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    Prologue


    It has been a while since I’ve been to school, and I’m walking together with my classmates through the corridor.


    It has been a week, I think.


    At first, my friends seemed to be at a loss as to how to interact with me, but after eating lunch together, they have been able to adjust.


    I was now on my way back from the cafeteria.


    ‘Mom used to make my lunch, but… this is how it will be from now on, huh?’


    I thought about the days I’ll never get back.


    “Look, It’s Hasumi-senpai.”


    


    Then one of my classmates spoke up.


    His voice sounded a little excited and cheerful, as if he had found a good topic of conversation that was not too bland, but still exciting.


    I came back to my senses at the sound of the voice – or more accurately, the name that was spoken.


    I looked in front of me. At the end of the hallway we were walking down, a group of girls from the 12th grade, a year above us, were approaching.


    A girl stood out among them.


    Her hair was short in length and brownish in color. Her eyes were large and beautiful, giving her a lively look. She was wearing make-up like any other highschool girl, but nothing too flashy. And the way she dressed made her look like a sporty girl.


    Seeing her, one of my classmates called out to her.


    “Hasumi-senpai, good afternoon!”


    “Hello there, juniors! Are you guys doing great?”


    


    She replied to our greeting in a light tone.


    


    In addition to her conspicuous appearance as mentioned above, she has such an outgoing personality that it is impossible for her not to be popular – as a matter of fact, she is one of the top two famous girls in our Private Akanedai High School.


    Her name is Hasumi Shion.


    From the looks of it, Hasumi-senpai also noticed me, and when our eyes met, she turned her head away with a snort.


    Unfortunately, I’m the only one she’s giving this attitude to.


    ‘Well, it’s not surprising…’


    I let out a sigh in my mind.


    Then the two groups passed each other.


    “What would you do if I told you that she and I are siblings?”


    “Huh?”


    Walking behind them, I casually said a few words, and the place instantly froze. Everyone stopped and turned to look at me.


    “Are you okay, man?”


    


    Eventually, one of them opened his mouth and got really worried.


    Well, I suppose that’s what’s gonna happen. I lost my mother the other day. I was absent for about a week due to the funeral and other things, and when I came back to school for the first time in a while, this is what I said. No wonder they’ll be worried.


    “It was a joke.”


    


    “What? So it was a joke.”


    My classmates let out a dry laugh, as if relieved.


    “That was a clear slip up from you, Makabe. Considering how you always make great jokes.”


    “True.”


    


    I played along with them.


    I didn’t want to make the excuse that I wasn’t feeling well. If I said that, the atmosphere would probably become awkward again.


    


    But in fact, it was far from a joke. Just the other day, I really became a sibling to that Hasumi-senpai.


    “Hasumi-senpai sure is great, right?”


    “I know, right? She’s easy to talk to, and she’ll listen carefully when you talk to her.”


    


    Words were exchanged deeply.


    In the midst of all this, I looked back on a whim.


    As a matter of course, Hasumi-senpai’s group was already far down the corridor, and she wasn’t looking back at us.


    “Nah, It’s definitely Takinami-san for me. She’s calm and beautiful.”


    With such an objection, another name came up this time. That voice brought my face to look back at the front.


    Takinami Ruika.


    That is the name of the female student who is the counterpart of Hasumi Shion, who always comes up in this kind of talk.


    “Yep. My vote goes for her.”


    


    A voice in agreement immediately sounded.


    Takinami Ruika and the previously mentioned Hasumi Shion. It can be said that the two of them split the popularity among the male students of this school.


    “Oh, speak of the devil. Man, I’m in luck today.”


    


    “You serious?! Man, what a luck!”


    


    A group of third year girls were in front once again.


    Compared to Hasumi-senpai’s group, they seemed to have much calmer demeanor. Apparently, Akanedai High School used to be a school for young ladies until about ten years ago. Maybe they were all like this back then.


    And at the center of the group was Takinami Ruika.


    Her black hair was carefully set and she has a beautiful face. She has the calm atmosphere of an honor student and always has a kind smile on her face.


    “Takinami-senpai, good afternoon.”


    


    Perhaps because of that, we greeted each of them in a more restrained tone of voice than before.


    “Good afternoon.”


    Considering what she was like, it was only natural that a greeting with a smile would be returned, but even so, some of them grip their fist out of happiness. 


    But for Takinami-senpai, being greeted by a complete stranger was a regular occurrence. The two groups pass each other again without stopping.


    At the end, when she passed by me, she gave me a wave that only I could see… with a special little smile.


    However, I pretended not to notice and looked away. She made a slightly annoyed face when she saw how I ignored her.


    It was such a momentary exchange.


    However, this was the true representation of the relationship between me and Takinami Ruika.


    And going back, the exchange between me and Hasumi Shion earlier was also an accurate representation of our current relationship.


    In other words, in these few minutes, there was a microcosm of relationships between me, Takinami Ruika and Hasumi Shion.

  


  
    Chapter 1: Makabe Shizuru and His Seniors


    Act 1


    Just about a week ago, in June, my mom died.


    It was a traffic accident.


    It was just me and her, my mom. A fatherless family.


    Which meant, I just lost my one and only family member, and was left behind.


    And so, on the same day the funeral was finished that was organized with the help of my relatives, something happened.


    At night, I was feeling helpless inside an apartment.


    When I was confronted with my mom’s corpse, I broke down in tears. I may be a guy, but I’m still a seventeen year old high school student. I hope you won’t call me pathetic for that.


    However, I soon found myself busy with the traditions around funerals, and had no time to mourn.


    The cremation was over before I knew it, and when I returned home with the remains and a portrait of the deceased. I no longer had the energy to cry again and was just at a loss for words in the vastness of the house I was left alone in.


    As I was pondering over what to do now, the doorbell rang.


    I stood up in a helpless motion. It was then that I realized that the sun had already set, and the first thing I did was to turn on the lights.


    “Who is it?”


    


    I opened the front door without caution. Standing there was a middle-aged man, elegantly dressed in a high-class suit.


    “Are you Makabe Shizuru-kun?”


    He looked at me straight in the eye and asked.


    Makabe Shizuru is indeed my name.


    “Yes, what of it?”


    


    “I see…”


    


    When I nodded my head, he replied with deep emotion. He then looked at me again.


    “May I ask who you are?”


    


    “Oh, of course. I’m your mother’s colleague and this is who I am.”


    He pulled out a business card from it and held it out to me. I didn’t know how to accept a business card, so I accepted it with both hands as politely as I could.


    It had his name and the name of a University Hospital not too far away, and indicated that he was a cardiologist there.


    Mom was a nurse at the same hospital. Although doctors and nurses belonged to different departments, they could certainly be called colleagues.


    “I’ve just been away from the country for an academic conference. I just heard about your mother’s death a few days ago.”


    “Is that so?”


    


    If his words were correct, then he must have heard the news of mom’s death and quickly flew to Japan.


    “I couldn’t attend the funeral, but I hope I can at least pay respect to her remains.”


    “I understand. Thank you for taking the trouble. I’m sure my mother will be happy to hear that. Please come in.”


    Convinced of the purpose of his visit, I quickly invited him in.


    My mother raised me single-handedly, but she was an experienced nurse who also served as the head nurse and was paid quite well, so I never had to worry much about my financial situation.


    This house is a 2LDK apartment, but it was more than enough for a single mother and child to live in.


    In the corner of the living room, there was a simple altar with a picture of mom and her remains on it. He sat down in front of the picture and put his hands together.


    In the meantime, I decided to prepare some tea for the visitor.


    Mom was a busy person, befitting of her position and career. That’s why I often took over the household chores, and I can do this level of work without putting in much attention.


    When I returned to the living room after preparing a cup of tea, he was still sitting in front of the altar.


    “Keiko-san…”


    It was then that I heard his mumbling.


    It was my mom’s name.


    “I made you some tea, if you want, go ahead.”


    I pretend not to hear him and call out to his back.


    Then he jolted in surprise, as if he didn’t think I was back, or had forgotten about me.


    There was no immediate reply.


    Instead, he pressed the handkerchief he was holding against his eyes. I couldn’t see it from here, but I wondered if it was tears that he had just wiped.


    “…Thank you. I’ll take it.”


    


    After doing so, he finally replied in a slightly raised voice.


    He replied, but despite his words, he did not leave the altar at all.


    I placed my palms on my thighs and stared at my mom’s remains.


    I thought about it for a while, and then I decided to throw some words at his back.


    “I’m sorry if I’m wrong. You’re my father, aren’t you?”


    Immediately, his body tensed slightly.


    “…How did you know?”


    


    Then, with his back to me, he asked me, choosing his words carefully.


    How?


    There were several factors to conclude from.


    One was the way he looked at me.


    The other was his back while he was looking at my mom’s remains.


    Neither was something he would show to his colleague or his colleague’s son.


    I don’t know much about relationships among work colleagues. But would a mere co-worker call her first name and stare at her remains as if he was in deep grief? Would he know the name of the son of a mere colleague and look at him with such loving eyes? I’ve lived my whole life without knowing my father. But those are the eyes of a father, aren’t they?


    “Just a hunch.”


    


    But I didn’t think there was any point in explaining it out here, so I just said that.


    If I had to put it into words, I would say it was my intuition as a blood-related parent and child. Rather, I would say that I looked for a reason after I had such a feeling.


    “Did your mother say anything about your father?”


    


    “Nothing in particular. But on the other hand, looking back, I don’t think she ever said that my father is dead.”


    “I see…”


    


    Then, he finally left the altar and sat down on the sofa.


    I’ve been standing since I put the teacup on the low table.


    “I was already married at the time, and your mother, well, It was a relationship that we can’t openly declare.”


    He took a sip of his tea to moisten his throat and began to speak without clearly affirming my question.


    “So, naturally, we couldn’t stay in the relationship for long. I knew that she had a child, being you, because of our relationship, but I left her knowing that.”


    “….”


    Perhaps it was because I had figured it out on my own, but I wasn’t too surprised.


    ‘This person is my father.’


    As I listened to his confession, I became convinced that he was right, but at the same time, I calmly thought that my mother and I might have been supported by the child support he paid. Thinking like this is my bad habit, or rather, my nature.


    “Have you seen our hospital?”


    “I have, several times.”


    There was a University Hospital in front of the subway station, about five stops from here.


    


    However, I have never been to a hospital as a sick or injured person. In the first place, Japan’s medical system does not allow people to suddenly rush to a large hospital unless it is an emergency. I simply ate at the outpatient cafeteria with my mother.


    “It’s a big hospital, right? So it was surprisingly easy to avoid seeing each other if you were in different departments. But I never thought I’d never see her again.”


    He looked down at the teacup he held in both hands and murmured sadly.


    It must be sad for him to have her to leave this world without any warning, even if they haven’t seen each other for a long time after settling the relationship.


    I also sat down on the sofa.


    As if he had been waiting for it, he looked up.


    “What are you going to do from now on?”


    “From now on?”


    I question him back.


    


    “Right. I think it’s too hard for a high school student to live alone here. Or do you have relatives you can rely on?”


    “My grandparents called out to me.”


    It was ‘just in case’ however.


    “I see. If it’s fine with you, uhm…”


    


    Here he slurred his words as if he had difficulty saying them.


    “If it’s fine with you, why don’t you come to us?”


    Then he cut off his words again.


    “I can’t do anything for her now that she’s dead, but I think it’s my duty as a parent to do what I can for you, who was left behind… What do you think? Would you like to come to my house?”


    “……”


    


    In other words, he wants to take me in.


    I couldn’t help but feel his strong sense of responsibility as he laundered his words.


    “Fortunately, if you could call it that. My wife died a few years ago. You can be sure you will have no concerns about that.”


    He repeated his words, trying to convince me.


    “I have a daughter who’s about your age. I think she’d make a good conversation partner.”


    “…”


    


    I don’t think so, that’s more of an obstacle, isn’t it? If a person of the opposite sex of the same age suddenly came to stay in her house, I don’t think she would fancy the person.


    Now it was my turn to look down.


    I looked down and thought about it.


    “I knew it’s not gonna be that easy, huh…”


    “I think so too.”


    


    My mother was a single mother who stubbornly refused to tell who the father of her child was. Because of this, she was not taken seriously by her relatives. Still, she was one of their relatives, and since she died too early in her mid-forties, they came to the funeral. They even proceeded with the memorial service, which was too heavy for a high school student like me. Talk about being ostracized.


    However, nothing has been decided after this.


    In this day and age, it’s not so easy to add one more family member to the mix. It’s even more difficult when it’s relatives you haven’t had much contact with. My grandparents were the only ones who approached me, but as with my habit, I suspected it was just lip service, so I withheld my answer. Unless I proactively asked for help, no one would want to get involved with me anymore.


    ‘Now then, how do I feel about the person in front of me?’


    I asked myself.


    He is my father. I don’t want to single-handedly accuse him of abandoning my mother, because I don’t know what was going on at the time or how she felt. But the fact is that he had an affair with my mother even though he was married.


    And that’s when I thought about it.


    “Then, how about just a month?”
 
 “A month?”


    


    I titled my head at the strange suggestion that came out of his mouth.


    “Your mother’s funeral is over, but there are still some complicated procedures to be completed. You also have your own life and schoolwork to attend to, Shizuru-kun.”


    “That’s right.”


    


    That’s the part I was at a loss for. After my mother’s funeral, not everything was over. The 50th day of her death was soon to follow, and there were still things like the grave and bones to be buried. According to my relatives, the grave of my mother’s family is not near here.


    On the other hand, I still have to go to high school, attend classes, and take exams. Just because I lost my parents doesn’t mean that the school will accommodate the unfortunate student.


    “So, if you come to my house for at least a month, until the summer vacation starts, I think your burden will be reduced a lot.”


    “Right.”


    If I do as he says, at least the burden of daily life will be greatly reduced.


    “Anything after that, you can just think about it again. If you like it, you can just stay. And, uhm…If you don’t feel great about me, you can always choose another way. Of course, I’ll do everything I can to help you.”


    


    Rather than pressuring me to make a choice, he looks at me with a pleading look. As a parent, he must be compelled to do something.


    Normally, he would certainly be right and I would not feel good about him. But if you are going to accuse him of having an affair with my mom while he was married, it would not be fair if you did not also accuse mom for the same reason.


    And as I calmly checked my own feelings, I realized that I probably had nothing against him at all.


    I didn’t have the right conditions to have negative feelings towards him in the first place. I have never heard my mother complain about him, and considering the fact that she was working with him and did not take any action, I think the relationship ended satisfactorily enough.


    He himself seemed to have at least some sense of responsibility for what had happened, whether it was rushing over here or trying to take me in.


    Now what should I do in this case?


    As usual, I was thinking calmly and reasonably.


    “I understand. I’ll be in your care for a month for starters.”


    


    “I see! Thank you. With this, I can finally have some peace with myself.”


    He cheered with delight and grabbed my hand with both of his.


    This is probably the best solution right now.


    At any rate, I have no idea what to do with myself. However, I would prefer not to rely on a family member who does not want to be relied on. And more than anything, that’s what he wants. Then, I should let him do what he wants to do.


    Well, it’s not a bad deal for me, either.

  


  
    Act 2


    That week on Sunday, I visited his house.


    I took a subway to his house. The house of the Hasumi family was just a short walk away from the station.


    It was a large mansion. As expected of a doctor, I suppose.


    At first he offered to pick me up, but I refused. Partly because I wanted to think things over while walking slowly on my own feet, and also because I thought it would be better to buy some snacks. Thanks to this, I had a large sports bag filled with the necessities in my hand, as well as a paper bag of Japanese sweets I had bought at a store in front of the station.


    I looked at my watch to confirm that it was 1 o’clock in the afternoon, which was the appointed time. I took a deep breath, then rang the chime.


    […Who is it?]


    Soon after, a somewhat listless female voice answered over the intercom.


    “It’s Makabe.”


    [……]


    But there was no response.


    Instead, I thought I heard a faint sigh.


    […Come on in. The gate is already open, the front door will soon open too.]


    After a short pause, that was all that was said, and the intercom was cut.


    I decided to do as I was told.


    The gate was indeed open, and as I walked up to the front porch, the door opened as if it was timed.


    A girl came out of the door wearing an open-shouldered top and denim shorts. She had short brown hair and large eyes. Perhaps because it was Sunday, her makeup was conservative and she looked like a sporty girl.


    I involuntarily widened my eyes.


    It was Hasumi Shion.


    But the liveliness I always felt when I saw her at school was nowhere to be found. Now she was looking at me without a trace of a smile, and was fuming. To put it simply, she seemed to be in a very bad mood. It was not the kind of attitude one would put in front of a visitor.


    Now that I thought about it, the business card he gave me mentioned his name to be “Hasumi”, I thought I heard it somewhere, so it was Hasumi-senpai, huh?


    “That reaction-”


    Hasumi-senpai continued.


    “Looks like you know me?”


    “Well, you’re quite famous.”


    Along with Takinami Ruika, she is our school’s bright jewels. There is no one in our school who doesn’t know them.


    


    “So you’re a student of our school, huh? If I’m not mistaken… you’re from the library committee, right?”


    


    “….”


    


    It seems that Hasumi-senpai also knew me. It’s true that I’m a member of the library committee, and I remember seeing Hasumi-senpai visiting the library several times. We must have exchanged a few words, though it was probably not much.


    “Geez, this sucks…”


    


    She looked up to the sky.


    But she immediately turned to look at me.


    “Well, whatever… Come in.”


    After saying this, Hasumi-senpai released her hand that was holding the door and disappeared inside, asking me to follow her. I grabbed the door knob as it was about to close and followed her in.


    I was led to the living room.


    The living room is as spacious as the exterior of the mansion. It was naturally incomparable to the house where me and my mother lived, and it was larger than any other house I knew.


    And there is no one there.


    I had assumed that Hasumi-san would be here.


    “Sit down wherever.”


    “Thank you.”


    I took her word and sat down on one of the sofas. I put my sports bag and a paper bag of Japanese sweets beside it.


    “Excuse me, but where’s y̶o̶u̶r dad?” [TN: This is a word play, I really can’t translate this.]


    At that moment, Hasumi-senpai sharply glared at me.


    I immediately sensed what was upsetting her.


    “I meant your dad. I’m also not convinced either. I still can’t get my head around it.”


    “…Dad was called to the hospital on short notice because something happened to one of the patients he was in charge of. It happens all the time.”


    It happens all the time, huh?


    Did the patient’s condition suddenly change? I hope the patient is fine. It’s quite hard when a person around us dies at a completely unexpected time. Thinking of this, I felt as if my chest were tightening.


    “I can’t get my head around it either.”


    Hasumi-senpai suddenly spoke.


    I looked up to see her walking toward me from the kitchen, holding a tray with two glasses of what appeared to be cold tea.


