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‘You’ll all form pairs. For the first round, join hands with someone. The moment two people hold hands, you’ll be considered a pair. The one person left without a partner will be disqualified.’

No one dared to ask what, exactly, disqualified meant.
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The Classroom Hierarchy
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Prologue: The Classroom Hierarchy

Aria Urushibara

No day could be more depressing than when first-period gym class fell on a freezing winter morning.

Aria heaved a sigh from her corner of the classroom, where the icy air seemed to hang still, and watched as her breath turned a misty white.

As of January 2017, the high school she went to – said to be the oldest school building in all of Kyoto – wasn’t equipped with air conditioning or heating in any of the classrooms.

Right across from Yasaka Shrine, in the heart of Gion where everything else was getting dressed up for tourists, this school alone stood out, like time had frozen before the war.

Aria had seen students posting pictures of the arched front entrance, the windows and the long, warm wooden hallways on Instagram, saying how retro it was.

If she had had the choice, she would have gone to the high school by the Kamo River, the one with the modern glass-panelled building she had visited during a mock exam in middle school. Her scores, however, were below average. Applying to that public school, where the smart kids went, would have been impossible in her position. The only option left was this private school – Yasaka Girls’ High.

She pulled her gym clothes out of her X-girl tote bag – a magazine freebie – and glanced out the window.

Without her noticing it, snow had started falling. The gymnasium was bound to be even colder. Just thinking about it doubled her sense of despair. But no matter how much she hated it, gym class wasn’t going anywhere.

Steeling herself, Aria stripped off her uniform like she was ripping off a band-aid, until she was down to her underwear. She had long since lost any sense of modesty that most high schoolers had. After all, this was an all-girls’ school. Within six months of starting here, no one bothered to hide their underwear when changing, the way girls in co-ed schools would. Off to the side, one girl had even hopped up on the teacher’s desk and was dancing in her underwear like a stripper.

That girl was Urin Nekoya – the class clown, and its biggest troublemaker.

Online, she went by Urin. Last summer, she uploaded a video to YouTube, a short clip called A Boring Summer Day in the Life of a High School Girl. Just as the title promised, it was about as plain as it got. But that video blew up, and all at once, she was popular.

At first, Aria couldn’t stand her. But more than that, she felt like Urin was from a completely different planet.

Her bluish-black bob looked fake, almost like a wig. She always had powder-blue cat-ear headphones hanging around her neck and bright cobalt tights peeking out under her skirt. With a fashion sense that far out-there, there was no way Aria thought they could be friends.

And in truth, they weren’t friends – just classmates. Nothing more, nothing less.

But curiosity got the better of her. She started watching Urin’s videos, and her off-the-cuff way of talking soon became addictive. Aria found herself rooting for her – or at least, the version of her that lived on-screen. Just two days ago, during Urin’s livestream to celebrate having reached one hundred thousand subscribers, Aria even left a ‘Congrats!’ message in the comments.

‘Hey, Urin, you’re going to get cancelled if someone spreads a clip of you like that.’ Sitting at her desk in the middle of the room, Lisa Okami propped her chin on her hand and called lazily to Urin, still dancing in her underwear.

Lisa was a fan of Nicole Fujita and read Popteen religiously. She liked her eye makeup heavy, her skirt so short it was practically criminal and her hair dyed nearly blonde in clear violation of school rules. Teachers never said a word, though – probably because they had long since stopped expecting anything from a bottom-tier school like this, and partly because they were all plain scared of her. Aria was, too. Lisa was your classic gyaru, and intimidating as hell.

‘Lisa-Lisa, my life ends when I die, okay? A little scandal won’t kill my popularity. If anything, I’d love the extra clout. Actually, that’s genius! Alright, everyone – go ahead and post my beautiful boobs!’ Urin shouted to the room, squeezing together her snow-white chest.

‘… You really are hopeless. And stop calling me Lisa-Lisa. It’s so lame.’

