
  
    [image: Cover]
  

  Table of Contents


  
    	Cover


    	Prologue


    	Chapter 1


    	Chapter 2


    	Chapter 3


    	Chapter 4


    	Chapter 5


    	Epilogue


    	Afterword


    	Color Illustrations


    	About J-Novel Club


    	Copyright

  


  Landmarks


  
    	Table of Contents


    	Color Illustrations

  



  
    
      Prologue


      “I hear the whole thing about giving the second button of your uniform to someone you like at graduation has to do with it being the closest one to your heart.”


      I could clearly remember Runa saying that with a smile even now, as though it had been yesterday.


      “I’ll give you this, though!”


      Runa had given me her uniform ribbon with an awkward smile on her face. I’d kept it in a drawer of my desk in my room ever since then.


      “It’s not washed, though, so it would be pretty embarrassing if it smells funny! Let me spray some perfume on it!”


      Smiling cheerfully as if to hide her awkwardness, she’d taken off her ribbon and sprayed perfume on it a few times. That was my last memory of Runa in her school uniform.


      That floral-or-fruity scent had permeated the ribbon so thoroughly it could make you choke. Even now, whenever I opened the drawer where I kept it, I could still faintly smell it.


      The scent made me remember those days—back then, I’d been hopelessly inexperienced and had been holding my hands out toward the sky, yearning for what had been out of my reach no matter how much I tried.


      “Will you give me something too?” Runa had asked me with upturned eyes. When I’d nodded, she’d reached out for my tie. “Hey, it feels like we’re husband and wife.” She’d smiled embarrassedly at that.


      “Untying it makes you feel that way? Not the other way around?” I’d asked.


      “Huh? I kinda wanted to do that kind of thing when you come home from work... You don’t want that?”


      “It would make me happy...but probably also a bit horny.”


      Runa had blushed at that. “Jeez, you’re such a pervert,” she’d said quietly, pushing on my chest in apparent embarrassment.


      The warmth of her hands had felt like it’d passed right through my clothes and my skin and reached my heart directly. The heart that was still hopelessly captivated with Runa.




      Even though it had already been almost two years since that day.
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      Chapter 1


      Beep-beep-beep-beep... Beep-beep-beep-beep...


      My phone alarm went off next to my ear—the sound hung in the cold morning air. “Ngh...”


      Taking my phone in my hand, I turned the alarm off while being careful not to touch the snooze button instead. The clock read seven in the morning.


      “Phew...”


      It would’ve been bad if I were to go back to sleep now. Motivating myself, I opened my eyes.


      Bright light slipped through the gaps between the curtains of the window above my head. It seemed like today’s weather was good.


      I got dressed, then rechecked the contents of my backpack, which I’d filled the night before.


      “That’s everything I need for my four classes today...”


      I’d use my daypack today since I needed quite a lot of textbooks. Black and shaped like a box, this daypack did look worn compared to when it had been new, but I still used it a lot. It had taken me through my cram school days and college exam season.


      “All right...” Putting it on my back, I went to the entrance of the apartment and called out. “I’m off!”


      My mother peeked out from the living room. “Take care,” she said.


      Giving her a glance, I put my shoes on and stepped outside.




      “So cold...” I let out inadvertently.


      The morning air outside was chilly enough to bite at the few exposed parts of my body, namely my ears and forehead. I could also feel how cold my eyelashes were whenever I blinked.


      I stuck my hands in the pockets of my coat and was happy to put on the gloves I’d had stowed in there. I’d gotten them for Christmas from my girlfriend a year ago. They weren’t handmade, of course, but they were great—not only were they warm, but I could also use my phone with them on.


      As I got closer to the train station, the foot traffic grew heavier. By the time I passed through the ticket gates, it was crowded enough that my sleeves brushed against other people’s.


      Trains departing from Station K at this hour were crowded as hell, even after those who’d just arrived had stepped off and onto the platform. Lots of the people still inside would get off at the nearby Station A, so I only had to put up with it until the next stop, but this was what made things so depressing when I had a first-period class on any given day.