    Hasumi-senpai silently put the glass on the low table and sat down on the sofa.


    “I really loved my mother. Although, she already died five years ago.”


    “……”


    “I don’t really dislike my dad. I’m an only child, so it’s just him and me now.”


    I was from a fatherless family, and Hasumi was from a motherless family.


    It must have been extremely painful for her to be separated from her mother, who had been by her side everyday. I was only with my mom, that’s why I can understand her painfully.


    “But now what? You’re telling me that dad was actually cheating and I actually have a little brother?”


    Hasumi-senpai spoke.


    “What’s more, he’s my junior at the same school. Gimme a break!”


    There, she lifts her back from the sofa, leans forward, and declares once and for all.


    “I’m sorry, but I don’t think I’ll be able to recognize you as a family anytime soon. Just remember that.”


    


    “…..”


    I was silent without any words to say back. I softly sighed in my mind. “Good conversation partner” my ass. It doesn’t look like that’s going to happen at all. It seems that Hasumi-san has failed to understand his daughter.


    But if anything, I can sympathize with Hasumi-senpai’s feelings. It would be stranger for her to suddenly accept the fact that her dad cheated in the past, and then be told that she has a half-brother. Furthermore, having suddenly made to live with that half-brother of hers, her complaints were valid to say the least.


    Even I would be perplexed if a girl only a year older or a year younger than me suddenly became my older sister or younger sister and had to stay with me. I wish that kind of development would only exist in a novel.


    But on the other hand, I had a feeling that I should give Hasumi-san some face, or rather, let him be satisfied. It would be easy for me to leave this place, considering Hasumi-senpai feelings. But if I did so, Hasumi-san would not be able to fulfill his duties as a parent.


    Then there were not many options for me to take.


    ‘After a month, I’ll leave…’


    I made up my mind to do so.


    That would give Hasumi-senpai her ordinary life back, and would also satisfy Hasumi-san to some extent for his duties as a parent.


    This was what had happened in the last few days.


    The rapid development of this drama-like situation was just nothing but astonishing.

  


  

    Act 3


    After not going to school for quite some time, I visited the library when class finished.


    Not for borrowing books, rather for committee work.


    As Hasumi-senpai pointed out, I belong to the library committee. What’s more, I’m its only member.


    The work of a library committee is not particularly hard. The library is open after school and closes at 6 pm. During the open hours, the work consists of checking out the books to borrow, handling books to be returned, and organizing the shelves. The more complicated tasks, such as book selection, purchasing, and receiving new books, are the responsibilities of the faculty.


    I was told that while I was absent due to unavoidable circumstances, the teacher who was available opened the library and sat at the counter.


    When I opened the library with the key I received from the staff room, the first thing I saw was a pile of returned books on the counter.


    “Well, I kinda expected this but…”


    


    The teacher who handled the library must have only checked out and received returned books on his own while doing his own work at the counter, and did little to organize it.


    As I was looking at the pile of books to be organized, someone walked past from behind me.


    She is a female student in the 12th grade who always gets in first.


    Her long, straight black hair flutters as she sits in her usual seat by the window. We haven’t seen each other in quite some time, so it might be nice to say something. Since we’re acquaintanced and all.


    I quickly turned on the computer. Since It would probably take quite a while for it to get up and running, I decided to organize the books before then.


    As I continued to work, students soon arrived here and there. Most of them are regulars. Some of them approached me since I was away for a while. They asked me how I’ve been, but I just replied nonchalantly, I don’t really want the story to spread after all.


    It was at that time when I almost finished organizing the books that had accumulated.


    “Makabe-kun.”


    
 
 A voice that had a melodic tone called my name.


    I looked up from my seat and saw a neat and tidy beauty with her long hair carefully set standing there, smiling. The soft lines outlining her eyes gave a gentle impression to those who looked at her.


    Takanami Ruika.


    She is often mentioned together with Hasumi Shion, the other pair of jewels our school were proud of.


    “I passed you by the hallway at lunchtime, so I knew you were already at school but it’s nice to see your face here after a while.”


    “Well, I can’t exactly be absent forever.”


    


    When I responded, Takinami-senpai’s smile suddenly clouded.


    “But I heard your mother passed away. Makabe-kun, are you okay?”


    It seems she knew about my situation. Since I was absent from the committee for a long time, she must have asked my homeroom teacher or the teacher who is the advisor of the library committee.


    “Well, I’d be lying if I said I was fine. Since I just lost my one and only mother. However, I can’t grieve forever, so I’ll get my feelings sorted out.”


    “Alright. You’re quite strong. If you need any help, just let me know, okay? I can help you.”


    Takanami Ruika is this kind of person.


    She is not as easygoing as Hasumi-senpai, and it is difficult to talk to her when you have little contact with her, but she treats everyone equally. This is probably what makes her so popular.


    “Thank you. I appreciate it.”


    


    I expressed my gratitude to her.


    ‘For me to, no, we’re both being quite obvious to each other… although it’s late to say that now.’


    But inwardly, that’s what I thought.


    I looked at the wall clock and saw that the two hands were already pointing to 5:50 PM. Ten minutes before closing. While I was quietly putting away the stacks of books, more time had passed than I had expected.


    Looking around the library, I saw only two students remaining. The girl from third grade who first entered the library and another boy who seemed to be studying hard were the only two left. The latter seemed to be just about to leave, and was just now getting up to grab his bag.


    Me and Takinami-senpai silently watched the student leave.


    Then, just after the student disappeared, as if she had been waiting for it…


    “You know, Shizuru, isn’t it awful for you to not contact me at all? We were worried because you’ve been absent for so long.”


    Takinami-senpai’s soft smile was gone, and she turned her face to me as she leaned forward on the counter, looking really dissatisfied. If I was wearing winter clothes, she might have grabbed my tie and pulled it off.


    “I have no obligation to inform you, Takinami-senpai. Being that you’re basically a stranger to me.”


    Me, on the other hand, flipped the switch in return. I reply in a curt manner.


    “I understand. Shall we officially date, then? That way, we won’t be strangers anymore.”


    “You’re always saying that when you get the chance, don’t you? I humbly refuse.”


    


    Takinami Ruika is also this kind of person.


    On the surface, she is a gentle, soft-spoken honor student who leads a quiet life in high school. But beneath the mask, this is how she is. When there is no one around and it is just the two of us, this is what happens.


    There is one thing in common between me and Takinami-senpai.


    And that is—.


     * * *


    It was only recently that I managed to get to know a woman named Takinami Ruika. It was this spring when I entered the 11th grade.


    As usual, I was sitting at the counter as the only member of the library committee when she appeared just as the library was closing.


    Takinami-senpai entered the library somewhat nervously. She probably does not use the library very often. But I imagine that she had to come here for a reason – I calmly deduced.


    And my eyes suddenly met hers.


    Simultaneously, I put on a smile.


    “Hello, Takinami-senpai.”


    


    A greeting with a smile.


    But there was no response from her. On the contrary, Takinami-senpai turned her cold, somewhat observant gaze on me, something I had never seen before.


    ‘Hmm, That Takinami-senpai also makes this kind of face, huh?’


    It was quite surprising.


    But it was nothing great


    I observed her as much as she did. Soon after this, I realized that I gave Takinami-senpai the same amount of time to observe me as well. It was only for a few moments, but it was enough for her.


    “Hello there.”


    


    Finally, Takinami-senpai said those words with a soft smile.


    Although it probably lasted less than ten seconds.


    “Are you looking for any books?”


    “Let’s see…”


    Takinami-senpai stood in front of the counter, pretending to think.


    Then, as if looking for my reaction, she continued with her words.


    “If you stare into the abyss, the abyss stares back at you.”


    “….”


    


    I suddenly found myself lost for words.


    The timing of that line, uttered at this point in time, is just like mine from earlier. What on earth was Takinami-senpai’s intention?


    “That’s a famous quote. There are several books by Nietzsche here and there, If I’m not mistaken.”


    Yet I quickly regain my footing and comply.


    “Are you from the library committee? What’s your name?”


    Takinami-senpai asked.


    “It’s Makabe Shizuru.”


    


    “Hmm. Makabe, Shizuru, huh?”


    Takinami-senpai pronounced my name carefully, checking how it rolls off the tongue.


    “You know me?”


    “Of course. You’re a celebrity, Takinami-senpai. I doubt there’s any boys in the school who don’t know you.”


    “Oh, I don’t remember being that famous.”


    


    She giggled as she spoke.


    “If you are looking for a book, I can help you.”


    Takinami-senpai and I exchange words one after another.


    Earlier I thought I was being observed by her, but was it just my imagination? Just as I was thinking, it flew in like a surprise.


    “No, books are good for now.”


    She tilted her head.


    


    “Nevermind that― say, Makabe-kun. Do you ever camly look at your current situation from a third-person view?”


    “…”


    I fell silent in alarm.


    “Looks like I’m right.”


    Takinami-senpai smiled as the edges of her mouth hung open. It was a smile I had never seen before, and one that was unlike her.


    “When I entered the library, you first observed me.”


    


    “……”


    


    She knew.


    It’s exactly what Nietzsche calls the abyss.


    “Then, when our eyes met, you immediately prepared a smile. But if I made a face that I wouldn’t normally make, you calmly observed it as well.”


    In other words, by observing herself, she managed to observe me. It seems that my initial feeling was not wrong.


    Takinami-senpai was right about everything.


    Right, I can see myself objectively and dispassionately. By looking at myself objectively, including the situation at any given time, I am able to find the best solution for how I should act and what kind of expression I should make in each situation.


    “It seems that we’re kindred spirits in a way.”


    “Kindred spirits?”


    “Yes, kindred spirits.”


    When I asked her, she nodded her head.


    


    “I’m the same way. I can objectively view myself. I know what I should do in what situation. That’s why we are the same.”


    “I didn’t say I’m like that, did I?”


    “But you didn’t deny it. If what I said was so misguided, you would have denied it right away. I never thought that while going to the library for books… I would stumble into something like this.”


    Takihana Ruika laughs in delight.


    “You’re much cooler when you’re calm and focused like right now than earlier when you’re just smiling for service, you know?”


    


    “I know that much.”


    


    I immediately retorted.


    I know myself very well. Objectively speaking, I am not that bad looking. I just don’t feel like bragging about it because it is something my mother gave me, not something I earned through my own efforts.


    “Is that so? It’s a good thing to know yourself.”


    


    Takinami smiles again in satisfaction at my egotistical response.


    “Then, let me ask you, Makabe-kun. Do you have your own proper self?”

  


  

    Act 4


    Ever since then. She has been a frequent visitor to this library.


    Of course, I was her target.


    Shortly before the library closed, when only a few people were left, she would approach me, whom she considered a kindred spirit, and we would talk.


    At first it would be with her “act” on.


    And when we’re alone, far from the public eye, she would drop the “act”.


    In the midst of it all, she spoke.


    “For me, knowing what I should do means knowing what people want from me. So I continued to meet those expectations and became the person I am today.”


    When people praised her appearance, she tried to improve herself to be more beautiful.


    If she was praised for her grades, she would excel and study hard.


    If people praised her smile, she would hold onto that smile.


    In other words, the person known as Takinami Ruika is beautiful, an honor student, and always has a gentle smile – the embodiment of what everyone idolized her to be.


    “But then one day, I suddenly thought, if I really had my own proper self. I wondered if I might be empty.”


    This leads me to the question she asked me at that time.


    『You. Do you have your own proper self?』


    That is the distress she’s currently carrying.


    After that, Takinami-senpai also gave an answer to the question she had presented, and began to visit the library more and more as a part of her daily routine. To top it all off, she recently has been coming on to me and asking me to go out with her. I don’t mind being seen as the same kind, but what’s so good about someone like me?


    “I’m sorry, but I’m not interested in going out with anyone at the moment.”


    I replied as if to shake her off.


    On the other hand, I recognized Takinami Ruika as someone I should be wary of, because she was the “same kind” and would be able to read through me. I was afraid of that. Therefore, I stopped using honorifics soon after meeting her.


    It may sound strange and sensual to say, but I, who can calmly and objectively look at myself and prepare appropriate remarks and facial expressions according to the flow of the situation, was rather defenseless against Takinami-senpai. It is precisely because I am wary of her that I decided to face her as my true self.


    “Oh, I’m not good enough for you?”


    “Of course not.”


    


    What kind of man is not gonna be happy with Takinami-senpai? Is that guy aiming for a Hollywood actress or something?


    “I’m just not cut out for that kind of thing.”


    “Not cut out?”


    Takinami-senpai tilted her head and asked back.


    Yes. I am not suited for romance. Maybe I am not even suited for friendship as well. I thought she would understand this feeling… Well, whatever.


    “In case you forgot, I just lost my mother. I can’t afford to devote myself to something like that, something that I could use the time for something else.”


    I interrupted her and told her my thoughts.


    “That’s why. I thought now was my chance, when you’re vulnerable.”


    “You’re terrible.”


    I involuntarily looked up to the sky.


    “Women who are calculating will be hated, you know.”


    


    “All women are calculating, you know.”


    


    It’s refreshing to be told so definitively. It makes me feel more and more that romance is really not cut out for me.


    “Besides, you wouldn’t hate me over something like this, right?”


    “…”


    Where does her confidence come from?


    But, in fact, she was right. I rather fancy her two-faced personality. I also can forgive her for her words she said earlier, which could have been a disaster if she said it to any other person than me.


    Makabe Shizuru fancy Takinami Ruika.


    There is no doubt about that. But I also had my reasons for not wanting a romantic relationship.


    I lack something fatal.


    The chime rang.


    The time is 5:55 pm. It is the pre-bell before the main bell at 6:00 p.m. Unless there is a special reason, students must leave school at 6:00 p.m, and the bell indicates to get ready to go home.


    Therefore, the library closes at six o’clock.


    As a member of the library committee, it was my job to ask the remaining students to leave the room. Of course, Takinami-senpai, who is right in front of me, is not exempt.


    “We’re about to close, so could you get the hell out of here?”


    “Want to go home together?”


    


    “Unfortunately, I have a little more work to do today. Too bad.”


    I was sure that I am the only man in the whole of Akanedai High School who would refuse Takinami-senpai’s invitation.


    As I mentioned before, the teacher who sat at the counter while I was gone did nothing. Thanks to that, I still have some small work to do.


    “Is that so? Then, It can’t be helped. I’ll see you next time.”


    


    As Takinami-senpai was about to leave, she stopped moving and turned to look at me.


    “Shizuru, I know you must be going through a lot after your mother passed away, so if there is anything I can do to help, please let me know.”


    They were much like the words she said before, but not as bland or calculating as then.


    In short, she meant it.


    I think this is also Takinami Ruika and that’s quite sly.


    “Thank you. If it comes to that, I’ll rely on you.”


    When I replied, Takinami smiled with satisfaction and left the library.


    And then after I saw her off.


    “Now, then―”


    And so, I deliberately let out a sound.


    There is one more person left in this library.


    A 12th grade female student who was the first to enter the room shortly after it opened. She has been sitting in her seat since then, repeatedly pondering and writing in her notebook, and so on.


    I walked up to her.


    “Kanata-senpai.”


    


    When I called her name, she, Mibu Kanata looked up.


    She has long, naturally straight black hair that compliments her tall figure, and long, slit eyes. She has a beauty that doesn’t lose out to either Hasumi Shion or Takinami Ruika.


    She could have been lined up along with the other two, but thanks to her ice-cold appearance and supernatural demeanor, she is treated as untouchable, even called as the “Empress” behind her back. It was the unspoken understanding of this school. That’s why even Takinami-senpai showed her true face as if there was no other person present.


    “Oh, Shizuru.”


    She also calls me by name.


    “It’s already closing time. Sorry to interrupt your concentration.”


    “As always, you have interesting relationships with others.”


    


    Kanata-senpai looked up at me as she closed the notebook spread out in front of her. As she did so, she did not respond to my words as a member of the library committee, but said something like that. A slight wry smile appeared at the corners of her mouth.


    There is no denying that it is an interesting relationship. After all, the normally ladylike Takinami Ruika shows her true colors here.


    “In fact, it’s gotten even funnier lately.”


    “What happened?”


    


    Kanata-senpai’s curiosity bit just a little.


    “Have you heard of Hasumi Shion-senpai?”


    “Hasumi? Oh, that girl. Of course, I do.”


    Even Kanata-senpai, who seemed untouchable and a recluse, knew her considering the two years she spent in this school.


    “She became my sister. Thanks to that, I became a nuisance in the Hasumi household.”


    “….”


    


    Kanata-senpai quickly narrowed her eyes.


    She was thinking about the meaning of what I said. However, if you don’t know her well, you might have been overwhelmed by her stare.


    And a few seconds later.


    “Was your father also the father of that girl?”


    “Thank you. That saves me a lot of explaining to do.”


    


    Kanata-senpai was truly intelligent and quick-witted.


    “Right. It sounds like a joke.”


    


    “I totally agree with you.”


    And it was a bad kind of joke.


    “Even if you say so, are you sure you’re not enjoying it? I mean, you’ve got flowers on both hands.”


    “On both hands?”


    


    In other words, Hasumi Shion and Takinami Ruika would be the flowers.


    “I hope so.”


    


    I chuckle to cover it up.


    It certainly would be, on paper.


    But for Hasumi-senpai, the joke is even worse for her, and thanks to that, I have been brilliantly hated by her.


    On the other hand, Takinami-senpai, as we have seen, has a difficult personality. The fact that she is regarding me as one of her kind and courting me is probably a joyful thing, if one thinks about it in a normal way. But unfortunately, I am not suited for that kind of thing, and I am afraid to jump into their bosom.


    Still, if it was a flower in both hands, I would need an additional hand.


    I looked at Kanata-senpai with this thought in mind, and saw that the beautiful, solitary empress was putting away her notebooks and pens, seemingly indifferent to me and to herself.


    “I’m going home, Shizuru.”


    Kanata-senpai soon put everything in her bag, got up from her seat, and walked towards the doorway.


    “Please be careful.”


    


    And me, who was seeing her off.


    At the same time she left, the main bell rang at 6 p.m. She’s really punctual.


    “Now, then―”


    And again, I deliberately let out a sound.


    Let’s get the remaining work done quickly. It was good to have things to do. While I’m doing it, I don’t have to think about anything else.

  


  
    Chapter 2: Average Day Was Well Off The Average Value


    Act 1


    My days these days begin in a room that I have no clue how to fit in.


    In the morning, when I woke up and got out of bed, I would open the curtains first. The room, exposed to the morning sun shining in through the window, is composed of a desk, bed, closet, and other luxurious black furnishings.


    This was the kind of room I was given.


    It seems that Hasumi-san prepared this place in a hurry after I decided to stay at the Hasumi household for a month.


