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Thank you for picking up this book.


It’s an honour for me.










— Chapter 1 —


The twenty-first century was said to be a place of boundless wonder.


People were exhilarated about it. A new millennium.


They called it a new start—a book full of unwritten pages and new hopes.


Nao had always wondered whether he would make it that far, if he could see the promised land everyone had been dreaming about. Maybe one day, his life would just magically flip around like a page on a calendar, opening up a new, clean sheet without the smudges of a hopeless past defiling it.


Although at this very moment, it seemed like he didn’t have to worry about the woulds and ifs. He might just die altogether before he could even catch a glimpse of it.


The boys from his class surrounded him. Two squared up in front of him, while two others stood behind his chair where he was sitting, trying to eat his lunch. Right now, it looked like that choice had been taken from him as well.


He dropped the spoon into his soup and looked up. They sneered at him.


It had been two weeks since his transfer to this school. And he had already seen those grinning grimaces more than enough.


An arm was wrapped around his shoulders—it was Sho. “Miyamoto, my friend,” he whispered beside his ear. “Your lunch looks great. The boys and I are starving. How about you buy us some snacks from the vending machine?”


Nao stared at the table and brushed the arm off. “I don’t want to.”


“You don’t want to? But you are the newbie here,” Sho lamented, slinging his arm around Nao once again. “You can’t let your seniors buy their own food.”


Sho was so close that Nao could smell his deodorant. He could feel his breath fanning his cheek. The warm air was spiked with the scent of cigarettes. Nao felt nauseous.


“I told you, I don’t want to,” he said.


Sho huffed. He clenched his jaw and looked around to make sure no teachers were watching them. “You are messing with the wrong people, my friend.” For a second, they glared at each other.


Then, Nao shrugged. “Are you finished? I want to eat the soup before it gets col—”


But he couldn’t finish his sentence. His face was pushed into the bowl in front of him. Soup spilled over the edges as Nao’s face was dunked into the hot liquid. He struggled to escape the grip on his neck. He kicked and punched aimlessly around, and as the hand on his head finally loosened, the bowl tumbled over the edge of the table. With an ear-deafening crash of metal on tiles, the bowl hit the floor. Rolling down the aisle of tables, it dragged a trail of soup behind it.


Nao gasped for air. He wiped his face with his sleeves when he heard the roar of laughter. The boys threw their heads back in joy, their ugly grimaces etching deeper and deeper into their faces.


“People like you should be careful,” Sho warned. “Let’s try to get along better next time, okay?” He smiled, patted Nao on the back, and left with his friends. Their laughter still ringing across the hall.


Nao’s heart was pounding. He looked around, but the few students watching them had already turned their attention back to their meals.


It didn’t surprise Nao. This wasn’t like his previous school. Or like most educational institutions. After all, this was a school for problem children. Who cared if a student’s head was dunked into his lunch? As long as it wasn’t their own.


Nao despised that school. Just like the one he had attended before. He was tired of students positioning themselves above others, of stupid hierarchies and frail dominance. But what he despised even more was leaving school and going home.


He had spent the rest of the break picking noodles and vegetables out of his hair. It was quite possible that there were still bits left in his black strands, but he didn’t bother. He doubted his parents would be surprised.


The way home was arduously long from his new school. In the past, there had been a car picking him up and dropping him off from classes every day. Even though his old school had merely been a twenty-minute walk away from the building he lived in. But now that he had been shoved off to the outskirts of the city, there was no one coming for him.


Nao plugged in his discman, put on earphones and walked down the street. In his ears played another vapid song on another meaningless day.


The elevator brought him up to the thirtieth floor. It wasn’t the penthouse, but it was close to it. The white marble tiling with the golden embellishments all over the floor and walls was quick to tell you in what kind of world you had fallen into.


Nao slid off his shoes and shoved them next to the entrance. The apartment smelled of mild detergent and fresh flowers— their housekeeper Mrs. Takahashi must have bought them today.


It was his mother’s quirk to always have fresh flowers on display in every room. Sometimes she would shoo away Mrs. Takahashi in the early hours of Sunday morning to buy a whole new bouquet if she found even one petal amiss.


Nao tried to sneak into his room before anyone could spot him, yet failed. “Nao.” A deep voice resounded from the living room.


He stopped in his tracks. It was his father’s voice.


He was perched in an armchair, reading a news magazine. Just like his voice, his father was the epitome of masculinity. Tsuyoshi Miyamoto was tall and broad-shouldered. He had dense black hair, a protruding jaw and pervasive, dark eyes. His forehead was speckled with wrinkles, which seemed to have only grown deeper in the last few months.


“I wanted to inform you that we’ll be meeting your grandparents for dinner.”


Nao’s face dropped before he could control himself. He tried to put back on a neutral expression, but it was already too late.


“No discussion! Your grandfather asked for it. And after everything you’ve ruined, it’s your duty to shoulder the consequences! Man up and try for once not to embarrass our family. Your brother manages it as well.”


Nao clenched his fists. “Yes,” he said and turned around to leave.


“And Nao,” his father added. “No word about…that topic, understand?”


He nodded. “Of course.”


Nao peeled himself out of his school uniform, which had brown stains around the collar and a sharp stench of broth. He threw it into the laundry basket and pulled out a white dress shirt and black pants from his wardrobe. He didn’t like them. They were too tight, had too many buttons, and reminded him of his school uniform. But his parents always insisted on dressing formally when meeting with their grandparents.


Though Nao doubted that dressing up would change his grandfather’s opinion about him.


They were supposed to meet their grandparents in a restaurant nestled inside the heart of the city. A chauffeur drove Nao with his parents and brother to the building it was located in.


An elevator took them up to the thirty-second floor, where a waitress led them to a private room their grandparents had booked in advance. They were already waiting for them inside.