      I boarded the first car. I got pushed next to the door on the other side and leaned on it, pressing my face against the cold window. Unable to use my phone in this situation, I could only stare vacantly at the outside scenery.


      This was the second winter since I’d gotten into college. At this time of year, it felt like the trains were one and a half times more packed than they were in the summer because of the thick coats everyone was wearing.


      The bone-chilling cold I’d felt earlier was now replaced with intense heat and humidity. It always made me regret wearing a coat, but I couldn’t exactly dress lightly just because of this brief crowded train ride.


      Before I knew it, the train approached a riverbank and went over an overpass. My eyes were drawn to the lines of cherry blossom trees that appeared before me. Being winter, there wasn’t a single leaf on them. Instead, they were tinged a melancholic brown.


      Recalling the happy smile Runa had worn that day amid those trees, I felt my chest tighten. My feelings were the same today as they’d been back then.


      When the train left Station A, I could finally stand properly without being crushed by others. Luckily, I found an empty seat. It wasn’t a priority seat either, so I could relax for a while.


      I checked the messages on my phone.




      Morning!


      I’ll be really busy this month, but I’m gonna do my best!




      That was the message my girlfriend had sent me yesterday morning.




      Ryuto: How was your day?


      Ryuto: Good night.


      Ryuto: Good morning.


      Ryuto: I’m going to my first-period class.




      I sent a few new messages after the ones I’d sent the night before and closed the app. For a while, I just stared at the phone in my hand. The case on it was a little fancy for a guy’s phone, but this was the third one I’d used that matched my girlfriend’s.




      Pretty much the only people who got off at the station nearest to my school were office workers and students. Everyone walked briskly and had their eyes pointed at the ground in front of them.


      I checked my phone on my way to campus, but there still weren’t any replies from my girlfriend. As I passed through the stylish gate of Houo University, all I could think about was the fact that I might’ve been the most uncool student there.




      I got to the lecture hall about ten minutes before the lecture was supposed to start. For some reason, however, it already had.


      The elderly professor stood at the podium, not looking at the students. “I have to leave fifteen minutes early today to attend a meeting, so I’ll give you these printouts now.” He spoke in a voice so subdued that you couldn’t possibly have heard him from a distance if he weren’t using a microphone.


      The lecture hall could hold several hundred people, but given how early it was in the morning and the fact that the professor had started things before the scheduled time, there were so few students here that you could reasonably count them if you wanted to.


      The rows of long desks here were placed at different elevations, similar to the architectural design of ancient Greek theaters. The rows became shorter the lower you went and the closer they were to the professor’s podium.


      In my experience, students kept filing in even after a lecture had started, and groups of friends would always sit in the back. That was why halfway into a lecture, the population density of the back seats would rise. To avoid getting caught up in that situation, I went to the front and sat in the third row.


      “Here you go.” The professor handed me a stack of printouts without looking me in the eye.


      I was the only one in the third row, and there was nobody in the fourth and fifth, so I had to get up and bring the rest of the papers to the students in the sixth row.


      There, in that sixth row, a guy and a girl were sitting next to each other. When I handed them the stack, the girl took a passing glance at my face.


      “...yeah?”


      “Heh heh, no waaay...”


      Hearing them flirt behind me as I went back to my seat got on my nerves a little.


      Today’s lecture was as boring as always. This Symbolic Logic class was a general elective. I’d only chosen it because it would be a few easy credits. The things the professor would say, however, were so niche and hardcore that they all flew over my head. Some theorized that he was only teaching this to sell his book to hundreds of students every year—it was a thick textbook that cost several thousand yen. The fact his lectures basically consisted of reading said textbook seemed like pretty good evidence of that. I’d already given up on taking notes in this subject back in the first semester.


      He didn’t take attendance, so there apparently were plenty of students who only read the textbook and would come to take the exam at the end of the semester. I remembered being surprised at the unprecedented number of full seats during the first semester’s final exam.


      “That will be it for today. We will move on to the next section next time,” said the professor, putting an end to his ever-incomprehensible lecture. He then hastily packed up and left.


      The whole thing left me feeling empty on the inside. I didn’t have any friends that I could say that to, though, so I just put my textbook in my backpack and left the hall.