    As expected, a wealthy family sure is different. Or is it that, as a parent, he was willing to spend money for me? It’s a little distressing to think that in a month’s time it will all be for nothing though.


    Is it because of taste that I’m not sure how to fit in this room? Or Is it because it’s too much for a poor person like me… Nah, I’m not that financially needy.


    Anyway, I changed into my rough loungewear and left the room. After washing my face in the upstairs washroom, I went downstairs and headed to the living room.


    “Good morning.”


    


    And then, I gave my morning greeting to the girl there― Hasumi Shion.


    Hasumi-senpai was sitting on the sofa, reading a newspaper that was spread out on a glass-topped low table in a stooped position. It was a bit surprising since she doesn’t look like your typical high school girl of today. Perhaps it was the influence of her father, who is a doctor.


    She was still dressed as rough as I was, in shorts and a T-shirt. She is the most stylish female student I know and is quite the apple to the eye. However, she doesn’t seem to be bothered. She probably doesn’t care what I thought of her.


    Hasumi-senpai glanced at me and then said.


    “…Morning.”


    


    She still sounded grumpy as ever.


    “You, you always get up on time, huh?”


    Even so, she continued talking.


    I had assumed that there would be only minimal conversation at most and no small talk between us. I was puzzled at first, but decided to take it as a sign that this was the sociability of an eighteen year old.


    “I believe the basis of being a trustworthy person is being on time and keeping your word, so…”


    “Hmm. Is that so?”


    Hasumi-senpai looked uninterested and expressed her understanding.


    “It’s a very boring answer, as expected of a member of the library committee.”


    “By the way, where’s uncle?”
 
 After smiling at Hasumi-senpai’s words, I asked her.


    For now, I decided to call Hasumi-san as “uncle.” I thought he might be pleased if I called him “dad,” but It was not possible because I hadn’t fully accepted it yet.


    “He left early today. This also happens all the time… Come on, let’s hurry up and eat.”


    Hasumi-senpai folds the newspaper and gets up from the sofa.


    Looking at the dining table, breakfast was being prepared. There were several empty plates stacked on top of each other, but I guess it was just getting ready.


    “You bake the bread.”


    


    As expected, Hasumi-senpai’s instructions flew in. She was now going to make bacon and eggs.


    Soon after, breakfast was ready.


    Toast, bacon and eggs, prosciutto salad, and fruit yogurt. That’s today’s breakfast menu.


    Thanks to Hasumi-san inviting me to his house, I have been free from any chores. Breakfast is ready when I wake up in the morning, and dinner is ready when I return after finishing my classes at school. I only had to clean my room. This would not have been possible if I had stayed alone. I should be grateful to Hasumi-san.


    Having said that, I can’t just stay here and do nothing. I need to do something when the time is right. I’m sure Hasumi-senpai would not be pleased with me cleaning the residence, so if I were to help out, it would probably be with the meal preparation.


    “Itadakimasu.”


    


    “Mhm…”


    We immediately started eating together.


    The Hasumi residence is large. The living room is correspondingly spacious, as with the dining area and kitchen. The table set was for four people, but the table looks larger than most tables. Even if four people use it, it wouldn’t feel cramped.


    Until a few years ago, the Hasumi houselond used this table for the three members of the family. Then, it was reduced to only two of them, and a few days ago, it increased to three again..


    And now it’s just me and Hasumi-senpai.


    There were no talks.


    I wondered why and realized it was because Hasumi-san was not there.


    Up until now, he has been. I can talk normally with Hasumi-san, and Hasumi-senpai is angry with her father, but not so much that she wouldn’t talk. So at first glance, there was a sense of having dinner together.


    But without Hasumi-san, this is how it ends up…


    ‘Then, why did Hasumi-senpai wait for me to wake up?’


    Such a question came to mind.


    She told my face that she did not recognize me as family. If she had eaten with her father first, she would not have had to share a meal with me, whom she hated.


    “Hasumi-senpai, from now on, in this kind of situation, you can eat together with uncle.”


    When I said this, she stopped eating immediately.


    “…Are you being considerate of me?”


    “No, it’s nothing of that sort…”


    


    Actually, it is, but I’ll say whatever comes to mind.


    “Well, I don’t care either way.”


    Hasumi-senpai spilled the beans in a throwaway manner.


    “You know? I don’t like it. Not being straightforward. One thing is even though they don’t like it, they’re always doing it, only when there’s a reason not to do it is when they happily let it go. If I don’t like something, I’ll say so, and if I don’t want to do something, I won’t do it in the first place.”


    “…..”


    


    In other words, since she has decided to have dinner with me even if she doesn’t like me, she doesn’t want to look for an excuse not to do so.


    Man, I wish a certain two-faced senior would learn a little from her. Although, being that straightforward is certainly admirable.


    “What? You think it’s weird?”


    


    “No, not really.”


    I don’t think I let a bitter smile show on my face, but Hasumi-senpai, who subtly sensed it, glared at me.


    She then snorted and cut off the conversation there.


    Eventually, the meal was almost over.


    “Don’t tell anyone at school that you and I became brothers and sisters.”


    Suddenly, Hasumi-senpai opened her mouth.


    “I won’t. No one would believe me even if I told them.”


    “I’m sure.”


    


    She agreed in a bland tone. After all, fact is stranger than fiction or something along those lines.


    In fact, I tried it out, but my classmates thought it was just a bad joke. On the other hand, Kanata-senpai, who knew I would never joke about such a thing, did not suspect it. Well, she wouldn’t go around telling everyone about it anyway.


    “But, just in case. Since, it’s a shame in the family.”


    And it was Hasumi-senpai who gave me a warning.


    “I understand.”


    


    Let’s not say anything more.


    * * *


    After finishing my meal, I returned to my room to get ready for school.


    Naturally, we go to school separately.


    “Alright, I’ll leave first.”


    I went downstairs and called out to Hasumi-senpai.


    She was in the kitchen. She had already changed into her uniform and was apparently preparing her lunch.


    I was about to leave the house, since there was no response.


    “…Hey.”


    


    However, I was stopped by a call.


    “What are you doing for lunch?”


    I stopped and came back, and Hasumi-senpai asked me. She was still in the middle of prepping. She did not look at me at all.


    “Hm? I’m going to the cafeteria.”


    “Before?”


    


    She then asked another question.


    “My mom used to make me lunch.”


    Although that mom is already gone.


    I answered her blunt question, as if I was gouging out a wound that had not yet healed.


    “Is that so?”


    


    Finally, Hasumi-senpai turned to me.


    “Then, bring that lunch box next time.”


    She said while looking straight at me.


    “Eh?”
 
 “You have one, right?”
 
 “Well, if I go back home.”


    


    Up to this point, I had been answering without knowing her intentions, but I finally had a vague idea. After all, Hasumi-senpai is doing exactly that right now.


    “Could it be you’re going to make me some?”


    “That’s what I’m trying to say.”


    


    She answered bluntly.


    “I always pack enough for myself and dad anyway, so one more won’t make much difference. But you have to prepare your own lunch box. I won’t go that far.”


    “Uh, alright.”


    


    Overwhelmed by Hasumi-senpai’s one-sided demanding attitude, I faltered in my reply.


    “In my case, my mother was sick. I was able to learn many things while visiting her in the hospital. But you…”


    Her words stopped.


    Silence.


    Hasumi-senpai scratched her head roughly. What a waste, the time to set that hair up.


    “Ahー, nevermind. Forget about it, I don’t think I can deliver this story well.”


    


    She doesn’t seem to have a good handle on what she wants to say.


    “Go on, get going. If you don’t go, I can’t get out either.”


    “Eh? Ah, excuse me. Well then, I’m off.”


    


    From the beginning to the end, it was one-sided. I left Hasumi’s residence as if driven off by her words.

  


  
    Act 2


    Lunch break, after morning classes were finished.


    Like the other day, I was visiting the cafeteria together with a certain group in my class.


    ‘Lunch box, huh…’


    As I arrived at the table with my food tray, I looked at it and remembered my conversation with Hasumi-senpai this morning.


    As I said at that time, there’s one if I go back home.


    But should I really take Hasumi-senpai’s word for it? She was already in a bad mood because she didn’t think well of me, so if I took her word for it and offered her my lunch box, she might become even more grumpy…


    ‘Nah, I don’t think so.’


    I quickly reconsider.


    Hasumi-senpai said it herself, didn’t she? She said, “If I don’t like something, I’ll say so, and if I don’t want to do something, I won’t do it in the first place.” Therefore, she would not make such a proposal if she didn’t want to do it. If she said she would do something, she would do it responsibly.


    Hasumi Shion is a person with no hidden side.


    However, this is by no means equal to her being friendly with everyone. If she has someone doesn’t like, she will act that way all the time. But then again, that’s just who she is. There must be only a few she hates. And one of those “few” is certainly me.


    When dealing with me, she’s always so bitter. Well, that just shows how much she doesn’t think well of me, and her reputation might suffer if she is seen like that at school. But I don’t think she would be able to be so flexible and treat me the same way she treats other students at school, given her personality. It would be better to be careful not to run into her at school as much as possible.


    After deciding so, my eyes turned to the entrance of the school cafeteria.


    I wondered what was going on and immediately knew why. It was a group of several female students with Takinami-senpai being at the center. I caught a familiar face out of the corner of my eye, and my eyes were drawn to it before I even noticed it.


    The air in the cafeteria immediately changed a bit with the arrival of Takinami-senpai. My classmates also noticed her and whispered something to each other. Is this the power of Takinami Ruika, one of the twin jewels our Akanedai High School prides in?


    As I idly looked at Takinami-senpai, she also recognized me.


    Takinami-senpai looked surprised, as if she had not expected to see me here. Then, after saying a word or two to her friends who were with her, she quickly walked over towards us.


    “Hello there, Makabe-kun.”


    


    A greeting together with a smile.


    “Rare. You’re having lunch here?”


    


    “Well, I don’t have any other choices.”


    


    “Oh…” As soon as I replied with a wry smile, Takinami-senpai brought her palm to her mouth and let out a sound in a small voice.


    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…”


    


    Takinami-senpai apologized as her expression clouded.


    Crap. I revealed too much. I should have thought a little more about how I said it. If I had done so, she wouldn’t have given this kind of look.


    I cursed myself for being so careless.


    “Hey, Takinami-san. This is?”


    They were friends of Takinami-senpai who caught up with her.


    


    One of them asked. Because of her slightly tawny eyes and calm demeanor, she had a kind of strange sex appeal, although she probably had no intention of doing so.


    “Oh, Takajou-san. This is Makabe-kun, a member of the library committee.”


    “Seniors, pleased to meet you.”


    


    I greet everyone through a senior called Takajou as Takinami-senpai introduces me.


    “Hey, Makabe. You know Takinami-senpai?””


    


    “Ah, Naoi-kun!”


    


    “Eh? No way.”


    


    The situation instantly became chaotic.


    Naoi Kyouhei approached me from the side of the table. He is the leader of this group.


    The reason why the seniors were surprised to see him was because in essence, Naoi is the male equivalent of Takinami Ruika and Hasumi Shion.


    He has good looks and can study well. Combined with the fact that he is the ace of the handball team and is considered to be the next captain, his reputation as a good-looking guy that can do everything is well deserved. It is no wonder that he is well known even among other grades.


    “I didn’t expect seniors to know my name. It’s an honor.”


    


    Naoi bashfully chuckles, but somewhat proud.


    “It’s natural, right?”


    


    “Of course.”


    


    “That’s right.”


    


    The seniors verbally agreed.


    And, again, unsurprisingly, this group led by Naoi Kyouhei is well known within the school.


    As a result, the top groups of the school caste began to interact with each other.


    Of course, the center of attention was Takinami-senpai and Naoi.


    Perhaps because they were aware of each other’s existence as the Naoi group and Takinami group, but hadn’t had a chance to make contact, they were pretty excited. Takinami-senpai’s group, who had probably come here with that intention in the first place, went to the vending machine at the right moment to buy something to drink, and then came back here to continue chatting. Some were standing, others were pulling chairs from nearby seats.


    Takajou-senpai, who had been watching everyone with a grin, suddenly tugged at the sleeves of my shirt and Takinami-senpai’s blouse. Perhaps she was aiming to take advantage of the timing that everyone’s eyes were on Naoi, the only two people who looked back were me and Takinami-senpai.


    “So the reason Takinami-san often went to the library by herself was because of Makabe-kun?”


    Takako-senpai whispers, covering her mouth with her palm as if she was having a private conversation.


    “It’s nothing like that.”


    


    “You’re misunderstanding us.”


    


    We both denied it at the same time.


    “Look at you guys getting along.”


    


    Takajou-senpai looked smug and broke into a happy smile.


    When I looked at Takinami-senpai and told her to say something, she just winked back at me. She might be denying it, but her true feelings said otherwise. I knew it, she was an enemy after all.


    “Makabe-kun is not just a friend of Naoi-kun’s, but also seems kinda cool.”


    “Heard that? Isn’t that great, Makabe-kun?”
 
 Takajou-senpai looked at my face and said something like that, and Takinami-senpai immediately got on board.


    “Flattery won’t get you anywhere, okay? Do you enjoy teasing underclassmen?”


    


    “Oh, it’s pretty fun, you know?”


    “I know, right?”


    


    The two seniors laugh at their own selfishness.


    “Since we’re already at it, let’s tease him some more.”


    After saying this, Takajou-senpai stood right behind where I sat and wrapped her arms around my neck. She hugged me from behind.


    “If you and Takinami-san aren’t like that, then how about me?”


    She then whispers in my ear.


    “How about you…? What do you mean…?”


    “Geez, don’t play dumb. You already know what I’m talking about. Why don’t we become like that and do something only we can do by becoming like that?”


    “…?!”
 
 She was saying it with a giggle, so she’s probably just joking. In fact, she said she was going to tease me earlier. However, due to her strange sex appeal, it seemed very tempting. Because of the hug, there seemed to be a sweet fragrance in the air, whether it was perfume, shampoo, or just my imagination.


    “Now, now. That’s enough. Makabe-kun looks troubled.”
 
 However, Takajou-senpai was soon pulled away by Takinami-senpai.


    “Oh, I fished something big. I knew it.”


    


    “I-it’s nothing like that.”


    


    Takajou-senpai’s focus remained vague, and Takinami-senpai’s face turned red in denial at the point Takajou-senpai made.


    However, wouldn’t it be counterproductive to do so? It would look like she was desperately trying to hide her obvious fondness for him… although, since it’s Takanami-senpai who’s an expert at hiding her true intention, is she intentionally denying it to convey her true feelings? After all, if she gets serious, she can even lie with a straight face.


    “I’d like to exchange numbers if you don’t mind.”


    Takajou-senpai asked with her smartphone in hand.


    “Or would you prefer a social media account with naughty selfies?”


    “Ha?”


    


    I immediately made an unintentionally silly noise.


    “Y-you’re joking, right?”


    


    “Who knows?”


    


    I questioned her, however, she just smiled meaningfully.


    No way she’s serious, right? I froze, not knowing how to react.


    “Hey, Makabe, what’s going on over there? Let me in too.”


    Just as I was about to ask Takinami-senpai for help, Naoi’s voice came flying from across the table.


    “Shut up. I’m in the middle of something.”


    


    What’s more, at a level that might not even be a joke.


    When I replied back, the place erupted in laughter.

  


  

  
     


    * * *


    After having lunch in the cafeteria which was more lively than usual, I was on my way to the classroom.


    “What do you think, Makabe?”


    
 As we walked down the hallway, Naoi suddenly struck up a conversation.


    “Between Hasumi-senpai or Takanami-senpai?”


    “Yep.”


    At this school, whenever guys gather, this topic always comes up. Well, this group in particular seems to bring it up a lot though.


    “For me―”


    


    Now, which side should I take?


    As I recall, this group was somewhat leaning towards Hasumi-senpai. However, one of them had just had a chance to talk with Takinami-senpai and said that he would switch to that side. Well, it doesn’t change that the majority is still on Hasumi-senpai.


    “For me, it’s Takinami-senpai.”


    “Look, even Makabe agrees.”


    


    “Hey, what’s with that? Isn’t Hasumi-senpai great? She has a fine body.”


    


    It was Naoi who voiced his protest.


    Indeed. I agree with you there, as I have more opportunities to see Hasumi-senpai’s revealing everyday clothes now that I live in the Hasumi household.


    “Naoi, better choose your words correctly or you’ll get shunned.


    “Oops, I didn’t mean it that way though. I’ll be careful…”


    


    When I pointed it out to him, he smiled as if he was trying to mend the situation.


    “I think Hasumi-senpai is also great. Although, I just can’t go along with her vibe.”


    


    I’m not saying this because she dislikes me, but because I have been thinking about this even before Hasumi-san showed up, when I was just watching her from afar. That being said, I can understand why many students like her outgoing attitude.


    Well, in the case of Takinami Ruika, they couldn’t be more worlds apart.


    My opinion was met with half agreeing with me and the other seeming doubtful. As intended, the topic became even more lively.


    “Speaking of which, you and Takanami-senpai seem to know each other.”


    “I guess so.”


    


    Another classmate, who was not Naoi, asked me about it, but since I can’t really bluff my way out, I just affirmed it honestly.


    “Then, do you talk to Takanami-senpai a lot?”
 
 “Not as much as you think. We just talk a little when she’s by the counter. That’s how we know each other.”


    Although, that wasn’t the full story.


    However, I wish it had been so. If only she hadn’t seen through me that day, Takinami-senpai could have still been an ideal upperclassman, and I could talk with her over the counter from time to time… it could have been a small happy relationship.


    While I was thinking about it, we reached the classroom. Just as we were about to run out of topics, I said my goodbye and parted ways with them.


    To begin with, I don’t usually belong in this group, but only when I have to get lunch at the cafeteria. We usually part ways around here.


    “Hey, Makabe.”


    


    But, today, I was stopped by his voice.


    Naoi Kyouhei.


    “Come here, you.”


    


    I think he meant to come over to the “group.”


    


    This group, led by Naoi Kyouhei, was unquestionably at the top of the school caste. Although the main members of the group were not as up as Naoi, they all have the status to match him.


    I looked behind him and it seemed like Naoi hadn’t noticed.


    Some of the members were talking to a group of girls like it was natural. However, some of them were looking at us from a distance. I wonder if it was wariness or hostility that I sensed.


    I return my attention to Naoi.


    “Me? I appreciate the offer but I can’t.”


    


    “Whenever you’re around, Makabe. It gets lively.”


    


    “Isn’t that just a coincidence?”


    Of course, I do it intentionally. It was easy to get the place going if you think and speak a little.


