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“Die!”


An iron pipe cut through the air, accompanied by a roar that was not at all suited to the lisping voice that made it. The tip of the pipe was en route to the bridge of a particular pierced nose, like always.


“Hya-haaaaaaaaaaaa!”


In the next moment, however, that male student bent and twisted, avoiding the fierce blow. A violent wind blew across the bright red tips of his Mohawk as the pipe sailed past.


“……?!”


The classroom stirred at this unexpected development. Even Kurumiya, who had swung the pipe, opened both eyes wide.


Mohawk’s eyes sparkled. With both hands, he currently gripped an enormous chainsaw. Readying the deadly weapon, holding it low as it reverberated with a heavy bass sound—dudududududu—Mohawk licked his lips.


“Gya-ha-ha-ha-ha! Victory is mine, widdle Kurumiyaaaaaa!” With a high-pitched war cry, he swung the chainsaw upward. The many whirring blades, spinning at incredible speed, carved a gash in the floor, threatening to split Kurumiya right in half from below. “Gya-ha!!”


Of course, this unthinkable thing did not come to pass. Easily shifting to avoid the blow, Kurumiya moved to grab hold of Mohawk’s face with her empty hand.


“Gyaaaaaaah!” Despite his furious efforts, Mohawk could do nothing but struggle clumsily. Meanwhile the chainsaw blade, which had fallen to the side, continued to spin vigorously.


“Aaaaaahhh!”


Gagagagagaga. The chainsaw started to shave away at the desk of a nearby male student—Kyousuke Kamiya.


Kyousuke, who was nearly killed, fell out of his desk in a fright.


“Gaah!! Watch where you’re touching, freak!”


“Huh?!”


The girl he had fallen on promptly slapped him.


Kurumiya, who held Mohawk in a clawhold, did not so much as glance at that disturbance. “That you were able to avoid my iron pipe shows some growth, doesn’t it, Mohawk? But remember this! An asshole like you will never take down someone like me, not in a hundred trillion yeeeaaars!!”


Furious, she struck the blackboard with her previously empty hand.


“Gya-haaaaaaaaaaaahhh!!” The back of Mohawk’s head ground into the surface of the board, cracks spidering out around it.


Releasing her grip on the problem child, his eyes now rolling back in his head, Kurumiya frowned. “Really…despite his thorough punishment during the prison camping trip, this little shit-pig seriously doesn’t learn his lesson! And he stole my private property again. There’s a limit to how far you can provoke me, you know… Breaking in even though I lock it up… Hey, medics! Clean up this garbage.”


Responding to the teacher’s orders, the white-clad group that had been on standby quickly collected Mohawk’s body. They loaded him onto a stretcher and carried him off with a “heave-ho!” They also killed the engine of the chainsaw that had been just about to cut Kyousuke’s desk apart, and carried it away as well.


“…Hey. How long do you plan to stay like that?”


The neighbor to Kyousuke’s left—the girl with rust-red hair and eyes the same color and who had gotten involved when he fell on her—spoke up in an irritated voice.


She glared down at Kyousuke, who was clinging to her waist. “Hurry up and let go of me, you sex fiend!”


“Huh?!”


She hit him again.


“…Well, then. I’m resuming morning homeroom.” Regaining her composure, Kurumiya began to distribute the printouts she had prepared.


Holding his cheek, which throbbed with pain, Kyousuke accepted a handout. On that piece of paper was written:




Purgatorium Remedial Academy First Trimester Final Exam Schedule





Although there had been talk of exams, this was the first time one had actually been announced.


Looking around the noisy classroom, Kurumiya launched into a lengthy explanation. “Comprehensive evaluations at our institution happen three times each year in the form of final exams conducted at the conclusion of the first, second, and third trimesters. There are no midterm exams. Because of this, the scope of the exam is extensive, so each of you must work hard and review! The test is given over two days and covers ten subjects. Each exam takes sixty minutes, the same length as a class period.”


A timetable was drawn on the printout, with instructions printed above and below. The first day would be Japanese language, social studies, English language, home economics, and art, while the second day would cover math, science, music, health education…and ethics. Except for the test on ethics and the broad scope of the exams, they seemed like surprisingly normal exams.


