  “That’s right. And because our advisor keeps saying ‘If you’re not motivated enough, then quit and get back to studying,’ so we can’t just take time off, either,” he said and grumbled with a sigh.


  Since I’m not part of any club, I can’t really contribute to the conversation there. I just thought of leaving it off with a simple “Good luck” and going my merry way, but…He suddenly clapped his hands together like he remembered something.


  “Oh, right. Our class is having a BBQ for our festival stall.”


  “Oh, really? That’s quite extraordinary.”


  “Well, we planned to do the BBQ for the get-together after all, so we couldn’t shake it off. And when I suggested it earlier, everyone agreed. Though, it’ll just be yakitori and other stuff.”


  So he said, but he seemed to enjoy the idea. I could tell to see the happiness oozing out of his expression.


  “And that’s why I wanna help as much as possible with my class.”


  “That makes sense. And you said you were looking forward to checking the ingredients and menu. I’m glad it came through, albeit in a different way.”


  Those were my genuine feelings. Because I had done nothing but deceive him up to this point, I genuinely wished for his dream to come true. The soccer club president faintly scratched his nose and smirked.


  “Come visit on the day of the festival, yeah? I’ll treat you to something.”


  “Now that sounds exciting. I’ll definitely stop by.”


  “I’ll be waiting. But I gotta get to my class now. Catch you later.” The president gave me a thumbs-up and turned around.


  This time, our conversation was done for good. Still, a stall, huh? I did say I would stop by, but can I uphold that promise? That was all I could think about while looking at the president.


  * * *


  The following day after classes had ended, I left my belongings in the classroom and headed outside the school with Tanaka-san. We walked past the executive committee members, through the front gate, and left for the store. I don’t know if it was built this way to allow growth, but Saigou High stood at a location somewhat hard to reach. The path to school, the main street, had the residential district next to it, with a river and fields further in the distance. No stores stood around here on this street, which made the sky look so much bigger. Dark clouds passed through the sky here and there. Just this morning, the weather report said we’d made it through the rainy season, but I don’t see that at all.


  “Tanaka-san, where are we heading anyway? I doubt they’re selling paint like that at a general store.”


  “Exactly…That’s why we’ll have to take a longer trip. But it should be fine with our commuter pass.”


  Tanaka-san and I walked down the street next to each other with a few people scattered here and there. We then entered the nearest train station, passed the ticket gate, and headed to the platform. With perfect timing, a train arrived, but thankfully the A/C was running inside. We sat down on two open seats next to each other and then continued to be shaken left and right for about ten minutes. After we talked about this and that, Tanaka-san said to get off. It was the same terminal I used to change trains on the way home. We passed through the tight ticket gate and left through the West exit. Immediately after, we were surrounded by shops, buildings, and a pedestrian bridge. Coming this far, I somewhat guessed where we were heading.


  “Are we heading to the tool store in the mall?”


  “Yup. That’s exactly it. I’m surprised you know.”


  I figured. I remembered this route, so I had a hunch it’d be that place. It’s the exact same store I went to with Kurumi when we did our eraser stamps.


  “Do you sometimes come here to shop, too? Ah, maybe you enjoy drawing as a hobby?”


  “Not really. I just happened to pass by here, so I remembered.”


  “So you do come to the mall from time to time? That’s surprising.”


  Of course, I was just making up excuses, because I remember this place for a completely different reason, and I rarely come to the mall, too. I’m just lying about everything. I decided to just keep quiet in case I blurted out something unnecessary. We walked across several pedestrian crossings until we reached the mall in question. It was as I remembered it, a glass building consisting of seven floors.


  “Doesn’t seem to be too crowded right now, so let’s get everything we need.”


  The automatic door opened and allowed us inside. We didn’t give the other shops a sideways glance as we directly headed to the elevator. We got off on the 6th floor, heading to the large tool store to the right. The inside was filled with shelves everywhere, making it feel like I was walking through a labyrinth. After grabbing a shopping basket, we entered deeper inside.


  “So, what are we buying today?”


  “The girls handling the painting said they wanted a bigger brush.”


  “A brush, huh? This being the drawing paper corner, we should probably check over there.”


  “Though, we also need some more colors. I got everything written on a memo, so if you could—” She stuffed one hand in her pocket, only to stop in her tracks.


  “What’s wrong? I can buy the stuff if you give me the memo.”


  “No, it’s fine. Let’s just walk around together.” She smiled and put the memo away.


  I don’t think she said this because she didn’t trust me…But then, what’s the big deal? I can get everything.


  “They have the brushes over there, right? Let’s go.” Tanaka-san took the lead as we made our way through the shop.


  It’s like we’re a 2-person party of a classic RPG. As we passed by the shelves, we placed the goods we needed in the basket. We struggled to find the right brush toward the end, but it was still fun nonetheless.


  “Hey, Tanaka-san. For the painting brush, could we use that?”


  “Hahaha, that one’s a bit too thick, don’t you think?”


  “For real? Sorry, I had no idea.”


  Out shopping while laughing with a classmate…It wasn’t anything ordinary, but I had fun either way.


  “Natsume-kun, could you grab that tape up there? The thick one.”


  “This? Got it. Anything else?”


  “Well…We have the brush, as well as the blue color…I think we’re done.”


  After around thirty minutes, we had everything we needed.


  “Excuse me, we’d like to pay,” Tanaka-san called out to the employee at the cash register.


  Luckily, it was a different person from before. Once we finished the payment, we stepped out from the labyrinth of shelves.


  “Sorry to have you do all the carrying, Natsume-kun.”


  “It’s fine. That’s why I tagged along.” I raised the vinyl bag to show I was fine.


  That reminds me, she also managed to pack everything she bought into a single bag, too, so it’s not heavy.


  “Then let’s go back to school.”


  With Tanaka-san by my side, we headed back the way we came. Into the elevator, past the other stores, through the automatic door, and back into the hot world outside. Tall buildings stood everywhere, seeing us off as we walked to the train station. Then, Tanaka-san suddenly asked me a weird question.


  “I’ve been meaning to ask, but what were you like last year?”


  “What was I like…? I mean, it’s barely been a month, so I probably haven’t changed much?”


  “Well…Friends, and all that.”


  When she said that word, I guessed her intent. She’s concerned with the fact that our other classmates tend to ignore me. And she wants to know if this has been the case last year, too, or if it only started now.


  “In my first year, all I did was study. Didn’t have any friends.”


  “I knew you were clever, after all.”


  “…Not really. My grades weren’t good at all, so I studied a lot in order to get into the higher-ranking classes,” I answered in honesty.


  She looked at me with a bit of surprise.


  “Are you still trying?”


  “Not right now. I wouldn’t work that hard.”

“Hmm, I see.”


  She made a gesture like she was thinking about something and after a brief silence, she said something surprising.


  “There’s the boys who are putting up the masking tape in the classroom, right?”


  “Huh? Ah, you mean in preparation for the cultural festival? Yeah, what about them?”


  “Why not call out to them? I think they’ve got the wrong idea about you.”


  Is she thinking they would let me join their group? Wrong idea, huh? I wonder…Ever since I complained to the teachers, they stopped insulting me, but that didn’t mean everything was dandy. Surely, since I’ve been running away since, my classmates probably think I’ve done something behind their backs…but what should I even tell them? I was thinking about it, until Tanaka-san continued with a sigh.


  “Right…Okay, I get it. If you want, I can—”


  “Ah.”


  A brief voice interrupted Tanaka-san’s sentence. Looking into the direction where it came from, I almost groaned—It’s Kurumi. She looked at us in her regular black-hair mode. What a coincidence—and honestly, bad timing. If we were to interact now, it would ruin all the effort I went through of hiding our relationship. I didn’t like it, but my best bet was to ignore her. I decided to mix in with the crowd in order to avoid any confrontation—But, I couldn’t even execute my plan.


  “O-Oh, Senpai, what a coincidence to run into you here.”


  Before I could walk past her, she called out to me. Hey now, what are you thinking? This is the moment when we should be ignoring each other. Or did she feel so embarrassed she had to start some kind of conversation after that previous “Ah?” But now that she initiated a conversation, it’d be even worse if I ignored her. Fine then, I guess I have to play along. I turned around and thought of a response, but I quickly realized that Kurumi wasn’t even looking at me.


  “What brings you here today, Tanaka-senpai? Shopping?”


  “…Yes. For the cultural festival.”


  “Is that so, is that so. That’s good to hear!” Kurumi spoke with a friendly tone and continued. “You’re in class 5, right? Are you doing some kind of stall?”


  “Actually, we’re helping decorate the school,” Tanaka-san responded with a similar tone of voice.


  What is this? Are they talking without me being involved?


  “Ah, there’s Natsume-senpai, too. Hello!”


  When she suddenly called out my name, I was forcefully dragged back to reality. Mentally calming myself down, I realized that those two apparently knew each other.


  “What brings you here, Hoshimiya-san? I don’t think your house was this way?”


  “Ah…I was out shopping for the festival, too. Some people in my class asked me.”


  “I see, I see. What is your class doing?”


  “A labyrinth. We’re going to create a maze using desks, boxes, and all that,” she said and hid the vinyl bag she carried behind her bag.


  She might have managed to deceive Tanaka-san with that, but I looked inside the bag for a brief moment. It had a logo from an electronics store on it, filled with cylinder-shaped objects. Probably some empty CDs. The type you use to burn your own music CDs and so on. Of course, I could quickly guess just what she was going to use that for—Terrorism. They’re meant to be empty CDs on which we can put the abuse of the teachers. She probably wants to pretend they are music CDs to play during the festival.


  “…Kurumi.”


  “…”


  I called out to her, but she averted her gaze. I just assumed she was thinking the same as me and urged me to feign ignorance, but I wasn’t sure. She directed a smile at us and then spoke up with an awfully forced voice.


  “Anyway, I shouldn’t be bothering you any longer than this! I’ll be heading back to school now!”


  “No problem. Sorry to keep you here. See you around, Hoshimiya-san.”


  “Yes! If you can make the time, please come visit our class during the festival!” She walked toward me.


  While walking past me, our eyes met for a brief moment. She had her eyes lowered, her gaze filled with sadness and grief. Like a small child who had lost the sweets store she always visited. First, she’s looking away, and now she’s acting sad, I don’t get it.


  “I think we should go, too.”


  “Ah, right.”


  Tanaka-san started walking in the direction of the train station, so I followed her a step later.


  “Hey, Natsume-kun? What do you say we grab some crepe to eat? I’ll treat you.”


  “…Ah, crepe? Yeah, sounds good.”


  While responding to Tanaka-san’s kind answer, I once again started thinking. Just now, Kurumi showed a completely different face from when she said we should destroy the festival. Showing that kind of face, what was she thinking?


  “…”


  I thought about it and reached a certain possibility. Maybe…Kurumi feels the same way I have been over the past few days. Ever since the day I thanked the club president, a doubt has been growing inside of me. I tried to keep it locked away all this time but now opened the lid to take a glance inside. I stopped in my tracks and turned around, but she had long disappeared within the crowd. But when I led my doubt to the West sun, it felt like my shadow overlapped with Kurumi’s.


  “Natsume-kun?”


  What are we…No, what am I even doing? Giving our beings in to revenge, causing terrorism, and changing the school. I get that. But, something doesn’t sit right with me. Do I really understand the compensation necessary to pull off this time’s terrorism?


  * * *


  That day, I decided to leave the classroom much faster so that Tanaka-san could not call out to me. I moved my seat to the black of the classroom, mixed in with the other students who headed off to their club, and stepped out of the room. Luckily, Tanaka-san didn’t spot me as she was busy talking with her friends. Once I got out into the hallway, the other classes had already started preparing for the cultural festival. They were smiling, as if this work was their one and only joy. Reaching the third floor, I headed over to the second school building, choosing the path that had no other students around.


  Here at Saigou High, the individual clubs aren’t allowed to prepare something for the cultural festival, presumably so that everyone could focus on their own classes. Thanks to that, the old club building was even more quiet than usual. I walked down the dimly lit hallway and made my way to the room in the back. The nameplate read the same as always—Astronomy Club. I opened the door and headed inside…with the door feeling heavier than usual.


  “…Ah, Senpai. Hello there.”


  Inside, Kurumi was seated on her chair, currently in Revenge Mode. She raised her head and showed a light bow when she saw me.


  “Hee hee, so you actually came. That’s a relief.”


  “The hell? I’ve come here every single time we agreed on.”


  “But your face sure looks like you’d have no issue breaking a promise with a girl.”


  “I wouldn’t do that. Is that how you think of me, Kurumi?”


  “Well, well…I wonder, I wonder.” Kurumi showed another devious smirk, snickering to herself.


  Met with that, I could only shake my head. We’re starting to sound like childhood friends. However, this conversation didn’t continue long, as I sat down to face her.


  “…Let’s start the strategy meeting, then.”


  “…Sounds good.”


  Kurumi went through the bag at her feet. She took out her familiar Revenge Note, as well as a laptop. On top of that, 20 empty CDs. For today, we decided to use our free time to burn the abusive recordings and such on the CDs. For that reason, Kurumi prepared them. Meanwhile, I took out my smartphone and a USB cable from my phone.


  “Oh yeah, Senpai, I bought some empty CDs.”