The entire east side of the room was made out of glass. Behind it rested the glowing city. Hundreds of lights illuminated the depths of the night. It was so bright that there were surely no stars to be seen in the sky.


“Father!” Nao’s own father said joyfully as they entered the room.


His grandfather smiled widely. “I’m glad you could make it so quickly, Tsuyoshi.” They shook hands and sat down. The rest of them followed.


Although shrunken in size over the decades, Nao’s grandfather was still surprisingly tall. It was a trait his own father had clearly inherited from him. Nao and his brother had not.


“I’m delighted to finally see you again. Especially my grandchild Toyo. I heard he got first place in the school exams yet again.”


Toyo, his little brother, blushed beside Nao.


“Yes, we are very proud of him. If everything goes as planned, he might get an offer for a scholarship from the Eastern University soon.”


“And this at his young age!” His grandfather shook his head in awe. “Though I’d love to see him in the Western University too since it’s the university I attended.” He grinned at his grandchild.


Toyo just shook his head in embarrassment.


Their grandfather was right in one thing: Nao’s little brother was still pretty young. With only fourteen years, he had achieved so much more than Nao ever had. He was top of his year, the classroom president as well as the vice president of the student council. He had participated in a number of school contests and won several of them. His future shone twice as much as Nao’s ever had.


Although if one looked at Toyo without knowing him, they’d be surprised. He looked much younger than fourteen and appeared almost childlike with his thin frame and small stature.


Nao was still sometimes surprised by how eerily alike his brother and mother looked. Physically, there seemed to be no drop of their father’s blood in him. Their mother and Toyo both had the same feathery black hair, round, innocent eyes, and dainty features. From afar, they looked so much alike it was almost scary.


Nao, on the other hand, took after none of his parents. He was neither broad nor thin, neither bulky nor dainty. Sometimes he wondered how he could be related to them.


“If there’s anything you want, you can tell us. Great achievements deserve to be rewarded,” their grandmother said with a smile on her thin, red-painted lips.


“Thank you.” Toyo smiled. “But you should also praise Nao. He got fifth place in the last exam season.” Toyo rested a hand on Nao’s shoulder. “Right?”


The smiles of the adults dropped. It was like lightning had struck the table. Nao could almost hear the tension crackling in the sudden silence.


“Yes, but that was in his old school,” his father responded after a long pause of stifling stillness, which loomed above them like the calm before a storm.


His grandfather cleared his throat. “I heard that your brother has been transferred to a school for…difficult children.”


“Y-yes, father. That was unfortunate. But our eldest son is trying his best to improve his grades and get accepted into a respectable university next year. Isn’t that right?”


Nao was taken aback by the sudden wave of attention. He caught his father’s stern gaze and nodded silently.


“It is truly unfortunate. But I have to admit that I’m not thoroughly surprised.” His grandfather’s eyes grabbed Nao’s attention. They were the same unfathomable, pervasive eyes his father possessed. Nao’s heartbeat immediately doubled.


“From the day of his birth, I could tell he would bring nothing but trouble to the Miyamoto family. It was written all over his face. I have a good eye for things like that. If you ask me, he shouldn’t spend too much time with Toyo. One bad apple with a worm inside can contaminate the whole basket.”


“Yes. I will take that into consideration, father.”


His grandfather stared directly at Nao. “I will think about your academic future, Nao. But you should at least have enough commitment to your family to marry a decent woman and keep the family line alive, shouldn’t you?”


Nao could feel his father’s eyes piercing him from the side. He didn’t have to look to know what demand was hidden inside them. Nao knew better than to ignore them.


“Yes,” he said.


His grandfather nodded slowly.


“Don’t worry. We will make sure Nao won’t bring any more shame to the family name,” his father assured him with a strained smile.


“Good. Now that that’s out of the way, we should start dining and raise a toast to my beloved grandchild Toyo’s achievements.”










— Chapter 2 —


Nao wasn’t exactly a top student, but he wasn’t a total failure either. As Toyo had said a few days prior, he had received fifth place in his old school’s exams.


Maybe it had been just luck, but Nao was actually a fast learner.


He could memorise things easily and understand connections fast; he just didn’t have the motivation to study. Contrary to his parents, he had never valued academic success.


He didn’t know where this dislike came from—whether it was a natural disposition or stemmed from his family’s early pressure. As the eldest son, all of his family’s wishes and expectations had been cast upon him.


He was but a child—young and malleable, but also naive and breakable. He couldn’t possibly carry the weight of their aspirations on his narrow shoulders. And he definitely couldn’t grow with it pressing him into the ground. His whole life there was never the question of what Nao wanted but only the demand to fulfil his family’s duties.


Maybe that was why he had turned out like this. Standoffish and aloof. Immune to ambition and success alike.


Either way, even if he’d liked to study, it would have been impossible in these circumstances. He might have been transferred to a school for problematic children, but it was also an all-boys school, which meant the classroom turned into a zoo once the teachers left.


Screams and shouts, laughter and chatter filled the already way too thick air. Nao tried to concentrate and finish his homework for the next class, but the volume was draining the energy out of him, like water beneath the scorching sun.


He sat alone at his desk. The other students had met up in small groups. They were chatting loudly, laughing and playing games together on their handheld consoles. It was an onslaught of noises Nao tried to block out, though it was as easy as ignoring a mosquito buzzing around one’s head.


He focused on writing down numbers on a sheet of paper when something hit him squarely in the back. With a thump, the object bounced off him and rolled to his feet.


Nao turned around. At the back of the room stood a group of boys, waving at him awkwardly. “Sorry!” one of them called out. “We tried practicing our pitch. Can you throw it back?”


Nao gazed at them for a second and then turned around to continue working on his exercise.


The boys started to mumble. “Hey, newbie! Throw it back.” Nao didn’t listen. He concentrated solely on his homework.