Nevertheless, it seemed that, even at this academy, students still found the prospect of exams to be depressing. The atmosphere in the classroom had grown noticeably gloomier. Amid the shadow that had fallen, Kurumiya continued to toll the bell:


“Now, a failing grade is anything below half of the average class score. As for what might happen in the unlikely event that you should get a failing grade in my class…well, you know the answer to that without me having to say it, don’t you, my little piggies?”


Crushing the printout in her hand, she continued, her tone turning violent: “Don’t think that your answer sheet will be the only thing stained red! The long vacation immediately following the exams will be canceled, and various things may end up broken during your supplementary lessons. And then, just try failing the supplementary examination! I’ll teach you plenty besides the usual lessons! Fear and despair, shame and humiliation, torture techniques and execution methods from all over the world! I’ll use your own bastard bodies as teaching materials!!”


—Bam! She slammed her fist down.


“…………”


The classroom returned to silence. Everyone in the room understood the situation clearly. These were no ordinary examinations. They were deadly tests on which they were being forced to gamble their lives.


Lording over her shuddering charges, Kurumiya added, “But…for the end-of-term exams, we don’t just swing the rod. We also dangle the carrot! Anyone with superior grades will have their achievement recognized by being allowed to go out on parole in the free world during summer break! Of course, they’ll be under probationary supervision, but for one whole week they’ll have the chance to do whatever they please outside the institution! They can do anything they want to do, go anywhere they want to go, and see anyone they want to see…”


The atmosphere in the classroom responded to the juicy carrot being dangled before them. Shock, excitement, delight, agitation…


Among the students, the one who showed the most obvious reaction was—


“—Hey!”


Kicking his chair back, Kyousuke jumped to his feet, drawing the attention of his classmates. However, Kyousuke paid it no mind. He could only think about the announcement.


See anyone they want to see. Kurumiya had definitely said that.


“…Is that true?”


Eyes set on his grinning teacher, he demanded confirmation.


Kurumiya assented. “Of course! A teacher wouldn’t tell lies to her students! While on parole, you will be free. As long as you adhere to the terms and conditions laid out by your probation officer, you will not be questioned as to what you do.”


“…Terms and conditions?” Kyousuke inquired further. How many students would be rewarded with parole if their grades were high enough? He wanted to hear all the details up front.


Kurumiya toyed with a rolled-up printout. “On the basis of their total scores in all ten subjects, those who take the top three spots in their grade will qualify. As it says on your printout, that is the minimum requirement for parole. If, on top of that, the student does not exhibit any serious behavioral issues, then parole will be authorized. The criteria are not that strict, so you can relax. Though someone with delinquent behavior as bad as Mohawk’s would likely be unequivocally rejected…”


Kurumiya’s face distorted as she spat the words.


Mohawk, who had never even properly attended class, was the strongest contender for a failing mark. He would almost certainly be attending the supplementary lessons, and even thinking about it made Kurumiya miserable.


“Shit, that fuckin’ pig-bastard! Die! Die, die, die!” she yelled, and as they watched her mutilate a printout, they found it impossible not to sympathize with her. “Hmph. Are those all your questions?”


“…Yes. Thank you.” Nodding, Kyousuke sat back down. He read the information written on the printout. For someone like Kyousuke, who possessed only ordinary intelligence, ranking in the top three in his school year would not be an easy feat. The hurdle standing between him and parole was high.


It’s not a matter of “can” or “can’t.” I will do it! Failing marks and supplementary lessons…I don’t give a damn about all that! No matter what happens, I will be in the top three—!


He could be on the outside. Even if it was just one week, he would be able to go back and see her.


Her: his little sister, who was still awaiting his return. He wanted to apologize in person and set her mind at ease.


He would tell her that it might take time, but that he would definitely make it home.


He would ask her to be patient until then.


—I have to.


Purgatorium Remedial Academy was a strange school full of underage murderers. Kyousuke, who had been sentenced there on false charges, was now determined.


It was the last Friday in July. Ten days remained before the final exams.


For the first time, Kyousuke would study like his life depended on it…


“Oh, and one more thing. I have a serious announcement to make.”


“…Huh?”


Kyousuke, who had begun preparing for class, looked at Kurumiya to see what the matter was. Not “important” or “necessary,” but serious.


He felt something strangely sinister in that.


Kurumiya cleared her throat. “Ahem.


“A new person will be joining our first-year Class A.”


—A transfer student.


The classroom buzzed in response.


What could it mean to have a transfer student at this institution for murderers? And in July no less, just before exams? Kyousuke’s premonition grew only darker.