  “Yeah, I know.”


  “A-Ahaha…Right…We did meet, after all.”


  Kurumi showed a somewhat forced smile. Oh yeah, that reminds me of something I’ve been meaning to ask.


  “Also…you and Tanaka-san know each other?”


  “…Ah, well, yes. Something like that.”


  Couldn’t be any more vague with that. And I don’t like the tone of that. Kurumi removed the wrapping of the CD ROMs and then glanced at me.


  “Um…Senpai, did Tanaka-senpai tell you anything?”


  “About you? No, not at all. I didn’t ask either, since I went home quickly after that.”


  “Is that so? That’s good…Please keep it at that, then.” She looked away.


  The mystery continues to deepen. But she did say to not probe any deeper, so I decided to leave it at that. And considering it could be one of the reasons she decided to drop out of school, even more so.


  “Anyway, let’s get to work,” Kurumi said and turned on her laptop, so I began with my own preparations.


  I placed the thicker end of the cable into the laptop, connecting the narrower part to the lower end of my smartphone. After a moment passed, a message appeared on my phone screen that read “Would you like to trust this device?”, so I pressed Yes and placed it down on the table.


  “And how are we going to turn these into CDs?”


  “First, we copy all the data from your phone onto the laptop. Then we’re going to use free software to slightly edit the recordings, and then burn them onto the CDs.”


  “So you don’t just directly put everything onto it, huh? I’m surprised you know that.”


  “Well, I studied up on it a bit yesterday.”


  Even so, that’s just amazing. She really excels at anything. And even as I was busy not voicing my admiration, she continued to work on the laptop.


  “…This should do it. Thanks for all the files. I finished downloading them.”


  “Can I pull out the cable?”


  “Yes, it should be fine. From now on, I have to work on the voice lines we’re going to burn on the CD. I’m going to play a few, so let’s listen to them together,” she showed a serious expression as she began typing on her laptop.


  Shortly after, I heard a bit of white noise. I moved closer so that I could listen properly…But I quickly regretted that. The male voice that came from the speaker almost made me go deaf.


  ‘Do you want to be killed, you worthless bastard?!’


  That’s where the voice stopped. Kurumi had a disgusted look on her face, and I guess she prematurely stopped the recording.


  “…Geez, that was awful. Are you okay, Senpai?”


  “Might go deaf tomorrow, but for now, I think I’m fine.”


  “That was a bit too loud. Let me lower the volume.”


  Kurumi once again did something on the laptop and then replayed the recording except with less white noise.


  ‘Do you want to be killed, you worthless bastard?!’


  ‘…I’m sorry.’


  ‘Why can’t you solve this simple problem? I taught you just yesterday. You really don’t get it? Why are you even attending school? You’d be better off dead.’


  Better off dead…huh? Now that’s a good hit. I can already see the scenery. I think that’s from math class. The classmate called to the blackboard to solve a question, yet unable to do so, got aggressively screamed at by the teacher. That was toward the end of April.


  ‘So worthless. You’re causing trouble for your entire class.’


  ‘…Yes. I’m sorry.’


  ‘If you’re not motivated enough, then go home. I don’t need some useless nobody like you in my class.’


  “Hm? Senpai, there’s some weird rustling sound here. What’s this about?”

“Ah, that…is the sound of the teacher throwing the homework he collected to the ground.”


  “Oh…that is…gross.” Kurumi looked genuinely repulsed by that.


  Then again, I probably had the same face right about now. And after a bit more abuse, the recording stopped.


  “Ah, this is all for the period, it seems.”


  “Yeah. The teacher left the room, so we had to go and apologize to him.”


  “There it is…Boycotting work. It’s such a template move.”


  That it is. You hear about it all the time. Each time I witness something like this, it makes me realize that this school evidently encourages this kind of abuse. Normally, a school would be a place to learn new things. How inefficient is it to get angry at the students for wanting to learn more? You’re a teacher, so do your job.


  “For starters, I’ll edit the recording a bit.” Kurumi’s eyes focused on the laptop again. “I don’t think I can hijack the broadcasting room for too long. So we need something that will leave an impression but is conveniently short. So the biggest abuse at the beginning of the CD is the best.”


  “If so, using the beginning of this recording might be good, right?”


  “Yes. I’ll go ahead and cut out the noise in the background.”


  So it’ll just be the ‘Do you want to be killed, you worthless bastard?!’ from the beginning. Yeah, that sounds effective. Even though it’s a lot quieter than before, just the line alone really hits it home.


  “And we could consider keeping the student’s voice or not.”


  “Hm, I don’t know. I feel like keeping it in would show that this is much more common than it might originally seem?”


  “Let me play the part again.”


  ‘So worthless. You’re causing trouble for your entire class.’


  ‘…Yes. I’m sorry.’


  ‘If you’re not motivated enough, then go home. I don’t need some useless nobody like you in my class.’


  The recording stopped again as a faint silence fell between us.


  “I know I’m the one who recorded it, but listening to this is creeping me out.”


  “You just have to feel bad for the student. And worried, too.”


  I could tell that my expression was as stiff as Kurumi’s. This resembles the time we worked on the eraser stamps. But, nearly not as good. She said it’s because I’m seeing myself as the person in that recording. However, it feels somewhat different. The reason I feel like I’m not liking this one bit is that I realized this recording could become a strong attack against the teachers.


  Listening to this recording, I once again realized that the teachers at Saigou High are throwing around some incredible insults. Talking about killing, wishing death upon people, they are just giving in to their emotions. If we were to play this at the festival, it would definitely cause a huge issue. There’s even the chance that people might lose their jobs. For example, everything we’ve done so far is like spraying water at each other, but this right here is like a loaded gun. I’m not just making fun of people, I’m pointing my hostility at them. And before I felt happy or excited, I realized the gravity of it all.


  “Kurumi…wouldn’t you feel bad if we added the student’s voice in there? Let’s just keep it to the teachers’ insults.”


  “…That’s true. Then I’ll keep adding more after this.”


  Kurumi cut out the student’s voice and continued the editing. She’s very skilled at it. But even so, it almost felt like she was rushing through it.


  “Hm, this should do it. The quality is fine, too.”


  “How long is the whole thing?”


  “Around 15 minutes. We’ll get stopped pretty quickly anyway, so I figured this should be enough.”


  Yeah, sounds good. And still, it’s a lot longer than I initially thought.


  “With that done, let’s start burning the CDs. Could you grab one for me?”


  “Got it.”


  I opened up the round case and took out a single CD, handing it to Kurumi. She placed it onto the disk tray and closed it again.


  “And there we go. The in-built software should now allow us to burn the CD…” She tapped on the keyboard again, pushing her face closer to the screen.


  
After a while, I could hear a sound like a running motor. It seems like the burning process started. And it reminded me like a gun getting loaded with bullets.


  “…Yes, it seems like it’s working. I think it will take a bit longer until it’s done.”


  “Right. So what do we do now?”


  “We might as well discuss our plans for the day while we wait.” Kurumi moved the laptop to the side and took out her Revenge Note.


  She flipped through the pages, placing it open on the desk. It’s a white page as I’ve seen before.


  “Hijacking the broadcasting room should be easy enough. We can just tell them that the teachers are calling for them to get free reign in the room. That should buy us enough time to play the CD.”


  “…Yeah.”


  “The problem is what happens after. How do we escape? It won’t take long before a teacher comes to check. Leaving aside the part about hiding our identity, how do we get away safely?”


  “…”


  I didn’t answer her question and just listened to the motor-like sound. For some reason, this entire time felt more or less pointless. I don’t even have any energy to think right now. Maybe Kurumi’s just gonna bring up something herself? So I wished but after working together for more than a year, I guess she can see right through me.


  “Senpai, are you listening to me?”


  “…I am. How do we get away safely, right?”


  Kurumi glared at me. I guess she wouldn’t let me stay silent. Can’t help it, I’ll just give a random response instead.


  “We’ve still got time until the day, so I’ll think of something.”


  “…Is that so?”


  Kurumi seemed to have given up, fixing her posture on the chair and sighed. Another silence ensued, paired with a heavy atmosphere.


  “…Now we ran out of things to talk about.”


  “…Yeah.”


  I looked outside the window, seeing that the sun had begun to set. And with everything being quiet around us, I unwillingly focused on the surrounding noise. The sounds that came from outside the window. The voices of the sports club, the sounds of the music clubs practicing, the distant voices discussing something. They must belong to the people enjoying the festival preparations. Meanwhile, I was forced to listen to the disk drive working in an isolated room. It’s like we were in a different world.


  “…Senpai.”


  “What’s up?”


  I looked back at Kurumi, who had her head hanging low. The cap hid her face, making it impossible for me to guess her expression.


  “Could you…kiss me?”


  This request came out of nowhere, and her voice was quivering all the while.


  “Where did that come from? Our plan is working out just fine, right?”


  “…Just, please.”


  Thinking about it, this is the first time Kurumi actually asked for a kiss. Whenever we kissed, it was because the atmosphere matched, or because she one-sidedly approached me. Sometimes we both just decided we wanted to do it. But…somehow, it feels like she’s asking for something else, pretending to call it a kiss.


  “Will you not…kiss me anymore?”


  “…I never said that.”


  I hesitated a few seconds but decided to kiss her. But, I felt no lust or anything of that sort. What mostly urged me to do this—was the obligation. And I felt guilty. I got up from my chair and leaned over the table.


  “Kurumi…”


  I gently brushed up her hair so it wouldn’t get in the way. Lit up by the setting light, Kurumi’s cheek was revealed. There was no devious smile any longer. Her lips were tightly shut together, her eyes looking elsewhere. Emptiness. Void, Sadness. Her expression could be described by any of these words. All I could remember was the time we met while we were out shopping, as well as her saddened expression. The reason she makes this face…the reason she’s so shaken, it must be because she began to think the same as I was. But I didn’t want to look at her face, so I lifted up her chin and pressed my lips onto hers.


  “Senpai…Mhm…”


  The second I initiated the kiss, Kurumi changed completely and clung to me. She opened her mouth, pushing her lips into my mouth, mixing saliva and heat.


  “Bleh…Senpai…Mhm…”


  Her tongue moved like it had a mind of its own. It ran along my gums, as if she tried to mark me as hers. Our breathing intertwined, our foreheads bumping into each other. Her cap even lost against gravity and fell to the ground. I didn’t even have time to breathe. It was a sharp kiss to learn more about the other person. It wasn’t a kiss you would see depicted in a shoujo manga. It’s much more vile and licentious.


  “Puah! Kurumi, I can’t breathe…”


  “Mmhm…Shut up…Senpai…Just shut up…” She put more strength into the arms that were wrapped around me.


  I decided to not fight Kurumi’s approaches.


  “Phew…Mhm…Nnn…”


  A wet sound filled the otherwise silent room. How long did I spend without being able to breathe properly? She’s being extremely aggressive today. Whenever I share such a kiss with her, it always leaves me breathless. And because I didn’t get enough oxygen, my brain wouldn’t work properly, and I started thinking about weird things. For example, can you call what we’re doing a deep kiss? Whenever we feel stressed out because of school, we wish to vent out frustration. For that reason, could you call this act really something so romantic? Is it really something so sweet? I feel like there’s a better, more fitting name. A special name only allowed to be used by Kurumi and me…For some reason, my head is full of weird thoughts today.


  “Bleh…Phew! Senpai…Huff…huff…huff…”


  “huff…Cough…Cough, cough!”


  After she moved her lips away, both of us stood on wobbly knees until we collapsed back onto our chairs. Breathing for air, and throwing a coughing fit, we tried to get a rip on our breathing. That was probably the roughest kiss we’ve had so far. I genuinely thought I was gonna die…Did that satisfy her? I shook my head to clear my head and looked ahead. Kurumi’s face looked like she had just woken up, her hair in disarray.


  “…I guess using a kiss isn’t enough to read your thoughts.”


  So…What she wanted wasn’t a kiss, but rather an insight into what I was thinking? Kurumi stared at me, her mouth faintly opening.


  “Senpai, what are you thinking?”


  How am I even supposed to respond to that? It was too vague.


  “…What a sweet but painful kiss this was. Like bitter chocolate.”


  “You’re as gross as always…But, that’s not what I wanted to know.” She looked at me, gently shaking her head.


  What came back was a warm and genuine smile.


  “Isn’t there something you want to tell me?”


  When I heard those words, it felt like my heart was being grabbed. What even…So she can actually guess what I am thinking after all? Understandably so, I guess. Because there is something I have to tell her. But, I didn’t mean to do so today, and not here. It’s that…I lost sight of what is correct or not. So I wanted to give her my conclusion once I found it. Then again, it might be better to come clean now. It’s nothing out of the ordinary, anyway. So, I opened the lid inside of me and took out the doubt I had, pulling it to the surface.


  “…Say, Kurumi. Maybe we should stop this?” I looked at the laptop.


  More accurately, the disk drive and the CD are burned inside of that. Kurumi traced after my gaze and placed her hand on the laptop.


  “So…You’re saying we should stop our current plan of playing the teachers’ abuse across the school?”


  “Yeah. I’ve started to think that it might be better if we quit now.”