      “Man, I don’t get his lectures at all. What the hell is he even talking about?”


      “Me neither...”


      “What a load of crap.”


      “I know, right?”


      “Do people who go to every lecture even get any of it?”


      “Who knows? This is only my second time coming this semester.”


      “Damn...”


      Two guys who’d come from the same lecture were talking about it right behind me.


      “By the way, Yukari said she’s gonna go get a parfait in Shinagawa after this.”


      “Seriously?”


      “She posted about it on Instagram. I replied, and she invited me to come. Wanna join?”


      “Wait, what about our next class?”


      “Can’t we just ask Iida? I’m sure he’s gonna be there.”


      “Ah, a’ight. I’ll go too, then.”


      “By the way, I hear Yukari’s close to breaking up with her boyfriend.”


      “Seriously? That guy from the advertising agency?”


      “Yeah. She was talking to me about it, so maybe, probably.”


      “Man, those beauty contest girls sure have high standards...”


      I wanted to get away from them as soon as I could, so I stopped at the bathroom even though I didn’t need to go. They went in too, however, and we ended up lining up at the urinals.


      “Forget about Yukari, though. What about that girl you mentioned from your club?”


      “Oh, I’m not serious about her yet.”


      “You’re, like, friends with benefits?”


      “Nah, just a bit more than friends, I guess. I’d totally do her again, no problem, but she looks like the type who’d start acting like she’s my girlfriend. I’m keeping my distance for now. How’re things on your end these days, anyway?”


      “I’m hitting the streets, bro. Girls are too proud here at Houo, but outside? There’re a lot of hotties ripe for the picking. Ever try hitting on them by flashing your student ID?”


      “What, really? That’s enough to become a chick magnet?”


      “Yeah, totally. The Houo brand is amazing, dude. Girls get this fire in their eyes when they find out you’re going to Houo.”


      “Damn... I better take advantage, then.”


      “Then again, it would be best if you got a girlfriend like Yukari. Me, I’ll stick to my guns and play the field.”


      “Hah, dude, you’re not making much sense there.”




      Yeah. He really wasn’t.




      “Oh man, getting to my third class is gonna be such a pain after skipping the second one.”


      “I know, right? I’ll just pretend I’ve got nothing after this.”


      As I thoroughly washed my hands, lathering up the soap over and over, the two left the bathroom ahead of me.


      It was relieving. And, at the same time, overwhelmingly tiring.


      “I go to the same university as those guys...?” I said miserably to myself, left alone in the bathroom as I wiped my hands near the sink with a small towel.


      “...but outside? There’s a lot of hotties ripe for the picking.”


      Was that true? It made me a bit jealous. Quite jealous, actually... Then again, I didn’t have the balls to do that, and I had a proper girlfriend too.


      But even if I didn’t have a girlfriend, it would be too much for a shy introvert like me to continuously befriend girls I’d never seen before. Just thinking it was soul-crushing.


      That’s right—the important thing here was the soul. I wasn’t looking to date a girl’s hot body. What I wanted was to be open with a girl, and the resulting emotional bond would make me feel comfortable being intimate with her.




      Though I hadn’t had the pleasure recently...




      I remembered to check my phone, but the last message in the chat was still me telling her I was going to my first class.


      I tottered to my next class as melancholy swept over me.




      Thus, the second class of the day came to an end, and I made my way to one of the cafeterias. When I had back-to-back classes in the second and third time slots, there was no time to eat anywhere else.


      There was also a larger, more spacious dining hall in this university that was located below this cafeteria, but I liked the stark feel of the cafeteria I’d gone to. This one resembled a classroom and was lined with the kind of long tables and folding chairs you’d find in a conference room. While it had a no-frills kind of feel, the food was hearty and delicious. There was yet another cafeteria on campus too, one with a fancy look and feel and a menu supervised by a hotel chef, but too many girls opted to go to that one. It took courage for an introvert to go there, so I’d only been there once.


      This one was plain, after all. Most people coming here were hungry sports club members looking for a big meal or students who ate alone and stared at their phones all the while. As for me, I didn’t eat all that much, but as a guy, I appreciated being able to get a large serving for cheap.