The mumbling grew louder. Nao blocked it out, just as he did with the rest of the noises, when suddenly there was a shadow emerging before him. A boy bent down and picked up the baseball.


“You could just throw it back instead of making me walk here,” he said. “It’s not that hard. Look.” He tossed it to Nao, who instinctively dropped his pen and caught the ball in his hands.


“And now throw it back,” the boy said.


Nao glared up at him. He was ready to see the ugly grin of his classmates sneering down at him, but to his surprise, the boy looked at him with an amicable smile.


Nao threw the ball back, harder than was appropriate.


“Thanks,” the boy replied. “But no need to try to assassinate me with it.” He gave Nao a crooked smile. It was peculiar, though. His voice was as light and joyous as the rippling of a stream, his eyes sparkled like the refracting sunlight curling on the surface of its water. It was almost like the semblance of an oasis in this barren wasteland.


To others it might look lighthearted and amicable, but to Nao it just seemed idiotic.


The boy turned around and walked back to his friends while throwing the baseball up and down in his right hand.


The boys in the back were still whispering. “No wonder that loser is always alone,” one of them muttered loud enough for Nao to hear.


He pretended he didn’t notice them and picked up his pen again.


The food in the canteen was even worse than in his old school. Nao filled his tray with the watery rice and mushy curry, the only appetising thing being the small cookie served with it as dessert. It was Nao’s favourite, thus he sneaked two on his plate.


He tried to wind through the groups of students playfully pushing and pulling each other in the line when someone squared up in front of him and blocked his way.


It was Sho and his three lackeys. Of course.


“Nao!” Sho said excitedly. “Long time no see.”


Nao tried to walk over to the side, but one of the boys blocked him.


Sho took a step forward and slung his arm around Nao’s shoulder, consciously making him bend down a little. “We didn’t have a good start last time and I’m sorry about that. But now is a good time to try and get along.” The arm around his shoulders was crushing him. His clavicle seemed to break beneath the pressure.


“You don’t want to buy us food. That’s okay. Just pay us with your lunch from now on.”


Nao broke free from his grip. “Leave me alone.”


Sho huffed.


“I’m asking you nicely.”


“I do too,” Nao responded. “Leave me alone.”


They glared at each other.


Nao didn’t like confrontation. He preferred his seclusion and the calmness that followed it. This was what he had learned to become comfortable with. But in this very moment, he didn’t avert his eyes. And he could see that it made Sho furious.


Before he could react, his tray got thrown to the floor. The curry and rice splattered all over the ground, leaving splashes of brown and white on Nao’s shoes.


“Wipe that arrogant look off your face, homo,” Sho whispered between closed teeth. “I will make you regret this.”


He took a deep breath and pushed Nao out of the way, heading toward the exit of the canteen.


Sho promised him payback, and surprisingly, he was a man of his word.


It happened merely a few days later.


It had been a long school day. The longest of the week to be exact.


Nao shouldered his backpack and put on his earphones. As every day, he listened to music on his discman while walking home.


Though it was late spring, the weather was still cold. The digits on the thermometers stagnated and there seemed to be no rise of temperature in sight.


The weather was unusual—colder, longer, and greyer than last year.


Nao was a bit chilly, yet he hadn’t brought a jacket with him.


He walked out of the school gate, music playing in his ears, gravel crunching beneath his feet.


Since the school was nestled in the outskirts of the city, the area was fairly unpopulated. Low and aged buildings formed the sparse neighbourhood. Behind the frayed curtains was barely any movement. The only testimony to the presence of humans were the potted flowers on the windowsills. The purple and blue blossoms grew beautifully in the otherwise bleak environment.


Nao was walking along the narrow streets when Sho suddenly stepped out of an alley in front of him. With his hands in his pockets, he sneered at Nao, immediately causing goosebumps to trickle down the latter’s spine.


Sho just pointed with his head at the alley he had come out from. He didn’t say anything, and he didn’t have to. Nao knew exactly what he wanted. For a moment, he thought about just retreating and ignoring him, but in the end, he knew Sho would never let him go that easily. So, he tensed his jaw and followed after him.


While walking, he took off his backpack and earphones. He wrapped the cable around the discman and put it in his bag, closing the zipper.


As he had expected, the three classmates always hanging around Sho were waiting for him in the alleyway. They stood between the dumpsters, which had been pushed against the walls. They were Yamamoto, Takamoto, and Kitamura, if Nao remembered their names correctly.


Sho stopped in front of him; his hands were still inside his pockets, posture slightly bent forward. His spiky black hair was shorter in the front and a bit longer in the back, giving him a distinct look of carelessness and rebellion. His thin lips curled up into a smile.


“I told you we’d see each other again,” he said. “We still have a few things to discuss, after all.”


Sho took a step forward and sighed dramatically. “You know, Nao, there is one thing I really hate; and that is disrespect. It bothers me when people don’t know where their place is.


“I gave you so many chances to learn yours, and yet you still dare stare at me with that stupid face of yours. What’s so hard to understand?” Sho jabbed his finger into Nao’s chest. “You are the newbie. I am the senior. You are beneath me.”


Nao stared squarely into Sho’s eyes. “What do you want?”


Sho glared back. “I want you to kneel down and apologise.”


He took a step back. A grin sprouting across his face. “Kneel down and apologise. And I might forget about everything.”


Nao clenched his jaw. His hands twisted into fists. With furrowed brows, he looked at Sho, growling, “I would rather die.”


Sho’s mouth twitched. It took less than a second.


In the blink of an eye, Sho’s fist was in the air and ready to strike, but Nao had expected it. He dodged the punch and landed his own fist in Sho’s face. His punch was so strong and unexpected that his opponent stumbled backward against the wall.


After this, the world seemed to have been put on mute. Nao stared at Sho, surprised by his own action, while the latter touched his mouth, staining his fingers with blood.