Even as Lisa let out a sigh, she still snapped a picture on her phone, grinning at the ridiculous gravure poses Urin was striking.

Aria couldn’t help but wonder what made people like them so different from her. Looking at Urin’s porcelain skin, or the curves Lisa couldn’t hide even under her gym clothes, the question gnawed at her.

Maybe it was genetics, maybe their upbringing. Whatever the reason, these so-called Alpha Girls had a certain sparkle. Just being spoken to by them was enough to make you shrink back in awe.

Compared to that, Aria had no aura whatsoever. Her skin was disappointingly healthy-looking, her chest was flat and she had just enough extra fat around her stomach to make her rush into her gym clothes, trying to cover it up.

‘Oh, hey, Sarasa! Morning!’ Urin, still in her underwear, waved at the girl entering the room from atop the teacher’s desk.

Sarasa, of course, was another Alpha Girl.

‘Um … What are you doing this early in the morning?’ Sarasa Hoshikawa, starry-eyed but trying to play it off as exasperated, looked up at Urin.

‘Urin’s strip show!’

‘… Right. Just get changed already. You’ll catch a cold.’

‘Idiots and geniuses don’t get sick!’

‘Which one are you supposed to be?’

Sarasa’s perfectly tied ponytail swayed from side to side as she let out a bell-like laugh.

Aria pictured herself with the same hairstyle and cringed – it would definitely look bad on her. But on Sarasa, the very picture of purity, it was perfect.

Her eyes weren’t huge, her nose wasn’t sharp, her lips weren’t full – and yet, if anyone asked, ‘Who’s the cutest in class?’ every single one of them would answer Sarasa. Her beauty wasn’t a copy of someone else’s style, or something she forced by standing out. It was hers, and hers alone.

‘Good morning, Aria,’ Sarasa said, setting her bag on her desk.

Since the last seat shuffle had put them next to each other, she had greeted Aria like this every morning. Aria knew it didn’t mean anything special, but that didn’t stop it from lifting her mood ever so slightly.

‘Morning. It’s freezing today.’

‘Yeah, it’s so cold!’

‘Hey, is that Burberry?’ Aria asked, pointing at the beige-and-red check scarf Sarasa had just taken off.

‘Yep. It used to be my sister’s. She gave it to me.’

‘Wow, it’s so cute.’

‘Thanks!’

Making an effort to keep her voice light and cheery, Aria felt – just for a second – that maybe she could be an Alpha Girl, too.

Sarasa wasn’t as untouchable as Urin or Lisa, but still, Aria didn’t want to push too close to her. She knew she wasn’t fit to be real friends with her – and maybe, deep down, she accepted that. Chatting like this every now and then was enough for her.

Besides, she already had a best friend for life.

As long as that person was by her side, Aria could stand being hated by everyone else.

‘Oh, Lara!’

No sooner did Sarasa take her seat than she lit up like a puppy spotting its owner and dashed toward the door. Coming in just before the bell was Lara Kagahi.

‘Morning, Lara! Look at you, not late for once!’

That was the tone of voice Aria had wanted to hear – different from the one Sarasa had used with her.

‘It was so cold I woke up early,’ Lara yawned.

‘Looking cool as always, Lara.’

‘Even with the bedhead …’

A nearby student’s comment left Aria nodding silently to herself.

Aria was definitely straight – she wanted a boyfriend as soon as possible – but she couldn’t help but harbour a secret admiration for Lara. In fact, most girls at the school probably wanted to be noticed by her.

Because Lara was the school’s prince.

She was tall – a hundred and seventy-five centimetres – and possessed sharp, androgynous features that made you forget she was a girl. She was already the ace of the basketball team, despite being a first-year. Normally, someone like that would get on the older students’ nerves, but they adored her. During breaks, girls from other classes would literally show up calling out to her, screaming with excitement.

There was no way Aria could muster the guts to talk to her. A Beta Girl like her had no right to hog Lara’s attention.