      I bought a ticket for pork cutlet curry, exchanged it for my food, and then sat down with my tray. I started moving my spoon to my mouth without a word, but then...


      “Kashima-dono. I should have known I would find you here.”


      Someone put a tray with the same pork cutlet curry down next to mine.


      I greeted him. “Kujibayashi-kun.”


      This was Kujibayashi Haruku—a second-year Japanese literature major and my only friend at this school.


      We’d been in the same linguistics class in our first year here. When we’d paired up for conversation practice in class, we’d hit it off after realizing we were both introverts. He and I had been close friends ever since, both sticking to the shade here on this resplendent campus.


      “What troubles you, my friend? You appear joyless.”


      As you can see, his manner of speech was really peculiar.


      He’d told me that in his first year of middle school, he’d been so introverted that he hadn’t been able to talk to anyone in his class, even come May. Anxious to do something about it, he’d made up his mind to act like a whole different person, hoping to get a chance to talk to people that way. He’d started using literary language as a result—his classmates had loved it, and he’d become popular. Ever since then, he’d apparently been unable to talk to others unless he spoke this way.


      “Well... I was just feeling down after seeing some pickup artists who’d been in the same lecture as me.”


      In reality, I was also bothered by the lack of a reply from my girlfriend, but talking about her to Kujibayashi-kun would upset him. I decided not to bring it up right away.


      “A most curious topic, my fellow scholar. So even you experience that sort of ordeal. You, an infinitely bigger normie than yours truly.”


      Incidentally, his manner of speech only appeared to be authentic, so it wasn’t like he was mimicking the manner of a specific social class from a specific era. Because of that, it didn’t look like it was against his principles to use slang.


      “You’re far better in the looks department than me, though,” I said.


      That’s right—despite his personality, Kujibayashi-kun was handsome. His thick brows and eyelashes, as well as his shapely, finely chiseled features, made him appear to have some Latin blood flowing in his veins. Even so, both of his parents were apparently a hundred percent Japanese. He was a bit taller than me, but his build was pretty much perfectly average, so it didn’t bother me.


      He had a really bad case of nearsightedness, however, and wore thick, black-rimmed glasses. This, in turn, made his distinct features excessively prominent, so he unfortunately didn’t seem to be popular with girls. Even I hadn’t taken him for a good-looking guy until several weeks after I’d come to know him—I’d only noticed after I’d seen him remove his steamed-up glasses at a ramen place we’d visited together.


      Despite my compliment, Kujibayashi-kun flashed me a cynical smile, holding his spoon in his hand.


      “Thou, my brethren, art the only one who would extend me such words.”


      “Well, yeah, because neither of us has any other friends...”


      “Hah, hah, hah!”


      I ate my curry while Kujibayashi-kun laughed like an actor in a classical play. He was my source of comfort here at this university.


      “And yet I must say: Unlike yours truly who was but a clown, you, my good sir, had friends in high school, yes?” he asked. “Do you not keep in touch with your former companions?”


      “Oh...”


      My hands now frozen, I stared in front of me. There, at another table, was a muscular guy who seemed to be from a sports club. I watched him shovel two plates of pork cutlet curry into his mouth.


      “I guess I haven’t talked to them in a while, now that you mention it,” I admitted. “They seem to be doing well, though, at least.”


      Icchi was still an active Kid—I knew that much from his Twitter and from KEN’s videos. I saw Nisshi go online on a game-related Discord every now and then, so he was all right too.


      The thing that had kept us together the most back in high school had been a shared interest—being fans of KEN. Recently, however, I hadn’t been keeping up with his videos. I was busy with school and my part-time job, and when I would lie down after coming home while planning to watch some videos, I’d end up falling asleep just like that. At some point, the number of videos I hadn’t watched had turned into a mountain of content—I’d never get through all of them if I just watched a few when I had the time.


      “I want to see them, sure... I just don’t think we’d have anything to talk about if I saw them now.”