Suddenly, Sho started laughing loudly. “You fucking bastard. I didn’t know a homosexual could punch that hard.” He wiped his mouth and looked over to his lackeys, who immediately understood.


Nao knew that this was his moment to run away. Still, they reacted faster than he could.


They grabbed him by his arms and flung him against the dumpster. From that moment onward, Nao didn’t have the slightest chance. It was four against one, and though he tried his best to counter their attacks, he was only a human with two arms and two legs. Not enough to stand against four people and their longing for blood.


They punched him in his stomach, causing him to double over. They kicked and tore at him like he was paper—made to be crumpled and torn apart. Here and there, Nao managed to dodge an attack and counter with his own, but he ultimately couldn’t win against them.


Eventually, Sho gave the sign to stop when he slumped to the ground. The metallic taste of dust and blood mixing in his mouth.


Sho looked down at Nao from above. “This is your place. Right there on the ground.”


He crouched down next to his opponent, digging a hand into his hair, and pressed his head into the dirt. “We can repeat this lesson as often as you want, Nao. Until you finally understand that there are people in this world you should not mess with.”


Sho smiled and rose again. He took a last excited, savouring glance at his victim before turning to his mates. “Let’s go.” He gestured and they strode out of the alley, leaving Nao alone between the dumpsters.


His body ached. He could feel his face swelling up. It’d been a long time since he’d been beaten up like this. He thought he had forgotten this pain—yet, as it turned out, one would never forget the aching of their body after being overpowered. The stinging of fresh wounds and dull pounding of bruised skin; it was always the same sensation, and therefore anchored painfully in Nao’s consciousness.


For an indefinite while, Nao stayed on the ground. He stared at the clouds passing by in the distant sky until he found the strength to get up.


Nao knew he should feel angry and furious, ready to take revenge on Sho and his mates, but he was tired. Somehow he couldn’t find the energy to get angry. His body was too exhausted and his head hurt too much.


He opened his backpack and took out his discman. He unwound the cable and put on his earphones. Listening to the same songs as always, he continued his way home.


It was already evening when he arrived. The sun had set and the night was slowly creeping in.


The street lights had turned on and glowed dimly in the halfdark. Nao knew he was far too late. When he entered the apartment, he could hear the clinking of cutlery and plates from the dining room. Carefully, he slid off his shoes and put his backpack on the ground. He then walked slowly to the dining area where his parents and Toyo were already eating.


Silently, he sat on the chair beside his little brother.


Nao knew what he looked like. There was a cut on his left cheek, which had doubled in size as it had swollen profusely. His lip was bloody and his knuckles bruised. Drops of blood stained the white collar of his school uniform.


He stared down at his empty plate, feeling his father’s gaze on him.


Their housekeeper Mrs. Takahashi came out of the kitchen to fill Nao’s plate, but his father waved her off. Quietly, she left the room.


“I see, you are the weak link in your class,” his father said serenely while cutting a piece of steak.


“Did they find out about your little secret?” He skewered the meat with his fork, looking directly at his son.


Nao wanted to say something but he didn’t know what, so he just stared at his lap, digging his fingers into the fabric of his pants.


“I have never had high expectations for you, Nao. You know that. But when you told us you are interested in men, I lost all hope in you.” He brought the fork to his lips. He took the piece with his mouth, and for a moment, the only sound in the otherwise dead silent room was the meat being torn between his father’s teeth.


After an excruciating while, he eventually broke the silence with a sigh. “Go to your room,” he spoke, his voice was tough and bloody like the steak he had just consumed.


Nao stood up. Before he left, he turned around to look at his mother and brother, but, as always, they stayed silent. They had never spoken up for him. Not once. This was another of the many points those two had in common.


Nao left. He lay down in his bed, curled up, and eventually fell into a restless slumber.










— Chapter 3 —


After telling his parents, Nao had never made a big secret of his sexuality again.


He had never gone around and told people specifically about it, but he also didn’t try to keep it a secret anymore.


He’d been absolutely terrified to tell his parents, although when he finally did, he had felt as light as a feather. It was the moment the burden of his best kept secret had finally been lifted off his shoulders. Yet that feeling had lasted merely a few seconds before his father’s fist had landed in his face.


It was like Icarus falling from the heavens.


Nao remembered slumping to the ground. He’d felt his cheek stinging and his heart hammering against his ribs as the reality of his parents’ reaction broke over him.


It was the angriest Nao had ever seen his father. And he understood why.


Getting bad grades, refusing to study, bad manners; all of those could be fixed. They were flaws able to be changed and improved to his father’s liking. But feeling attracted to the same gender…


Even his father knew that this was a mortal flaw he could never fix—a shame he had to live with.


They’d never told his grandparents. Even without talking about it, Nao was aware that he could never tell them. In his father’s mind, this was a secret he should keep to his death.


It probably would have been smarter to have never told the truth at all, but Nao had decided to do it anyway.


He had always been prone to making bad decisions, so he had just committed to another one.


And even though he was gay, there was little chance of his sexuality actually being lived out. After all, his heart was an ugly place. Devoid of anything special.


Who would ever want to get close to him anyway?


Poets loved to describe one’s heart as filled with passions and feelings, loaded with the facets of human experiences and emotions. But Nao’s heart was none of that. No, it wasn’t some kind of flowery poem. It was simply filled with blood vessels and tissues. Tendons and nerves. It beat because that was its only purpose; not because it was stuffed to the brim with something special. His heart was not special and it certainly was not poetry material.


There was nothing to see. So how could someone possibly ever like him? When they’d try to enter his heart, only to see the sobering truth about him.


His heart could fear, it could ache and clench. It could make his chest feel like it was about to explode. He had forcibly learned to become familiar with those sensations. But to experience it fluttering or jumping, skipping in joy or singing in anticipation—he had not yet felt something like that. And he strongly doubted that he ever could.