  “…”


  No response, huh? I wanted to confirm what expression she had, so I looked directly at her. When we ran into each other the other day…When I saw her saddened expression, I assumed that maybe she felt the same way. That she harbored doubt toward destroying the cultural festival…But, I was wrong. She simply had dropped her eyes on the table.


  “Why…Why would you say that…?” She asked, her voice weak. “Are you…done trying to get revenge?”


  “That’s not what this is. I still hate this school.”


  “Then…Why? Why would you suddenly say we should stop…?” She looked directly at me, her eyes narrowed in fear, as I could see tears building up in the corner of her eyes.


  I can’t tell what she’s thinking. But, I knew this was bad. I was worried that this might give birth to a horrible misunderstanding. I have to tell her exactly why I thought of stopping this terrorism. For that, I slowly opened my mouth.


  “Kurumi…I always thought the students here at this school were chasing some illusion of youth. Enjoy the cultural festival without worrying about anything, all so that it would feel like they actually experienced something worthwhile.”


  “…”


  “But, I was wrong. There are actually people who enjoy this hallucination.”


  I was reminded of my conversation with Tanaka-san. As well as that smile the soccer club president showed me. They were the first real taste of the students here at this school.


  “And today, I realized. The destructive power of that CD…it’s serious. The terrorism we’re about to do…Playing the abusive words and actions of the teachers, it’ll definitely cause an uproar. It’ll completely ruin the atmosphere of the cultural festival. But now that I’m here…I have doubts if it’s really okay to destroy the fun of the other students.”


  Kurumi stayed silent still, so I saw no other option but to continue.


  “Also, we’ve worked so hard to bring back the cultural festival for the lower-ranking classes. They’re all happy and excited for it, so should we really destroy it all again? Can we really hurt everyone?”


  That’s it. I remember. We swore it that day on the rooftop.


  “You’re going to quit school after we made sure that no more students like us would appear at this school, right? Because we brought back the cultural festival, we managed to help those in the same situation as us. Isn’t that…good enough?” I breathed in, adding a final “That’s what I think, at least.”


  It was rough bringing all my words together, but I think I said everything I wanted. I just wish I could hear how Kurumi feels about this.


  “…Kurumi?”


  She had yet to say anything, so I looked over at her. She was quiet as before, but she showed a reaction—in the form of tears.


  “Ugh…Hicc…”


  I could tell at a glance. She was trying to swallow her emotions. Gritting her teeth, and biting down on her lip, she tried her hardest to keep her feelings under control. However, that’s all she could do. Her emotions got the better of her, as they showed themselves as tears ran down her cheeks. She couldn’t stop them, either. The tears falling from her eyes looked like sunstones as they were lit up by the setting sun. Falling onto the desk, they dispersed and scattered.


  “Ugh…Ah…Hicc…”


  I don’t understand the reason why she’s crying. I couldn’t find any error in what I said. I wasn’t cruel about it, either. There was no possible incentive that could cause these tears. Was she absorbed with our terrorism at the cultural festival? No, then she would get angry and object to my opinion. It’s not something to cry over. But then…what is it? Where did I go wrong? What mistake did I commit?


  “…Why are you crying?”


  I saw no other choice but to ask, to which Kurumi glared up at me.


  “…So you don’t get it?” She spoke with a truly disappointed tone, wiping her tears.


  That’s all she said. And then, silence followed. Her breathing was drowned out by the disk drive’s work. With a clicking sound, the drive opened to reveal the CD. Seems like the burning process was completed. I took out the disk and placed it on the table.


  “…I think we should end our meeting for today.”


  “…”


  “Both of us are probably tired. Let’s discuss this again on another day.”


  I got up from my seat, grabbed my bag, and left the room. While closing the door, I turned around. Kurumi was still sitting on her chair, using her hair to hide the fact that she was still crying. She was surrounded by her laptop, her Revenge Note, a pencil, the CD, and her cap. To me, she looked like a child who wouldn’t clean up their toys.
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  * * *


  As the day of the cultural festival was drawing closer, Kurumi stopped coming to school. I even sent her several messages, but they were left unread. I asked Tanaka-san about Kurumi, but she just awkwardly changed the topic. Is it something hard to say? I thought about it, and then remembered what she told me the first time we met.


  —Oh yeah, she’s gonna drop out of school. And right before summer break, too. I see, so this is goodbye, then. What an unsatisfying way to end things. So, the last thing she wanted to do was this terrorism, huh? And yet, I spoke out against it, so she started crying. Before I even realized my own actions, I already sent her an apology.


  ‘I’m sorry I didn’t understand your feelings. But even so, I don’t think I was wrong.’


  As always, she didn’t read the message. Her status hasn’t changed, either. A smartphone can be so convenient yet so useless when it comes to exchanging answers.


  Chapter 5


  After finishing mandatory education and graduating from high school, we acquire the certificate that instates as adults. In the same sentence, if you drop out, that’s how far you’ll go. Circumstances and the background for your decision are something nobody will care about. It leaves a scar on your academic record. And synonymous with dropping out is being unemployed and a shut-in. That is the general’s opinion in this stormy sea. And on that note, there are many people who manage to skillfully silence their feelings whilst being aware of that. Basically, dropping out and whatnot is not going to change a damn thing. And as a student of Saigou High, it’s time to grit my teeth for one last time today.


  “…Just because the festival is close doesn’t mean you should be doing anything crazy, right? That’s all.”


  With these final words from our homeroom teacher, the day ended. The students from class 2-5 gave their standard procedure and then skillfully moved the desks into the corners of the room. I joined in and moved my own desk. Today, we were busy preparing for the cultural festival again.


  “We’re at the final banner now! Let’s get this over with!”


  “Hell yeah! Time to get painting!”


  Even as the weekend ended, Kurumi didn’t come to school again. As a result of that, it felt like a hole had opened in my daily school life. Classes, lunch, more classes. Then after classes were over, I’d help at the cultural festival. That’s all it was. These days I spent…with cold, dead feelings. Two aspects of my past stayed glued to the back of my head, not allowing me to thoroughly enjoy these days.


  First—The terrorism: Revenge against this school by doing the abuse broadcast. But at the same time, it would result in hurting innocent people. Getting revenge on this school while also protecting the people in the same situation as us. That day, what I was told on that rooftop…It was impossible after all. And this realization cooled any and all motivation.


  Then, the second is Kurumi. As time passed on, the feelings I had toward Kurumi changed to disappointment and even something like resentment. I get she was panicking because she’d drop out soon. But, just crying like that without even stating her own feelings…That’s not right. Was the Hoshimiya Kurumi I came to admire on that rooftop really the same person? This question wouldn’t leave my head. But as I thought, people who seek out revenge can never become happy.


  My story with Kurumi ends here. It’s not as clear as I wished it to be, but that’s how reality works, I guess. Our ideals and fantasies ended as just that…Ideals. We couldn’t change the school. But, it also wouldn’t be fair to say that nothing has changed over the past month and a half. Offering ourselves to our ideals like that was definitely fun. Whenever I remember the acts of terrorism we committed, it lights up my chest. I even managed to make it through the end-of-term exams. With these feelings, I should be able to make it past failing grades. I’ll live like a normal person, leaving behind this rotten high school as it continues to punch down. Just a year and a half, and I’ll graduate. That’s enough. Dreaming for a bit helped me.


  “Hey, Natsume-kun?”


  As the preparations for the festival were in full bloom, Tanaka-san called out to me as I stood in the corner of the room.


  “You okay? Your face looks a bit tired.” She asked with a worried tone.


  She really keeps a close look at the people around her. But, that’s right. I have a friend in Tanaka-san now. It’s different from me being completely isolated back in my first year. I don’t feel as much despair as I did.


  “…Yeah. I was thinking about stuff.” I responded, to which Tanaka-san showed a bewildered expression.


  She narrowed her eyes and muttered “I see” with a faint voice, forming a forced smile.


  “Even all the pain, you’ll forget it eventually.” She placed her hand on my palm and then returned to her friend group.


  Left behind, I watched her back as she walked off, sighing once again.


  * * *


  With Kurumi gone, there was no more terrorism to be executed. As a result, we had no more strategy meetings, leaving me with too much time after classes were over. I pushed my desk to the side of the classroom, tased with the question if I should stay and help or head home. And my decision was mostly influenced by Tanaka-san. If she asks for my help, I will, and if she doesn’t, then I’ll just head home. The days continued like that. And two days before the cultural festival, preparations had begun once again, as I waited for the judgment when Tanaka-san handed me a trash bag with an apologetic expression.


  “Sorry about this, but could you bring this to the garbage collection spot outside?”


  “Ah, sure. No problem.”


  “Sorry, and thanks. I wish I could have other people help you, but we’re too busy with other stuff…”


  “Huh? No, it’s fine.” I answered with my genuine feelings.


  Over the past week, I’ve been helping the group with the masking tape, but the distance between us was still awkward. So, being tasked with a job where I can handle myself like throwing out the trash is something I’m thankful for.


  “…I see. Then, please do. We have several trash bags, see…”


  “Gotcha. I’ll be back.” I carried the trash bags like Santa Claus and stepped out into the hallway.


  The second I opened the door, I was met with a wave of heat, as well as the scent of paint. The hallways were as crowded as always with students preparing for the festival. Some were writing on large billboards, others were fooling around with left-over cardboard boxes. Some were making paper flowers while ignoring others from their class. But it was clear that everyone was having fun. There were classes that had prepared signs with words like “Crepe” or “Tapioca” written on them. Some class had built lights that gave everything an orange color. It’s like the whole school finally started changing into the color of a festival.


  Understandably so, as the preparations for the festival had entered the final stage. Usually, every class finishes their preparations two days before the festival, which would be today. And tomorrow, as the day before the festival, no classes will be held, so it allows the classes to finish preparations or do a rehearsal. Even classes like ours that help with decoration have to set up everything tomorrow.


  As for me, I casually strolled down the hallway, stopping from time to time to check out what the other classes were up to. Seeing them all happily work on whatever they were busy with, I felt somewhat excited myself. Heading down the hallway, I made my way down to the stairs to the first floor. Passing by the cafeteria, the executive committee members were just about to carry the large gate outside. I mixed in with that group and headed to the shoe lockers. Grabbing my shoes, I headed for the main entrance…But, spotting a familiar shadow, I stopped.


  “That’s…”


  The soccer club’s president. He stood near the shoe lockers.


  “It’s decided, so I’m counting on you. And be sure to tell the others, too.”


  “…Yes, I understand. I’m sorry.”


  The situation was almost identical to before, but there was another person. He was talking with another third-year student I didn’t know. Whereas the random student spoke with a strong and determined tone, the soccer club president almost sounded meek in comparison. And after a few more words, the unfamiliar third-year student walked away. Waiting for the president to be alone, I quietly talked to him.


  “Hey, Iwata-senpai.”


  “…Hm? Oh, Natsume.”


  The president spotted me and faintly raised his hand.


  “Sounded like you were in a bit of an argument. Are we dealing with some sort of trouble?”


  “No, nothing like that…But, I guess I should tell ya.” The president wouldn’t give me a moment to ask and just one-sidedly dropped the bomb. “That stall we talked about? I feel bad for saying this after I asked you to stop by, but…That’s been canceled.”


  “…What? Did you decide against the BBQ or something?”


  “Nah, not that. Our class isn’t doing a stall in general.”


  That’s what he meant by canceled? Why would that…I failed to come up with a reason, just staring at him in a daze. He must have realized how much of a shock this was, as he explained.


  “That guy I just talked about? He’s in class 3-1, and he’s constantly been asking us for materials and space because he wants their stall to be massive. I kept answering on hold, but he went to reach out to my homeroom teacher. Had to apologize thanks to that.”


  “Apologize? Why? I don’t understand.”


  “Hmm, I don’t know what else to tell you. I just stated the facts.” The soccer club president just shrugged his shoulders.


  From class 3-1 means he’s in the higher-ranking class. That one is also shrouded in mystery, but what I don’t get the most is this reaction from the soccer club president. He had his place and materials stolen from him, right? How can he be so calm about it?


  “So you were talking with him about handing over everything, right?”


  “Pretty much. Since I’m the class rep, he probably came straight to me.”


  “And you’re just going to let this stand? Why are you simply listening to his demands?”


  “Huh? I’m not accepting this or anything. But…” He scratched his cheek. “What good would complaining do? The teachers are siding with the higher-ranking classes anyway.”


  “…”


  “Can’t go against them. That’s the law our school operates on, right? Haha.” He answered and then showed me the smile of someone who had given up.


  Immediately as I saw that, my body started shaking. It felt like I saw something that would destroy your mind. A shiver ran down my spine, and yet I felt like I was sweating profusely. A bit of dizziness and the urge to throw up filled me. This is bad. I tried to take a few deep breaths, questioning myself as to why I would be this shaken. Raising my head, the soccer club president gave me a look of confusion and worry.


  “…Natsume? What’s wrong? What are you so angry about?”


  That…I don’t know myself. I just feel so…restless. My thoughts wouldn’t form properly. I couldn’t hold a proper conversation. But, there is one thing I wanted to hear.


  “And the people in your class are fine with this?”


  “Well, I guess. That way, we can all take it easy during the festival, so they just let it slide.”


  …I see. Well, that’s good enough. It’s not my place to tell them how to feel.