‘Even if you’re early, you’re still barely on time. Anyway, hurry up and get changed – we have gym.’

‘What, gym first period? Ugh … Sarasa, let’s skip.’

‘No way. You’ve already missed too many first periods. You’ll fail.’

‘… True.’

Aria looked away and stood up. It wasn’t jealousy. She wasn’t really in love with her. Lara was just too dazzling to keep looking at for long – like staring straight into the sun from the bottom of a pool.

Needless to say, Lara was also an Alpha Girl.

In this class, the top tier was made up Urin, Lisa, Sarasa and Lara.

Within a month of starting first year, everyone knew where they stood in the classroom hierarchy.

At the very top were the Alpha Girls – the few per cent who stood out, whether because they were pretty, brilliant at talking to people or just shone brighter than everyone else.

Then came the Beta Girls, the majority – too varied to lump under ordinary, but not exceptional, either.

Then, at the bottom, were the Groundlings – the ones considered unattractive, or else too strange to fit in.

Three broad layers, more or less.

Aria, average-looking and without any special talents, sat in the middle of the middle. She admired the top girls, of course, but she was oddly content where she was.

She wasn’t glamorous like the Alpha Girls, but she wasn’t stuck in the shadows like the Groundlings, either. She was just an average high schooler.

Besides, in all the stories popular among girls, the heroine was always just an ordinary girl.

And so, deep down, Aria believed that if some fateful event were to ever descend upon her classroom, it wouldn’t come to any of them. It would come to her.

‘Hey, Noa, are you ready? Let’s go.’

Getting up from her seat, Aria called out to Noa Ichinose, like she always did. Unlike Aria’s aisle seat by the hall, Noa’s caught the sunlight by the window, something Aria couldn’t help but envy.

‘Yeah, I’m ready. Let’s go.’

With a soft smile, Noa rose to her feet. She was Aria’s best friend for life.

Naturally, Noa was a Beta Girl as well.

Maybe it was different at other schools, but here, best friends almost never crossed ranks. Which meant Noa was the same level as her – just another ordinary girl.

Still, Aria thought that if this school were co-ed, Noa would definitely get more attention from boys. Even Aria found her gentle aura soothing. There was something about her – a warm, enveloping presence – that left you feeling safe and secure.

‘Cold today, huh?’

‘Yeah, freezing.’

The icy January hallway felt like a march to the gallows.

Aria looped her arm through Noa’s to fight off the chill.

The two of them had been together since elementary school. Living in the same neighbourhood meant walking to and from school together, and soon, they were hanging out at each other’s houses after class. Noa’s mum treated them like sisters, and every summer, her outdoorsy dad would take them camping.

In the forest, with the cries of animals echoing around them, the two of them would lie side by side in sleeping bags inside the tiny tent they pitched together. In those moments, Aria felt like she and Noa were the closest of sisters.

‘What are we doing in gym today?’ Aria asked, leaning into Noa for warmth.

‘I think it’s basketball.’

‘Basketball, huh? I guess Lara will be showing off again.’

‘For sure.’

Noa’s Kyoto accent stretched out her words, turning her response into something like Fawr shooore. Lately, Aria felt like she had picked up a bit of it herself.

‘We’re lucky to be in the same class as her, huh?’

‘For real.’

‘Ah, I wish I had a boyfriend like her.’

‘You’ll have one soon, Aria.’

‘You think so? But this is an all-girls’ school. There aren’t any guys around. It’s hopeless.’

‘Hopeless? You’re so dramatic.’

Noa could laugh at the dumbest of things, which was why Aria always found herself more talkative whenever she was with her. Thanks to her presence, Aria felt like she could be the school’s heroine despite her status as a Beta Girl.

‘Alright, let’s get started. Three laps around the gym,’ called Norio Akiyama, their gym teacher, his half-hearted instructions echoing through the freezing gymnasium.