      After graduating from high school, Icchi was an architecture major at Nichiyo University. Nisshi had gone to study law at Seimei University. These schools were in Tokyo, and both of them lived with their families, so I could see them whenever I wanted. But since I was a sociology major, we wouldn’t have much in common to talk about when it came to things we were studying in college.


      “‘The flow of the river never ceases, and the water never stays the same. Bubbles float on the surface of pools, bursting, re-forming, never lingering...’”


      Kujibayashi-kun had begun reciting the opening passage of Hojoki. This must’ve been a piece he’d learned as a Japanese literature major, rather than his usual mimicry.


      While he was only a sophomore, he was already aiming for graduate school. He’d told me he was particularly interested in modern literature and was going to write his graduation thesis on Mori Ogai. After all that, he wanted to go for his doctorate too and go into research. Apparently, his father was a college professor as well—specializing in American literature—and he’d named his son after something in his favorite American comic books.


      “If two bubbles once formed on the surface of the same pool, they may yet be brought together once more by the flow of the river.”


      These words weren’t Kamo no Chomei’s—the author of Hojoki—but Kujibayashi-kun’s own. He seemed to be consoling me. Had I been making such a melancholic face?


      “Thanks,” I said. “I hope it comes to that at some point.”


      After that light reply, I looked at my phone, which had been lying on the table. First, I checked the time, but then my mind focused on the lack of a reply from my girlfriend. I had notifications enabled, so their absence from my lock screen meant that no reply had come. There was no point in opening the app.


      I wondered what was taking her so long to reply. Surely she must’ve already woken up today and gone to work. In fact, I was concerned that I hadn’t heard from her since last night.


      Is she okay...?


      “My friend, is there another matter on your mind?”


      Kujibayashi-kun had noticed my unease, of course.


      “Well, the thing is, I haven’t heard from my girlfriend since last night...” I began.


      “Oh?”


      Betraying my expectations, he looked happy. Normally, he seemed jealous when I talked about her and wouldn’t listen to me much, so maybe he just liked that things weren’t going great between us right now.


      “Why, she must be living a life of pleasure so ecstatic as to forget you.”


      Immaturely, I replied with unconcealed discomfort. “That’s not true. She has work today.” However, my tone was proof that I wasn’t calm about this situation. “I was actually thinking she might be unwell... That’s what I’m worried about, okay?”


      “Were there an emergency so severe, her family would surely let you know,” he said.


      “Maybe it’s a less severe emergency.”


      “Why, then, she shall recover tomorrow. Either way, there is nothing you need trouble yourself with.” Kujibayashi-kun had a smirk on his face. “May this give you a taste of how empty life feels for a Virgin Fiend who has never in his life had the pleasure of so much as touching a girl, let alone holding hands with her.”


      “Virgin Fiend” was a moniker Kujibayashi-kun would use in self-deprecation. He’d gone to a prestigious all boys’ school that had spanned both middle and high school grades. The despair of having spent his youth with all knowledge of real girls out of his grasp had twisted his libido and brewed resentment for everyone who led a satisfying life inside of him. He’d become a fiend, mentally...or at least that’s how he’d described it. I don’t really understand what I’m saying here myself.


      “That’s not nice of you...” I said with a deep sigh, pretending to be hurt.


      Anxiety then appeared on Kujibayashi-kun’s face. He was a kind guy deep inside.


      “Anyway, I gotta go,” I said. “My third class’s on the fifth floor of the south block,” I said.


      “Very well...”


      As I got up, holding my tray with an empty plate on it, Kujibayashi-kun gave me a shy look.


      “Should it be malady, you shall hear of it by tomorrow—of that I have no doubt.”


      I smiled involuntarily, having been consoled by him a second time today. “Yeah, you’re right. Thanks.”


      I returned my tray and left the cafeteria. My steps were now a little lighter than before.


      It really was all about the soul. I didn’t know what it was like for other people, but it seemed like I was the type to find encouragement or consolation through sincere conversations with people with whom I had mutual trust.




      I used to have multiple people like that in my life. Thinking back on it now, that brief period had been the only time in my almost twenty years of living when my days had shone so brightly.


      I missed my high school years, which I’d spent smiling together with Runa and my friends. Every day back then had been filled with fun and revelry.