“It’s poor timing, but…in consideration of a special request from the transferee, and for certain personal reasons, measures were taken to authorize an extraordinary transfer.” As she spoke, Kurumiya drew out a new iron pipe.


Thrusting the end, which was bent into a hook shape, toward the students, she continued:


“At the beginning of Golden Week this year, our transfer student entered their middle school classroom while a lesson was in session and fired a modified shotgun—or rather, had planned to. However, possibly because of a defect in how the gun was assembled, the shells did not discharge. The weapon misfired. Sadly, this person was arrested.


“In other words, it was attempted murder. Even so, their intent to kill was unmistakably real, and if the gun had not malfunctioned, there probably would have been enough victims to rival Kamiya’s count of twelve… So, while zero people were actually killed, the brutality of this person’s intentions could not be overlooked, and they were placed into our custody for rehabilitation.”


Holding the iron pipe like a gun, Kurumiya mimicked shooting. “Bang!”


She had aimed it carefully at Kyousuke’s forehead.


No blood gushed out, but plenty of sweat trickled down his face. Bursting into a classroom holding a shotgun—that’s too awful! And she’s saying that someone like that is going to be in our class from now on? Ack! I won’t be able to concentrate on the tests…!


She had said that there were zero casualties, but that did not grant Kyousuke the slightest peace of mind. Judged by those actions, this new transfer student was not the kind of person he wanted anything to do with. But while Kyousuke trembled with fear, most of his classmates seemed to be growing excited.


“Wow, a shotgun is too cool! I want to try shooting one sometime, too. Bang, bang, bang, like that!”


“Hee-hee…a storm of bullets, then it rains blood…everything flooded bright red…hee-hee.”


“A gun in Japan, they must be pretty disturbed…heh-heh! If it’s a beautiful girl I’ll give her a warm welcome, though.”


“What a brutal person, seriously! Forget about roughing up old guys, that’s a crime against humanity!”


And so on. Everyone talked to everyone else around them in one big racket.


However, the moment Kurumiya snapped one single word—“Quiet!”—the noise abruptly stopped.


The pupils were absolutely obedient to their teacher; that lesson had been beaten into their minds and bodies through repeated threats and violence.


“Well, there’s no need for me to go on telling you this and that, eh? Why don’t we get her to tell you the details directly from her own mouth? You bastards are probably curious, too, you sick bunch of murderers! You want to know what kind of person it is, the psycho chick who wouldn’t hesitate to commit mass murder of her own school friends…heh-heh-heh.”


Laughing, Kurumiya looked at the door in the front of the classroom. Everyone followed her gaze. “Okay, you’re good,” Kurumiya called out. “Get in here!”


Rattle, rattle, rattle… The sliding door opened.


“Here I come!”


Speaking in a high-pitched, out-of-tune voice, the transfer student finally appeared. The eyes of the other students, reflecting her figure, opened wide all at once.


…The transfer student was a young girl. She was short and incredibly slender; her delicate limbs, extending out of the sleeves and down from the skirt hem of her uniform, looked like they might snap at any moment. But what arrested everyone’s eyes was not her body, but her head.


“Aww, I can barely see.” Looking restlessly around the classroom, the transfer student entered. Where there should have been a human head, instead there was a light-brown, freshly severed horse head.


“[image: image]”


Everyone stared at the unidentifiable horse person, dumbfounded.


The texture of the skin was incredibly realistic, including visible veins, and it shone wetly in the light. The half-open mouth, big nostrils, and bulging eyeballs struck quite an image.


“Eeeeeek!! A horse head! A cryptid! A monsteeer!!” Behind and to the left of Kyousuke, a female student drew back in fear, screaming.


In reality of course, it was not a real horse head, but a costume mask. And yet, it was elaborate enough to cause this timid girl to panic. Its impact was tremendous.


“The inside really stinks of rubber, too. I want to take it off already. It’s suffocating meee.” What’s more, her voice was unnaturally high, like she had inhaled helium from a party balloon or something.


The students stared at this weird horse-person transfer student as she slowly crossed the classroom until, finally, she managed to reach the teacher’s desk.


“…Phew! I’m lucky I made it this far. It’s a wonder I didn’t fall!”


“Yes, sorry for the trouble. Don’t take it off yet! First of all, give us your self-introduction as you are.”


“Okay, got it!”