There was nothing worth seeing in it. Even if someone could ever come close to his heart, they would only be disappointed by the numbing reality of how unsensational it was, and would hence realise that he was not worth loving.


Most of the time, he felt like he was not worthy of being loved either. Be it because of his boring appearance, aloof personality, or dull heart.


He was, in every aspect, unlovable. So much, in fact, that not even his own family could do so.


And if they couldn’t, then who else would take the time to do it?


His heart wasn’t an inviting shelter. It was blood and flesh, simply keeping him alive, allowing him to realise just how unwanted he was in this world.


And this was once again apparent in the way his classmates treated him.


The people from his school knew about it too. His sexuality surely was one of the reasons Sho liked to torment him, but Nao knew that it wasn’t the only one.


He was sure that even if they hadn’t known about it, they still would have picked on him. That’s who Nao was—a person people liked to bully around.


He felt all of this anew when he returned to school after the weekend.


The marks of his fight with Sho were still visible on his face. His cheek had taken on a purplish-blue colour. It still stung when he touched it by accident, but at least it wasn’t swollen anymore.


Nao’s classmates started whispering about him as soon as he entered the classroom. They didn’t seem to care whether they were loud enough for him to hear.


Nao tried to ignore them, nonetheless. He sat down at his desk while they gossiped right behind him. “Looks like he got beaten up bad.” “That’s to be expected when he messes with Sho.” “But Sho seems to have been beaten as well. He has a bruise on his lip, didn’t you see?” “Yes, but surely not from this weakling.” They snickered.


“What are you talking about?” A new voice entered the conversation. “Who fought with whom?”


“That newbie with Sho.”


A pencil case hit Nao’s back. “Hey, newbie! Is it true? Did you punch Sho in the face?”


Nao turned around. Behind him sat four boys around a desk. Next to them stood the boy who had collected the baseball from beneath his desk last week. He must be the one who had just joined the discussion.


“Yes. Why?”


The four boys snickered again. “If you really did, then you’ll be dead by tomorrow,” one of them said. “Sho doesn’t go lightly on people who fight back.”


“But don’t worry, we’ll bring flowers to your grave.”


Nao looked them straight in the eyes. “I’m not afraid of Sho.”


The boys started roaring with laughter. They rocked back and forth while laughing boisterously.


“Good one! What do you prefer, newbie, white roses or lilies?”


Nao was on his way to the canteen. The corridors were empty. The time for the mob of students pushing through the narrow halls like madmen had already passed.


Nao had deliberately waited after the chime of the bell until his classmates had left the classroom.


After their mumbles and glances throughout the morning, he wanted nothing more than to avoid them. Their gossiping annoyed him and he didn’t want to hear their curious whispers behind his back anymore.


He walked along the empty corridor when suddenly the sound of running footsteps resonated behind him. The person appeared next to him before he had time to turn around.


“Are you okay?”


Nao stopped. Surprised, he stared at the boy who had just emerged on his right.


It was the boy with the baseball, the one who had joined the conversation in the classroom earlier that morning. He looked at Nao curiously and pointed at his cheek when the latter didn’t respond. “Your bruise,” he said. “Are you okay?”


Taken aback, Nao nodded. “…Yes.”


The boy smiled. “Good. Sho has a really hard punch, so I just wanted to make sure. Next time, you should kick that asshole in his balls.” He grinned. “Well, then, see you.” With these words, he gave Nao a quick wave and retreated in the direction he’d come from.


Dumbfounded, Nao turned around to watch the boy walk down the corridor. He disappeared around the corner, leaving Nao with the question of why that guy even cared.


He clenched his fists. Most likely because he found it funny that Nao had become a punching bag for the notorious Sho and was glad that it wasn’t him; just like everyone else…


School felt awfully long that day. Nao was glad when he could finally leave the building.


With the chime of the bell, the crowd of boys stormed the exit. They swarmed out of the school like a herd of wild bulls, yielding to the call of freedom. Nao waited in the back until the crowd had slowly dispersed and only a remnant trickle of students crossed the courtyard.


As always, he walked slowly to prolong the time before he arrived home.


It was still a cold, early summer. This time, Nao had brought a jacket to shield himself from the everlasting coldness. He looked up at the cover of clouds, which seemed to have become a constant state this year. Strangely enough, Nao wished for sun that summer. He normally didn’t like the unbearable heat and stiflingly hot air that followed suit, but this year, he felt bizarrely cold. Even with his jacket on, he could feel the cold breeze gnawing at his skin.


The little hairs on his nape rose, and at first, he thought it was because of the wind. But then he felt chills running down his spine. An instinct like an animal feeling its predator’s eyes upon it kicked in—yet it came too late.


A force like a car ramming into him threw him to the ground. He could barely process what happened. Trying his best to stand up while pain and confusion clouded his mind, he felt four strong arms grabbing him and pulling him up. Hands like vices tightened around his arms. Confused, Nao tried to escape the sudden confinement, but they held him firmly in place.


He craned his neck to peer at his attackers’ faces and was not surprised to be confronted with the mugs of Kitamura and Takamoto.


“Hi.” Sho appeared in front of him and waved happily. A wide grin spread across his face. “How have you been? Was your weekend relaxing? Your face must have hurt, mustn’t it?”


Nao glared at him. “What do you want? Didn’t you have enough fun last time?”


Sho grinned. “Oh, I did. Seeing your pathetic, battered face was really delightful.” He snickered. “But unfortunately, there are petty rumours saying you put up a good fight.” He pointed at his lip where the cut from Nao’s punch was still visible. “I have a reputation, just like you. Now I gotta show everyone that you’re just the small, weak bug, and I am the sole squishing you into the ground. Don’t take it personally.” He took a step toward Nao. “…Or, on second thought, maybe do.” He lunged out and hit Nao in the face.