    “Maybe. I was surprised when you first asked me to go to the cafeteria with you, but you, you’re pretty good. It’s not like we have any entrance exams or qualifications to begin with.”


    Naoi then laughed.


    Exactly. He would probably accept anyone. I can see that even in my case. He has not set up any walls to exclude non-members, and he has that much magnanimity.


    “If there was, I’d be rejected immediately at the screening stage.”


    


    I also chuckled.


    “Well, I won’t force you… See ya. ”


    Then Naoi Kyouhei turned his back to me. He walked over to where his group were, and the girls’ group and his group had merged to form a larger group.


    “Now, then―”


    And so, I deliberately let out a sound and looked around the classroom, and found it truly silent.


    There was a duo of a guy and girl.


    A female student with glasses was reading a book, and a male student sitting in front of her was sitting sideways. They seem to be chatting, but there’s no smile on their faces.


    Karube Kagemitsu and Heshikiri Sakura.


    How do I put it? They have a lot in common with their name. Like about three in common.


    I approached them. Also, I’m not intruding. It seems that these two are not dating, and if I belong to any group at all, it’s here.


    As I slightly leaned on the desk next to Karube’s, they both looked up and glanced at me.


    Both have surprisingly well-defined profiles.


    However, both were lacking in personality.


    Heshikiri-san, as viewed by the fact that she always read books alone, was quite introverted. Karibe, on the other hand, doesn’t actively try to get involved with others due to his energy-saving nature.


    “Lunch, done?”


    


    “Yeah, I just got back.”


    


    From the looks of it, both Karube and Heshikiri-san had finished eating. While our group was having fun and also the case with Takanami-senpai, it seems a lot of time had passed without us noticing. Even Heshikiri-san’s lunch, which he eats very slowly, was already gone.


    “I’m surprised you can manage to eat with those people.”
 
 Karube coldly looked at Naoi and company, who seemed to be enjoying themselves.


    “They’re not bad people.”


    As I mentioned earlier, they were not as exclusive or elective as people around them think they were.


    “Facts should be stated accordingly…you mean, Naoi, right?”


    “I guess so.”


    


    I vaguely and bitterly smiled for a moment.


    “Is the food at the cafeteria any good? I’ve never been there after all.”


    And there, Heshikiri-san asked in a low volume voice.


    “Please don’t ask. I can’t help but compare it to my mom’s cooking.”


    “Ah… I, I’m sorry…”


    


    She lowered her voice even more, and she lowered her head in apology.


    “It’s fine. I don’t mind.”


    


    “O-okay… But, are you okay, Makabe-kun? Aren’t you alone?”


    


    “Well, it will work out, I guess.”


    When my mom died, I was left alone as a high school student. It was understandable to be concerned. She really has a kind nature.


    “I have relatives I can count on.”


    It wasn’t the whole truth, but I didn’t lie.


    That relative is my father and I only recently found out about it.


    “Makabe, I heard you say that you and Hasumi-senpai are now siblings.”


    Karube jumped into the conversation.


    “It was a joke. A joke. Man, it even reached your ears? I’m not one to tell jokes that aren’t funny.”


    I laughed and covered it up.


    “It was the guy at Naoi’s group who said it. He went out of his way to make sure everyone could hear him.”


    Karube said.


    Alright. Seems like I’m really being treated as an enemy. I was reminded of their stares and Naoi’s words.


    “…I bet that joke is true, right?”
 


    Suddenly, Karube repeated his words, without changing his tone in any particular way.


    “…Why do you think so?”


    


    “You said it yourself. You said it was a joke that’s not funny. You don’t make that kind of joke. If it’s not a joke, it’s the truth.”


    “D-do I…?”


    


    Beside me, Heshikiri-san was also rolling her eyes.


    I fell into silence.


    Fortunately, no one was listening to us. We were not a remarkable group that deserved to be listened to after all.


    “Besides, it’s a well-known story that they are a father-daughter family and that the father is a doctor.”


    Is that so? I didn’t know that.


    But it was a big no-no. Hasumi-senpai just told me this morning, but knowing these two, it would probably be fine.


    “As you have perceived, it’s true. But, don’t tell anyone. Hasumi-senpai will get mad at me.”


    “Who would have the time for that?”


    


    You don’t seem too busy though. This energy-saving guy.


    Heshikiri-san, who was nodding beside me, no offense to her but she doesn’t seem to have anyone to talk to, even if I have to remind her.


    “But what’s going on?”


    


    She tilted her head.


    She was surprised by the conclusion, but could not imagine the process of how it came to be. Well, it was understandable.


    “In other words, my father, who I didn’t know, was also Hasumi-senpai’s father.”


    Since I used a definitive proper noun, I lowered the tone of my voice, wary of my surroundings.


    “I was born out of an unusual relationship that couldn’t be made public.”


    “….”


    Heshikiri-san was left speechless.


    “S-so that kind of thing happens…huh?”
 


    This was what came out of her mouth. I think her glasses were also slightly off.


    “Apparently.”


    


    I can only answer that with a wry smile, since it was actually happening to me.


    “I see. I suppose it could work out somehow.”


    “That’s what I’ve been saying.”


    


    I gave a nod to Karube’s ambiguous way of putting it.


    Perhaps he guessed that I had been taken in by the Hasumi household. But he didn’t verbalize it. Thanks to this, Heshikiri-san also somehow understood our conversation and just let it slide.


    As we talked about unimportant things like that, lunch break ended.

  


  

    Act 3


    After today’s class, I opened the library as usual.


    “Now, then―”


    


    I deliberately let out a sound with the thought of what I should start working into, and right when someone walked past behind me ― I turned around.


    It was Kanata-senpai.


    Today, again, she was first in line. She walked briskly with her long jet-black hair and sat down in her usual seat by the window.


    “……”


    


    Although, it would be nice if she said something at least. But since she usually doesn’t speak much, it was enough to make an unaccustomed person feel uneasy about their relationship with her. As expected of someone who was known as Empress. I guess she doesn’t care much about relationships.


    Looking at the counter again, I saw a small quantity of books piled up.


    This was not the remaining work I had left, so someone, a teacher, must have returned their borrowed book during recess.


    Sometimes this happens. To begin with, I’m the only member of the library committee. So, to be honest, I can’t really do much. Normally, the library should be open during lunch break and after school, but I can’t do that much on my own. That is why the library is only open after school, and if I have something to do, I’d just announce that I can’t open it that day.


    Perhaps because of that, the library was not really being used. I try to open the library as much as possible, but I would like to have some manpower.


    And so today’s work begins.


    Like Kanata-senpai, no more than ten familiar faces appeared, sometimes students I had never seen before or teachers who had come to the room to do research.


    Instead of having to explain how to use the library to the students who do not usually come to the library, I became a machine that simply processed check-outs and returns for students and teachers who visited the counter and distributed books to them.


    I looked at the wall clock of the library and saw that it was already 30 minutes before closing.


    “Which means it’s about time…”


    Just as I was muttering alone, I saw a lone female student at the entrance.


    It was Takinami Ruika.


    She smiled as soon as she saw me.


    “Good afternoon, Makabe-kun… Oh, what’s wrong? You look dejected, is it about your family?”


    


    Then, when she came to the counter, she gave me a concerned look.


    Since there were still a few students left at this hour, Takinami-senpai’s expressions and manner of speaking were really pleasant and honor student-like.


    Therefore, I will respond in a similar manner.


    “No, it’s nothing of the sort…”


    


    “If you say so.”


    


    She looked a little confused as I spoke ambiguously.


    If my face was showing something, it would be because Takinami-senpai’s behavior was simply too perfect than anticipated.


    “But, in reality, aren’t you having a hard time?”


    “I’d be lying if I said I’m not.”


    Although, it was a different kind of hardship from losing a loved one, since it was mainly due to the relationships that were suddenly formed.


    “Right. Next time, let’s go somewhere as a change of pace.”


    


    “That would be nice.”


    


    Takinami-senpai’s face lit up as she made the suggestion, and I responded with a smile in response.


    “Really?! I’m glad.”


    


    “You sound really excited, huh.”


    “Hm? How rude. It’s nothing of the sort. I’m just giving the librarian, who works hard every day, a time to relax.”


    She sullenly retorts, yet with a touch of charm.


    “I hope so.”


    


    While this exchange was going on, the remaining students in the library left one by one, before finally, the last one stood up… No, to be precise, Kanata-senpai still remained, but as usual, she was not counted.


    “……”


    


    “……”


    


    I silently watched as the last student left at the edge of my vision.


    “Yo.”


    


    With a small shout, Takinami-senpai sat on top of the counter. She moved her face so close to mine that our foreheads were almost touching.


    “…About the date, it better be true.”


    “…Isn’t it supposed to be just a distraction?”


    Our tone changed at once.


    Takinami-senpai was no longer ladylike, and my respect for her as an upperclassman vanished. Well, she still retained her elegance, maybe because she was born with it, I guess.


    “By the way, don’t sit on the counter.”


    


    “Oh, it’s fine. Besides, it looks erotic, right?”


    


    Smiling bewitchingly, Takinami-senpai pulled up the hem of her skirt. It exposed her thighs, which was something you wouldn’t normally see.


    “Ah, look, a knot.”


    


    “Ah?!”


    My eyes almost looked at it, but I held on tight. Don’t wear that kind of stuff in school… I beg you not to show any openings in front of a man.


    “Oh, great job not looking. Then, how about this?”


    


    This time she crossed her legs in an extraordinarily large motion.


    “Want to see it from the front?”


    


    Takinami-senpai laughed teasingly.


    It was a good thing that her legs were on the other side of the counter, since viewing it from the front would be very fatal.


    However,


    “You joke too much, Takinami-senpai. Please get down from the counter.”


    I told her politely and firmly.


    Then she shrugged her shoulders and did as she was told, getting off the counter.


    “It certainly wasn’t a good behavior, even for a joke. I’m sorry.”


    Then she apologized honestly.


    “But couldn’t you have reacted a little more? I was hoping for a cute reaction, you know?”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    


    I replied, leaning my body against the back of the office chair.


    “Any other men out there would be happy to oblige, you know?”


    “It wouldn’t be interesting, and I don’t want to do it to some random guy. It would be better to do it to you, Shizuru.”


    What a real nuisance.


    “So, about our date.”


    “That was just lip service. Of course I’ll pass.”


    


    I will just ignore the fact it changed into a date at this point.


    In the first place, what’s the fun in bringing me out? I’m just one of the many guys out there, and there’s no way I can match Takinami Ruika, who was well known to all the students at this school. Even if we walked together, I would only feel awkward.


    It was true that Takinami-senpai and I may be ‘kindred spirits‘ as she likes to call it. But, even so, I think it was a whimsical thing to do.


    When I answered her clearly, Takinami-senapi just shrugged her shoulders and shook her head. She must have known that I would eventually settle on this kind of response.


    “Oh, come to think of it ― that was unexpected. I didn’t know you’re in Naoi-kun’s group. You were walking together the other day too.”


    Like that, she then utters, perhaps remembering the incident at lunchtime.


    “No way. It’s just a coincidence. I just joined them to go to the cafeteria.”


    “So that’s how it is.”


    


    Takinami-senpai nodded in understanding.


    “Is it really that surprising for me to be in that group?”


    “Surprising is one way of putting it, but… it would be more accurate to say that it doesn’t suit you.”


    She laid it down clearly.


    “I think I told you this when we first met, but you look better being calm and collected rather than smiling all the time.”


    “You make it sound like I’m a clown just by opening my mouth.”


    


    What a selfish thing to say.


    She certainly said something like that. Regardless of how I look to those around me, I’m also more comfortable being reserved with Karube and Heshikiri-san than with Naoi’s group. But on the other hand, I also don’t dislike myself for being able to play out a character and get along well with such people.


    “Ah, but if that happens, girls other than me might start to notice you.”


    


    “That’s absurd. You think I’m that kind of guy?”


    


    “But, then again, I also don’t want you to see you flirting with someone. This is hard.”


    


    “……”


    


    She’s not even listening. Go on, worry by yourself.


    And then the pre-bell rang, five minutes before 6:00 p.m.


    “Alright, today’s work will soon be over.”


    


    “Hey, want to go home together?”


    


    Takinami-senpai suggested so at the right time.


    I thought for a moment before answering.


    “I don’t mind.”


    


    “Oh, how rare. I just assumed you’d say no as usual.”


    


    Her eyes widened.


    Why was she surprised when she was the one who invited me? But since I rarely accepted this kind of invitation, it should not be surprising that she was surprised.


    Why did I decide to go home with Takinami-senpai on this day in particular?


    For me, Takinami Ruika is an easy person to talk to, apart from the fact that she’s quite aggressive in her advances. If I knew her as any other person does, I would probably treat her with admiration and respect as my senior with a little nervousness.


    However, she has a hidden side… unlike Hasumi Shion.


    After getting to know her hidden side, I was able to get along with her front side quite easily. I guess it was fun to have a farce knowing her other side.


    Frankly, I can’t say that I’m in an environment where I can relax right now.


    I lost my one and only mother, and my father, whom I thought I would never see, appeared in my life, and when I was sent to his house, my step-sister did not take kindly to me. Now, one of the times and places where I can have some peace of mind may be the time I spend with Takinami-senpai.


    Maybe that’s why I took her offer.


    “What’s with the sudden change?”


    “Nothing. I just thought it would be nice once in a while.”


    That being said, I’m not going to be stupidly honest about it with her.


    “I thought you were finally going to be my boyfriend.”


    “Not happening.”


    I laid it down clearly.


    It was true that I fancy Takinami Ruika. However, I had no intention of entering a relationship at the moment. I’m not suited for love after all.


    “Geez.”


    


    Takinami-senpai put her hands on her hips and let out an exasperated sigh.


    “Ah, this book, it’s going back to the shelf, right?”


    “Hm? Yeah, it is.”


    


    She pointed at several books that were returned today. Naturally, the return process had already been completed, and I looked inside to make sure there was no damage or writing. All that was left was to return it to the shelves.


    “Then, I’ll put it back.”


    


    After saying so, Takinami-senpai walked towards the shelves along with the books in her arms.


    In short, it was a matter of efficiency. In order to get home early, she’ll help me with my work.


    “Then, I’ll―”


    


    I let out a sound and went to the last student remaining in the library – namely, Kanata-senpai.


    There was no sign that she was using any of the books in the library, and she was still moving her mechanical pencil as if she was writing a letter. It would have been easier if she had brought her laptop instead of doing such an analog thing. She would have been able to write in handwriting later.


    “Kanata-senpai, times up.”


    “Oh, Shizuru.”


    


    Kanata-senpai’s inorganically neat face turned towards me.


    “So it’s already this late, huh?”


    She was so absorbed in writing that she did not realize it was almost closing time.


    I thought.


    “I was watching.”


    


    “Yes?”


    


    “You don’t seem to be affected by Takinami’s provocation.”


    


    “So that’s what you meant.”


    


    She was apparently properly paying attention to things around her.


    “It’s best not to give a reaction when they’re acting like that.”


    


    “Even so… tired of looking at a woman’s body?”


    “Ghg!”


    I choked up at the unexpected surprise.


    “You don’t have as much appetite as I thought you’d be if you got bored looking at a woman.”


    “I wonder what you’re talking about… Now, please leave, we’re closing.”


    


    I think it was a poor way of avoiding the topic, but I still kept my cover and drove away the beautiful upperclassmen.


    “What a demanding library committee.”


    “It’s regular business to ask remaining patrons to leave the room.”


    I left Kanata-senpai alone, who was still somewhat smiling.


    Takinami-senpai was waiting for me at the counter. It seemed that the books had already been organized. It probably didn’t take long because each location was not too scattered.


    “You seem to be talking a lot with her. Are you… close by any chance?”


    


    She turned her skeptical gaze on me and asked. 


    “Well, I wonder?”


    


    “Eh? What’s with that phrasing? Are you really?”


    


    “Even if that’s the case, it has nothing to do with you, Takinami-senpai.”


    However, it seemed that this response was not a good one, and Takinami-senpai tried to further question me.


    “Hey, Shi―”


    


    “Goodbye, you two.”


    


    And then Kanata-senpai passed by at just the right moment.


    She threw a greeting with a clear tone of voice and walked past.


    “O-of course, goodbye, Mibu-san.”


    


    Perhaps because she heard her voice, which was rarely heard. Takinami-senpai was taken aback by her words.

  


  

  
    * * *


    Along with Takinami senpai, I rode onto a subway in the Gakuentoshi station.


    That said, the Seishin-Yamate Municipal Subway Line, although called a subway, runs on the ground level, so it does not look like a subway at all. Looking out the window, you will see a valley spreading out below, and cars that look like toy cars were running on the road there. Incidentally, the next station, Sogoundo-Koen Station, used to boast the highest elevation for a subway station in Japan until a few years ago.


    The train wasn’t too crowded, but wasn’t empty enough for us to sit next to each other – so we just stood side by side, holding on to the strap.


    At a quick glance, no students seem to be wearing the same uniform.


    “I can’t believe you didn’t accept it when I went out of my way to invite you on a date. This is troubling.”


    “You’re still going on about that?”


    I took a glance at Takinami-senpai, who was seriously pondering beside me, and was taken aback.


    In fact, it was probably a serious situation. Putting aside how many men have approached her in the past, I must be the only person who has ever been asked out by Takinami-senpai and turned her down without a second thought.


    “I just got a bright idea. I should just go to your house.”


    “Hey, don’t be stupid.”


    


    What outrageous thing is she talking about?


    “I mean, think about it. If you won’t go when I invite you, I’ll just have to drag you out myself.”


    


    “…I’m never letting you in, you hear?”


    


    I’m currently in the Hasumi family’s care, and even if I were to return to my original home, I would be the only one there. Letting Takinami Ruika in? What kind of joke is that?


    “But,”


    


    She suddenly changed into a serious tone.


    “Are you really sure you’re doing alright in your home?”


    


    “Well, somehow.”


    


    She asked me with a worried look, to which I replied in a casual tone. But in turn it made me hate myself.


    ‘I’m always dodging everything… huh.’


    There were many things I can’t say, but I don’t want to lie either, so I end up dodging, playing dumb, and acting like I don’t know every time, even to Takinami-senpai, who was seriously concerned about me.


    If that’s the case, should I at least give a sincere answer now?


    “To be completely honest, I’m all over the place right now. But, I’ll tell you what I can, once things settle.”


    “Alright. I understand.”


    Takinami-senpai nodded, being reassured and somewhat happy.


    “Alright, It’s my stop.”


    I found myself listening to the announcement in the train, indicating that the next stop was Myodani Station, where I should get off.


    “Eh? Shizuru, isn’t your stop at Shin-Nagata Station?”