After conversing with Kurumiya up on the platform, the misshapen centaur straightened herself out.


Behind Kyousuke, the same girl from before jumped and clung to the girl in front of her. “Ehh?! It l-llll-looked over heeere!!”


As for the horse person in question, taking no notice of the disturbance, she turned her face—


To stare only at Kyousuke.


“…Eh?”


Suddenly, Kyousuke had the most uncomfortable feeling. There was something nostalgic about this mysterious transfer student. He could feel it.


“Pleased to meet you everyone, and good morning. The reason why I asked to enter this school is because there’s someone here I wanted to see no matter what! Even if I had to trade my life for it, I wanted to meet him, the most important person in the world to me… In order to follow after him, I got my hands on a gun! When I wasn’t able to kill even one person, I felt so terrible, I just didn’t know what to do… But I’m so glad I could get into this school, anyway.”


“…Hey.”


The effect of the helium gas must have been starting to fade—her regular voice was audible here and there behind the shrill facade. It was a voice he absolutely should not have been able to hear—


“Hey-hey-hey-hey!”


His voice trembled so much that even he found it pathetic. Shaking his head furiously, Kyousuke rejected the image that crossed his mind.


“…That’s impossible.” It was impossible for her to come to a place like this. No matter how much the voice resembled hers, or the physique resembled hers, or the presence resembled hers—there was no way such a mistake could happen…


“Yes, I’m happy…super happy! Happy, happy, happy, happy, happy, happy, happy, happy, happy, happyhappyhappyhappy, so happy I might go crazy! Ah-ha…ah-ha-ha! Ah-ha-ha-ha! Ah-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha! Since the moment we were suddenly torn apart, the one thing that I’ve wished for, day after day, has finally come true! Tee-hee!”


As the false voice gradually fell away, Kyousuke’s hopes crumbled. The premonition that had sprouted in his heart was already turning into a certainty. Overflowing with emotions that were impossible to process, his train of thought soon froze. It was as if the world was in a white haze.


While Kyousuke was being swallowed up by his despair, the transfer student brought her hands to the bottom of her neck.


Wait, please.


He wanted to scream, but his lips would not move.


“Ah, finally…”


His thoughts did not reach her, and the transfer student did not stop. She removed the horse head mask and cast it aside as though it were a great nuisance.


“I’m finally able to see you, big brother!”


The transfer student exposed her face.


Ayaka Kamiya wore a smile like a flower in bloom.
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All Hope Is Gone?


CORE CRISIS


QUESTION ONE
 

“—And that’s how it is! I’m Ayaka Kamiya, Kyousuke Kamiya’s little sister. I’m thirteen years old, two years younger than my big brother. I’ve killed zero people, but it wasn’t my fault, it was the gun’s, so please don’t judge me for it! By the way, the horse mask and helium gas just now were Ms. Kurumiya’s idea! It wasn’t my choice.” With a cheerful expression, Ayaka completed her self-introduction.


“……This…can’t be real!”


He felt like this was all a bad dream.


He couldn’t accept the sight of his sister in this classroom.


—He wouldn’t accept it.


But Ayaka just smiled at Kyousuke, even as he was overcome with shock.


“It’s real, all right!”


She wielded the truth of the situation like a knife. “I’m the genuine article, the real Ayaka! You probably can’t believe it, but I was very brave and came to see you! Hee-hee-hee! Aren’t you happy? I bet you’re happy. You must be happy! I’m super happy! I’m happy that I’m able to see you again, big brother! But, well…you look more rundown than the last time I saw you. Are you okay? Are you that lonesome, unable to see me?”
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Kyousuke said nothing, unable to form a response.


“…Huh? Hey, hey, big brother. Why are you staying so quiet?”


“[image: image]”


“Hey! Why are you ignoring me?! Even though I worked so hard to be reunited with you—”


“Now, now. Calm down, Miss Kamiya. You can’t hurry him along like that. The surprise was clearly too much for him. You should have a little sympathy.”


Luckily, Kurumiya’s words seemed to pacify the hysterical girl.


“Oh, that’s right! He’s just sooo happy to see me that he’s at a total loss for words, right? Tee-hee! That’s my hopeless big brother… I love that about him, though!”


Clapping her hands together, Ayaka gave a broad smile, as if she were embarrassed. Her tone was cheerful, not the least bit different from the girl Kyousuke knew.


This isn’t right.