It was a punch that would have had everyone go down on their knees. But due to the strong arms holding Nao up, only his head was thrown back before snapping forward again.


“Wow!” Sho exclaimed joyously. He shook out his hand. “That was a great punch!”


Nao felt a trickle of blood flowing out of his nostril. He could feel the immediate swelling of his nose bridge. Colourful specks floated in front of his eyes, and he had to blink a few times before his vision normalised again.


Suddenly, Sho stepped forward and grabbed Nao’s chin. Nao tried to move away, but Sho just dug his fingers deeper into his skin. “Hmm… I don’t think that’s enough damage yet. What do you think?” He looked at the lackeys on either side of Nao.


“I’m sure he can take a few more blows before losing consciousness,” Kitamura said.


“People should see what happens when someone dares to mess with us,” Takamoto agreed.


Sho smiled. “I think so too.” He took a step back, rolling his shoulders to warm up for the next punch. “Think positively, Nao. You’re surrounded by men touching you, that’s how you get off, isn’t it?”


Nao clenched his teeth. The pain in his nose made it nearly impossible for him to think clearly, but the anger burning inside of him managed to overshadow almost all of the anguish he felt in that moment.


He couldn’t move his arms; but his legs were free.


Thus, he used all of the strength he could muster, lunged out, and kicked between Sho’s legs. The intended target felt surprisingly small.


An anguished scream echoed throughout the neighbourhood. Almost immediately, Sho sank to his knees, whimpering and cursing. It’d been a perfect hit.


The grip around Nao’s arms loosened as Kitamura and Takamoto stared in shock at their sunken leader. This was Nao’s chance.


He broke free and tried to run away. He charged toward the end of the alley as he was yanked back by his backpack. Frantically, he tried to escape the force pulling him back—when it suddenly vanished. Whoever had been holding on to his bag let go and Nao hurled forward onto the ground. Behind him, he heard the sound of shuffling feet and grunting. Dazed, Nao turned around to see what the heck was going on; there he gazed at something that almost made him believe he was imagining things.


Between him and his attackers stood a fourth person.


A boy in their school uniform faced Sho and his group headon. In his shadow sat Kitamura, clutching his bloody nose.


“That’s enough, Sho,” the boy exclaimed. “Three against one? That’s pretty unfair, even for you. Let’s stop this now.”


The student turned around to Nao, who gaped at his saviour in disbelief.


The boy with the baseball stood in front of him. He held out his hand to Nao, who didn’t take it, and instead rose on his own, staggering to his feet.


“Of course it’s you, Takeo,” Sho said after he had managed to stand up as well, though his stance was a little crooked.


Takeo shrugged, unbothered. “I haven’t missed you either, Sho. Now piss off. Your little show is over.”


Sho huffed. His eyes flickered between Takeo, Nao, and his mates. He clenched his jaw and tightened his fists while glancing back and forth. The gears in his mind seemed to be working nonstop. Veins bulged on the back of his hand and his eyes darted restlessly from one nuisance to the next. Ultimately, he gritted his teeth so hard it felt like they could break apart and turned around to his mates.


“Let’s go,” he forced out, his voice strangely strained.


“But Sho…we can…”


“Let’s go,” Sho said again, a bit more decisively this time. “We’ll make that bastard pay next time.”


Uncertain, Kitamura and Takamoto looked at Sho, but followed him regardless as the latter strode toward the end of the alley.


“I can’t wait for it,” Takeo called after them with a nonchalant smile, waving goodbye. The three didn’t turn around as they disappeared around the corner.


Takeo turned to Nao. His gaze flickered briefly over his disheveled classmate.


“Your nose. It’s bleeding,” he then stated concisely. “Wait.” He pulled a tissue from his pocket and held it out to Nao, who ignored it. Instead, he wiped his bloody nose with the sleeve of his jacket.


“What are you doing here?” Nao asked curtly.


“I figured that Sho might try something funny after the gossip at school, so I walked around the neighbourhood to look for him till I heard a scream.”


“You shouldn’t have come. This is none of your business.”


“They would have beaten you to a pulp if I hadn’t come.”


“I can take care of myself.”


Takeo stared with wide eyes at Nao, evidently taken aback by the other’s coldness.


“Are you not even gonna say thank you?”


“I didn’t ask you to help me.”


With those words, Nao grabbed his backpack and turned around, leaving the alley with the boy behind. He could hear the shuffling of feet behind him, as though Takeo was thinking of walking after him, but he didn’t, and so Nao went home, mentally preparing for the condescending looks of his parents when he arrived with yet another bruise on his face.


The next day, the gossiping and whispering behind his back had surprisingly stopped. Here and there, Nao still received some looks for his swollen nose, but they didn’t talk about him or Sho anymore. He was sure that Sho had found a way to shut them up after what had happened the day before. Who would want everyone to know that they lost a fight because of a kick between the legs and had to retreat in silence? Nao kind of understood it.


Though he knew that this truce was only for a brief period until Sho found a way to get back at him, he was glad to have some of his silence and invisibility back. Even the pain of his bruises was manageable after their housekeeper Mrs. Takahashi had given him some pain medication upon seeing his bruises that morning.


It had been three weeks since his transfer to this school and today seemed to be the first calm day since his arrival. At least, that was what Nao wanted to believe until Takeo suddenly showed up next to him as he was leaving the building.


He appeared beside Nao with a smile. “Hi. How are you?”


Nao ignored him and just kept on walking. Takeo followed him, unperturbed.


“I thought a lot about yesterday, and you’re right. You shouldn’t have to thank me,” he said while strolling alongside Nao. “So instead, I thought about treating you to a meal.”


Nao stopped in his tracks. Surprised, he looked at his classmate. “Why would you do that?”