    “……”


    That was stupid. I started going to school from the Hasumi house, and naturally, my stop would change as well. I was careless. Should I have made my stop in Shin-Nagata and then gone back to Myodani so that she would not be suspicious?


    “I have some business here.”


    


    “Is that so?”


    Takinami-senpai was still somewhat skeptical of my ambiguous reply.


    


    It seemed that I ended up lying to her once again.


    “…Then, I’ll see you tomorrow.”


    


    When we arrived at the station shortly after, I said my goodbyes with a bad aftertaste in my mouth and got off the train.


    “Shizuru.”


    


    My name was called and I turned around.


    And then, Takinami-senpai, who should have been standing in the middle of the car holding the strap just a moment ago, came near the door.


    But she didn’t say anything.


    She just stared, as if observing me. I was a little afraid that she might see through my mind.


    『The door will now close. Please be careful.』


    Eventually, an announcement was heard and the doors were about to close.


    “There we go.”


    Takinami-senapi jumped out of the train.


    “Hey, that was dangerous―?!”


    


    She took one more step and came right in front of me, put her hands behind my neck and brought her face close to mine.


    I was so shocked that I tried to pull my face back. But of course I couldn’t escape. On the contrary, she pulled me closer.


    However, Takinami-senpai stopped moving suddenly.


    “…Did you think I was gonna kiss you?”


    The tips of our nose were almost touching each other.


    She had a nasty mischievous smile. Beyond her, a train was already running with its doors closed.


    “Don’t worry. I wouldn’t do such a shameful act. Because, I’m gonna have you kiss me, Shizuru.”


    “…Do you even have a sense of shame in the first place?”


    


    I was only barely able to say that, and Takinami-senpai brilliantly dismissed my point and smiled innocently.


    “Hey, stay with me and drink coffee while we wait for the next train.”


    


    Then she removed her arms from around my neck, stepped back, and asked.


    “Again, why?”


    


    “Distractions.”
 
 “I said it before, right? I can find myself beside you.”


    She uttered with the accelerating train in the background.


    Takinami Ruikai once asked me.


    


    『You. Do you have your own proper self?』She said―.


    It was also directed at herself.


    She had been reading the expectation from the people around her and had been responding to it by becoming Takinami Ruika that everyone idolized her to be, but she was worried that she had no “self” and was “empty.”


    However, when she met me, she came to a conclusion.


    She doesn’t have to play coy with me, being that we’re of the same kind.


    And that was what she meant by self.


    In other words, Takinami Ruikai’s self is found beside Makabe Shizuru.


    Even I idealized her to be beautiful, kind, and always have a gentle smile on her face. But, her coming to my side without any warning and showing me her other side was really annoying – and also made me a little bit happy.


    “…Well, whatever.”


    


    I replied. On the platform, where silence returned after the train had gone.


    “But, whose is this distraction for? Not for me, I assume.”


    


    “It doesn’t matter who it is for.”


    Takinami-senpai stated in an easygoing manner.


    I figured that was the case, so I quickly made my way to the vending machine.

  


  

    Act 4


    I returned to the Hasumi residence at exactly 7:00 pm.


    If I consider the time I spent having coffee with Takinami-senpai on the station platform, I would have been home 15 minutes early.


    I got through the gate and stood on the front porch.


    After taking a deep breath, I opened the door.


    I don’t have a key to this house. No, to be precise, uncle almost handed it to me once, but I saw the complicated face of Hasumi-senpai from the corner of my eye and I refused it. I said, “I’ll take it once I get used to the house.”


    I mean, what did you expect? For Hasumi-san, it might be a no-brainer since I’m his son, but for Hasumi-senpai who got introduced to her half-brother that came out of nowhere and was as good as a stranger, her reaction was to be expected.


    Therefore, as much as possible, I tried not to go out or come back when they were away.


    ‘On that note, it’s quite convenient that I’m on the library committee.’


    I made a self-deprecating smile.


    Since If I open the library, I will naturally come home late like this.


    I silently go up to the entrance.


    It was quite strange. When mom was still alive, I would say “I’m home” even if no one was present. But here, I just silently walked up, even if Hasumi-senpai was home.


    I continued down the hallway and went into the living room.


    I looked toward the kitchen and saw Hasumi-senpai cooking in the same loungewear clothes and apron she wore in the morning. She was probably preparing dinner.


    “I’m back.”


    “Mhm…”


    Cold, not even a word. And naturally, she didn’t look towards me.


    I don’t expect a friendly greeting, and I don’t think Hasumi-senpai would want to give me either. After reporting that I’m back, I went up the stairs in the corner of the living room and returned to my room on the second floor.


    And in the middle of this, I heard Hasumi-senpai’s voice.


    “…It’s already done. Once you get changed, come down.”


    I turned around. But the angle seems off, so I can’t see her. I went down a few steps back. However, Hasumi-senpai was still in the middle of cooking.


    


    “Understood.”


    


    I replied to her back and started to climb the stairs again.


    Crawling into the room, I threw my bag and quickly changed into my regular clothes. I was feeling the need to take a breather, but I quickly left the room. On the way, I washed my hands in the washroom upstairs and went down once I’m done.


    In the kitchen, Hasumi-senpai was in the middle of arranging dishes on the dining table.


    The menu consists of Kyoto-style grilled pork, braised burdock root and tuna salad.


    For two people.


    That means it was for me and Hasumi-senpai.


    “Um, what about uncle?”


    


    “He’s on night duty today. He won’t be back.”


    


    “I see.”


    I was convinced. That hospital also provided nighttime diagnosis services in addition to emergency services. Hasumi-san, a doctor specializing in cardiovascular medicine, would probably be on duty as well.


    “Medical examination at noon, night shifts, then repeat on the next day. What a brutal job, being a doctor.”


    


    Hasumi-senpai said it like she was not interested – maybe because she really wasn’t amused, or maybe because she was dealing with me.


    “It’s done… Now, why don’t you sit instead of standing there aimlessly?”


    


    “Ah, sure.”


    


    As I talked with Hasumi-senpai, admiring her skill in arranging the dishes on the plate, I realized that all the plates had been set, and I suddenly came to my senses.


    I sat down as I was told, and Hasumi-senpai also sat down.


    Then, just like in the morning, the two of us began to eat together.


    As expected, no small talks. Perhaps that’s why the food was so tasteless, even though it was undoubtedly delicious. This is a good example of how the atmosphere affects the food.


    “Senpai, next time you don’t have to wait for me and you can just go ahead and eat ― Ah, and no, I’m not trying to be considerate…”


    In the middle of my talk, Hasumi-senpai turned to me with a grumpy expression, and I immediately changed my choice of words to clear up the misunderstanding.


    She probably thinks I’m being considerate of her again by saying this.


    “As you know, I’m on the library committee, so I’m usually gonna be home around this time every day. If you eat along with me, you’ll be eating late too.”


    “Oh, so that’s what you meant.”


    


    What I got back from Hasumi-senpai was a reply that sounded more like she had lost interest rather than her being convinced.


    “Don’t worry. This is the usual time we eat.”


    “Ah, is that so?”


    


    Dinner at 7 p.m was probably later than any average household. Well, maybe a house whose parents are doctors was not probably an average household.


    Our family also had dinner at the same time too. However, in our case, mom worked at the same hospital as Hasumi-san, but she usually came home earlier than I did when I opened the library, so she had to wait for me.


    “If you’re gonna be home any later, call me.”


    


    “I understand.”


    


    That said, I did not have her contact address. So it would be safe to come back straight after closing the library so as not to be late.


    ‘I can’t come back earlier, or any later… Man, it’s getting more and more restrictive.’


    I will ask Hasumi-san for the phone number of this house tomorrow because I don’t want any unforeseen circumstances to arise.


    “I’ve been meaning to ask you―”


    


    After silently moving her chopsticks for a while, Hasumi-senpai unexpectedly cut to the chase.


    “Who else is on the library committee?”


    


    What a question.


    I didn’t think she would initiate small talk. Perhaps she was trying to fill in the silence?


    “I think I’ve only seen you… Well, I’ve only been there a few times, so maybe it’s just bad timing.”


    “It’s just me alone.”


    


    “Ha?”


    


    When I answered her question, she sounded so surprised.


    “It’s just me alone.”


    


    “I heard you… Eh? What’s up with that? You’re alone?”


    


    What do you mean you could hear me when you just asked for confirmation? I thought you couldn’t hear me.


    “I had seniors until last year, but after they graduated, I’m the only one left.”


    Maybe it was because it was a modest and unpopular committee to begin with. It would have been nice if someone new had joined this year, but as you can see, it was unfortunate. Maybe it was because committees have the same opportunities to recruit new members as they do in clubs.


    “Isn’t that a lot of work?”
 
 “Well, I suppose. The school is also aware, so they don’t make me do this and that.”


    


    I guess they were just thankful that it was being opened. That’s expected, at a school where almost all students choose to go on to college, it would be unbecoming for the library to remain unopened.


    “Isn’t it hard work? Why continue doing it? What, do you enjoy it? Do you like books?”


    


    “I don’t particularly like books. I’m also not the kind of person who would be happy if I were to be surrounded by books.”


    “Then why?”


    


    Hasumi-senpai tilted her head, looking really puzzled.


    “If I had to say, it was probably because there are people who are annoyed when the library is not open and people who are happy when it is.”


    Two women’s faces immediately come to mind.


    “Okay?”


    Suddenly, Hasumi-senpai threw her back against the backrest, sounding both impressed and dismayed.


    “I can’t imagine doing that. I can’t.”


    


    Then she looked up.


    Well, I guess that’s true for some people. It’s not even about competing with others. There are no records, no evaluations, no merit to it. The best you get is a line to your unofficial report.


    It’s merely a service activity.


    Not everyone, but there will be those who are suited for it.


    “Why would you even think of doing something like that?”


    Hasumi-senpai again moved her body away from the backrest, this time leaning forward while peering for an answer.


    “When I was in middle school, there was a lecture at a nearby university.”


    Then, I answered.


    “A lecture?”


    


    “Yes. From a librarian in the United States.”


    


    I happened to hear about the lecture and went to listen to it on a whim.


    The lecture was about how Japan’s library administration was lagging behind and had gone in the wrong direction. Libraries were not places to borrow books, but to obtain information. Such was the story.


    Sadly, the audience was small, and I was struck by his chuckle as he said, “Look at how little interest there is.”


    “That’s how it started.”


    However, I could not understand the attraction of libraries. What attracted him to libraries and why did he cross the ocean to become a librarian in the U.S? But I felt that it was wrong to dismiss him just because I didn’t understand it. So I decided to give it a try and joined the library committee when I entered high school.


    “Did anything good come out of trying?”


    “Nothing in particular at the moment.”


    


    Standing at the podium, he also said that librarianship is the job of bringing books and people together. Unfortunately, neither me nor the high school library committee members can do such a big job. At the moment, I’m not confident whether I could fulfill the role of a librarian as he had described it.


    But for myself, I met people, not books. It could be Takinami Ruika or someone else.


    “What about you, Hasumi-senpai? Club activities, committees, things like that.”


    This time, I asked her.


    I thought we’re in that kind of atmosphere right now.


    This was probably the first time since I came to this house that we are having an honest conversation. What I see in front of me now is close to the Hasumi-senpai I see at school. So now I wanted to continue the conversation a little longer.


    But apparently that was a mistake.


    “Me? I was on track and field until 8th grade.”


    


    “Until 8th grade?”


    


    Kind of a half-baked time to quit. Usually, students quit in preparation for high school entrance exams, which can be as early as the summer of 9th grade, and as late as the fall of the same grade.


    “But―”


    


    And that was when the expression disappeared from Hasumi-senpai’s face.


    “My mother was hospitalized for an illness and died in less than six months and ― I lost all motivation to do anything. By the time I realized I couldn’t go on like this, it was too late. I couldn’t do the same training routine as before, and my record was not going to come back. So I knew I had to stop.”


    Perhaps remembering her late mother, Hasumi-senpai told only the truth and then fell silent.


    Once again, a silent meal ensued.


    “Say,”


    


    After a while, she opened her mouth again.


    She didn’t look at me. Her gaze remains fixed on her plate.


    “Do you think mom died, not knowing anything about you, or dad’s infidelity?”


    


    Ah, I was mistaken.


    What she remembered was not her mother. But she remembered that we don’t have a great relationship.


    Hasumi-senpai must have been caught off guard. She had asked a question on a whim to fill the silence and had unexpectedly received an interesting answer, which made her a bit talkative. But then she came back to her senses and thought I was proof of her father’s betrayal.


    “I’m sorry but I have no clue… You’ll probably have to ask uncle about that matter.”


    Only Hasumi-san knows the answer to that question.


    “I suppose. Next time, I’ll ask him.”


    


    “….”


    


    She probably doesn’t really have the intention of doing so, so she simply dodged the topic.


    That’s natural. It was normal to hesitate when Hasumi-san might give an unwanted answer.


    In the end, we finished our meal without exchanging any more words.

  


  

  
    * * *


    The hands of the clock point to 10 o’clock in the evening.


    I was sitting on the couch in the living room.


    Ever since I came to the Hasumi residence, I sometimes come out to the living room like this. It would be quite creepy if I were to stay confined in my room so as not to see Hasumi-senpai. However, she probably would be annoyed if I stayed here all the time, so I kept it in moderation.


    “What a noisy day…”


    


    I murmured with a sigh.


    Then, what am I doing here? Sometimes I read books or textbooks, sometimes I play on my smartphone and sometimes I brazenly watch TV.


    And now – I was reflecting on the day that was today.


    In the first place, the fact that my day started and ended at this mansion was a big change in itself, but because I made a point to eat lunch with Naoi Kyouhei’s group at school, I also had the opportunity to come into contact with Takinami Ruika’s friends.


    This was way above the value of my average day. Perhaps this will become the norm from now on?


    “Hey.”


    


    As I was imagining a scary vision of the future, Hasumi-senpai’s voice came flying.


    I twisted around in my seat on the couch and looked back.


    “…?!?”


    


    At that moment, I thought my heart would stop.


    There she was standing – probably after taking a bath. She was only wearing a bath towel wrapped around her naked body.


    The bath towel covering her body was not very large, and her slender, healthy legs were visible at the base of the towel. And yet, the top edge of the towel was also almost halfway up her chest, and perhaps because the towel was tightly wrapped around her, she had a deep cleavage. I had always thought she had a good style, but this showed me how great it really was.


    “Why are you dressed like that?”


    


    “I was careless since dad wasn’t around. I forgot you’re here.”


    


    As I hurriedly turned away, Hasumi-senpai just casually answered me.


    If she had been caught off guard, she could have just walked through behind me without saying a word and returned to her room as quickly as possible. Why bother calling me out? But in fact, she didn’t seem bothered about being seen. It seems that I’m being treated as a stranger, let alone a man.


    “You know,”


    I wondered if she would go upstairs while I was looking the other way, but she spoke to me, as if she had something to say.


    “You don’t look half-bad when you’re quiet and in thought. I passed by you before in the hallway at school, but you look much better earlier than being a goofball at school.”


    


    “O-okay?”
 
 Coincidentally, I was just told something similar today by Takinami-senpai. But in her case, she has been saying it for a long time. If I were talking to Takinami-senpai right now, I would have said something arrogant.


    “Mhm, yeah. About 30% better.”


    


    “30% better?”


    “It means you finally have a face worth looking at.”


    “What do you mean by that!? That’s uncalled for.”


    When I protested, Hasumi laughed at me. Perhaps it was because she had taken a bath, but she was in a good mood. She was like that at dinner, and now she was like this. Her attitude was unpredictable. I was confused.


    “Now, please go upstairs and put on some clothes. You’ll catch a cold.”


    I drove her away.


    “Don’t underestimate a former athlete, I wouldn’t catch a cold over something like this.”


    “It’s poison to my eyes, so please.”


    


    “Aren’t you a guy? You’re probably used to seeing this kind of stuff in magazines or on the internet.”


    Certainly, the gravure pages of manga magazines were filled with swimsuit photos of idols, and if you scour the Internet, you can dig up plenty of more extreme ones.


    “There’s a huge difference between a page or a display and a real person.”


    “Sure, sure. I understand, adolescent young man.”


    


    Hasumi-senpai answered while shrugging her shoulders, and with a clatter of her slippers, she went upstairs.


    Eventually I heard the door to her room open and close again, and I let out a deep sigh. I relaxed my body and let it sink onto the couch.


    “Even at the end of the day, this is what I get…”


    


    I rested my head on the back of the sofa and looked up to the sky as I lamented about my far-from-average life.

  


  
    Chapter 3: Daily Attacks In the Library


    Act 1


    A few days later, my smartphone buzzed during class.


    Although it was a rule to keep mobile devices turned off during class, only few students follow it. As long as they switched it to silent mode, did not make any loud noises, or become engrossed in operating their devices while the teacher was talking, they were not likely to be caught.


    I took a glance at the teacher and took my smartphone out of my pocket. The notification on the lock screen was a chat from a messaging app.


    The sender was Takinami Ruika.


    I thought it was an unusual thing for her to do.


    To begin with, she doesn’t put much emphasis on this kind of communication, at least not to me. The main reason was that she knew my schedule – in the classroom during the day, in the library after school, etc. – and she could catch me quickly. If she has an urgent business outside of school, she would call me. Thanks to this, there were not many logs in our convo.


    It was also surprising that she, who goes by the attitude of an “honor student” on the surface, would not turn off her device during class and send me chats like this. I guess she was also a high school girl after all.


    I opened the message.


    [Are you going to the cafeteria for lunch today?]


    It was such a short message.


    Once I made sure that the teacher wasn’t looking, I quickly replied back.


    [That’s the plan.]


    Since I didn’t bring anything, I had no other choice. There was also the option of buying something at the store, but I didn’t really want to go there during lunchtime when students were swarming like zombies to buy bread and juice.


    [Then, how about we eat together?]


    Now comes the invitation.


    [So, I should take Naoi with me?]


    [I want to eat with the two of us alone.]


    As expected.


    Well, I don’t really mind.


    [……]


    I felt somewhat uncomfortable.


    But, I decided to ignore it for now. It probably won’t result in an absurd situation. 


    [Alright.]


    [Then, I’ll see you at lunch break. I’ll be waiting.]


    End of the chat.


    And I was astonished.


    ‘Having lunch together with Takinami-senpai? Gimme a break…’


    I failed. I was distracted by something else and became a yes-man, missing the gravity of the situation.


    For now, I put my phone that has served its job away in my pocket.


    “Makabe, done messaging?”


    


    And then the teacher’s voice came flying in.


    He was our class teacher, Asaba Seijuro. The subject he taught was mathematics. It didn’t really fit, considering his name that sounded like it came out of a period drama.


    He has a slight beard, unkempt hair, and a loose-fitting cutter shirt, but he doesn’t look messy. Perhaps, like his favorite subject, mathematics, he calculates his style.