If this was an ordinary classroom, he would understand. However, this was a classroom at Purgatorium Remedial Academy. His classmates were all murderers, and it was an extremely dangerous place. Kyousuke couldn’t wrap his head around his littler sister’s unwavering nerves in the face of these facts.


She should at least be afraid…


Kyousuke was surprised that he could think such things about his little sister…


Biiiiiing, boooooong,


baaaaaang, boooooong…


The hoarse chime rang, marking the passage of time.


“Do you have a boyfriend?” “I do not.” “What type of boys do you like?” “My big brother.” “What’s your favorite food?” “Big broth—er, sweet things.” “What are your hobbies?” “Making food for my main man.” “What are your best dishes?” “Things that he likes. Like meat and potato stew, chop suey, and rolled cabbage.” “What’s your secret ingredient?” “Love (if you know what I mean).” Et cetera.


Kurumiya closed the question-and-answer session. “…Okay, that’s it! I’d say you’ve been sufficiently introduced.” Checking the time on her wristwatch, she erased the name “Ayaka Kamiya” from where it was written on the blackboard. “We’re late getting started, but let’s get to class now. You have exams the week after next, remember? You hurry up and take your seat, too, Miss Kamiya.”


“Yes, ma’am!” Replying energetically, Ayaka stepped down from the podium. Walking with a nimble gait, she headed for the desk to the right of Kyousuke’s. Its owner had been disciplined, and the seat was empty in his absence.


As if it was the most natural thing in the world, Ayaka slid into the desk with an impish grin. “Eee-hee-hee! I scored a seat next to big brother!”


“Hmm.” Kurumiya nodded in satisfaction. “That will be your seat from today on, Miss Kamiya. But you may only push the desks together for the first day! Once your textbooks arrive, you’ll go back to your regular spot and take class from there.”


“Okaaay!”


“Don’t stretch out your replies.”


“Okay, I’m sorry!”


“Great.”


“…Tee-hee-hee. She’s strict.” Ayaka stuck out her tongue. Her expression the whole time had been an unwavering smile.


Could it be that Ayaka Kamiya felt no threat either from her murderous classmates or her sadistic, violent teacher?


In this strange, twisted place, seated beside her brother, Kyousuke, the girl seemed completely and perfectly happy.
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A chime rang out to mark the end of first period.


Before interested classmates could approach Ayaka—


“…Come here.”


“Hyah?!”


—Kyousuke took her hand and forcibly led her out of the classroom. Crossing in front of Kurumiya, who was putting away her teaching materials, they drew everyone’s gaze as they left the room, fully focused on heading for the hallway.


“Big brother, it’s too fast—I’m telling you, it hurts! My hand hurts!”


Kyousuke ignored Ayaka’s complaints.


“Goodness me, writing tests is such a pain. Even with help from my friends—”


“Out of the way, please.”


“Whaa—?!”


Shoving aside the unappealing middle-aged man in a suit who had emerged from the neighboring first-year Class B room, Kyousuke marched them quickly up to the rooftop of the old school building. There, he finally stopped and turned to face his sister.


Rubbing the hand that had been held in his grip, she grumbled, “Big brother, geez, you’re so rough… I thought my wrist was gonna be torn off!”


Kyousuke stared intensely at her. Ayaka tilted her head and blinked her eyes. “Your expression is kind of stiff. What’s wrong? Are you tired?”
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Ayaka tilted her head the other way. “Huh…? Big brother? Why are you staying quiet? You’ve been this way the whole time! In class, you didn’t respond even when I spoke to you! I don’t get it!”


“…I bet.”


“Eh? What did you say? You’re too quiet, I can’t hear—”


“I said, I bet you’re the one who doesn’t get what’s going on!”


“……?!” Ayaka cowered. “Th-that’s too loud…” she protested, covering her ears.


Taking one step toward his sister, who seemed oblivious to the truth of their situation, Kyousuke let it all out. The feelings that he had held inside the whole time during class, his jumbled emotions, the words that he had patiently swallowed—unable to help himself, he released them all.


“To come to a school like this…? Barging into a classroom with a shotgun? Shooting students? What have you done…? What the hell were you trying to do?! Do you understand what you did? How can you act so relaxed if you understand?! You tried to…to become a murderer! How can you still smile—?”


“Waaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!”


Crying in a voice loud enough to drown out her brother’s angry roars, Ayaka quickly clung to him.