Shivering, Aria and the others began to run.

‘God, Akiyama’s so gross.’

‘Right? I’d kill myself if he ever became my homeroom teacher.’

‘At least we have someone else. She’s kind of gloomy, but she doesn’t nag much.’

‘You mean Osuzu? She’s probably just nervous because she’s new.’

Even when she tried not to, Aria couldn’t help but overhear Lisa and Urin griping as they ran ahead.

At a girls’ school, male teachers – even old grandpas – were usually fawned over, but no one liked Akiyama.

Aria didn’t, either. It wasn’t like he had done anything to her personally, but there was nothing to like. The thick hair covering the backs of his hands, his clammy, greasy-looking skin – it was revolting.

‘Alright, next, some warm-up stretches. Pair up however you want.’

No sooner had they finished running than he barked the next order, not even giving them a moment to catch their breath.

Behind her, Aria heard Lisa click her tongue. Akiyama’s half-assed attitude and the way he treated students so carelessly were a big part of why everyone hated him.

‘Let’s pair up, Noa,’ Aria said, reaching for her friend’s hand.

‘Yeah,’ Noa answered, taking it without hesitation.

All around them, pairs were forming fast. Of course, everyone already knew who they would partner with before the order was given.

‘You’re left over again, Mizushima? Guess it’s you and me today.’

Akiyama’s tone – thoughtless and cruel – was probably half the reason he was so despised.

Mishin Mizushima nodded back in silence.

Having to pair up with Akiyama must have been hell.

Aria felt sorry for Mishin, but still, she turned her gaze away.

It was the same every time Akiyama gave that order. There were twenty-seven girls in the class, so one person was always left out – and no one was ever willing to step forward and pair with Mizushima, a ghostly Groundling sunk to the very bottom of the class.

Without thinking, Aria squeezed Noa’s hand tighter.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘Your hand’s really warm.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah,’ she nodded, scanning the others out of the corner of her eye.

She was sure that, deep down, every girl here felt relieved – not that they would ever admit it. Thanks to Mizushima, they themselves were never the odd one out.

‘Hey Noa, let’s stay best friends forever, okay?’

Flashing her a smile, Aria tried to imagine who she would pair up with if she didn’t have Noa. What if no one else offered to hold out a hand? What if she had to end up with Akiyama, like Mizushima? The thought was terrifying.

That was no exaggeration – Aria would rather die than end up isolated like that. At least, as long as she was still at high school.




Chapter 1: Please Form Pairs

Mishin Mizushima

Eight months into Mishin’s second year of high school, around the end of autumn, a survey was handed out to everyone in class.


Survey on Bullying

This survey is being conducted so that all students can enjoy a positive, enriching school life. Your answers here will not be made public, and you don’t have to write your name if you don’t want to.

1. Do you feel that bullying is taking place at this school?

Yes / No

2. Do you feel that you are being bullied right now?

Yes / No

3. If you answered ‘Yes’, what form does the bullying take?

_________________________________________________

4. Do you feel that you are bullying someone right now, or that you have bullied someone in the past?

Yes / No

5. If you answered ‘Yes’, what form does the bullying take?

_________________________________________________

6. What are your thoughts on bullying?

_________________________________________________

7. What do you think could be done to eliminate bullying?

_________________________________________________



‘As you all know, two months ago, a student at an all-girls’ high school in Tokyo tragically lost her life because of bullying over social media,’ Asami Suzuta, their homeroom teacher again this year, said in her usual flat, unreadable tone. ‘I can’t help but feel deeply saddened every time I see the news. The survey I’ve just handed you is being conducted nationwide with the aim of eliminating bullying. As it says, you don’t have to write your name if you don’t want to, but please be sure to turn it in. Those who aren’t on classroom-cleaning duty can go home after submitting it.’