    “I’m sorry.”


    


    “I know you have a lot going on in your home, but focus when you’re in class.”


    It seems he knew what I was doing.


    As a homeroom teacher, it was only natural that Asaba-sensei was one of the few people who knew about the family situation between me and Hasumi-senpai. Uncle visited the school and explained exactly what was going on.


    That being said, he was not being conscientious about my complicated situation right now, but he was a man who can be reasoned with.


    “Thank you for your consideration. I admit it’s quite hard, but I’m just having a chit-chat.”


    “That’s even worse.”


    


    When I responded like I didn’t do something wrong, Asaba-sensei let out a loud yell, and the classroom erupted in laughter.


    “Good grief. What should I do with you… Next time I’ll confiscate it, you hear?”


    “Understood.”


    


    There probably won’t be a “next time” though.

  


  

  
    * * *


    And finally, it was lunch break.


    “It can’t be helped. I should go.”


    


    I spoke while trying not to be heard by those around.


    And it was at that time.


    “Makabe, you’re going to the cafeteria today, right? Let’s go together.”


    It was Naoi Kyouhei.


    I was a bit taken aback, as I didn’t expect him to approach me.


    “My bad. I have a prior arrangement with someone today.”


    “A-alright.”


    When I answered, he looked slightly surprised.


    “Say, Makabe―”


    


    “What the heck? I thought if Makabe was coming along, I could talk to Takinami-san and the others again.”


    Another guy spoke, interrupting Naoi, who was about to say something.


    “Don’t joke around. You guys are already on talking terms. Even if I’m not there, I bet they would talk to you guys.”


    “I guess so. This is also thanks to you, Makabe.”


    


    The guy laughed as he said this.


    Moreover, even without the incident the other day, this group would have found a small opportunity to talk to them. They were great at communicating after all.


    “Come on. Let’s go, Kyouhei-kun.”


    Another guy rushed out from the classroom entrance looking exasperated. It was also the one who was glaring at me the other day. The cause of his irritation was probably not Naoi, who was reluctant to go to the cafeteria, but most likely me.


    “Y-yeah, I guess so.”


    


    Naoi turned around once to check on his friends.


    “Makabe, maybe next time.”


    


    Then he met up with his friends who were waiting for him. They walked to the cafeteria with their usual group in tow.


    I went to their destination too.


    It would be somewhat awkward to follow right behind them, so I walked at a distance from Naoi and the others. Eventually, they arrived at the cafeteria and stood by the entrance.


    At a quick glance, it appears that Takinami-senpai was not present.


    Well, if she came first and started eating, that would be considered rude as the person who invited.


    “I’m sorry, Makabe-kun. Did you wait?”


    Just as I was thinking, a voice came.


    I turned around and saw Takinami Ruika standing there.


    “Don’t worry. I just got here myself as well.”


    


    As I answered, I quickly looked around her surroundings.


    It seemed that she was alone. I wondered if she would come as a group, contrary to the words in the chat, but that didn’t seem to be the case.


    Like the other day, the air in the cafeteria changed with the appearance of Takinami Ruika.


    Since Takinami-senpai apparently ate lunch at the school cafeteria, her appearance here must be a daily occurrence. Even so, the reason why she attracted so much attention must be because some of the students do not usually have contact with her and admire her from afar.


    And today, there was quite a stir. The reason being Takinami-senpai, who first spoke to me as soon as she entered the cafeteria. They would wonder, ‘Who’s that guy’ or ‘Why him?’, something along those lines. Well, I had imagined this would have been the case…


    “By the way, that message earlier. Was that really you, Takinami-senpai?”


    She looked surprised when I asked her, pretending not to notice the atmosphere.


    “Oh, how sharp. Yes, it wasn’t me. How did you know?”


    “Intuition, I guess.”


    I just thought that the message sent to me was somehow unlike Takinami-senpai.


    “That was done by Takajou-san.”


    


    “Takajou? Ah, that senior who had a strange sex appeal.”


    


    I recalled the girl I once met in this very place, a woman that has a very tempting voice and atmosphere.


    “Makabe-kun, do you like that kind of girl?… I could probably do it as well. Shall we try it next time?”


    


    “No, thank you.”


    


    I humbly refused Takinami-senpai, refraining from saying such a thing.


    As one would expect from Takinami Ruikai, who has embodied the expectations of those around her. However, if she were to spread that kind of atmosphere, there would be no way of stopping her…


    “What a shame.”


    She giggled, perhaps amused by my panic.


    


    “Shall we?”


    At Takinami-senpai’s urging, we got in line.


    “You see, Takajou-san took my phone out of my bag during class and sent it without my permission.”


    “…What were you even doing?”


    


    I’m so stunned that I can’t even comment.


    Looking back, the fact that a message was sent in the middle of class was one of the reasons why I felt it was unlike her, since she was an honor student and all.


    “What about the phone lock?”
 
 “I don’t have one because it’s too much of a hassle. There’s nothing bad to be seen after all. Let’s see… I’ll set it up if we go on a date and take a selfie together.”


    “People will misunderstand if they heard you.”


    


    In fact, a female student who was standing in line right behind her heard it and was startled. Besides there was no misunderstanding, Takinami-senpai was serious to begin with. Probably.


    “If it was sent without your permission, couldn’t you have just corrected it?”


    “I thought It was fine since it gave me a chance to eat together with you. It was no inconvenience. Even so… I’m surprised you figured out that it wasn’t me just from that short message. That makes me happy.”


    


    Takinami-senpai had an innocent smile on her face.


    Eventually, we got our food, put it on the tray, and took it to an empty table.


    Again, the surroundings were in a stir. It was probably because Takinami-senpai and I were seated at the same table. ‘Why are you with him?’ or  ‘What kind of relationship do they have?’ I kept hearing such voices. I let out a small sigh.


    “Hold it in for now.”


    


    “Sure, sure.”


    


    Takinami-senpai, who saw this, lowered her tone and spoke, and I responded in a dismissive manner.


    She was saying that “No matter what those around might say, once you agree, you must take responsibility and stay with me until the end.”


    “Oh, Takinami-san.”


    


    Suddenly a voice descended.


    This voice sounded familiar. I looked up, and standing there was, as I had expected, Takajou-senpai.


    “Are you dining together with this fellow over here?”


    


    “Yes. Makabe-kun, a member of the library committee. I’m always grateful for his help, but I thought it would be nice to meet him outside the library once in a while. I wanted to thank him for all the help he’s given me.”


    “So the thanks is ‘a lunch together with me’, is that right?”


    Takajou-senpai spoke mischievously.


    “Geez, it’s not like that.”


    


    Takinami-senpai replied with an embarrassed laugh.


    “Then, enjoy your time… And it’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Librarian. I’m Takajou Miyabi. I’ll drop by the library next time.”


    


    “Please. I’ll be waiting.”


    


    When I responded amicably, Takajou-senpai smiled with her oddly erotic sexual appeal as usual and walked away – but then she put her hand on the table and pulled her face toward me.


    “Makabe-kun, I’ll play with you some other time, okay?”


    


    “You say that, but you’re just gonna use me as a hook, right?”


    I won’t be fooled twice.


    “Oh, cat out of the bag?”
 
 Takajou-senpai stuck out her tongue.


    She just wanted to catch a big fish like Takinami Ruika.


    “But if you want, I can play with you in a place where Takinami-san isn’t around. Or would you want my social media account? Of course, it has my hobbies in it.”


    “Takajou-san.”


    


    Takinami-senpai’s voice came flying in.


    “I immediately caught one again. Well, then… enjoy your time.”


    


    Takajou-senpai left the table once and for all.


    I turned towards Takinami-senpai.


    “What was that just now?”


    


    And I then asked in a low voice.


    There were a lot of strange things going on. Since Takajou-senpai should know me, there was no need for her to go out of her way to introduce herself to me. Besides, she was the reason why this meeting was set up in the first place.


    “It’s what you call creating an alibi. An alibi to let other people know why we are together right now.”


    “Oh, got it.”


    


    The point was that I’m a member of the library committee and Takinami-senpai wanted to talk with me outside the library, so she had Takajou-senpai tell that to other people. In fact, a lot of surrounding students who were listening had an ‘Oh, so that’s it?’ expression.


    In retrospect, it appears that this was what she meant earlier when she said ‘hold it in for now.’


    “Since she did that without my permission, I took the liberty of having her help me.”


    Takinami-senpai smiled mischievously.


    “At any rate, since we usually only talk over the counter or while going home, this feels refreshing, don’t you think?”


    


    Takinami-senpai uttered those words as if to regain her composure. 


    If you ask me, that is true. Moreover, she usually comes in a little before closing time, when the number of people has decreased, so we never had a long talk like this with each other.


    “We’ll have to thank Takajou-san for that.”


    


    “Speaking of her, she’s currently waving at us.”


    


    Behind Takinami-senpai’s back, Takajou-senpai met my eyes and gave a small wave in front of her chest so that no one could see. In addition, she also struck a peace sign.


    “Geez, I’ll make sure to tell her off later.”


    


    Takinami-senpai looked dismayed and annoyed.


    “Are you on good terms with Takajou-senpai?”


    


    “Yes… Curious? Well, she certainly got the appeal.”


    


    She replied with a nasty smile.


    “That’s not what I meant.”


    


    “I can introduce you if you’d like. But… I don’t want to lose, so I might mimic her.”


    


    “…Aren’t you already doing it?”


    


    Who was it that sat on the counter the other day?


    “I don’t remember it very well.”


    Fufu, Takinami-senpai laughed, giving a very nice smile. How terrible. But it must look like she was having a blast watching from the sidelines.


    However, this conversation that took place while both parties knew each other’s true face was somewhat amusing, even if it was a bit bland. 


    It may sound like I’m repeating myself, but I don’t dislike Takinami Ruika, who has a two-faced personality.


    “By the way, you know, the social media account that Takajou-senpai mentioned the other day…”


    


    “Ahー….”


    


    When I asked, Takinami-senpai suddenly looked sour.


    “It’s such a headache, but it’s true. Only a few people know about it, including me.” 


    “……”


    I was lost for words.


    The account of Takajou-senpai’s hobby, in other words, an account that posts naughty selfies, was apparently real.


    “Won’t she get found out?”


    


    “She said she’s hiding her face, so there’s no problem about that. She also orders uniforms from overseas so she won’t get found out by the school.”


    Perhaps Takinami-senpai not only knows about it, but has seen it. Her voice contained a certain note of admiration.


    It seems like it costs a lot of money, and I am certainly impressed. I wonder what on earth she was doing with her calm appearance and ladylike Japanese name. No, in a way, wasn’t it a fit for her oddly erotic sexual appeal? On the contrary, it made me curious.


    Perhaps sensing my mind, Takinami-senpai looked quite annoyed.


    “Don’t get any ideas. I’ll do that much for you.”


    “You too, don’t get yourself all worked up.”


    


    Without a moment’s pause, I retorted in a straightforward manner. There was a previous offense, so it wouldn’t end lightly if she took me seriously.


    Then, as we were eating and talking, forcing the delicate atmosphere back to normal, some students came up to us. Some were friends of Takinami-senpai and others were acquaintances of mine as a member of the library committee. And each time, Takinami-senpai would give the same explanation that she had just given to those around her.


    Naturally, some of them were Naoi and others who had arrived here earlier than me. Naoi gave me a fresh, handsome smile and said, “If that’s the case, you should have told me so,” and the others treated me like a traitor.


    Takajou-senpai also stopped by again on her way back and said, “Enjoy your time,” with an elegant smile that suggested her well-bred upbringing.


    Then, as the lunch break was coming to an end.


    “Ah….”


    


    I couldn’t help but let out a sound when I saw it.


    It was Hasumi-senpai. She came into the cafeteria with a few of her friends and turned to the vending machine corner by the entrance.


    Takinami-senpai tilted her head at my suspicious behavior.


    “What?”
 
 “No, it’s nothing…”


    


    But it was wrong of me to be so vague in my reply. She twisted her hips and turned herself toward the direction I looked at. And then she noticed it.


    “Hasumi-san?”


    


    “Yeah, well…”


    


    “Hmm…”


    


    Takinami-senpai nodded, as if she was convinced of something.


    “She doesn’t have the sex appeal of Takajou-san, but she has a great style. Sounds like your type.”


    “Can you not turn me into one of those people?”


    When I replied with a sullen smile, she giggled.


    “I know. If you were that kind of guy, this would have been a lot quicker.”


    “……”


    


    In other words, if I can be seduced by enticement, I would have been taken down by now.


    I somehow followed Hasumi-senpai with my eyes.


    She bought a drink from a vending machine, took it out of the machine, and picked it up – she then turned around and noticed me.


    She was startled for a moment, but quickly decided to dismiss it as if nothing had happened.


    ‘She doesn’t change, huh…’


    I chuckled inside my mind.


    And then, somewhere close by, an electronic sound was heard.


    It was Takinami who responded. She took out her own smartphone and fiddled with it.


    “Geez…”


    


    Eventually, she let out a sound, looking dismayed.


    “What’s wrong?”


    


    “It was from Takajou-san. She said ‘Stop chatting around and come back.’ You’re not my mom, you know?”


    Even as she puffed her cheeks out, Takinami-senpai typed a short message.


    “But it’s true I have to leave early since we have to move classrooms. It’s already this time, so we should go back.”


    “I think so too.”


    


    We got up from our chairs at the same time.


    Thus, a lunch break that was different from usual ended.

  


  

    Act 2


    That day after school, as I was sitting at the library counter as usual, a rowdy group of people came in.


    A group of four.


    When I saw them, I was startled. I was surprised to see Hasumi-senpai among them, and this was also our second encounter today.


    “Hey, why do I have to tag along―”


    “Come on. Don’t be such a killjoy. Besides, we’ve come this far already.”


    Hasumi-senpai seemed uncomfortable entering the library and was complaining a lot. A petite girl was pulling her hand. That said, she must be a senior as well. The other two girls were pushing Hasumi-senpai’s back. The two were grinning, as if they were amused by her reluctance.


    “Um, seniors? Could you please lower your voice in the library?”


    


    Although not many people use it, it was still a library. I had to warn them if they were being this loud.


    “Oh, sorry.”


    


    The person who was pulling Hasumi-senpai’s hand smiled bitterly.


    Hasumi-senpai, on the other hand, was silent. Of course, it was not because they were warned, but because she met me. She knew I was here and that’s why she didn’t want to come here in the first place.


    “See, we need to be quiet… All we need is to find one book, right? It won’t take long with these numbers.”


    


    “Alright! Alright!”


    Hasumi-senpai’s group passed by the counter and disappeared toward the shelves.


    “……”


    


    I silently watched them go.


    I wonder if it will be fine. Do they know where to look? I was a little worried, but decided to leave it alone for the time being.


    And after some time later.


    “We can’t find it at all.”


    


    “Weird. I thought we would be able to find it right away… I’ll ask the teacher again later.”


    That’s what I thought. They went to the shelves without checking the location of the book, and naturally, they wouldn’t be able to find it.


    What was the use of a library committee if I were to stay silent here?


    “If you’re looking for a book, you can find it with the computer there.”


    I called out to them as they were walking past the counter and pointed to a computer nearby for searching the library’s books.


    “Ah, really?”


    


    “Yes, that will tell you where to look.”


    If I can guide them to this point, I have passed as a member of the library committee. And it seems that a good librarian was one who goes one step further at this point.


    “Are you looking for Manyoshu by any chance?” [T/N Ancient Japanese Anthology]


    “?!”


    


    The seniors who were about to follow my advice and head for the computer turned around in unison at my words.


    “For Tanaka-sensei, native japanese.”


    “Yep! Big Tanaka!”


    The senior said with a joyful laugh.


    Our school has two Japanese language teachers named Tanaka. One was Tanaka Masaru-sensei. He was so large that the students call him “Big Tanaka” to distinguish between the two. [T/N Masaru can be read as “dai” which meant big or large, students can’t really call their teachers by their first name so they had to compromise with “Big Tanaka”]


    “Eh, How’d you know?”


    “Students have been borrowing Manyoshu a lot these days.”


    I caught one of the students and asked him about it. Apparently, Tanaka-sensei(Masaru), the teacher in question, had talked about the era name in class and recommended the Manyoshu anthology in connection with the current era name. The students who were interested in the book kept coming to borrow it.


    “I like to keep track of what’s going on when I see unusual activity like that.”


    The aforementioned librarian also said that it was the librarian’s duty to watch what was going on in the world and be ready to provide books and information accordingly.


    “Huh, that’s amazing.”


    


    The senior was in awe.


    “That said, there are different kinds of Manyoshu.”


    “Oh, I see. Any recommendations?”


    


    “I do but… it’s currently on loan.”


    “What a shame.”


    


    Her shoulders slumped dejectedly comically.


    “I think it’s gonna be a while before it will be returned. If you make a reservation, I’ll set it aside for you when it’s returned.”


    “Sure. I’ll make a reservation.”


    


    And now she looked up energetically.


    “Then, please write your―”


    And, as I reached for the reservation form on the counter.


    “Hey―”


    A voice interrupted.


    It was Hasumi-senpai.


    “It’s too much trouble. Tell me who’s borrowing it now.”


    She demanded looking sullen.


    Perhaps she doesn’t like the fact that my advice was readily heeded by her own friends. Even though she knew there was nothing wrong with that, she still wanted to say something.


    “Akane said she would decide whether to borrow it after taking a look at it. It’s not too late to ask the person currently borrowing it.”


    


    “I said that but…”


    


    A senior called Akane replied in a troubled tone.


    “I’m sorry, Hasumi-senpai. I can’t do that. It would be a breach of personal information.”


    Borrowing history was personal enough information because it was linked to hobbies.


    “Not very flexible, I see. Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone.”
 
 “That’s not the point, telling you is the problem.”


    Hasumi-senpai was adamant on arguing, and while I met her gaze head-on, I refused her demand.


    It was like a standoff.


    The other students had never seen Hasumi-senpai like this and were horrified.


    “Oh, everyone, what’s the matter?”


    Then another voice came.


    I knew who it was just by the sound of her voice, and I let out a sigh inwardly. What a time to appear.


    Everyone in the room except me turned around.


    “Ah, Takinami-san.”


    


    Yes. Standing there was, of course, Takinami Ruika. Perhaps sensing the strange atmosphere, she tilted her head with a dubious expression.


    “Nothing really.”


    


    Hasumi-senpai replied with a lingering grumpiness.


    “Is that so? I hope that’s the case.”


    


    Takinami-senpai walked up to the counter with everyone’s eyes on her.


    Knowing her. She must have read the mood of this place and was acting completely oblivious.