  * * *


  The next day arrived, right before the day of the festival. Lunch break had just ended. The school was busy with rehearsal and other preparations, but the various classes seemed satisfied.


  “And now, we’re done! Good work, everyone!”


  The girl acting as the leader of our class said so, to which the other classmates cheered in unison. The finished banner was opened up in the classroom, colored in blue with the words ‘Connecting Legend and Bonds’ written on it. That’s this year’s slogan for our festival. And this was our third and final banner done. With this, class 2-5 had finished its duty.


  “Hey, where do we hang these up?”


  “I think the rooftop would be the best! We should have space for three of them! Right, Sensei?”


  The group of girls went to get permission from our homeroom teacher.


  “All right, we’ll take care of it! You guys can start cleaning up.”


  They left the room with our homeroom teacher. They’re only taking the juicy part with them. But, our other classmates didn’t seem too bothered by that.


  “Let’s get everything cleaned up before they get back.”


  “Oh, wah…There’s color all over the floor. Think we have to clean through this with a cloth.”


  My classmates started cleaning while engaging in conversations like these. I realized I should probably do something myself. Can’t just go home since it’s not even afternoon yet. So, I looked for Tanaka-san. She stood in the corner of the room, talking with a few of her girl friends. That’s…a bit hard to call out to her. Then again, I don’t need any orders, I can just clean up some trash from the corner of the room. While cleaning proceeded, we quickly put everything back in the place it belonged. And finally, the girls returned.


  “Ah, welcome back! How does it look?”


  “It’s crazy! Putting it up makes it even bigger!”


  They were talking like in the middle of recess. However, the teacher moved to the front and stood behind the teacher’s desk, silencing all noise. Once they looked across the class with a sour face, they spoke up.


  “…Okay. Good work everyone. I think you did great. Since you don’t have a stall to look after and no shifts to fill, you will have plenty of time during the festival, but I suggest you don’t fool around too much. We have students cutting loose and causing problems each year after all…And that will be all from me.”


  With a final roll call, this short homeroom ended, as more noise filled the classroom again.


  “Where should we go tomorrow? I wanna check out the cotton candy class 2 made!”


  “Sounds good. Should we walk around with the other guys?”


  The day before the festival, all classes who finished their work would leave the school. And while the students discussed their plans, they slowly left the classroom. I think I should head home, too. I grabbed my bag and followed the crowd outside the room. Our class just happened to be done early, but a lot of the other ones were busy food testing or practicing customer service. Everywhere you look, you realize that things are kicking up into full gear. Amidst this atmosphere, the students from my class headed to the shoe lockers as a group.


  “Hey, we don’t have to do any cleaning after the festival, right? Should we do an early celebration?”


  “That sounds great! Let’s get a reservation somewhere!”


  This conversation reached my ears. No way they would invite me, and it’s got nothing to do with me, either. I should just head home. With that thought, I decided to quickly grab my shoes and leave, but then—


  “Hey! Stop right there! Tsk, you guys are so noisy! It’s bothering others!” The one to interrupt this gleeful atmosphere was a sharp male voice. “You’re standing at the front entrance! Not your damn classroom. This is a public place, so keep it down, you worthless trash bags.”


  We quickly spotted the origin of that voice. It was math teacher Furukawa, rushing over to us.


  Silence befell the air. All the excitement and good mood were ruined instantly. He looked at all of us and then clicked his tongue.


  “…Class 5, huh? Listen, you might get excited because the festival is tomorrow, but don’t forget you’re supposed to be studying. Some of you even forgot what you learned in middle school.”


  The classmates that got scolded stood frozen stiff, looking like they did in class. All their movement stopped, like they were waiting for a storm to pass.


  “But seriously, I really don’t think you should be allowed to be fooling around at the festival. Your grades were just awful during the last exams.”


  This shitty teacher, he’s even lecturing us now? How ridiculous. I’ll just let him be. I broke off and headed to the entrance—but was stopped.


  “Especially you, Natsume.”


  …What did he just say? Did he use my name? I slowly turned around, and met Furukawa glaring at me.


  “During the last end-of-term exams, you really kicked the bucket. 37 points? Really? You barely avoided any failing grades. Are you looking down on me or something? I’m gonna slaughter you.”


  It felt like someone whacked me over the head with an iron plate. I felt shivers running down my spine. A cold sweat escaped every fiber of my being. When did I last experience such excessive abuse? Probably since March…Right, I tried to fight against this school once before I ran into Kurumi. I had all forgotten about it, just accepting my current life. But once you start attending this school, you won’t be able to live an ordinary life. The fact that I wasn’t getting insulted wouldn’t stay forever should’ve been obvious.


  “Well, it’s what you would expect from a moron who made it to the higher-ranking classes, only to fall back down immediately. Get a grip, already.”


  “…”


  “Hey, what’s that look about? You got something to say? Do you want to write another written apology? Don’t get it unless you do that? Just quit school already, I swear.”


  The moment I heard that line, it felt like all the blood rushed to my head. All my cells were screaming, telling me to never forgive him. My right hand formed a fist, as my arm moved up. From there on, it went in a straight line, making direct contact with Furukawa’s left cheek. I put all my strength into my legs, as he got blown off. Once he landed on his butt, I stepped on his face, crushing it. I made sure to inflict a trauma that would leave him unable to ever spit abuse at his students ever again—Just kidding.


  “Tsk…Just ignoring me now? Damn moron.”


  I sure as hell wish I could do that. But of course, those were all just my fantasies running wild. As always, I could only punch that bastard in my head. Furukawa seemed confident that I wouldn’t respond, so he walked off somewhere.


  “…Don’t joke with me.”


  The hatred filling my chest made its way to the surface, forcing me to mutter this under my breath. And then, somebody placed their hand on my shoulder. Looking over, it was a male classmate who I’d barely ever talked to.


  “That was something, huh, Natsume?”


  Another boy joined in.


  “No worries. These things happen.”


  “Don’t sweat it. We botched our exams, too.”


  They acted like we’d been friends for ages, laughing together. Where did that come from? Are they showing sympathy for me after I got publicly shamed? However, their very next line told me everything I needed to know.


  “Now I really feel like we can get along, Natsume.”


  …They’ve just started seeing me as an equal after I was insulted by Furukawa. From a bit further away, I could see Tanaka-san smiling at me.


  “Good for you, Natsume-kun.”


  …What are you talking about? Is this supposed to be good? Am I supposed to be happy about this?


  “…Ah! Hey, Natsume! Where are you going?!”


  Without realizing it, I dashed off. Up the stairs, heading to an empty toilet. Entering the stall, I closed the door and punched the wall.


  “What is this…”


  It’s gross. It feels like my entire body is slimy. Not too long, I never would have known how that feels.


  * * *


  After a long time, I decided to smoke a cigarette again. But after all the kissing and acts of terrorism that happened since my last smoke, it probably won’t satisfy me in the slightest. It’ll just leave me more restless in return. Even so, I got my breathing under control and headed up to the rooftop. Reaching the upper part of the stairs, I reached a familiar place and tried to open the iron door.


  “Huh? It’s…locked.”


  Turning the knob or pushing it didn’t do anything. Then again, that should be expected. The people from our class just came up here to check out the banners, so they must have made sure to lock the door. So far, it was simply open because someone forgot. But, what do I do now? There’s no other place for me to smoke other than on the rooftop.


  “…”


  Then, I looked up at the ceiling. I didn’t spot anything like a fire alarm. Maybe I should just smoke one here. Nothing really matters anymore. I took out a cigarette and lighter from my pocket and lit the smoke while standing. I put one end of the cigarette in my mouth, the opposite end lighting up red and black. I immediately breathed out again to make sure the smoke didn’t enter my lungs.


  “Phew…”


  Breathing out, the white smoke danced through the sky. And this time, it didn’t disappear immediately. It bumped into the wall and remained inside the stall. As I thought, it wasn’t refreshing at all. This gross feeling in my heavy chest wouldn’t go away. Instead, the more I kept on smoking, the more disgusted I felt. It’s like I’m smoking lead.


  “…Sigh.”


  Did I get too used to it? Have I gone mad? How can I fix these feelings? How do I get rid of this rage, frustration, and sadness? Please, somebody tell me.


  “Are we really going to do it here? We’ll get scolded if someone finds us here.”


  Right when I wanted to take another puff from my cigarette, I heard a sudden voice.


  “…?!”


  I quickly crouched down and hid behind the small wall next to the stairs. I erase the fire of my cigarette, putting it into my container. Listening further, it didn’t seem like the owner of the voice was up any higher than this. Since I quickly hid and made no sound, I should be fine. I don’t think they found me out. But, that was way too close for comfort. Isn’t the entire school in the middle of rehearsal right now? Just who would come up here during this time?


  “I was about to celebrate with my friends, you know?”


  “Sorry, sorry, I just felt the urge to see you right now.”


  “Geez, you always call me here out of the blue…”


  Two voices talked with each other; A boy and a girl. From the tone, I could tell they knew each other quite well. They must be a couple of sorts. Surprisingly, since these kinds of relationships are prohibited at Saigou High. But now that they were standing in my way, I had no other choice but to wait until they left—when suddenly, none of that mattered anymore.


  “Come on, look at me. And raise your head a bit.”


  “…Like this?”


  …Now hold on. The girl’s voice sounded awfully familiar. There’s no mistaking it. I just heard it a while ago…No, even just a few minutes. There’s no way I could forget this soprano voice. I carefully raised my head just a bit above the wall. And the scenery in front of me was—


  “Yumi…You’re so cute…”


  “Mmm…That makes me happy…And you’re so cool, too, Takumi-kun…”


  At the stairs right below me, Tanaka-san was kissing a random boy I didn’t know. They looked at each other, bashful gazes intermixing, as they moved their faces closer, rubbing their noses together. From that on, their bodies intertwined and they pressed their lips onto each other’s. Because there was a faint difference in height between them, Tanaka-san had to look up. I could see that her cheeks were red. Her eyes looked drowsy.


  “Nhn…Yumi…Mm…”


  “Takumi-kun…Wait…Mhm…Kiss…”


  I put my back against the wall, sliding down on the ground. I sighed once more as if to let out the remaining smoke in my mouth. How do I say this…I really ran into a bothersome situation right here. Now that they’re all over themselves, there’s no way I could just walk away.


  “Nn…Yumi…Mm…Yumi…”


  “Bleh…Takumi-kun…Mmnn…”


  Their exchange mostly consisted of heavy breathing and the sound of saliva mixing. With my current mental state, I really didn’t feel like watching other people be lovey-dovey. What kind of torture is this? But right when I was about to cover my ears, the kissing sounds stopped.


  “Phew…Oh yeah, Yumi? How long are you gonna stay in the lower-ranking classes anyway? I’m taking time off my own studies to help you despite entrance exams being around the corner. Come up to the higher-ranking classes already.”


  “…Yeah.”


  “You shouldn’t be staying with those idiots for too long. Someone from the higher-ranking classes like me is going out with you, so you should get my level already. You’re just embarrassing me.”


  “…You’re right. I’m sorry.”


  “I wasn’t saying that just so that you apologize…Mhm.”


  Their fluffy conversation ended, as they once again began sharing passionate kisses. The indecent sounds of saliva and water pierced my ears. And inside my head, the image of Tanaka Yumi was slowly beginning to shatter and break apart.


  “…”


  At one point, I had to think about it. What is Tanaka Yumi to me? And from the sounds of it, that boy is from a higher-ranking class. That’s fine and all…but was Tanaka-san so sullied that she would respond with “I’m sorry” after being told that “Someone from the higher-ranking classes like me is going out with you”? And I was happy to receive sympathy from her? What an idiot I was.


  “Nnnn…Yumi…Come closer…”


  “Nn…Nnn…”


  How long are you gonna keep at this? Can’t you just get lost already? A kiss isn’t supposed to be a means to let out your pent-up sexual urges. It’s supposed to be more grotesque, dark, and yet pleasant enough to dispel your worries. Don’t overwrite my…No, our memories by using some stale proof of love.


  “And you can brag to your friends because you’ve got a boyfriend in the higher-ranking classes, right?”


  “…That’s true.”


  Hearing those words of agreement from Tanaka-san, I grit my teeth. Higher-ranking classes, lower-ranking classes—Being insulted and abused, and not being insulted and abused. Normally, when you’re going out with someone, these things shouldn’t matter. Or, is this what’s normal nowadays? Giving in to the values forced onto you by your surroundings, adjusting your own position…All that? Not standing your ground and giving up against people who apparently deserve more than you. That’s not friendship or affection or anything. You’re just pretending to experience youth while you’ve given up already.


  Studying? Grades? Saigou Law? Don’t make me laugh. All the things that make you human…They’re twisted. Why won’t anybody realize? I was wrong. Just bringing back the cultural festival wasn’t enough. I shouldn’t have suggested quitting our plan. I just gave in to the easy way out, but nothing changed. I made the wrong choice…I made the mistake of picking the right choice. Right now I realize…You need to destroy everything once to rebuild it from the ground.


  “Nnn…Takumi-kun…Bleh…”


  “Puwah…Huff…Yumi, just a bit more…”


  Since they pressed their lips together again, I opted to kiss my precious cigarette. I grabbed a new one, put it into my mouth, and lit one end. I don’t really understand much about cigarettes, but the brand my dad is smoking must be a heavy one. Yet oddly enough, today was the first time I thought about that.