Ms Suzuta had been in her first year of teaching when Mishin and her classmates started high school the year before. She looked young enough to pass for one of the students, a fact which earned her the nickname Osuzu among the Alpha and Beta Girls, who adored her. Needless to say, for someone like Mishin – a Groundling struggling for air at the very bottom of the third tier – it was impossible to call her something so familiar. To her, she was always Ms Suzuta.

She taught science, and though some students said her plain appearance and lack of expression made her the perfect picture of a no-frills science nerd, Mishin felt she carried herself with a certain intelligence. Not just outwardly, but inwardly, too. Unlike the self-righteous teachers who mistook bluster for justice, or the hopelessly oblivious ones, Ms Suzuta had consistently offered her genuine encouragement.

‘If you’re ever struggling with something, Mizushima, please tell me. I’ll always be here to listen. I’m on your side, and anything you share will stay between us. Just remember that.’

She would say those words to her from time to time – quietly, without prying, after waiting to make sure there was no one else around.

Mishin had never mustered the will to actually confide in her. But just knowing someone cared was enough to ease, if only briefly, the vast loneliness pressing down on her.


2. Do you feel that you are being bullied right now?



Looking down at the paper with its blunt, unvarnished question – so different from Ms Suzuta’s gentle encouragement – Mishin’s body stiffened.


Yes / No



Those two were the only options.

She stared at the slash between Yes and No, her thoughts dragging her back through so many miserable memories.

Since entering high school, she could count on one hand the number of classmates who had spoken to her – and even then, only out of necessity, never for a casual chat. For two years in a row, she hadn’t been invited to help with the culture festival. Whenever they had to pair off in gym class, she was always the one left over. And it wasn’t just pitying looks she received – it was contempt, far too often for her to count. Every time those looks flashed back in her mind, the idea of going to school terrified her.

In those moments, Mishin would retreat into her imagination. What if, all of a sudden, everyone in class wanted to be her friend – would that erase this despair? She knew it was impossible, of course.

She wasn’t even in the class group chat on LINE that the Alpha and Beta Girls were always gossiping about. She hadn’t been invited. She didn’t have any actual proof they were badmouthing her there, but she was all but certain they were.

She swallowed hard, a lump rising in her throat.

But I’m not actually being bullied right now, am I?

That thought only came to her because she had already lived through bullying in middle school – bullying so severe, both mentally and physically, that anyone could see it.

It started simply because, in gym class, she kept pairing up with another girl who was already being bullied.

As if passing the torch, that girl suddenly began ignoring her, and soon, the group chat filled with abusive messages on an almost daily basis. ‘That ugly bitch has been getting full of herself lately.’ ‘When’s she gonna drop out?’ ‘Stupid should go back to kindergarten.’ They never named her, but everyone knew.

Her heart pounded to breaking with every notification – but looking back, that was still the easy part. She eventually left the chat, and no one attacked her directly after that. They only had power as a pack.

What hurt the most was finding foreign objects in her lunchbox – bugs, hair, trash.

‘Please … I’m begging you, stop doing this! Apologize to my mum!’

The first time it happened, her anger boiled over and she raised her voice at the entire classroom. That only made it worse. The next day, the amount of garbage doubled.

But she couldn’t throw away the lunches. Her clumsy mum had made them just for her, with everything she had. So, Mishin pushed the filth aside and forced herself to finish every bite, gagging as she went.

‘I’m doing my best for you, Mishin, okay?’

Her mum’s words echoed in her head as she chewed rice flecked with dust.

Her mum usually worked four nights a week, from evening until dawn, at a soapland in Kiyamachi. She was beautiful, but flighty – bad at school, never able to keep a normal job, falling for Gion hosts or being toyed with by worthless men who eventually spat insults at her and tossed her aside.

Her father must have been just as bad. Mishin barely remembered his face – he was gone by the time she was old enough to notice. The only thing that stood out was the memory of being hit when she was small.

By then, thoughts of death were always hovering in her mind. Every morning, she would arrive at school nauseous, bolting for the bathroom, wishing she could barricade herself there until the end of the day.