“But, but…I was lonely! Super, super loooneleeey! One day my big brother suddenly disappeared, leaving me all alone… I thought I would die, I was soooooo loooneleeey! Lonely and sad and bitter and hurt, with no idea at all what I should do, and every day, every day, every day every day every day every day every day every day every day every day everydayeverydayeverydayeverydayeverydayeverydayeveryday I worried about yoooooooooooooooooooouuu! What could I do to get my big brother back? What could I do to see my big brother again? What could I do…? I could go to the same place as my big brother! I worried and worried and worried and worried, and thought and thought and thought and thought, and searched and searched and searched and searched, and then I realized! If I did the same thing as you, I could go to the same place as you, right…? If I also committed mass murder, I would be taken to the same place as my big brother, wouldn’t I? That’s what I realiiiiiiiiiiiized! Because I was lonely…so lonely I could diiiiiiiiieee! I wanted to see you, no matter what I had to do…oooooooooooohhh!”


Rubbing her face against Kyousuke’s chest, Ayaka ranted and raved. She wrapped her arms around him and squeezed with surprising strength, crushing the breath out of him. “When the gun didn’t fire, it felt like the world was ending… I couldn’t kill even one person, so I thought I wouldn’t be able to go to the same place as my big brother who had killed twelve people. While I was being held down by a lot of people, I tried my best to somehow kill someone even without a weapon, but it was no good… I cried the whole time. Big brother wouldn’t be coming back, I wouldn’t be able to see my big brother again, I wouldn’t be able to go to the same place as big brother… I kept crying for a long, loooooong time. That’s why…that’s why, you see? When I saw your face in that classroom, I was happy. I was super happy! No matter how scary this place is, no matter what kind of dangerous people are around, no matter how difficult an everyday life awaits me, I didn’t care the slightest bit about any of that, I was so happy—”


“Ayaka…”


“I am so lucky, you see! My big brother is here! Here by my side, close enough to touch…together with me. And that’s enough. Oh, I wanted to see you… I’ve wanted to see you for so, so long, big brother.” Closing her eyes, Ayaka embraced him. Her body had become completely emaciated. Her arms and legs had been thin before, but now they were like thin sticks of wood, looking like they might shatter into pieces at the slightest touch.


What had transformed her into this state?


—It could have been nothing other than Kyousuke.


The pain of losing her brother had tormented the girl, had run her down, had gnawed away at her…until finally, the strain had caused her to go so far as to try her hand at murder.


The origin of her crime lay in Kyousuke, but despite that, he had shouted at her without giving her a chance to explain. He’d blamed her for her actions without considering the cause. He wanted to punch his earlier self.


“……I’m sorry.” Apologetically, Kyousuke hugged his sister back. He squeezed gently so as not to break her skinny body.


“Big brother?” she asked in confusion.


“I’m sorry, Ayaka… I’m truly sorry for making you feel that way. Even if I apologize, it doesn’t mean you can forgive me, I get that. But still, I want to apologize to you… I’ve wanted to apologize for a long time. Ever since the day I was arrested, this whole time…I’ve wanted to see you, and to apologize. I didn’t imagine that you would come to see me, so I was surprised, but…now I’ve finally calmed down. I’ve also wanted to see you, just as much as you’ve wanted to see me. For a long, long time, I’ve wanted to see you.”


“Big brother…” Ayaka lowered her voice in response to Kyousuke’s heartfelt outpouring.


Gradually, a feeling of happiness spread through Kyousuke’s chest, accompanied by the warmth of her body heat, a concrete reminder of the presence of his irreplaceable family member. “Thank goodness you didn’t become a murderer…”


If by any chance the gun had fired… If Ayaka had killed people… Kyousuke didn’t know how he would have felt. He was just glad that the shotgun had malfunctioned, and that Ayaka had not killed, or even injured, anybody. Kyousuke’s sense of reason was still held together by that tiny shred of good news. Even so, the fact that Ayaka had even attempted to commit murder was more than enough of a shock.


Releasing his embrace, Kyousuke asked nervously, “Hey, Ayaka—don’t do that kind of thing again, okay?”


“Sure!” She nodded reassuringly. “I won’t. I don’t have any reason to! After all, I never really wanted to do something so terrible… If it doesn’t bring me closer to you, I don’t want to kill anyone. I’m no murderer. Killing is scary, and I really hate it!”