  * * *


  Without giving me any reprise, time moved on mercilessly. Blinking once, it was already the day of the cultural festival. During the morning, the first homeroom was a lot noisier than usual.


  ‘This year’s Saigou High cultural festival will now begin.’


  The entire class listened to this school broadcast. It played the announcement that the cultural festival was now opening. Generally, we’d get a lot of visitors, which is why the opening ceremony is looked after by the student council and the executive committee. The average student would just listen to it.


  “My friends from class 6 are doing a crepe stall, so let’s check it out!”


  “Where should we start? I don’t wanna line up, so let’s go somewhere with not many people.”


  The students who didn’t have to look after any stalls basically had free time after this opening ceremony. My classmates gathered up with their friends and made plans for where to head. As for myself, I decided to leave the classroom as soon as the festival opened. I’d rather not get wrapped up in a mess like yesterday. I grabbed all I needed and quietly left the classroom. I succeeded while doing so. Not even Tanaka-san looked over at me.


  “We’ve got a customer coming in! Kitchen staff! You okay?! Are you done preparing the ingredients?!”


  “Class 4 is open now! We can let you in right now!”


  The hallway was already noisy, full of students who already had their shifts. In order to make the best profit, they tried to get as many visitors and beckoned them over like this was some sort of bar. I wouldn’t want people to think I’m actually enjoying all this, so I moved away from the crowd, aimlessly wandering around. I looked away from the people and whenever I heard any noise, I turned around on my heel. Sweet scents, upbeat BGM, singing voices resembling screams, I just kept walking. Before I realized it, I followed the crowd of people heading outside the building.


  “…So hot.”


  Passing through the entrance, I muttered these words to myself as I wiped my forehead. We were in the dead-set of summer, the sky above being a clear blue. The smoke of planes drew arches through the sky. Early summer had passed, and the sky made me get my hopes up. But at the same time, it’s so incredibly bright.


  “Welcome, welcome! Would you like some fries?”


  “We’ve got a lot of customers coming in, so you can keep making more food!”


  There were stalls built all the way from the gate to the front entrance, like it was some summer festival. Several tents around had the words ‘Potatoes’, ‘Okonomiyaki’, ‘Frankfurter’ and so on written on a billboard.


  “Excuse me! For two people, please! Is 1000 yen good enough?”


  “Are you in middle school? Do you wanna try some of our yakisoba?”


  They had all opened up already, with students even from outside Saigou High here to visit. And lines had been built everywhere. Especially popular among all of those was the stall from class 3-1, which sold grilled skewers. Stealing the space and ingredients from the soccer club allowed them with two-times the space and material as much as they needed. Even right now, they were serving customers.


  A girl from middle school ordered grilled chicken. The one taking orders gave the information to the students doing the cooking. Once it was done, the cook handed the student the meat. All the people present were smiling. It was such an off-setting scenery that I was subjected to. I couldn’t keep looking, and yet it felt like I had to for some reason. Because this is the cultural festival I protected to the point I made Kurumi cry.


  “…”


  Smoke came from the tent of the stall that class 3-1 owned, probably to grill the meat as quickly as possible. Looking at the smoke vanishing into the air reminded me of my cigarette. It took me back to the days I just rotted away while smoking on the rooftop. And even though it reminded me of that, I had no urge to smoke. I got sick of the scent they had, and yet looking at random smoke almost paralyzed me. My mouth, at least…Ah, so disgusting. What am I even doing?


  Our class has no shifts, so I could have just faked being sick and taken the day off. Feeling this depressed, I shouldn’t have come to school. But, I had hope about one thing at least—That I could maybe see Kurumi. I have to admit it, I wanted to talk with her again. I didn’t know what exactly there was to talk about. What I wanted to tell her…but I was certain that I needed to talk with her once more in order to get rid of this melancholic and dramatic feeling inside of me. But when I checked, she still hadn’t read my message. Radio silence from her end, as always.


  That means…Other than meeting her directly, I won’t be able to get a proper conversation going. And since the festival was a public event, even Kurumi should be able to visit even after dropping out. If she feels awkward at responding to my message this late…if she, just like me, wants to talk one more time…then there’s a good chance she might be mixing in with the crowd of people today. And this faint hope is what led to me coming to school like this.


  …Of course, I know how sissy this was. But, what other choice do I have? I don’t know where she lives, let alone which station she takes. I can’t do anything other than wait and hope to meet her. That’s all I can do, after pretending I did all this just because she threatened me.


  “…How ridiculous.”


  I looked away from the stalls, as my feet once again carried me away from the crowd. I returned inside the building, looking for quiet places and areas that would let my heart rest. And while I walked on and on, the scenery around me slowly began to change into something very familiar to me. The hallway was dimly lit, as the doorplate invited me inside. The place was far away from the noise of the festival like it was a separate world altogether—the old school building. Going deeper, I stopped in front of a certain door, like the first time I had come here. Whether this was consciously or not, I didn’t know. Either way, I ended up coming to the astronomy club room again. I placed my hand on the door, which turned out to be not locked.


  “…Kurumi?”


  Thinking that maybe someone was sitting inside, my heart jumped for joy. However, when I opened the door, my excitement was dampened immediately. Inside the room were a long table and two chairs. As well as a shelf. The inside of the room hasn’t changed one bit. Yet, Kurumi was nowhere to be seen. It’s like her entire existence had been erased.


  “Not here, huh…” A sigh escaped my lips.


  If she had really come to school to meet me, I was hoping she would be waiting for me here. I was hoping she would give me an awkward “Ah, Senpai? Hello…” greeting. Yet, my hopes were all crushed. It’s too late now. The line that connected us was long erased. It’s painful, but that’s how things are. I wanted to make sure again, so I checked my phone. No new message from her. Only notifications that my stamina for a mobile game had refilled. I set foot inside the room, pulled on the chair, and sat down. I ran my fingers across the table, but all traces of her tears had disappeared. Looking at this room, I could somewhat guess the reason she cried.


  She didn’t want me to become a ‘person of the lower-ranking classes’. I have to trace back to my origin. Why is it that I began admiring Hoshimiya Kurumi when we met up on the rooftop? It’s because I was happy there was someone who absolutely despised this school like I do. Because she was different. She shone brightly, unlike the teachers, the higher-ranking students, and even the lower-ranking students. I absolutely despise the teachers at this school. I can’t stand those snobby higher-ranking students who think they’re a gift from god. But at the same time, I equally despised those worthless lower-ranking students who just accepted this awful treatment they suffered, doing nothing to fight against this discrimination.


  During the last strategy meeting we had, I arrogantly said “Can we really hurt everyone?” but now I realize. Yes, that’s perfectly fine. Ruin all of them. Because I—We hate everyone at this school.


  “Ugh…Aaaaah…!”


  The person just like her that Kurumi wished for…wasn’t referring to someone from the lower-ranking classes. I’m sorry, Kurumi. I was wrong.


  “Shit…What am I even doing…?!”


  A wave of emotion strong enough to burst out assaulted me, as I slammed my fist down onto the table. A dull sound rang out, followed by a sharp pain in my hand. But thanks to that, I could see a bit clearer. All this time, I tried to live my life without committing any mistakes. Regretting something so much…was a first for me. I kicked the chair away and wiped my tears. I tried to control my feelings, but the emotions gushing out of my heart were too much. I don’t want to look at anything else. I don’t want to exist in this world. So, I closed my eyes. I let go of my consciousness, as if to run away from this reality.


  * * *


  I had a dream while I was asleep. Kurumi and I met each other under normal circumstances and became closer like that. We were both part of the same club, junior and senior. One day after classes, we would start talking about this and that instead of focusing on our club. Kurumi would make fun of me and say something crazy, to which I retorted with a comment of my own. That was our daily life. Finally, we would listen to each other’s problems, growing even closer. Knowing how hard it was to live in this world, we became boyfriend and girlfriend to support each other. Our first kiss happened in the club room, in a sweet atmosphere.


  “And, how was your first kiss, Senpai?”


  “Hm…tasted like strawberry.”


  I would say that while blushing, and we’d both laugh. Could such a future…truly have been possible?


  * * *


  I was woken up by a severe headache. While groaning, I raised my upper body from the desk.


  “Ouch…”


  Because I had been in this position for a long time, my body felt extremely heavy. I could feel pins and needles all over, too. Just how long have I been sleeping like this? My view was still hazy as I looked outside the window, seeing that the sun was reaching its zenith. And considering they issued warnings for heat strokes, I figured it’d get even hotter with time.


  “…Huh?”


  And that’s when I realized that something was off. This room…wasn’t hot at all. In fact, it was comfortably cool. I rubbed my eyes once more to regain a clearer vision. Nobody was around. But even so, the A/C was quietly running above me. I’m pretty sure it wasn’t on when I got here. I also don’t remember ever putting it on, either. If so, there’s only one possible conclusion—


  “…Someone cake here?”


  At the same time as I mumbled these words, my hand ran across something that felt familiar. I spotted it laying on the table and almost fell from my chair in shock. My heart began racing faster, as my consciousness suddenly became sharp. My self-indulgent expectations had changed into reality. First, there were the same cookies we ate during our first party. And then, there’s a notebook. A new page had opened on it, with the words ‘This is a present for you, Senpai’ written on it.


  “…Kurumi?!”


  I jumped up and dashed out of the room. I looked both sides once I got out into the hallway, but I spotted nobody else. I called for her name, too, but only the silence responded. When did she come here? Why did I not realize? I headed back inside the classroom. Still, Kurumi was here. Maybe she just enjoys seeing me struggle, and there’s a possibility she might be hiding inside. I looked beneath the desk, opened the drawer of the shelf, and looked behind the curtains. I checked out every possible spot, but Kurumi was nowhere to be found. Out of strength, I sank down on the chair.


  “…What is this?”


  Why is she not around? I thought she came to school again because she wanted to talk? Why wouldn’t she wake me up? So this is the end? Giving me one last present before she vanishes forever? Is this supposed to be some bitter-sweet ending of a drama? No way. I…still haven’t been able to apologize to Kurumi properly.


  “…”


  No, this isn’t the end. I won’t let this be the end. I reached for the notebook, looking at the cover. As expected, it was yellow. Enough of a hint for me to tell that this was Kurumi’s Revenge Note…I’ll have a look. Maybe there’s some hint that will allow me to meet her. Thinking back on it, I never once read this Revenge Note of hers. Flipping over the first page, I quickly realized that this was a collection of her various plots for revenge—as well as her own personal diary.


  



  



  



  May 15th,


  Even though their daughter decided to drop out of high school, Mama and Papa didn’t seem fazed in the slightest. It’s the same as when my grades started dropping. They just said “It’s okay.” But…I can’t accept it. Everything I do pales in comparison to my brother, so how could they be okay with this? Someone deciding to drop out of high school couldn’t possibly be okay. And yet, they keep saying that with a straight face.


  I want them to look at me. To see me for the useless person that I am. That’s why I decided to get revenge on this world. Because this world doesn’t see me for who I am…I’ll make them recognize my existence. I want to become someone who’s even more not okay. I want Mama, Papa, and my brother to understand that this is not okay. So, starting today, I think I’m going to work on a notebook full of revenge ideas. What I am writing down today is the first step towards being who I really am.


  May 16th,


  Getting revenge on the whole world is pretty difficult. That’s why I opted to get revenge on my school. If that rotten school didn’t allow its teachers to abuse and insult their students, I might have been able to live a decent high school life, learn about my limits, give up, and then lead a normal life. That brings up the question…How do I get my revenge? I’ve been thinking about it, but for now, I only came up with the idea of making imitations of the teachers go around the school.


  June 2nd,


  Yesterday, I met a strange senior smoking a cigarette on the rooftop. He said he despises the school, and is smoking a cigarette to rebel against the school in his own way. I thought it was girlish and sissy. But, he apparently tried to rebel before. Listening to that, I thought that I could maybe make him my ally. Someone rotten who absolutely despises the school like him has the will to fight back. And I thought I could use this. I would need more allies to realize my plans, anyway. Starting tomorrow, I’m going to work on some genuine ideas. I thought of using eraser stamps to spread malice—And I call it the ‘All-Student Abuse Distribution Campaign.’


  June 11th,


  Senpai sure sucked at making the stamps, but he managed to pull off our operation perfectly. It looked like he had fun executing this terrorism. And hearing that he succeeded, which led to all sorts of rumors going around at school, I was happy, too. The juice we drank for our celebration party tasted a lot better than usual. I know I was just thinking up things, but it was still special. It reminded me of the times people in middle school went to celebrate something. Maybe they felt this way, too? Not like I would know since I never joined them. Not like they didn’t invite me, though.


  June 16th,


  I kissed Senpai. It was genuinely on a whim, and nothing more. It was also my first kiss…But it was something else. I really felt like I understood the reason Senpai was smoking cigarettes. I kissed a boy who isn’t even my boyfriend…Not to mention at school. It felt so relieving and gave me a rush of guilty pleasure. Realizing that I became more and more “not okay”, I felt good. Also, Senpai was clearly excited, too, but tried to play it off, which was pretty cute. Though, him saying that it tasted like bitter chocolate was kinda gross.