But she couldn’t choose to escape, not while her mum was enduring hell, selling her body to support the two of them and pay her tuition. And since her mum was always home sleeping during school hours, she couldn’t even pretend to be sick. Day after day, she dragged herself to class, knowing she was walking straight into more bullying.

The stress left its mark. In class, she started unconsciously pulling out her own hair, leaving bald patches that never grew back.

The memory of crawling insects in her lunch haunted her so badly that she couldn’t eat at night. When her mum left a thousand-yen bill on the desk with a note telling her to buy herself something to eat, Mishin tucked it away in the cookie tin where she kept all her childhood treasures.

Her weight dropped rapidly. Each time she looked in the mirror, she thought she looked more and more like a ghost.

I’m a living ghost.

That was how she felt, right up until two days before the end of her second year of middle school.

On her desk, she found a slip of paper torn from a notebook, covered in neat handwriting:

When’s the funeral? The whole class is looking forward to attending.

The moment she read it, her soul seemed to drain out of her body. And at the same time, she felt strangely liberated. Maybe it was because she could finally believe with certainty that she was meant to die.

Ever since the bullying began, she had lost any sense of her own self-worth. And she couldn’t bear the thought that her mum was putting herself through hell just so she could keep going to her own hell at school.

There were plenty of sleeping pills at home. Her mum took them practically every day.

Deciding it was time to end this miserable life of hers, Mishin went home.

That evening, the dining table was messier than usual. On it sat stacks of instant ramen, a bankbook with a cash card from the post office and a My Melody envelope.
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The message was written on cutesy My Melody stationery in pink pen, the round, bubbly letters like those of a high school girl.

After reading it carefully twice, Mishin folded the paper back into its envelope. She was laughing. She didn’t even know why. Every feeling inside her had tangled together, like a broken toy.

She laughed until she was out of breath, as if her batteries had run down. Then, she pulled her empty lunchbox from her schoolbag and, without a moment’s hesitation, tossed it into the trash.

From tomorrow on, she wouldn’t have to choke down lunch while fighting the urge to vomit. She wouldn’t have to bring lunch at all. If she got hungry, she could just buy bread at the school store.

Without dying, she had been released from hell. Both she and her mum.

Lying spread-eagle on the floor, where her mum’s spilled Chanel perfume still lingered, Mishin drew in a deep breath. It felt like she was breathing properly for the first time in ages.

And so, in the run-down apartment her mum had left behind, Mishin began living alone.

Life was far more comfortable than before. She no longer had to tiptoe around. As long as she kept her attendance numbers in check, she could even skip school here and there.

Making excuses was a hassle, but other than being unable to attend the parent–teacher conferences, she wasn’t inconvenienced. If she mailed the required forms to the address her mum had given – she had gone there once, to a shady-looking building where her mum clearly didn’t live – they always came back properly filled out. Just as the letter had promised, money was deposited regularly.

And every year, without fail, on 17 March – her birthday – she received another letter. The handwriting never showed a hint of change, as though time itself had frozen.

She hadn’t gone to her middle school graduation ceremony.

Her mum’s letter had said, I can’t make it to your graduation. I’m sorry. If nobody was going to congratulate her, then what was the point in going? Besides, she wanted to say goodbye to that classroom – a place that had always felt like her own funeral hall – as soon as possible.

To escape the bullying, Mishin hadn’t taken the exam for the public high school most of her classmates attended. Instead, she enrolled at Yasaka Girls’ High, a private school.

Part of her had still hoped she might make new friends. But with her ghost-like appearance, she knew it didn’t matter what school she went to – she would end up on the very bottom rung. And she was right. Among the constant chatter in the classroom, her own voice was the only one missing. Once again, all she could do was pray not to become a target.

So now, in this class, to exist like a ghost wasn’t the worst fate for her.

But still, was it really the right choice to circle No on that survey form?