Takeo also stopped and looked at Nao with a smile, happy to have earned the other’s attention.


“You are not afraid to stand your ground against Sho. He hates you, and everyone who’s an enemy to him is a friend to me,” Takeo said. “You even kicked him in the balls like I told you to. So I want to treat you to a meal.”


Nao gazed at Takeo with knitted brows. Sho was an asshole and all, but what kind of disdain must this person harbour to even treat strangers to a meal for simply defending themselves?


Takeo must have read the question on Nao’s face because, with half a smile, he said, “Sho is the reason I got transferred to this hellhole of a school.”


He shrugged nonchalantly. “Let’s go eat something. I’m dying of hunger.”










— Chapter 4 —


Takeo navigated them through the neighbourhood. More or less voluntarily, Nao followed him.


They walked side by side, mostly in silence. Sometimes Takeo would pipe up to talk about the small shops they passed by. He would tell Nao about the ramen or fish cakes they sold, and whether the owners granted a free refill if you were nice to them. But Nao had deliberately turned deaf on that ear and didn’t really pay attention to what he said.


Instead, he took the opportunity to actually look at his classmate for the first time.


Takeo was a few centimeters taller than him. He was broadshouldered and had an athletic frame. His hair was neatly trimmed with a side-part to the left, though he didn’t really seem to care about styling it as it was rather messily tussled by the wind. Black fly-aways danced in the breeze and framed his handsome features.


On the left side of his face, Nao noticed a thin, pink scar running from the corner of his eye to his ear. It didn’t seem to be very old yet, the edges were still clear and protruded slightly, as though it was still settling into the skin.


“Here we are!” Takeo suddenly announced, and Nao looked up to see a rundown convenience store before them. The windows were so dirty one could barely see through them into the store. Dead plants decorated the windowsills and the LED sign displaying the name of the store above the entrance was broken. Weather and bird excrement had washed out the colour of the facade almost entirely. It was an almost pitiful sight.


“Don’t be fooled by the exterior,” Takeo said. “They have the best food in the neighbourhood.” He opened the door. “Come inside.”


The interior wasn’t much better, but Nao didn’t feel like pointing that out.


They went to the refrigerated section, which, like the dim lights above, was buzzing abnormally loudly.


Takeo crouched down and reached into the back of the refrigerator. “I’m a little short on money, so I hope you like tuna.” He pulled out two packaged onigiris. On the front were large orange stickers, marking them as reduced in price due to the expired best-before date.


He grabbed two cans of mango soda as well, then proceeded to the checkout. Nao watched Takeo from behind as he paid the cashier. He pulled out a few coins from one pocket, searched the other, which seemed to be empty, and then rummaged through his backpack until he found a few more. He put the money on the counter, grabbed the food, and walked out. Nao followed him outside to a rusty white camping table and a couple of chairs that stood in front of the store.


Takeo let himself fall into one of the plastic chairs and gestured toward the other one across from him. “Bon appetite.” He smiled proudly.


With a sigh, Nao slid off his backpack and sat down. He took the onigiri, and while he was still busy peeling off the wrapper, Takeo was already busy gulping his down. He opened the can and took a large mouthful of soda. With a refreshed sigh, Takeo thrust the drink back onto the table. “Nothing is better than mango soda after a long day of school,” he exclaimed, taking another bite out of his rice ball.


Nao had finally removed the wrapper. Wordlessly, he took a bite.


“Try it with the soda!” Takeo suddenly chipped in. Lightheartedly, he leaned forward, grabbed Nao’s drink, and opened it for him. A fizzing sound reverberated out of the thin aluminium can. “It’s the perfect mix!” he said. “Try it.”


Nao looked at Takeo. He believed the latter would eventually see the lack of interest in his eyes and leave him alone; yet Takeo gazed at him with big eyes, his face full of expectation.


Thus, Nao asked himself whether that guy didn’t get the clue or was simply choosing to ignore it. Whatever… He grabbed the can and took a sip. Maybe then he would leave him alone.


The flavour of sugary sweet mango spread on his tongue and finished with a slight tart taste. It was, most surprisingly, very tasty.


“You like it!” Takeo said, his lips blossomed into a smile. “I can see it on your face. For a second that brooding, dark expression of yours lifted.” He beamed. “I guess no one can resist sweet drinks. Ha ha.”


Nao put the can back down and leaned back. “You talk a lot,” he commented.


Takeo shrugged. “That’s one of my best traits.” He took a sip of his own drink.


Quietly, he leaned against the back of the chair, the excitement in his eyes fading a bit as they flickered across Nao’s face. “Does it hurt a lot?” Takeo suddenly asked, pointing at the other’s nose.


“No,” Nao said.


“You know, I get the slight feeling you’re not telling the truth.”


Takeo sighed. “You should be more careful around Sho. Do you know why everyone at school is so scared of him? Not just because of his lunatic tendencies. They are actually much more afraid of his older brother Katsu.”


“Why?”


“Because he’s the head of a gang.”


“A gang?” Nao asked, his interest suddenly piqued.


Takeo nodded. “It’s a relatively small gang, and they are only active here and in the surrounding cities, but they should nevertheless not be underestimated. Their main occupation is dealing with laced drugs, but they are also known for their tendency to use violence and blackmail to get what they want. Sho acts almighty and bratty because he knows they got his back.”


“It sounds like you’re familiar with them.”


Absentmindedly, Takeo stared at the can of soda in his hand. “I told you Sho is the reason I got transferred to this school… We still have an outstanding score to settle.”


Nao scrutinised Takeo’s face. There was a bitterness in his eyes he hadn’t seen yet. A darkness hidden behind his otherwise cheerful face. It was surprising, and also a bit unsettling—almost like watching a cat devour a mouse. One was so used to seeing the lovely pet that it was quite frightening to remember they were also carnivores, tearing and ripping their prey apart.