  



  



  



  The words written in the diary stabbed me right in the chest. It hurt. I shouldn’t have said something stupid like that. And yet, the more I read, the more I had to laugh.


  



  



  



  June 23rd,


  We decided to revive and then destroy the cultural festival. He thought of reviving the festival, and I suggested we destroy it after. With the impact it has, it should be worthwhile. I’m going to cut up newspapers to create a threatening letter I’ll be putting up everywhere around school.


  June 27th,


  We decided to let Senpai handle the plan for bringing back the cultural festival for everyone. As of right now, it seems to be working out. Today, we discussed our ideas regarding destroying the festival. As I thought, having these meetings with Senpai really is fun. It made me feel excited, and my heart was racing. It feels like we could go anywhere together. And in order to destroy the festival, we decided to play the verbal abuse of the teachers during said festival. I should buy some empty CDs.


  July 7th,


  Through some ups and downs, Senpai’s plan worked and the cultural festival was back for everyone. But to make that happen, he left me out for most of it, not telling me the true goal, so I felt a bit lonely. But, he realized I was angry and kissed me, so I forgave him. Seeing Senpai so proactive when it comes to our terrorism makes me happy, too.


  July 15th,


  I skipped helping my class for the festival and went out to buy CDs when I ran into them. “Them” was referring to Tanaka-senpai and Natsume-senpai. They were out shopping for the festival. Natsume-senpai is a proper student, after all, so it makes sense he would be helping. But…I didn’t like it. It makes me remember their conversation back at the cafeteria. Maybe he wasn’t all too enthusiastic about the whole terrorism thing, and instead, he just wanted to bring back the cultural festival? I guess I got my hopes up.


  July 16th,


  My bad feeling was spot-on. Senpai said we should not destroy the cultural festival. I guess I was wrong after all. He just wanted to bring back the festival. Probably for the sake of Tanaka-senpai. Why would we care about hurting other people? Why would we save the other lower-ranking classes? We’re not the same as them. Don’t start to reason now and run away. He didn’t even understand the reason I was crying. He doesn’t understand how I feel. He doesn’t even know how much he has saved me so far. What if I threatened him again with that picture? But, I don’t want this kind of relationship anymore. I want him to look at me because of his own decision. That’s why I set up this test. It’s a shame, but I don’t have any place to belong at this school. I just hope…I can forget my beloved Senpai soon.


  



  



  



  When I finished reading, I once again realized I was crying. I know I shouldn’t be, but reading about Kurumi’s genuine feelings made me happy. Yet, I realized it was all too late, which left me unable to keep my tears in. I felt like I made it out of the endless pit, finally able to breathe again. Seeing our story written from Kurumi’s perspective made me feel nostalgic.


  “A place she belongs…huh?”


  Seeing that specific line in the Revenge Note, I understood. She only had a place to stay if it was with me. Even though I’m not motivated to study, even though I was just a worthless nobody who could only smoke in solitude…she understood and accepted me. And I wanted to be with her for that. The reason I suggested we quit our cultural festival terrorism plans was that I was happy. Being with Kurumi, supported by her, and getting revenge on the school, I was fulfilled. That’s why I began wishing for the happiness of others. I was an idiot. An utter fool who didn’t understand a damn thing.


  “Haha…I should have realized sooner…”


  I swallowed my words and cried in silence. Regret, happiness, and worthlessness all mixed within my chest, not stopping. I cried on and on and on, and yet Kurumi didn’t show up in the club room. Staying here wouldn’t do me any good. I should look for her somewhere else. I made up my mind and stood up when I saw something else in the Revenge Note.


  “Huh…?”


  There was a continuation from where I stopped. Right after the line that said “This is a present for you, Senpai.” And surprisingly enough, it had today’s date on it.


  



  



  



  July 23rd,


  Senpai, did you enjoy the fake youth I presented to you?


  



  



  



  “Fake youth…?”


  I don’t understand what this is about. But my heart urged me to continue. Flipping the page, a small piece of paper came fluttering out. It danced through the air, so I grabbed and read it.


  [Club Application Form – Astronomy Club – Class 2-6 – Tanaka Yumi]


  …Ah, I see. They knew each other because they were part of the same club…No, that’s not all. Something doesn’t feel right. I tried to figure out what gave me this eerie feeling. A fake youth…Kurumi wondering if Tanaka-san said something about her…the circumstances of the astronomy club…the test she mentioned in the diary. Everything connected, creating a single branch, as a certain hypothesis was born in my head—But before I could put that into words, I heard a familiar voice from the school broadcasting system.


  ‘A wonderful day to all our listeners. I would like to use this chance to show you the daily scenery here at Saigou High School.’


  * * *


  The moment I heard that announcement, I dashed out of the room. That ‘the daily scenery here at Saigou High School’ part of the announcement sounded awfully familiar.


  “Kurumi…!”


  The heat around me attempted to slow me down, but I kept on dashing down the hallway. I was heading to the second floor of the main building, the broadcasting room. All this talk about a fake youth, the meaning of the club application, and even Kurumi’s goal…I didn’t understand most of it. But, I knew that there was something I had to do right here, right now. I have to get to Kurumi before anybody realizes what she’s about to play.


  ‘Our Saigou High School is a place of mutual encouragement and diligent application in order to reach greater heights and be accepted in the top schools of the country.’


  While the broadcast continued, I rushed to the main school building as fast as I could. So far, it wasn’t any different from what played earlier today. Everyone was enjoying the festival, they weren’t listening to the broadcast at all. Or maybe, they thought this was a regular part of the schedule.


  ‘So, I would like to invite you to experience what it’s like to participate here in our classes.’


  I passed by groups of people, running even now. Because I lacked the necessary exercise, my legs already started to hurt, but I ignore that pain and rushed up the stairs. The extracurricular rooms were to the east of the main school building, and there were no other stalls around. The closer I got to my goal, the fewer people I encountered, until there was nothing but silence around me. Rushing up half the stairs to the second floor, I was met with a sign blocking the way that said ‘Non-Personnel No Entry.’ Needless to say, I ignored that and rushed deeper. If it’s blocked off here, then there’s no doubt in my mind. The broadcasting room is just a bit further—Together with Kurumi.


  ‘As we surely have a lot of visitors interested in attending our school, I would be very happy if you joined me now.’


  I see it. That gray door. As well as the red lamp above that said ‘Broadcasting.’


  ‘Now then, let’s not beat around the bush. This is what a lesson here at our Saigou High looks li—’


  I turned the doorknob, tackled the door, and rushed inside. Everything inside looked like it was put in grayscale, giving off a mechanical feeling. The walls were decorated with sound-absorbing material, various recording devices scattered around…and in the center sat a single girl, who turned around in shock to look at me. Her eyelashes were as long as always, her eyes shining like a black crystal, paired with her faint-pink lips. Even though she wore her uniform, her ashen-gray inner hair was visible from afar, and her trademark cap with cat ears towering on her head. It was the ‘mischievous girl’ emitting a little sister-like charm that I knew all too well.


  “…Kurumi.”


  It really is her. Hoshimiya Kurumi was right in front of me. She narrowed her eyes, previously open in shock, and showed a devious smirk.


  “…Oh, if it isn’t Senpai. It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”


  “Huff…huff…That’s not what’s important right now…”


  Looking at me gasping for air, Kurumi loudly breathed out.


  “Did you rush here or something? I’m surprised you knew where I was.”


  “No way I’d miss a broadcast like that.”


  “Like what? I don’t think I said anything out of the ordinary.” Kurumi looked at me without a change in expression. “I’m just trying to show what our school is like. I haven’t said anything outrageous. But you came running here because you remember our meeting about destroying the festival, right?”


  “…”


  “That’s why I praised you for making it here in time.”


  Kurumi shrugged her shoulders, which allowed me to understand the sarcasm. “You were so against our plan, yet you sure managed to remember the details, huh?” is basically what she was saying. I want to disagree…But I didn’t know what to even say. What did I want to do after meeting Kurumi? Apologize, ask her something, tell her something, it all mixed together and left me speechless.


  “Hey, Senpai?”


  Before I could say anything, Kurumi stood up. She took a step toward me, looking up into my eyes with strong conviction.


  “Did you enjoy the fake youth I gifted you?”


  From her mouth came the same expression that I had read about in the Revenge Note. That’s right, I wanted to know more about what she meant by that.


  “You said that in your Revenge Note already. What’s that about?”


  “You still don’t understand despite all the hints I presented to you?”


  She must be talking about the club application form. But, that alone wasn’t enough for me to reach the answer. Because rather than that, I was solely focused on making it here on time. She looked at me, who had remained silent, and sighed in disappointment.


  “I swear…Fine, I’ll tell you. It’s about Tanaka-senpai.”


  “…What about her?”


  “Didn’t you think it was weird for a random girl to suddenly appear and be all kind and friendly with you?”


  “…What do you mean?”


  “Hmph, you really are stupid. Then I’ll tell you.” She showed me a ridiculing smile as she began speaking with the tone of a villain revealing his masterplan. “I invited you to join my revenge, right? But, back then, I still couldn’t trust you fully. I was unsure if you genuinely despised this school.”


  “Right…And?”


  “So, I had to find out if you were worthy of joining my ranks. I thought about how to figure that out…when I remembered that Tanaka-senpai was in your class. She was actually a club member of the astronomy club, and one of the ghost members now. She felt guilty for leaving me alone here.” Kurumi looked into my eyes. “So, I used Tanaka-senpai to test your will for revenge.”


  “Test my will for revenge…How?”


  “It’s nothing too complicated. I just pretended to be worried about you, and asked her to ‘Look after a boy called Natsume Ren, because he’s all alone in his class.’ That’s all it took.”


  “The hell? How does that turn into a test?”


  “For better or worse, Tanaka-senpai is a student at this school. If being approached by her, and treated kindly by her was enough to soften your desire for revenge, then I can’t count on you as my partner.”


  I see. I was deceived while I got to know Tanaka-san better. Without realizing that it was all a trap, I was seduced by the sweet hallucination of youth.


  “So that’s what happened…And that’s the fake youth you mentioned.”


  “Yes,” Kurumi answered and faintly nodded.


  Now that I knew about everything, I was reminded of something that had always felt off to me. When I went with Tanaka-san to go shopping, we happened to run into Kurumi. Even though we exchanged a few words, Tanaka-san never seemed surprised that Kurumi and I knew each other. That’s because she already knew that Kurumi and I were friends. The reason Tanaka-san called out to me…the reason she was kind to me…it was all a setup. It was painful to hear, but I wasn’t particularly shocked. Rather, everything fell into place. I always saw Tanaka-san as a single flower blooming in the middle of a toxic wasteland. No matter how cruel and grotesque her surroundings were, she would never forget to be kind. I thought she was that sort of miraculous existence.


  But, it was impossible from the start. No such person could exist here. I was foolish to believe there could be. This is reality, not some pipe dream. Girls don’t just treat you nicely for no reason. The reality I had witnessed for 17 years was not wrong. It still continued…and it made me feel relieved.


  “…Hmph, I hope you don’t misunderstand. I called it a test of your desire for revenge, but I still meant it as a present for you.”


  Suddenly, Kurumi had averted her gaze in an awkward manner.


  “Because if you failed my test, that would mean you and Tanaka-senpai were a much better match, right? If that were the case, I would have seen you off. Watch you become a normal student. Because that would have been the best possible ending for you.”


  I see…so if I pass that test, she’ll take me as her comrade for good. And if I don’t, she’s gonna see me off to become a normal student. That’s what she had going while interacting with me. In a way, it was very much like her.


  “Now, do you get it? This is what’s been going on behind the scenes for the past three months.”


  A fake youth—Paired with a present. I now understand it all.


  “Though, the results left much to be desired. After all, you failed my test. You got along with Tanaka-senpai, got tired of revenge, and even suggested we should stop our plan to ruin the cultural festival.” Kurumi shrugged her shoulders and took another step forward.


  She then bumped into my chest.


  “I hate this weak Senpai. Please, leave.”


  So she said. Her cap hid her face, so I couldn’t see her expression. I reached out for her with my hand and then pulled it back. As much as it hurts to admit, Kurumi is right. I couldn’t answer her expectations. It’s not like I gave up on revenge completely, but with Tanaka-san and the club president in mind, I genuinely thought it would be better to stop this instance. Now that she said she hates me, there’s nothing I can do. Apologizing is pointless. I can’t take back what I said and did. Right now, I don’t have any right to commit any revenge, as well as to be with Kurumi—But.


  “Kurumi.”


  Right when I placed my hand on the door, I stopped. I experienced this before. It’s the same as when I left her behind in the clubroom. And I hated it. Because…If I were to leave now, I would accept the values of this school and return to being a puppet who lives his life as he’s told. And then, I’ll regret it all over again. I don’t want that. Being all by myself while feeling that way…I can’t do that again. I turned around and decided to struggle one more time.


  “You’re not much better than me.”


  “…What? What are you talking about?”


  “Why did you place the Revenge Note next to me while I was sleeping?”


  The moment I said those words, Kurumi’s shoulders shook.


  “You wanted to let me go back to being a normal student in case I failed your test, right? So, why did you write about all that ‘Fake Youth’ stuff in it? You didn’t have to make me read it. And you should have had no reason to confess everything right now.”