What would her classmates write?

Through the curtain of bangs covering her eyes, Mishin looked at Lutsu Kanamori, who sat diagonally in front of her.

In the class’s hierarchy, Lutsu ranked in the middle of the Beta Girls, but she was so smart it was a wonder she had ended up at this bottom-feeder of a school. Just this spring, she had even volunteered to be student council president.

Mishin also knew she was serious by nature, with a stronger sense of justice than most, whether inside the class or out.

Lutsu had gone to the same middle school as her. They had even shared a class in first and second year. Mishin still remembered that day, when Lutsu had spoken up against the bullying. But her sense of justice hadn’t ended it. Like pouring oil on a fire, the malice had only flared up worse, until it was beyond saving.

That was why, afterward, Lutsu never spoke out against bullying again. Mishin understood – it couldn’t be helped.

And yet, somewhere inside, she still carried the hope that Lutsu might one day save her.

That in gym class, she might choose her as a partner.

Despite knowing that was even less likely than being paired with one of the Alpha Girls.

After a while, Mishin turned in her completed survey and left the classroom.

She headed for the flowerbeds in the schoolyard.

The only time she ever truly felt glad to be alive was when she was tending flowers. The gardening club wasn’t popular – she was its only member. But that was fine. In fact, being alone allowed her to relax.

She planted the new bulbs she had bought, recommended by the elderly florist she always went to.

‘They’ll bloom nicely,’ he had told her.

Flowers are wonderful, she thought as she worked. They’re destined to be radiant from the moment they’re born.

Mishin wished that she could be a flower in her next life. Then, she wouldn’t have to live so sorrowfully. Even three years later, the thorn of that day – being abandoned by her mum – was still lodged in her heart.

Her mum had been the one to name her. Mishin, written with the characters for beautiful and heart. ‘So that you’ll grow up with a beautiful heart,’ she had said.

But Mishin already knew – there was no such thing as a beautiful heart.

She let out a deep breath, when a tennis ball bounced into the flowerbed.

Coming to fetch it was Sarasa Hoshikawa, captain of the tennis club and one of the Alpha Girls in Mishin’s class. Without even glancing at her, Sarasa picked up the ball and walked off. Mishin went on planting her bulbs.

It wasn’t that she had been ignored. Sarasa was at practice, and they weren’t friends – there was no reason to talk.

Only after Sarasa’s presence had completely faded did Mishin stop her hands and gaze at the flowerbed she had so carefully tended.

The flowers had bloomed so beautifully, and yet nobody ever noticed them.

Perhaps perspectives changed as you got older, but she had never once seen a student stop to admire them. Sarasa had been no different – ignoring not only her, but the flowers, too.

Beautiful people didn’t necessarily have beautiful hearts. And even if they did, there was no rule that said they had to share that beauty with others. That was their choice. That was normal. It wasn’t something to blame them for.

If I were Sarasa, I wouldn’t talk to someone like me, either.

That was the simple truth.

And so, Mishin buried her welling sadness deep into the soil along with the bulbs.

The bulbs bloomed four months later, in February of the next year – 2018.

White flowers, drooping slightly as they opened. They looked like drops of snow turned into blossoms.

Mishin loved these flowers.

You can live beautifully even without looking up, they seemed to tell her.

‘Hey, that flower’s really pretty. Can you tell me what it’s called?’

Startled, Mishin glanced up from the flowerbed.

Standing beside her, peering curiously at the flowers, was the cutest girl in the class.

‘… Snowdrops,’ Mishin answered after a moment, her eyes darting nervously, her heart pounding.

Yes – if anyone were to ask who the prettiest girl in the class was, everyone would have said Sarasa Hoshikawa.

At least, that was, before Karen Asakura transferred in.

‘Snowdrops, huh? They do look like they’re spun from snow.’

Karen crouched in front of the bed, nodding as she gazed at the newly opened flowers.