“……I see.”


Relieved, Kyousuke felt the tension melt from his shoulders. If that was true, then it was probably fine. What he should be doing now was not criticizing her, but soothing his emaciated little sister’s heart.


Kyousuke faced Ayaka to tell her that himself. “…Of course. It’s not like you would murder because you liked it.”


“Tee-hee, of course not! I don’t even want to get close to anyone so scary—ah!! But, you’re different, big brother! Even if you are the Warehouse Butcher, who killed twelve people, I could never hate you! I’m not even scared of you! Instead, I will happily surrender my life to you.” Clenching her fists, Ayaka thus tried her best to reassure him.


Kyosuke grinned at his little sister, who was always thinking of her big brother, no matter the circumstances. “Oh, thank you. I thought for sure you would want nothing to do with me if I had taken a dozen lives, but that was a pointless concern, wasn’t it? That’s my little sister! Gratefully allowing me to snatch away her life—nooooo, wait a minute! I haven’t even killed one person!”


Suddenly leaning over her, Kyousuke frantically protested his innocence.


The fact that killing twelve people had been a false charge; the fact that, based on that false charge, he was in a deeply unpleasant situation; the fact that while at the academy he was pretending to be a murderer… Kyousuke quickly explained the whole situation to his sister.


However, he remained silent about this academy’s true character. He thought that if he threw too much at her at once, it would only confuse her.


As she finished listening to Kyousuke’s story, Ayaka replied, “In other words…you and I are the only two students at this school who haven’t killed anyone, is that right? I’m so happy that we’re a match, big brother! Tee-hee-hee!” She smiled broadly and embraced him again.


“Whoa!” Kyousuke was taken aback. “Geez, you… Is that the first thing you have to say? I’m happy, too, so it’s fine, but…”


The figure of a certain classmate crossed Kyousuke’s astonished mind. A rust-red ponytail and eyes the same color—a female student who Kyousuke knew also had a zero-kill count.


There weren’t two of them, but three…


I don’t have the right to reveal her secrets, do I?


Kyousuke decided to hold his tongue.


Ayaka’s shoulders were trembling as she buried her face in Kyousuke’s chest. She sniffed and sniffed, then let slip in a low voice:


“……You smell like a strange girl.”


She was mumbling, and he couldn’t hear her well.


“What did you say I smell like? Sorry if I stink like sweat… Every morning here we have something called correctional duty, you see. For nearly four hours we do physical labor. I changed out of my jersey, but surely that’s…wh-what you’re smelling, huh?”


“Ah, never mind! Ayaka was talking to herself just then, so don’t pay any attention, please! Ayaka won’t pay it any attention, either. Right, I won’t worry about it, so…don’t worry, yeah…”


“…Ayaka?” She had started mumbling about something, but she’d also said “please don’t worry about it,” so he wasn’t going to. Right now, there was something more important to confirm first. “By the way, how did you manage to get ahold of something like a gun—”


Just as Kyousuke asked, the chime signaling the end of the break period resounded. Ayaka removed her face from his chest and looked up at Kyosuke. “Hey, big brother. This place is stricter than a regular school, isn’t it…? I wonder what happens if you’re late to class.”


“……Ah.”


He went pale before her eyes.


What would happen if they were late for the start of class?


The answer, of course, was—
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“…Okay. I think that’s enough for today. Be sure to review carefully in preparation for the end-of-term exams! Well, then, take a recess.”


Kurumiya closed her textbook, gathered her belongings, and left the classroom.


Only two places on the blackboard were not completely covered with writing: a radial crack and, next to it, the fresh blood clinging stickily.


Staring at the evidence of Kurumiya’s discipline, Ayaka trembled.


“C-cool…”


She trembled not with fear, but with excitement. “Miss Kurumiya is so cool! She’s a powerful and gentle person, isn’t she?”


“Uh, sure…that’s right! Ha-ha-ha…”


Despite outwardly laughing, Kyousuke was profoundly puzzled.


After the previous break period had ended, Kyousuke and Ayaka had returned to the classroom in the middle of second period, but Kurumiya had readily pardoned them. “You must have had a lot to talk about; it can’t be helped,” she had said. That was the same Kurumiya who would shower students with blows for coming in just one second late.