  “Th-That’s…”


  “Couldn’t you have just let me go? Let me leave with the girl that only gave me the wrong impression anyway? I don’t understand why you left the Revenge Note with me..”


  That’s right. I don’t see any merit in doing that. Nobody will become happy because of that. If she wanted to cut off our relationship, then she should have just let me be.


  “All that…is it supposed to be revenge against me?”


  The question I asked was sucked up by the soundproofing on the walls. Only the sound of breathing filled the silence, and it must have taken at least ten seconds.


  “…Yes, that’s right. This was my revenge against you.” Kurumi faintly raised her head and glared at me.


  Her eyes were filled with rage and contempt. But at the same time, they were teary-eyed.


  “You read the Revenge Note, right? Then you should know how I felt. So don’t ask such an awful question…”


  “…”


  She continued to glare at me for a while, but eventually gave up.


  “…Okay, I understand. I’ll tell you everything. I tested you with Tanaka-senpai because I couldn’t put my trust in you. But…Somewhere along the way, my feelings started going crazy. I actually began wishing you wouldn’t return to being a regular student.”


  At first, there were only a few drips.


  “Because…I had fun…! Doing those strategy meetings with you, plotting our next act of terrorism…celebrating our success, indulging in a guilty kiss…I’ve started to truly love those days!”


  But soon after, it started raining. And it only made this heartfelt confession hurt even more.


  “I was oppressed. Worried. Isolated…So, being by your side gave me strength. It made me want to be with you more! I wanted you to stay with me! I didn’t want you to go back!” Each time she voiced her words, more tears appeared. “That’s why I was so hurt when you said we should stop our terrorism! I was so sad, I couldn’t stop myself from crying…and I wanted to forget about you, but I couldn’t! That’s why, with all these lingering feelings, I left the Revenge Note next to you…!” While conveying her fierce emotions, her hands dropped. “…That’s right. The reason I left the Revenge Note by your side, and the reason I decided to put the operation in action today…is all because I wanted you to come to me…!” Kurumi took off her cap and threw it at me. “We’ve shared so many kisses…and yet you chose Tanaka-senpai in the end…What even is going on with you? I feel like an idiot for caring this much.”


  The hat hit me and fell to the ground. Having lost her symbol of being a minority, yet with her ashen-gray hair in plain sight, Hoshimiya Kurumi was neither good nor bad girl. She was just a normal girl. And then, I realized. Just as she had saved me many times, I became an emotional pillar for her. Being threatened and all that didn’t matter. The both of us were always one. We’re both weak. So weak, we can’t fight back unless we do it while holding hands. That’s all this was.


  “…Haha,” A self-deprecating laugh escaped her lips. “Honestly, I don’t even care anymore. You came here to stop me, right? To protect the cultural festival. Congrats, you made it in time.” She said and turned around to reach for something, then offered it to me.


  It was our live bullet of fifteen minutes. The CD with all the verbal abuse burned onto it.


  “It’s all yours. You can throw me into the hands of this school. That’ll resolve everything. You get rid of a heavy woman like me, and you get to go back to your average life. And because you protected the school’s image, you might even get better treatment from the teachers.” She showed a defeated smile. “Haha…Don’t worry, I already deleted the picture of you smoking. I won’t tell anybody that you’ve helped me. I won’t ever get involved with you. Because I hate you.”


  “…”


  “We won’t ever…see each other…again…” She could keep up the facade, as her voice disappeared toward the end.


  “…Kurumi.”


  “…!”


  Our eyes met. She looked terrified of me. Her fake smile had long disappeared. She revealed everything to me. Because of my actions, she was forced to reveal it all. But…what about me? I haven’t brought my thoughts under control, yet to even reach a conclusion. While I can’t tell her what I want to, I pretend to struggle and show her this pathetic sight of me. Am I…really okay with this? No, of course not. I’m not that stupid.


  Now, it’s my turn. Think. What is it that I wanted to say when meeting her? That’s…something I should know. Or, do I? What’s wrong with me? Who do I want to be? What do I want to be with Kurumi? Just waiting until I was given something is wrong. That’s why…No, this isn’t right…!


  “Kurumi…”


  Subconsciously, I took a step toward her.


  “No…!”


  She tried to move away, but I grabbed her left shoulder.


  “Don’t…If you take this away…then my connection to Senpai…Everything will be…”


  Kurumi closed her eyes and looked away from me, but I took another step forward. The inside of my mouth felt bitter. Looking at the live bullet in her hand, I thought to myself—I was wrong. Asking for the meaning behind that fake youth, or why she placed the Revenge Note next to me. I didn’t run here as if my life depended on it…just to make her show this kind of face. This ending filled with misunderstandings is wrong. What am I doing? Just be honest already. You know the answer, don’t you? What I’ve always wanted to do…What drove me all this way…


  “…Kurumi, please listen to me. I don’t want to go back to being a normal student.”


  “What are you saying, now of all times?! You’re lying! Stop saying random nonsense!”


  “I’m not! Please…Just trust me one more time.”


  “Trust you?! I…I would…But, I just…” She looked down as if she wanted to swallow all her feelings and emotions.


  I took another step toward her, wiping her tears away with my finger.


  “It’s okay. Don’t worry. I finally realized it now…And I’ve made up my mind.”


  “I won’t do anything that you would hate. Because…I’ll only do what is evil.”


  Kurumi slowly raised her head. She looked at me with a gaze of anxiety and anticipation.


  “…What do you mean by that?”


  I faintly nodded, touched her fingers, and took the CD from her. I would never throw Kurumi to the wolves while I save myself. Instead, I headed to the back of the room. More accurately, to the control panel with all sorts of audio machinery. Luckily, setting up everything was simple enough. I could instinctively tell where everything was. I opened the black CD player, and placed our CD inside.


  “Kurumi! I didn’t come here today to stop you!”


  Watch me, Kurumi. This is my answer. My revenge.


  “I came here…to destroy the cultural festival!”


  Raising the volume, I pressed the play button. A second later—all hell broke loose.
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  ‘Do you want to be killed, you worthless bastard?!’


  With that line as the beginning, everyone present on school grounds now gets to hear the enjoyable experience that is the average lesson at Saigou High. Die—Moron—Quit school already—All these types of abuse came shooting out from the speakers like bullets. Everyone present at the school right this moment was terrified. The teachers were bewildered, maybe even panicking, and others could very well be worried. Just thinking about it, an electric current like a chill ran down my spine. Ah, this is the best. I can’t break free from this pleasure.


  “Senpai…?”


  I moved my gaze from the control panel and turned around. I moved closer to Kurumi, who looked at me in disbelief. I took a detour. I made a mistake. And I hurt Kurumi. I was wrong about it all. Coming this far, there is only one thing I’m sure of. I just wanted Kurumi to listen to what was inside my chest, and the motivation driving me.


  “Once you were gone, I went through hell and back.”


  The displeasure that had built up inside my chest, the one I would have otherwise left out together with the smoke from my cigarette, now reached the surface.


  “Even though we brought back the cultural festival, the soccer club president is bending his knee at some higher-ranking student. That shitty teacher Furukawa broke his promise and insulted me like there was no tomorrow. The classmates who watched this suddenly acted all kind toward me. Even said ‘Good for you.’ Like this was some Christmas present. It was awful.”


  The genuine feelings I had bottled up breached and broke out.


  “Standing here, I can say it with confidence. Every single person at this school is human garbage. I never should have worried about them. I have no reason to feel any guilt. I shouldn’t have to hesitate because of them. Never had, never will.”


  Even if someone were to ask me ‘But there are people who study earnestly. Is it fun to get revenge on them?’ Even if someone were to shove some ‘youth’ nonsense into my face—We will stand proud and nod as we smile. That’s the kind of revenge we have to do. The type we want to do.


  “Kurumi, I still want to mess up this school. I want to get revenge on it so that it changes. But…I’m a sissy man, just like you said.”


  My view became blurry and my voice started shaking. But even so, I continued.


  “You accepted me for who I am despite knowing how worthless I was. That’s why I want to get revenge together with you. In the truest sense, so that people like us will never appear at this school again.”


  “…”


  “Kurumi, I’m sorry for saying we should stop our terrorism for this festival. I’m sorry for thinking that the people in the lower-ranking classes are the same as us. I was wrong about everything. I was too naive.” I spoke with clear conviction to not invite another misunderstanding. “Right now, from the bottom of my heart, I want to get revenge. I want to be with you.” I told her without beating around the bush. “Would you please…forgive me for being so half-baked.”


  A few moments passed. Kurumi looked at me and then let out a faint laugh.


  “…I know. I know that I shouldn’t forgive you. I should cut you off because you already gave in to the temptation once.” Tears formed in the corners of her eyes, as she sniffed. “But…I wonder why…Seeing you act bad like that made me really happy,” she flashed a mischievous smile. “Knowing that you’re back with me, I’m incredibly happy.”


  “Kurumi…”


  “Fine, then. If you’re that adamant about it, I guess I have to forgive you.” She said as she rubbed her eyes with her arms, showing a crying smile. “Are you really fine with this? Not Tanaka Yumi…But someone like me, who isn’t even normal?”


  “Yeah. I want you. I want to be with none other than you, Hoshimiya Kurumi.”


  “Hee hee…That makes me very happy. Let’s always be together, for as long as our motivation lasts.”


  We both moved closer and pressed our foreheads together, our noses touching. I feel like we’ve both been throwing around cheesy lines for a while now, but that was perfectly fine. Because…we couldn’t be happier this way. We learned about the darkness of this school. We found out how naive and experienced we are. We found out that nothing can be resolved without a kiss. But even so…No, for that exact reason, we’re happy right now. We’re happy making a path through all this misery. Kurumi and I looked at each other, narrowed our eyes, and laughed.


  “Now that was a roundabout way of doing it.”


  “Yeah, that’s true.”


  “And all because you made me cry.”


  “Because I’m an idiot.”


  Suddenly, she pressed her lips onto mine again. Our tongues intertwined. The bitter taste left in my mouth suddenly became a lot sweeter.


  “Nnn…Puah…Senpai…?”


  However, I kept it to a short kiss this time around. We can’t take our sweet time right now. It’s hard to tell from inside the room, but I’m pretty sure that the entire school must be in disarray right now. And the devil’s hands will soon reach here. To ensure we get out of this safely, I opted to proceed with our final operation.


  “Kurumi, the teachers are gonna be here any minute. We should run.”


  “…Can we really escape this late?” Kurumi looked at me with anxiety in her eyes, but I just laughed.


  I picked up her cap that had fallen to the ground and placed it on her head.


  “Leave it to me. It was my job to come up with an escape, right?”


  * * *


  Kurumi and I left the room. The hallway was empty, but we still checked left and right. So far, nobody was approaching us.


  “All right, no teachers in sight just yet.”


  That being said, they must have realized that something was going on here in the broadcasting room. We can’t take it easy just yet.


  “Kurumi, we’re running.”


  “O-Okay.”


  I led the way as we sped up. Because we left the soundproof room, I could now clearly hear the noises from the school. Our CD was still playing, as people were talking. The festival that everyone had been enjoying so far now was brought into chaos. We kept on running, going past the yellow roadblock, reaching the stairs. There were no stalls near the broadcasting room, so we didn’t encounter anybody.


  “Senpai! If we’re rushing to the entrance, we should take the stairs from the West side!”


  “No, that won’t do. We’re not going to the entrance. With this much chaos, they’re bound to lock up the exits. And if there’s a crowd of people, we might not get out. Plus…”


  Before I could finish my sentence, a roaring voice interrupted me.


  “Hey! You two over there! Stop right now!”


  From the deeper part of the hallway, specifically the stairs to the west, a teacher came running.


  “S-Senpai, what do we do?! We’ll get surrounded in no time…”


  “It’s okay. Just follow me.”


  I took her hand and started running once more. No other choice. I have to follow through with the plan I cooked up earlier, at least to ensure that Kurumi would get away. We didn’t go down the stairs, but rather up. Up and up, cutting through the darkness. Finally, we spotted the familiar no entry sign, but we continued up. What waited beyond was pretty much like a familiar scenery. We arrived in front of the iron door.


  “Um, Senpai? What are you going to do here?”


  “Can’t you guess? We’re gonna jump off the rooftop.”


  “…Say what? Are you being serious right now? You’re insane.” Kurumi looked at me in disbelief, but I maintained a straight face.


  “If I was sane in any way, I wouldn’t be thinking about revenge and whatever.”


  “Wait, wait, wait, that response is not helping…”


  Well, there’s no need to be this worried. I thought of something already. But the details…I’ll leave for later.


  “Let’s go. They’re getting closer.”


  I grabbed the doorknob, turning it. At the same time, I pressed my shoulder and arm against the door to open it. However, the door didn’t budge at all, and I was reminded of something crucial.


  “Ah, crap.”


  “What’s wrong?” Kurumi looked at me with a concerned look, and I had to respond while scratching my cheek.


  “Um, Kurumi…You don’t happen to have the key for the rooftop on you, do you? I forgot it’s locked…”


  “…” Kurumi looked at me in disbelief.


  Oh, she’s tired of me—Or so I thought, but she suddenly burst out laughing.


  “Haha, you can never finish anything right, huh? But lucky for you, I have the key with me.”