She had changed schools after moving from Tokyo near the end of last autumn, right around the time those surveys had been handed out.

‘I’m Karen Asakura. Nice to meet you.’

The moment Karen appeared in her world, a scene from a novel Mishin once read flashed through her mind.

A breathtakingly pretty girl transfers from Tokyo into the class of an outcast girl stuck at the very bottom of the social hierarchy. The outcast, overwhelmed by the new girl’s presence, imagines, If a battle royale were to break out in this classroom, this girl would be the one to survive to the very end.

Mishin had thought almost the exact same thing.

Karen’s hair wasn’t long and green like the heroine in that novel. It was a little past shoulder length, soft and fine, an ordinary reddish-brown. But no matter how plain her hairstyle, there was no question – Karen Asakura was chosen by the world.

How had the Alpha Girls felt, seeing her? When you’re faced with someone undeniably more beautiful than yourself, do you feel admiration, or jealousy?

Mishin had no idea.

And she couldn’t understand why this girl was talking to her, a Groundling stuck at the very bottom of the third tier.

‘Do you like flowers, Mizushima?’ Karen asked.

Mishin thought she was like a cat – no matter what she asked, no matter what she did, you could never dislike her. Her cuteness was something you could look at forever without growing tired.

Unable to meet her gaze, Mishin only nodded, head bowed like the snowdrops.

‘Why do you like flowers?’ Karen tilted her head, and a faint floral scent drifted from the tips of her swaying hair.

In the school’s hierarchy, Karen was clearly an Alpha – yet she didn’t belong to the other Alpha Girls’ clique.

Instead, she had joined the student council – made up of Beta Girls closer to the third rank than the first, all serious types. Maybe the teachers had asked her to, since the girl she replaced on the council had transferred away just before she had transferred in. Karen even ate lunch with the other members.

The council here consisted only of a handful of people – Lutsu Kanamori as president, Karen Asakura and identical twin sisters, the older Nichika Saeki and the younger Nodoka Saeki. Because the school was small – just one class per grade, in a rough area of Gion with its nightlife and betting shops – the four of them were the only second-year members of the student council.

‘… Because then I don’t have to feel anything,’ Mishin answered after a short pause.

She could never have confessed something so raw to anyone else in class. Maybe it was because, no matter the difference in rank, the others






























































































[image: A lined, torn-edge notebook page decorated with grey hearts. The handwritten letter reads: Dear Mishin, Happy birthday! I remember when you were so small. I can hardly believe you’re already fourteen. It feels like a dream. Today, instead of a present, I have some happy news to share. The truth is, I’ve fallen in love with someone. And he’s fallen in love with me, too. So, I’ll be living with him for a while. Forgive me for leaving so suddenly. But don’t worry. Once everything is settled, I’ll come back for you. I’ll work hard for that. I’ll keep sending money to the account, so make sure you eat properly, okay? Even if we’re apart, I’m always thinking of you, Mishin. Love, Mum]
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Dear Mishin,

Happy birthday!

I remember when you were so small. I can hardly
believe you're already fourteen. It feels like a dream.

Today, instead of a present, I have some happy news
to share.

The truth is, T've fallen in love with someone. And he’s
fallen in love with me, too.

So, T'll be living with him for a while.
Forgive me for leaving so suddenly.

But don’t worry. Once everything is settled, I'll come
back for you. I'll work hard for that.

T'll keep sending money to the account, so make sure
you eat properly, okay?

Even if we're apart, I'm always thinking of you, Mishin.

~Love, —
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Dear Mishin,

Happy birthday.
And congratulations on graduating high school.

You did really well, getting through those three years
on your own.

I'm sorry I couldn’t come to see you, or do anything to
help you.

But Mishin, there hasn't been a single day since then
that I've forgotten you.

If nothing else, please believe that.

And! T'lL be at your graduation tomorrow. I even went
all out and bought a suit for the occasion.

After the ceremony, let’s talk properly about your future.
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