This was how Nao felt a little upon watching Takeo’s face change so unexpectedly. He had been so blinded by those cheery smiles that he’d almost forgotten how startled Sho had been when he saw Takeo as his opponent.


Silently, Nao ate the rest of his onigiri and rose to his feet. “I’ll go now.”


Takeo looked at him, surprised, and also a little dejected. “Already?”


Nao grabbed his bag. “Thanks for the meal,” he simply said and turned around.


On the way home, Takeo’s words reiterated in his head. Sho’s arrogance and the deeply ingrained fear of the students; it all made sense to Nao now. No wonder the other students called him as good as dead, even though Sho himself wasn’t all that powerful. A bigger threat lurked in Sho’s shadow, ready to strike if he wanted.


Nao felt even more disgust for that boy growing inside of him, as if he were witnessing a parasite leeching off a beast rather than a human being.


He’d been so deep in thought that he barely registered his arrival home.


The elevator carried him up to the thirtieth floor. He shoved off his shoes and slid into a pair of slippers. As usual, he tiptoed down the hallway, trying to become as incorporeal as he possibly could. Yet, today, he failed.


“Nao. Come here,” his father’s voice resonated from the living room.


He sucked in a deep breath as he yielded to his father’s command. His hands and feet began prickling with agitation. “Yes?” he said quietly upon entering the living room.


Tsuyoshi Miyamoto sat in his armchair; a pile of documents and a telephone were laid out on the table in front of him. “I had a call with your grandfather just now, regarding your educational path.”


His father took off his glasses and leaned against the back of the chair with a heavy sigh, as though just seeing his eldest son was enough to sour his spirit.


Nao could instantly feel the sweat breaking out in his palms.


“Your grandfather has decided to give you another chance. If you can prove your worth to him, he might be benevolent enough to consider transferring you to a better school.”


“…What?”


“If you achieve good grades and behave accordingly, he will consider helping you and getting you out of that school for failures. Which means, pull yourself together and stay out of trouble. Your future’s looking rather bleak as of now, so take this seriously.”


Nao nodded.


“I dare you to embarrass our family again! And get that thing with your face under control. Those bruises make you look weak. Do you understand?”


Nao nodded.


“Do you understand!?”


“Yes!” Nao forced out.


“Good. Now go to your room.”










— Chapter 5 —


The following week passed by like the wind; swift and airy. For the first time in a long while, Nao tried to actually improve his grades.


He listened attentively to the lessons, worked hard on his homework, and studied at his desk at night.


The bruises on his face had also begun to slowly heal. They had morphed from shining blue and purple into faint patches of green and yellow.


On this lengthy Wednesday, the classroom was particularly quiet. Due to a meeting between the sports clubs, the students who were part of them were absent that morning, including Takeo, who was a member of the baseball club.


A good third of the class was missing that morning, and Nao used the uncommon quiet to revise his notes for the next lesson.


In concentrated silence, he flicked his pen across the paper, writing down annotations and comments. He was so deep in thought, he didn’t even register the classroom door opening or the frightened gasps of his classmates. He only noticed something was amiss as he was grabbed by his collar and pulled upward.


Someone threw him onto his desk, two arms pressing him back-first against the wooden surface.


It happened so abruptly that Nao had barely any time to comprehend what was going on. Realisation only dawned on him once a familiar face rose over him.


“This time I won’t let you get away!”


Sho’s livid eyes stared down at him—a contorted face full of rage above his.


His hands closed around Nao’s neck, pressing down on his windpipe. Nao immediately tried to throw Sho off. W-what is this maniac doing!?


He dug his fingers into Sho’s hands, trying to pry them off, but they didn’t move a single millimeter. He grabbed Sho’s wrists and his arms, doing the most to tear them off, but his fingers just cut deeper and deeper into Nao’s skin—like a snake burrowing its fangs deep into its victim’s flesh.


He tried to throw himself to the side, to stand up or kick Sho off, but the latter was in the stronger position. Wholly unaffected, he squeezed Nao’s neck, watching him struggle beneath his hands.


What does he think he’s doing? Is he really trying to kill me in front of the whole class? Nao’s thoughts whirled through his shaking mind like snowflakes in a storm. He relentlessly tried to throw Sho off, but it was pointless.


More and more, Nao started to feel the lack of air. He tried to inhale, to get any oxygen inside his aching lungs, but it was nearly impossible. He started feeling fuzzy, the edges of his vision blurring, the tips of his fingers going numb.


He would soon lose consciousness. Someone had to help him!


Frantically, his eyes darted around, trying to find anyone willing to stop him from being strangled to death, yet no one came.


“Are you searching for someone to rescue you? Your saviour Takeo isn’t here to help you! See how weak you suddenly are!?” Sho spit the words in his face, a crazed smile flying across his lips.


Nao gasped for air. His windpipe ached unbearably beneath the force crushing it. His lungs burned like fire.


Weakly, he hit Sho’s arms. “S-s-to…p. S-t…o…p.”


But Sho did not listen. His hands kept twisting his neck. Veins started popping out on his forehead. Unable to free himself, Nao stared at that gruesome face above his. Gritted teeth, popped out veins, eyes sparking with bloodlust. He didn’t want this to be the last thing he saw.


Again, he tried to pull himself out of Sho’s grip one last time, but it failed. His consciousness slipped away, he lost control of his body and his vision dwindled…


—when suddenly his throat opened up again.


He barely felt the fall to the ground—only registered his lungs filling with oxygen.


Nao took gulps of air, coughing and gasping as he could finally breathe again. Through watery eyes, he looked up and saw Sho standing above him. Their classmates had formed a large circle around them. They stood with their backs pressed against the windows and walls, staring at them with pure horror in their eyes.
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