    “Here, the return date was still a little away, but I’ve finished reading it and came here to return it. As expected of Makabe-kun’s recommendation, it was certainly easy to read.”


    Then she put a book on the counter.


    Now the book was the center of the limelight.


    “Ah, that’s…”


    


    Somebody let out a small voice.


    The book that Takinami-senpai returned – it was the Manyoshu.


    “What about this book?”


    


    “I was just recommending it to these seniors.”


    Takinami-senpai asked and I answered.


    “Really? What a coincidence.”


    Takinami-senpai smiled as if all was well.


    


    “I asked him to tell me who borrowed it, but he wouldn’t budge. He’s so inflexible.”


    This should have settled the matter, but then Hasumi-senpai didn’t stop, as if to put a damper on the situation.


    Hearing this, Takinami-senpai pondered for a while.


    “Sure, it may seem inflexible, but apparently that’s something you’re not supposed to do as a librarian.”


    “Is that how it is?”


    


    The senior who was called Akane asked back.


    “I heard there was a scene in an old drama where the heroine, a librarian, checks out the borrowing history of a guy she’s interested in, and there were protests from the industry. They said librarians don’t do that and it was misinterpreted.”


    “I see. You sure know a lot, Takinami-san.”


    “Makabe-kun told me about it… It needs to be managed carefully, so you should understand his position, right, Hasumi-san? He’s quite diligent.”


    “Well, if you say so, Takinami-san.”


    


    When Takinami-senpai asked for understanding, Hasumi-senpai nodded her head reluctantly.


    “Thank you. Then, Makabe-kun, lend it out right away.”


    


    “Alright.”


    


    The first step was to return and process the Manyoshu, which was returned by Takinami-senpai.


    “Do you have a library card, senpai?”


    


    “Hmm, I’m pretty sure I made it during freshman year.”


    The school produces library cards for students who wish to borrow books only. It was not unusual for students who have no connection to the library to remain without a library card until graduation.


    If this senior had not already made it, I would have had to start there, but it appears not to be the case.


    “Ah, found it, found it.”


    


    With that, the senior pulled out a library card from among the student handbook. When I received it, her name was written in the name field as “Shiiba Akane.”


    


    I scan the barcode on the card, then the barcode on the book. The book was now ready to be checked out.


    “Thank you for your patience, senpai. The due date is two weeks from now.”


    “Thanks. I’m Shiiba Akane. I’ll be back again, so pleased to meet you.”


    She thanked me as she introduced herself, showing me the face of the card, and left with Hasumi-senpai and the others, looking satisfied.


    “I wonder if this will add another user to this lonely library.”


    “We’ll have to wait and see.”


    


    I hope so, but the problem was that the library might be closed unexpectedly.


    “But it’s a little complicated to think that there will be more girls targeting you, Makabe-kun.”


    “You have nothing to worry about. As a member of the library committee, I treat everyone equally. Including you, Takinami-senpai.”


    As I let her words go down the drain, I suddenly looked towards the doorway and saw Hasumi-senpai looking at me. She was probably just about to close the door. As soon as she realized that I had noticed her, she immediately closed the door.


    “Say, Shizuru.”


    


    When the library was about to close and all the students except Kanata-senpai left the room as usual, Takinami-senpai came to the counter and called my name in a casual manner.


    “Did you notice anything strange about Hasumi-san earlier? I’ve never seen her behave in such a manner.”


    “……”


    


    I bet. Hasumi Shion would not behave like that unless she was dealing with a person she doesn’t like.


    “…She doesn’t like me.”


    Which was me.


    “Did you do something?”


    


    “Nothing really.”


    


    Yes. I didn’t do anything in particular.


    “I know you’re good at getting around.”


    Takinami-senpai let out an exasperated sigh.


    


    “Well, yeah.”


    


    I can certainly see my own position objectively and know what kind of facial expression will not make the other person uncomfortable, what kind of remarks will make the conversation go smoothly, and the best solution at any given moment.


    But not in her case.


    Hasumi-senpai cannot forgive my very existence. After all, it was proof that her father betrayed her mother.


    In short, denial of existence.


    As long as it was not about something I did, I cannot solve this by standing up for myself.

  


  

  
    * * *


    That night.


    “Are you buddies with Takinami-san?”


    


    When it was just me and Hasumi-senpai in the living room, she suddenly questioned me.


    Not long ago, the three of us, including Hasumi-san, were having dinner together. When we finished eating, Hasumi-san went into his study to do some research.


    Hasumi-senpai started to wash the dishes, but of course, I was not allowed to help her, and going back to my room seems like I was pushing that job onto her. I had no other choice but to watch TV that had nothing but uninteresting shows, although it was also as bad as just going back to my room.


    Eventually, Hasumi-senpai finished washing up – and as she returned to the living room, she asked the question mentioned above.


    “She comes to the library often, so we talk over the counter.”


    “Hmmm.”


    


    Hasumi-senpai gave a somewhat skeptical nod and sat down on the sofa.


    She was dressed in loose-fitting long pants made of soft material and a T-shirt, sitting cross-legged on the sofa. It doesn’t look pretty for a girl, but when Hasumi-senpai does it, it looks strangely elegant. I know she might get mad but… it looks very manly.


    “Then, what was that about?”


    


    Hasumi-senpai then asked more questions.


    “About what?”
 
 “You were eating lunch with Takinami-san, weren’t you?”


    


    “Aah, that one.”


    At that time, she turned away the moment she noticed me, but she seemed to be paying attention to her surroundings.


    “She invited me since we only talk inside the library. I started eating at the cafeteria just recently after all. Besides, she said it was thanks for always giving her recommendations and finding books.”


    “Hee, you’ve been doing that for Takinami-san?”


    “What are you talking about? That’s the job of the library committee. I also did the same thing for Shiiba-senpai.”


    “…Is that so? So any girl will do.”


    “…”


    


    I felt like she was terribly misunderstanding something.


    Even I want to retort a little.


    “Even if I go out of my way to talk to everyone, there’s no way a girl will fall for it. Besides, aren’t you the one who said I look below average when I babble my mouth open, Hasumi-senpai?”


    


    “Don’t take that seriously. It’s a joke, naturally.”


    Hasumi-senpai replied while agitated.


    “Eh? Ah, is that so…?”
 
 I was bewildered by her sudden backpedal.


    I see. It was a joke. However, how should I interpret her words? Objectively speaking, I think I don’t look half bad. Is it safe to assume Hasumi-senpai also thinks the same?


    “Um…”
 
 “Shut your mouth.”


    


    When I opened my mouth, Hasumi immediately shut it down without a moment’s pause.


    “Typical men.”


    


    Then, as inelegant it was, she snorted.


    “…You better bring it quickly.”


    “What?”


    


    “Lunch box. You can’t exactly keep eating at the cafeteria, right?”


    


    “…”


    


    No? I don’t see any reason not to ― but I stopped, since I didn’t want to argue with her right now.


    Then we fall silent.


    I couldn’t exactly go back to my room at this point because it would look like I was running away ― In the end, I endured the uncomfortable feeling for a while.


    * * *


    It was now getting late ― 22:00.


    It was at that time, I went downstairs with a mug of coffee in my hand that I had been drinking in my room, thinking of taking a bath and getting ready to sleep.


    “You know what―,”


    


    I heard a voice, Hasumi-senpai’s voice.


    But it didn’t seem to be directed towards me, and for that matter, she wasn’t even standing there.


    Is she talking to uncle? But he disappeared into his bedroom a short while ago, after dutifully saying goodnight to me.


    Then, who was she talking to?


    I grew curious and looked for Hasumi-senpai. Although it was a large mansion, it was still just an ordinary home. I soon found her.


    A tatami room. In front of the Buddhist altar there, Hasumi-senpai was sitting cross-legged.


    “Mom, did you know about dad’s affair?”


    As I was about to call out to her, I quickly hid.


    “Maybe you knew about it. You’re like a bodhisattva, after all.”


    She was speaking to her deceased mother.


    We previously talked about whether or not Hasumi’s mother knew about uncle’s affair. At that time, I answered that she would have to ask uncle directly, but it seems that Hasumi-senpai decided to ask her mother.


    Of course there won’t be an answer ― this was just her talking to herself. Then I shouldn’t listen any longer. With this in mind, I was about to turn back without making a sound.


    “I now have a little brother.”


    


    My footsteps came to a halt.


    “When I was little, I think I probably annoyed you by saying I wanted a little brother or sister, but I never thought it would come true this way.”


    Hasumi-senpai said in dismay.


    “You see, he wasn’t cute at all. He’s pretty good looking if he just stays shut. But, he likes to run his mouth off.”


    Leave me alone. I’m quite fond of this self which can get along with anyone.


    


    “But―”


    Hasumi-senpai continued.


    “…I’m the one who’s not cute at all.”


    


    She spilled the beans.


    “I knew it in my head. Yet, I can’t help but… you know.”


    


    “….”


    What she might say next was clearer than water.


    My appearance must have been painful for her, who was capable of maintaining friendly interactions with a wide range of people.


    After all, she had no choice but to hate me.


    I feel bad for clouding the face of Hasumi-senpai, who was always happily smiling at school. I came here to make Hasumi-san feel better, but I guess I shouldn’t stay long.


    I made up my mind again that as soon as the summer vacation rolls in ― I would leave this place.

  


  

    Act 3


    Next morning,


    I got ready for school in my room and went downstairs afterwards. In the living room, Hasumi-senpai, who also looked ready for school, was reading a book on the sofa. She was supporting an open paperback book with one hand while her other hand was resting. Her legs were crossed and she had glasses on her face.


    She was dressed well and I was captivated, seeing her in glasses for the first time.


    “…What?”


    


    Hasumi-senpai seemed to have noticed me and asked with her eyes still on the book.


    “So you wear glasses.”


    “Only when I’m reading a book or studying.”


    


    “It looks good.”


    


    The frames were squared-shaped. The way she reads a book silently, far from her usual friendly demeanor, gave her this intellectual image.


    “Not very flattering. It’s not all that cool after all.”


    


    Hasumi-senpai snorted and laughed bitterly.


    “I thought you chose something that suited you.”


    “Not really. I’ve never thought about it.”


    


    “Since you are going to wear it anyway, why don’t you choose carefully? If you wear earrings or piercings to school, you’ll be scolded, but glasses on the other hand…”


    Then I looked again at Hasumi-senpai’s face.


    “How about oval frames? It will give your face a gentle look.”


    “Sure, sure. I have a grumpy face, I know.”


    She said while sulking and closed the book she was reading.


    She then looked this way.


    “You know a lot of weird stuff, don’t you? I mean, you have an interesting onlook on things.”


    “Thank you, is what I would like to say, but that’s just knowledge passed down from a girl in my class.”


    


    After being exposed to her ideas, I wondered what it would be like to look at glasses from a fashion point of view, so I did some research, and here we are now.


    When I replied, Hasumi-senpai’s attitude changed drastically.


    “Huh?! Another girl? Ah, I knew it was going to be something like that… Come on, get going. You’re gonna make me late too.”


    


    She shooed me away. Apparently, talking about girls was finally becoming a taboo.


    I was driven out of the Hasumi residence.


    After a short walk, I arrived at Myodani Station on the Seishin-Yamate Municipal Subway Line.


    Just as I descended the stairs and stood on the platform, the doors of the train that was there just closed.


    “Huh?”


    


    I made an audible voice as I watched the train start to run.


    I messed up the calculations.


    I should have left in time to catch the train. I was talking to Hasumi-senpai and it ended up eating up a little time, but I thought I still had plenty of time to spare, so I didn’t think that kind of time loss would have made me miss the train.


    First, I looked at my watch. It seems like that train was not part of the schedule. If it had been midnight and I had gotten on the train, it would be a great start to a horror show.


    This time, I looked at the electronic bulletin board. There was a message on it, telling that the schedule was disrupted due to an accident… I see. I understood the situation well. If the train was stopped, it would be a big problem, but it wasn’t, so I could just take the next train.


    After waiting for ten minutes, the next train arrived.


    This would make it unlikely that I would be late. That was fine, but the place was terribly crowded. Perhaps the number of passengers per train had increased because of the reduced number of trains due to the disrupted schedule.


    I got into the train with the flow, pushing and shoving each other, twisting their bodies in an attempt to advance one step deeper.


    “Ugh, it’s too crowded…”


    


    The voice that was mumbled, which was not directed at anyone, reached my ears clearly because it sounded familiar to me.


    “Eh…”


    


    I forcefully turned around, and there was Hasumi-senpai.


    “Ugh, you’re here?”


    


    “Well, yeah…”


    


    Hasumi-senpai rolled her eyes and I vaguely replied.


    It seems that Hasumi-senpai, who left the mansion after me, caught up to me due to the schedule disruption, and we ended up on the same train. I was standing in front of her, of course, and Hasumi-senpai was probably operating her smartphone or something and didn’t notice me standing in the same line.


    [The car is currently very crowded. Our apologies. However, please proceed to the back of the car.]


    It was the moment the announcement was made. The density in the car increased, whether it was passengers rushing to board the train or passengers trying to go to the back as just announced.


    As a result,


    “Kyaa.”


    Hasumi-senpai came in close contact with me from the front, emitting a voice that was rather cute even for her.


    “S-sorry, I got pushed from behind…”


    


    “Don’t worry about it.”


    “…”


    “…”


    


    I, who was looking down, and Hasumi-senpai, who was looking up.


    Her face was right in front of mine.


    A breathtaking distance.


    So close that you can see your reflection in the other person’s eyes.


    ““..?!?”“


    After a moment’s delay, we were surprised enough to jump as we processed the situation. But even if we wanted to leave, it was too crowded. We could not take even a single step back.


    “S-sorry, but, bear with it for a little…”


    


    “Sure…”


    


    Hasumi-senpai rested her forehead against my shoulder.


    I felt like what she said earlier, “Bear with it” should have been what a man ought to say… or not. We’re in close contact. The distance was zero. Thanks to this, something soft was pressing against my body to the extent that it changed its shape.


    ‘It’s kinda impressive to what extent its shape can change…’


    I calmly wonder if I am escaping reality or not.


    I had just been shown the greatness of it the other day, but I didn’t think I would be able to experience it again at this time.


    In a sense, I may be the one who was forced to endure.


    Hasumi-senpai was probably aware of this and knew that I was also aware of it. Still, I must not say anything.


    There were two stations from Myodani to Gakuentoshi. It takes only a few minutes to get there.


    The Sogoundo-Kouen station in between, as its name implies, has a stadium, baseball field, and a park, but there were few riders in this station during the commuting hours. Thanks to this, the situation remained almost the same.


    Then a large number of students got off at the Gakuentoshi. Everyone was gossiping about what happened earlier.


    We also got off the train.


    However, we remained silent.


    “…”


    “…”


    


    We walked out of the ticket gate side by side without saying a word – and that was when I finally came to my senses. Just because we happened to be on the train together, there was no need for us to go to school together. In fact, we had to go separately.


    “Then, I’ll―”


    


    I was about to quicken my pace when,


    “Mornin’~, Shion-chan and Librarian-kun.”


    


    A person interrupted with a greeting I’ve never heard before.


    That did not mean that she interrupted with words during the conversation. She literally and physically interrupted me and Hasumi-senpai.


    She poked her head out from between me and Hasumi-senpai and looked at our faces alternately.


    “Why are you two together?”


    


    It was Shiiba Akane-senpai.


    


    “Ah, are you in the middle of apologizing since you caused trouble yesterday?”


    Unfortunately, that was not the case, nor did she apologize last night. Rather, it was quite the opposite.


    “Who will?! I was just―”


    “You mean you were being mean, but in actuality―”


    “Listen to what I’m saying.”


    


    Shiiba-senpai laid out her own imagination and speculation, causing Hasumi-senpai to scream out in frustration.


    “Librarian-kun, Librarian-kun.”


    


    However, Shiiba-senpai brilliantly ignored Hasumi-senpai, and this time she turned to me.


    “As you can see, Shion-chan looks like a guy, but she also has a girlish side, so please take care of her.”


    “Who are you calling a guy?!”


    “Ah, don’t worry. You don’t need to remind me, I can see that she’s a girl through and through.”


    


    “You too! What are you saying!?”


    


    Hasumi-senpai was busy getting angry at Shiiba-senpai, complaining to me, and moving her face left and right, or even up and down.


    I feel like I’ve said something unnecessary. Let’s change the subject. I don’t know what kind of misunderstanding Shiiba-senpai would make if left unchecked.


    “Shiiba-senpai, have you already read the book you borrowed yesterday?”


    


    “Eh? Ah, hahahaha.”
 
 She laughed for some reason.


    That reaction gave me a rough understanding of the situation.


    “I bet you’re the type of person who would be satisfied when you get what you want.”


    “I meanー”


    


    And she pouted.


    Then, on the side, Hasumi-senpai opened her mouth.


    “Ah, I know that feeling. I buy the manga and novels I want, put them on the bookshelves, and be done with it.”


    “What a waste…”


    This one seems to be the same type, but what she was doing was dynamic.


    “If you don’t think you can read it, let me know. I’ll recommend you another one.”


    What was easy to read was much more subjective than one might think. Some people prefer a general explanation as an introduction, while others are more interested in an explanation with some solidity.


    “Sure.”


    


    “Then, I’ll―”


    


    This time, when I was really about to go, somebody held my arm firmly. It was Shiiba-senpai. She was trying to not let me go by wrapping her arm around my arm.


    “Don’t be so overly considerate. Let’s go together.”


    


    Shiiba-senpai shook my arm in a teasing manner. Unfortunately, it wasn’t the same as Hasumi-senpai’s.


    “…Alright. Then, we’ll go together.”


    


    I probably had to answer like this, or else she won’t let go.


    Thus, I had to go to school with Hasumi-senpai, even though I needed to avoid her.


    “Gee, why do I have to go with you…”


    


    “Don’t look at me. I also don’t know.”


    


    Hasumi-senpai voiced her complaints.


    “By the way, you…”


    


    Her voice sounded like she wanted to complain about something.


    “What made you think I’m feminine?”


    “Ahー…”


    


    I unintentionally let out an audible sound.


    I must have said something unnecessary. What made me think that was probably the incident in the train a few minutes ago or when she came out of the bathroom the other day. Of course, the same goes true for her everyday loungewear, but I realized that the two most impactful events were the first two.


    “Do you really want to hear it? Maybe if you heard it, it might cause trouble later.”


    “…I suppose.”


    


    Hasumi-senpai seemed aware. Just as when she got off the train, she seemed to have decided that it would be better not to mention this topic any further.


    Then, Shiiba-senpai, who heard the inexplicable conversation between me and Hasumi-senpai, looked at us in turn again and said a few words.


    “Hm? Buddies?”


    


    “No, we’re not.”