      ***


      The fourth class period came to an end—which was the last lecture I had today—and it was now past 4 p.m. Leaving behind the lecture hall where I didn’t have even a single acquaintance, I headed away from campus as fast as I could and hurried to the station.


      At 4 p.m., the trains were still rather empty. The only things standing out were the conversations of middle and high school students on their way back from school. People on the train had peaceful expressions on their faces.


      There were just enough riders to fill all the seats in the car, so I stood by a permanently closed door on the opposite side of the train and watched the scenery outside. The decorative lights in the trees that lined the downtown area outside had just turned on. Young couples were walking around, huddling close together.


      At that point, my phone vibrated in my pocket. Taking it out in a hurry, I saw that it was a notification from a game saying that my action point gauge filled up.


      My own mental gauge had taken a hit instead.




      I got off at Station K—the one closest to my home—and headed to the nearby shopping district. There was a five-story commercial building with family restaurants and the like, and I worked in a place inside it. Right after getting into Houo, I’d become a tutor at the cram school on the first floor and taught one-on-one.


      My parents paid my tuition but no longer gave me pocket money, so I’d had to find some work right away. Working at a café was the classic choice, but that would’ve been too much for an introvert. I didn’t think I could handle physical labor either.


      In the end, as I’d never really done anything other than study, a teaching job had been the most accessible thing for me. Better yet, I was teaching one-on-one. I would’ve probably been too nervous in front of a crowd, but this seemed like something even I could handle. I’d known about this cram school for a long time too since it was close to where I lived, so this had become my workplace of choice.


      I hopped at the entrance and bowed. “Good afternoon,” I said.


      “Good afternoon,” came the disjointed replies of the employees from behind the counter as well as tutors.


      I had a feeling there were a lot of introverts here who did nothing but study, so even when people from the same generation were here at the same time, there wasn’t much casual conversation. I didn’t feel all that uncomfortable here.


      I went to the tutors’ lobby and left my things there before making my way to the staff room near the entrance to prepare for my tutoring sessions.


      The staff room was about the size of a school classroom and had lines of folding chairs and long desks like you’d find in a conference room. The walls were lined with bookshelves, which were tightly packed with students’ files. Their names were written on the spines of the files.


      “Today I have...Makimura-san for third period, and then Kuwabara-kun for the fourth,” I said quietly to myself while checking the timetable.


      Second-period sessions were currently ongoing, and there were other tutors like me here who were preparing for third period too. The textbooks for the students were kept in the staff room. Everyone here would be holding sessions of their own. We tutors had to copy the materials we’d be covering today, write down answers, think about what we’d write on the board, and do other simple preparations.


      Furthermore, after sessions, we had to fill out “tutoring reports” that detailed what we’d gone over and what the students’d had trouble with. We would run those reports by a staff member, put them in the student’s files, and then we could leave.


      I wasn’t good at filling out the tutoring reports—I tended to write small and include plenty of details, so they took me a lot of time. We were only paid for the time we were holding sessions, so I ended up working without pay for about an hour every day I had a shift—thirty minutes before sessions and another thirty afterward.


      Currently, my hourly wage was 1,400 yen. That was pretty good for a student’s part-time job, but when you added in the unpaid work time, I couldn’t be sure the working conditions were actually all that good.


      I mainly taught English to middle and high school students here at this cram school. I’d said I could teach any humanities subject, but there weren’t many students who came here to learn Japanese or social studies. At the same time, there were plenty of tutors who could teach Japanese, so inevitably, I often ended up teaching English as it was in high demand. It also seemed that the staff thought too highly of my skills because I was from Houo, so they often assigned me burdensome high school students who were aiming for top universities.


      And whether I was tutoring a primary schooler or a high schooler, my hourly wage was the same.


      “Kashima-sensei.”


      Another tutor had called out for me just as I was finishing copying some papers for my upcoming session. She was petite, looked about my age, and must’ve been a college student too—I often saw her on this day of the week. She gave off a nice, clean impression, but this was actually my first time talking to her.


      “I wanted to talk to you about Megumi-chan...” she began.


      “Okay, I’m listening.”
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