Moreover, at the end of class, a certain someone had returned from the infirmary. “Hya-haaa! I’m back from the dead, gya-ha-ha…ah, whaaaaaat?! Who is this little brat? Don’t sit in other people’s seats! I’ll smash—”


“Your seat is in the netherworld!! Hurry up and die so you can sit down, motherfuckeeerrr!”


“Gyaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah?!”


Fighting off Mohawk with her iron pipe, Kurumiya had protected the newbie. It wasn’t impossible to understand Ayaka’s feelings; her eyes were sparkling.


“If she’s our homeroom teacher, it seems like we’ll have nothing to worry about.”


“Well, maybe? I think she was just in an unusually good mood today.”


“……Kyousuke.”


Just then, one of their classmates spoke to him: the female student with rust-red hair sitting to Kyousuke’s left. With a look of great interest in her eyes, she glanced back and forth between Kyousuke and Ayaka, who was seated next to him on his right.


“I’d like a bit of an explanation…if you don’t mind?” she asked, hesitantly.
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Ayaka’s smile disappeared, and she instantly glared. But Kyousuke, who had turned to the redhead, didn’t notice the change. “Huh… Oh, I didn’t introduce you yet. This is my little sister—”


“I’m Ayaka Kamiya. Pleased to meet you!” Ayaka stood to introduce herself, making her way around the desk with a smile. “Are you an acquaintance of my big brother?”


With half-lidded eyes, the female student looked up at Ayaka. “…Yes. I’m Eiri Akabane. Your big brother and I sit near each other, so we get along well…to a degree. Plus, we’re the same age.”


“Oh, that’s right! Miss Eiri Akabane, is it? Hmmm…” Having heard the female student’s—Eiri’s—words, Ayaka gave her a long hard look of scrutiny.


After twitching her nose several times, she mumbled, “…It’s this person,” and a furrow appeared across her brow.


Eiri, however, seemed to perceive Ayaka’s attitude as cautiousness. Uncrossing her legs and straightening herself up, she tried to relieve the oppressive atmosphere. “…You don’t need to put yourself on guard like that; there’s nothing to worry about. I don’t intend to cause you any harm. Of course, that goes for your big brother, too.”


“—You’ll keep your hands off, you say?”


“Yes, so there’s no need to glare like that.”


“That’s right, Ayaka. Eiri looks a little dangerous at first glance, but she’s really a naive and gentle person.”


“Huh?!” Eiri blushed. “What do you mean by ‘at first glance’?! And I’m not naive!”


“If you’re not naive,” Ayaka asked, “does that mean you’re a bitch?”


“Wha…?” Eiri was speechless.


Ayaka stuck her tongue out impishly. “I’m joking! I don’t think you’re a bitch just because you look like one.”


“…Tch.”


“Don’t click your tongue at my little sister!”


“…Why are you getting mad at me? Go die already.”


“Don’t tell my big brother to ‘die’!”


“I said, why are you getting mad at me…?”


“Ahem, excuse me!”


From behind Eiri, who now sat sulking, another female student leaned forward.


She had short, chestnut-colored hair and wide, flaxen eyes. This girl, who was just as small as Ayaka, stood up and bowed before nervously introducing herself. “H-how do you do! I’m Mai…Maina Igarashi, fourteen years old! Just like Eiri, I am always grateful for Kyousuke’s company, umm…always grateful for his company! Ah, I said the same thing twice, oh no. Ummm…”


“……Cunning.”


“Ehh?!”


“Nothing. I don’t think you’re annoying or anything!”


“Oh, goodness! That’s great if you don’t think so… I’m relieved!”


“Yes, I’m relieved, too—that you’re an idiot.”


Kyousuke knew that Ayaka’s way of speaking could sometimes be biting, but since she was smiling in a friendly fashion, there was probably no problem. And Eiri always looks sour, so…


“Hey, big brother. Are these girls your close friends?”


“I suppose so. They’re the ones I get along with best in class.”


“Hmmm…”


After looking at Eiri and Maina, Ayaka turned her face back to Kyousuke.


“Are they trying to start a fight?”


Everyone’s heads turned.


“……Wha?”


“…Huh?”


“Ehh?”


“After all…” Ayaka looked around the classroom at the confused crowd. “These two are in contention for the first and second most beautiful girls in the class, aren’t they? Having two girls like that all to yourself seems like it would start fights among the boys! If you add me into the mix, it’s just going to get worse and worse! You might be killed out of jealousy, don’t you think, big brother?”
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