  “Wait, for real? I wasn’t expecting you to at all, to be honest…”


  She took out a key from her pocket, showing it off to me with a smirk.


  “Well, duh. I’m the president of the astronomy club, after all.”
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  Hearing those words, everything in my head clicked into place. Ah, I see how it is. I was always wondering if somebody had just forgotten to lock the door each time…but it was Kurumi. The day I was smoking up there was the first day we’ve ever talked.


  “Let’s go, Senpai.”


  “…Yeah.”


  I accepted the king and unlocked the door, opening it.


  * * *


  A pleasant breeze greeted us, as our view opened up. The bright sun blinded my eyes, as the clear blue sky seemed invigorating. It was the sky right after the rainy season. The floor beneath us consisted of tiles, reaching into every direction until they collided with an iron safety fence. This is the rooftop. This is the place where we promised we’d change the school.


  “So, what are you going to do now, Senpai?”


  “Gotta get past the fence. Right ahead would be best.”


  “Are we…really jumping down from here…?”


  We slowly walked forward, reaching the fence in the back. I got beneath Kurumi to assist her in getting across the fence, and then climbed over it myself. There was only a brief space to stand on between the fence and the air. And we used that to stand next to each other.


  “So high up…but, what a sight it is. Like I’m standing in the air.”


  Just as Kurumi said, the sight was beautiful. From up here, you could see into quite the distance. The river, residential district, the vending machines, the cars driving, the school gate, and the front gate. It was probably because of the abuse broadcast still playing, but there weren’t many people right below us. I took a deep breath to fill my lungs, indulging in the summer heat. It was a summer filled with anticipation and premonition. Back then, I never would have thought I could fly from here. But now, I’m sure of it. I’ve got wings with me today. With Kurumi by my side, we can fly as far as we want—No, we’ll fall asleep as we need.


  “Hey, Senpai?” She took my head.


  Kurumi looked up at me, her eyes filled with worry.


  “Can I really believe you? That we’ll make it out of this unscathed.”


  “Yeah. It’ll be just fine. I’ve got a thought of my own.”


  “Is that so…Well, I’ll surrender myself to us dying together right here,” she said with a quivering voice.


  “Kurumi, it’s fine. Don’t worry.” I tried to calm her down and took her hand to caress it gently.


  Kurumi looked at me in disbelief and then snorted in contempt.


  “Heh, is this the time to make-believe? You’re not calming me down at all, you know?”


  Oh, huh? So this isn’t good enough? Well, I guess there’s only one surefire method that’ll help ease our nerves. I grabbed the newsboy cap Kurumi wore on her head with my open hand, leaning forward to approach her face. I then pressed my lips on hers, intertwining our tongues.


  “Mhmn…Phew! Hee, hee, how could you suddenly kiss me like this…”


  So she said, but her face looked a lot calmer than before. I put the newsboy cap back on her head. This should be good enough, so it’s time to head out.


  “We’re at our time limit soon. Are you prepared, Kurumi?”


  “Yes. Let’s go, Senpai.”


  We brought our bodies closer, looked at each other, and then nodded. This was our signal. I gently embraced Kurumi with one arm and then wicked my body off the final foothold. Immediately, I felt like I was floating. Between the line of life and death, my body melted into the summer sky. Because of our body mass, we began to speed up downward—But right before that, I turned my body around and reached for the wall of the school building. I had already confirmed that what I was reaching for had been there. It was a single piece of cloth that ran down the wall, which I now grabbed firmly. After shaking left and right, our bodies stopped in the air.


  “Ah! Senpai, this is…?!”


  Inside my arms, Kurumi raised a shocked voice. She must have understood what I was planning on doing. The object I grabbed—was the banner. It’s the same one that our class had prepared for the festival.


  ‘Hey, where do we hang these up?’


  ‘I think the rooftop would be the best! We should have space for three of them! Right, Sensei?’


  I found out where they put the banners thanks to the conversation between my classmates. That’s why I thought we could use this to erase the momentum of our fall.


  “Kurumi! We’re gonna fall now, so hold on tight!”


  “Okay! Got it!”


  I carefully lessened my grip on the cloth to adjust our sliding speed. My plan was for us to reach the closest to the ground…but of course, a cloth is still a cloth. It couldn’t keep itself connected while supporting our weight, and began ripping apart. The slogan of the festival, “Connecting Legend and Bonds” was starting to split in two. It was like opening a large zipper, as Kurumi and I fell. It wasn’t exactly as I’d hoped, but it killed most of the momentum. We’re going down like this.


  “Eeeek?! This is a lot faster than I thought!”


  “Just a bit more, so put up with it! Ugh, that shit hurts…!”


  The further we went down, the more my hand began hurting from the friction. It feels incredibly hot to the point I probably suffered burn wounds. But letting go is not an option. Not right now. Not when I have Kurumi with me! The sky grew more distant, the clouds smaller. The explosive noise from below came closer. The ground was right in front of us. My heart was racing faster than ever before, my brain working at top-speed. My soul was screaming to hold out only a few more seconds.


  “Kurumi! We’re gonna land! Can you jump off by yourself?!”


  “Huuuh?! Ah, I swear to…! I’ll do it! Here I go!”


  A few more meters from the ground, Kurumi let go of my hand and landed first. Kicking off the wall, I followed after. The air cut past my face as my feet landed on the ground. I tried to brace the impact from the fall, but only god knows if that worked. I rolled along the ground for a moment until I finally stopped.


  “Huff…Huff…Senpai, that was ridiculous…” Kurumi was next to me, laying on her back as she stared up at the sky.


  “Cough…cough…Phew, we’re saved. Kurumi, you hurt?”


  “I’m fine…somewhat. I’m exhausted, though…Hup.”


  Kurumi got up to brush the dirt off her hip, and I followed after her. We’re both able to stand, so we should be okay.


  “Kurumi, thanks for believing in me. I told you we’d make it out safely.”


  “I don’t know if I would consider this safely…But, that’s Senpai, all right.” Kurumi flashed a devious smile, and I had to laugh myself.


  Being praised by Kurumi felt so oddly nostalgic, and it made me really happy.


  “Hey, did someone jump off here just now?!”


  As we laughed, we heard a voice in the distance.


  “Damn it, they saw that. Kurumi, we have to leave. Can you run?”


  “More running…? Barely, I guess. But you will have to pull me along with your hand.”


  “Okay, okay. I’ll do just that, so let’s go.”


  “Hee hee, yay.” She smiled happily as I took her hand.


  She had such beautiful and slender fingers. And it was warm. While holding hands, we ran towards an empty area.


  “I’m really glad I met Senpai.”


  “Yeah. I feel lucky that I got to meet you, Kurumi.”


  As I thought, people who devote themselves to revenge won’t be able to achieve a happy end. Kurumi has already dropped out of school, and we haven’t changed the school completely, either. Our terrorism brought misfortune to other people, and it won’t be the last time, either. But, that’s fine. I don’t have to think about anything. I’ll just continue to run away. I’ll act according to the urges within my chest. Scream, hold her hand when I feel worried, kiss her when I need to vent. Because, this is our happiness—the happiness of the people who didn’t end up twisted in this wretched place.


  Epilogue


  The abuse broadcast turned into a massive issue overnight. They stopped the CD from playing shortly after we left, but the damage had been done. After all, we played such a destructive CD, filled with abuse, where there were hundreds of people present. It didn’t take long at all to show effect, as the students were confused about what was happening, whereas the average visitors were scared shitless. And without anything being resolved, the cultural festival came to an end.


  The day after, when everyone came to school to clean up after the festival, the teachers had already begun acting. Each and every one of them was extremely careful about their tone, making sure that nobody would find any fault with them.


  “Listen up, everyone. We’re still looking into the incident with the school broadcast. Even if outsiders were to ask you about this, we ask you to remain silent,” said our homeroom teacher, trying to silence the students.


  “Hey, that broadcast yesterday, that was our math teacher Furukawa-sensei, right?”


  “I heard that people from the committee for education have started to act. He might even get fired because of this.”


  Rumors flew everywhere you turned your ears. Alongside the revival of the cultural festival, it all came crashing down shortly after. And the results spoke for themselves. Just as we wanted, our terrorism brought up some kind of change. Yet, I just wanted to smoke a cigarette despite all that.


  



  



  



  Once all the cleaning up for the festival was done and the students were free to go, I made my way to the astronomy club room. The room was as barren as always with only a long table and chair inside, as I stood here alone.


  “…Kurumi.”


  Even as I called out, no voice responded. After we jumped off the rooftop, we managed to get away in time. Nobody found out that we were the ones who caused the chaos. In a way, it ended in the best possible conclusion. But…the fact that Kurumi dropped out of school still hasn’t changed. Could I have avoided that if I realized my true feelings sooner? Maybe we could have changed this school before she dropped out.


  “Oh, it’s Senpai. You’re here early today.”


  As I was dwelling in regret, I heard a voice from behind me. Turning around, I froze up. It wasn’t a hallucination. I wasn’t mishearing things. She had her hair tied up to only reveal her black hair, wearing our school’s uniform.


  “…Kurumi? Why are you here? I thought you dropped out?”


  “Hm? Where did you hear that from? I hadn’t even finished the procedure yet.”


  “Wait, wait, wait. But, you stopped coming to school for a while, right?”


  “That’s just because I didn’t want to see you for a while.”


  For real? I mean, Tanaka-san never said that Kurumi dropped out for good, but still…


  “B-But, we’ve got summer break starting tomorrow? I thought you were gonna leave school by then?”


  “Ah, about that? I decided to hold off on dropping out for the time being.” Kurumi blushed ever so slightly as she rubbed the tip of her nose. “I figured I could stay a little longer if I could be by your side.”


  “Ah…okay…That’s a relief.”


  “But don’t misunderstand. I might be staying for a bit longer, but I have no intentions of taking this school seriously. It’s all about our terrorism.” She puffed out her chest and showed me a smug face. “This is a merry bad end. Maybe even the first step to the apocalypse.”


  “…I don’t get it. Keep it on a lower scale.”


  “Huh? I don’t want to hear that from you, of all people.” Kurumi revealed her inner hair color and put on her cap with cat ears, sitting down on the chair. “I have to say, the teachers have gone crazy.”


  “Yeah, true. There’s been talk about possible lay-offs, so they’re probably scared shit-less.”


  “It’s the best. Let’s get a massive party going.”


  “Oh, sounds good. Wanna buy some snacks?”


  Kurumi thought about it, pressing her index finger on her lips.


  “I feel like getting some bitter chocolate today.”


  “…What do you mean?”


  “That’s my line most of the time, remember?”


  She gave me a provocative look, teasing me the same way as always. Not that I mind, though. I bent my body to approach Kurumi’s face, lifted up her chin, and then kissed her.


  “…Nnn…Nnhm…”


  It was faint at first, but grew more passionate, as our lips were pressed together, our tongues intertwining, and we swallowed each other’s saliva.


  “Puah…Hee hee.”


  After a few minutes, Kurumi moved her head away and showed a familiar mischievous smile.


  “Senpai, since you’re here already, we might as well start our strategy meeting, right?”


  “Yeah, sounds good. And this time, we’ll change the school for real.”


  Causing acts of terrorism, ending it with a kiss. This sweet yet bitter revenge of ours will still continue.


  Afterword


  While working on the manuscript for this, I kept asking myself “Where are my roots for this work?” And lately, I remembered a certain episode from my past. More accurately, it happened in my third year of high school. At our school, we had non-mandatory mock exams we could participate in, but I never once bothered to take part in one. Naturally, I told my teacher ‘I will never participate in these exams,’ but as Japanese is an extremely complicated language, it seemed like the non-mandatory mock exams this time around were apparently mandatory for once. Continuing on, I eventually found myself sitting in the exam hall. I was handed an exam and answer sheet, and the mock exam began.


  And this is where the trouble began. As the diligent student that I was, I had my pen and eraser with me. However, the motivation I should have prepared until today, I left at home (or maybe even in the past). With this lacking, I wouldn’t be able to solve any questions. That being said, the exam had already started, and I was bored. Wondering what to do, I used the answer spaces on the mark sheet to draw dots. Of course, that alone didn’t give me enough space to draw something out of a shojo manga, so I opted to go with the typical building scenery in Tokyo. After finishing two pages like that, I grabbed my belongings during recess and quickly left the hall. And since the sky was clear, I went to the zoo. On listless days like those, I always wished to become a Russian tortoise.


  Anyways, apologies for the late introduction. My name is Narumi Setsuka. My favorite season is summer. It’s nice to meet all of you. And I’d like to proceed with my thanks. First, my editor: Thank you very much for assisting and leading me to finish this novel. I made quick progress with my corrections because you were always available for me.


  To my illustrator, Almic-sama, thank you very much for providing all these wonderful illustrations and character designs. While working on the revisions, your creativity truly surprised me. You’ve given me a lot of wonderful stimulation, so I cannot thank you enough.


  Next, everyone from the editorial department. Thank you very much for choosing my work as a winner for the 18th MFBunko J Light Novel Newcomer Award. Closely related, my thanks go to everyone who helped with the printing and distribution of this novel.


  And finally, my biggest thanks goes to all the people who decided to pick up this novel. Thank you very much.


  Narumi Setsuka
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