    Hasumi-senpai immediately denied it.


    Hmm? As I recall, don’t I have a similar misunderstanding with Takajou-senpai?


    Do they think I’m buddies with either of the pair jewels of our Akanedai High School?

  


  

    Act 4


    Friday of that week, after school.


    Today, as usual, there were only a few students in the library, and so far it has been peaceful. As I was sitting at the counter, doing some work that the teacher asked me to do, I suddenly heard a rhythmic shuffling sound.


    I looked up and glanced around the room.


    The first thing I saw was Kanata-senpai. She was in her usual seat by the window, making her pen work as usual. Today, there were several books piled up around her, so she may have come here to do some historical research.


    Then a sleeping boy student. Well, as long as he was not bothering anybody, I’ll tolerate him sleeping in the room.


    And―found it. A female student with white earphones in her ears. She must have started listening to music on her smartphone or something. Normally, I would have just ignored it, but if she was leaking sound, it was a different story.


    “Excuse me.”


    


    She had her back facing the counter, so I went up to her and called her.


    “Eh? What is it?”


    


    She responded by removing one earphone from her ear.


    “Can you please turn the volume down a little?”


    “No way. You heard it?”


    


    “A little.”


    


    The truth was it wasn’t just a little.


    “My bad.”


    She then lowered the volume. Afterwhich, she put the earphones in her ears again and went back to her stuff. It seems she was studying.


    Surprisingly, there are various people who go in and out of the library. Students who borrow books and go home. Some don’t borrow books, they just read them. They would come back later and read the rest of the book. Some teachers would borrow a few classic literature books to introduce in class, while some students don’t touch the books at all and just sit at their seats and study.


    When I returned to the counter now that the case had been settled, a female student came flying into the library.


    “Hey thereー, Librarian-kun.”


    


    As soon as she came in, she called out to me with such enthusiasm that it was doubtful that she had properly identified me.


    Just when I thought there would be some peace, here she comes. I almost wanted to hit my forehead against the counter.


    I gestured for her to be quiet and she understood what she did wrong. Then she came to the counter, skipping her feet. She didn’t have to do that, though, because the floor was carpeted, so footsteps barely made any noise.


    “Good afternoon, Shiiba-senpai.”
 
 That female student was Shiiba Akane-senpai. Today, she was alone. Hasumi-senpai, who was with her the other day, and the other senpais weren’t with her.


    “I came to return this.”


    


    She then handed me a copy of the Manyoshu that she borrowed the other day.


    “You already read it?”


    


    “No. It was too complicated, so I couldn’t read it.”


    


    Shiiba-senpai said in a casual manner. However, she did read it, but it probably just wasn’t for her.


    “Is there anything less complicated?”


    


    And it seems that she has not lost interest in it. Then, as a member of the library committee, I had to respond to her desire to read. I figured this would have been the case, so I did some digging.


    “There’s a manga version.”


    


    “What do you take me for?”


    


    “Well, that reaction is expected.”


    


    Of course I was joking, and Shiiba-senpai was also laughing.


    “How about the one that has the original text and the modern translation side by side? I think it would be easy to read.”


    “Ah, that would be nice.”


    


    Once the next book has been selected, I start the return process on the Manyoshu that has just been returned to me.


    Scanning the barcode on the cover, an icon of a layaway slip illustration appeared. This book has been reserved. Clicking on the icon would print out the form. I clipped it to the book and placed it directly on the book truck where I would place the reserved materials.


    Then after, I check the status of the book Shiiba-senpai wants to borrow. As I recall, no one is borrowing it right now… Ah, I knew it.


    “I’ll go and get it.”


    “Yep, thanks.”


    


    I left the counter and headed for the classic literature section. I quickly found the book I wanted and returned with it in my hand.


    “Here it is.”


    


    “Let me see… Ah, yeah, it looks reable.”


    


    Shiiba-senpai flipped through the pages and expressed her impression.


    “Will you borrow it?”


    


    “Yep. I’ll take my time reading through it at home.”


    


    She then quickly pulled out her library card this time. It seems she simply had shoved it in her skirt pocket.


    I receive it along with the books and check them out.


    “You’re quite dependable.”


    


    “Well, it’s my job.”


    


    It was when the book and the card were back in Shiiba-senpai’s hands again.


    “Too slow!”


    


    A third-party voice, not mine or hers, interrupted.


    Needless to say, it was Hasumi-senpai.


    “Oh, Shion-chan. I invited her to go to you, Librarian-kun. But she didn’t seem interested, so I left her alone.”


    Unfortunately, that type of invitation might never work with Hasumi-senpai.


    Shiiba-senpai, for some reason, looked triumphant.


    “Fufun. I knew you’d come.”


    


    “What do you mean you knew?! Don’t get any ideas!”


    


    Hasumi-senpai got angry with her eyebrows raised.


    It was really a misunderstanding, not a failed attempt to hide (or pretend to hide) her fondness for me unlike Takinami-senpai did, so it must be upsetting for Hasumi-senpai to be misunderstood that way.


    “Say something too, Librarian-kun.”


    


    Shiiba-senpai looked at me.


    “I also want to see you, Hasumi-senpai.”


    


    “…I’m gonna smack you.”


    She replied with a straight face. She meant it.


    


    “I’m just kidding… We’re really nothing what you imagined.”


    


    “Besides, I was just picking you up since you’re taking your sweet time in the library, Akane.”


    Hasumi-senpai was clearly upset, but Shiiba-senpai does not seem bothered.


    “Look, look. I was recommended another book. Isn’t it nice?”


    


    “Not really… Come on, let’s get going.”


    


    Shiiba-senpai happily showed the book she just borrowed, while Hasumi-senpai looked grumpy in contrast.


    She probably didn’t want to come to the library because she didn’t want to see me at school, but she also didn’t enjoy leaving her friends with me, so she came all the way here reluctantly.


    I must be partly to blame for her grumpiness.


    “Oh, what a lively day.”


    And came another voice.


    It was Takinami Ruika.


    As if it were the reenactment of the other day.


    “We’ve been meeting here quite a lot, don’t you think, you two?”


    Takinami-senpai smiled, as if she was pleased with this coincidence.


    “Do you come here often, Takinami-san?”


    “Yes.”


    


    On the contrary, Hasumi-senpai asked a question looking to probe, and Takinami-senpai nodded her head in affirmation.


    “You must love books, huh?”


    “As much as everybody else.”


    


    “Hmm…”


    


    Hasumi-senpai was nodding and appeared to be thinking about something, she then turned to Shiiba-senpai.


    “Akane, go on ahead. I have something to talk about with Takinami-san.”


    


    “Eh? Okay?”
 
 Shiiba-senpai looks at Takinami-senpai and Hasumi-senpai’s faces alternately in confusion.


    “Alright, I’ll see you tomorrow.”


    But she seemed to have convinced herself somehow. After looking at the two of them and me again with some concern, Shiiba-senpai left the library. Don’t look at me. After all, I don’t know what to expect either.


    Hasumi-senpai confronts Takinami-senpai once again.


    “What’s your intention, Takinami-san?”


    


    “……”


    


    Hasumi-senpai asked a question that lacks specificity, to which Takinami-senpai pondered for a while.


    Eventually, her expression slightly changed.


    “I quite like Shizuru.”


    Takinami-senpai’s demeanor is just like when we were alone together.


    “Shi, Shizu?!”


    


    “Oh, when it’s just the two of us, I call him by his first name. But, he wouldn’t call me by my first name.”


    


    Takinami-senpai looks at me, a little dissatisfied.


    “To have him keep me company. That’s why I come here often.”


    


    “My response will still be the same, even if you keep coming back.”


    


    “Look at him.”


    


    That’s what she said. Rather, it was the opposite. She giggled and laughed, since she found it interesting when things don’t go as planned.


    “Ah, of course, I borrow books from time to time.”


    


    “….”


    Hasumi-senpai, on the other hand, was opening and closing her mouth. It was probably because of the appearance of Takinami Ruika she had never seen before, and also learning about the unexpected relationship between me and her. Or perhaps it could also be because of my cold attitude towards Takinami Ruika.


    Still, Hasumi-senpai somehow manages to calm down and squeeze out a few words.


    “I don’t get it. What’s so good about this guy?”


    “Shizuru and I are of the same kind.”


    


    Takinami-senpai proudly declare.


    “Same kind? How so? You two are nothing alike.”


    


    “Well, it would appear so, wouldn’t it? But no matter what anyone says, Shizuru and I are the same kind of people. That’s why I think we should be together.”


    “…Hmm.”


    


    Hasumi-senpai responded with a blank stare, or perhaps feigned to do so.


    “Well, suit yourself.”


    “Of course, I’ll suit myself.”


    


    Takinami-senpai paused for a second.


    “Is what I’d like to say, but before I do―Hasumi-san, last time you were poking fun at Shizuru, and same goes for today… Do you perhaps like him?”


    


    “Ha?! Of course not!!”


    


    Hasumi-senpai voiced her dismay, as if she heard the most outrageous thing ever.


    I involuntarily look around. I thought that having the two most famous female students representing Akanedai High School together and arguing with each other would inevitably draw attention, but fortunately for me, only a few people were still present.


    There were only three people left. A boy who had fallen asleep and was still sleeping, and a girl who was listening to music. Neither of them seem to have noticed anything unusual. Kanata-senpai was the only one left, but she didn’t seem to be paying any attention to us.


    “I bet.”


    


    Takinami-senpai, despite her agitated attitude just a few moments ago, retracted her hypothesis surprisingly easily.


    “Hasumi-san, you don’t seem to be childish… Then why do you always poke fun at him?”


    “That has nothing to do with you, Takinami-san.”


    “I guess so. It has nothing to do with me. But if you say that, it’s also none of your business what happens between us.”


    “…”


    


    Hasumi-senpai fell silent after being hit on a sore spot.


    It was natural. That kind of selfish logic where you would interfere and not expect to be interfered as well was not going to work.


    “So, no matter whether I make a move on Shizuru or not, can you please stay out of it, Hasumi-san?”


    Apparently, Takinami-senpai was intentionally provoking Hasumi-senpai. I don’t think she really suspects that Hasumi Shion has a liking for Makabe Shizuru, but she may have felt that she was hiding something and was trying to pull it out.


    Of course, the reason Hasumi-senpai was poking at me was simple. Because she hates me. And because she doesn’t like the fact that I’m getting along with someone else. In other words, Takinami-senpai was like a fly on the wall.


    However, there was no way to say such a thing, and Hasumi-senpai had no choice but to back down ― as she should have.


    “We do have a connection.”


    


    When it seemed she was going to shut her mouth, she suddenly springs into action with a disapproving look.


    I knew it was bad news. I thought I had to stop her.


    But it was too late.


    “…Because this guy is my step-brother.”
 
 “Ha?”


    Takinami-senpai let out a small audible voice.


    Hasumi-senpai looked irritated. Was she angry about the fact, or was she unwilling to speak out about it?


    Silence fell between us three.


    “You sure make some pretty funny jokes, don’t you think, Shizuru?”


    


    The first one to speak was Takinami-senpai.


    She looked at me for agreement.


    “Shizuru?”


    


    However, a puzzled voice escaped her mouth. It was because I had my face on my hands and  was sighing.


    “I am very sorry, Takinami-senpai, but what Hasumi-senpai said is undeniably true. She and I are now siblings.”


    I looked around the room once again as I looked up. No one was paying attention to us. Thank God… indeed. She told me not to say anything, but she was the one who spilled the beans.


    “What does that… eh? Is that how it is?!


    It seemed that she arrived at the answer in the middle of trying to ask a question. It saves a lot of explaining to do.


    “That’s how it is.”


    


    Thanks to that, I only had to say one phrase.


    “That’s quite…”


    


    Fact is stranger than fiction, as one might say, and here it was. Even Takinami-senpai seemed to be at a loss for words.


    “But wait. If that’s the case, that doesn’t explain why you’re poking at Shizuru. Doesn’t look like your cute little brother was giving you bugs or something…”


    “Of course not.”


    Hasumi-senpai barked once again.


    Of course. I wouldn’t do that anyway.


    “I told you before. I’m being hated.”


    “Hated?”


    


    However, Takinami-senpai did not seem to get the point, and tilted her head.


    I think it was obvious that I’m an eyesore, having been born as a testament to her father’s betrayal, and having even moved into the house on top of that.


    “What I’m saying is―”


    I opened my mouth to try to explain to Takinami-senpai however.


    “…Not really. I don’t really hate you.”


    Hasumi-senpai murmured.


    Takinami-senpai and I looked back at the same time, but she turned away.


    Silence again.


    “…How unpleasant. I’m heading home.”


    


    After saying a few words, Hasumi-senpai left the library.


    “She must have mixed-feelings about it.”


    


    Takinami-senpai said while staring at the doorway where Hasumi-senpai’s back had disappeared.


    “You think?”


    “Especially when you’re like that, Shizuru.”


    


    Although our relationship was a bit tangled, the feelings held by Hasumi-senpai were quite straightforward, or are they not?


    Seeing my lack of understanding, Takinami-senpai let out a sigh.

  


  

  
    * * *


    I decided to go back home with Takinami-senpai on a whim.


    Although it was too late since she already heard everything, I explained again the relationship surrounding me and the Hasumi family along the way since there was nothing to talk about.


    “I see.”


    


    Hearing my explanation, she seemed to understand and mysteriously nodded.


    We talked while standing side by side, holding on to the train’s strap, and only whispered, considering the topic. In such a crowded train, you never know who’s listening.


    “Say, are you by any chance staying at her house?”
 
 “…”


    


    I had kept that part of the conversation a secret, but she seemed to have caught on.


    “Last time we went home together, you stopped at a different station.”


    “As you have guessed. I’m currently staying at that person’s place.”


    


    We were still whispering and avoided mentioning the name of the definitive person. Thanks to this, our conversation was all about “she” and “that person.”


    “After my mother died, her father suggested to me to stay at his house. I thought it would make him feel better, so I decided to do so.”


    “That’s very typical of you.”


    


    Takinami-senpai laughed a little.


    Respectively, we were considerate of each other’s feelings. Or, to put it in our own way, we’re reading the atmosphere.


    “But she couldn’t accept me. Well, I guess that’s only natural. So I’ll leave when the semester ends and summer vacation begins.”


    “Leave? Do you have a plan?”


    


    “Fortunately, my grandparents called out to me.”


    In these times where it wasn’t easy to add another family member to feed, they were probably half-serious about it. However, since I have nowhere else to turn to, I’d just have to take on their offer even if they were half-not-serious about it.


    “Is it close?”


    


    “Nah, it’s quite far.”


    


    In fact, my grandparents came to the funeral by bullet train and stayed overnight at the funeral lodging facility to attend.


    “Wait. Doesn’t that mean you’re gonna transfer school?”


    


    “Well, I suppose it’s going to be that way.”


    


    When Takinami-senpai asked me in a meek voice, I finally realized what that meant, albeit belatedly.


    If I accept my grandparents’ offer, I will certainly have to transfer out of my current school. However, it was also not certain that I will be attending a new high school, so I am not sure if it can really be called a ‘transfer’ in the correct sense of the word.


    “That’s, not good.”


    “Not good? Why?”
 
 When I asked, Takinami-senpai let out a sigh of exasperation.


    “Listen, Shizuru. You may think I’m just a clingy girl, but I consider you a good friend before being a romantic interest, okay?”


    She stated as if to remind him.


    “And that friend is gonna be gone. Isn’t it normal to want to do something about it?”


    “…My bad.”


    


    Well, while I have no desire to be in a relationship because of my personality, I do think she was a senior whom I get along well with.


    “I know how you feel, but don’t do anything stupid.”


    “What do you mean?”


    Takinami Senpai asked back.


    “Like convincing ‘that’ person.”


    When I responded to her, she let out a small “Oh,” as if she suddenly had an idea.


    “I don’t think I need to do any convincing.”


    “Why? That person clearly hates me.”


    


    Convincing her to accept me should be the quickest way to break through the status quo at the moment.


    “She doesn’t hate you. She said it herself.”


    


    “That’s what I don’t understand, I should be hated.”


    


    In fact, it shows in her attitude.


    Hasumi-senpai doesn’t like me, and she doesn’t like me having fun with someone else, especially with a friend who is close to her. So she intervened between me and Shiiba-senpai, who trusted me as a member of the library committee, and she even came forward to Takinami-senpai and said she was my sister.


    “Like I said, she’s got a lot on her mind.”


    


    “…”


    


    Is that really so?


    I think that those who suddenly appear as their father’s illegitimate children and come to the house uninvited were easy targets of contempt and hatred.


    “But I think I’d leave it to you to do something about it.”


    “Leaving it to me? What do you mean? I’m not gonna do anything.”


    After all, I was someone who shouldn’t be accepted.


    “But she’s your sister, isn’t she? Are you really sure about keeping things this way?”


    “…”


    


    I think this is common for sisters and brothers who don’t understand each other. Especially if they are half-siblings and were not even informed of each other’s existence until recently.


    But there was something in what she said that stirred something within me, and that’s why I kept quiet.


    “Also I will miss you if you’re gonna be gone, Shizuru.”


    


    When I looked sideways at Takinami-senpai, who was mumbling, I saw that she had her face straight ahead, her eyes fixed on the scenery flowing outside the car window.


    “Well, putting aside how you feel, it’s not healthy to be in this state of incomprehension with a sister who is half, but not quite, blood related.”


    Just as I replied, an announcement was made in the car.


    Next was my station, which was a little closer these days.


    * * *


    “Why did you tell her yourself when you told me to keep quiet about it?”


    “Shut up will you?”


    


    When I asked, Hasumi-senpai replied sulkily.


    The location was the living room.


    After dinner.


    Uncle came home early today, so the three of us ate together.


    It was impossible to have a lively meal with such a mysterious composition of father and daughter plus a mistress’s child, and the conversation was in bits and pieces.


    Even so, Hasumi-san was constantly speaking to me, and I could sense his desire to somehow make it easier for me to stay in the house.


    Uncle was currently in the kitchen, in the middle of washing dishes. He said he would do it himself, and Hasumi-senpai left it to him without saying anything in particular. It seems that it was not her job because she was his daughter or she was a girl.


    Hasumi-senpai was currently wearing long pants and a T-shirt today. The level of exposure may depend on whether or not her father was present.


    Hasumi-senpai, who was sitting on the sofa with her elbows propped on the back of the sofa, turned around to face me.


    “Do you think Takinami-san will spread it? I was being quite intense after all.”


    She asked as she leaned forward.


    If you’re so worried about it, you shouldn’t have poked and prodded from the start.


    “Don’t worry. She’s not that kind of person.”


    


    “Is that so? Thank goodness.”


    She sunk into the sofa, patting her chest in relief.


    “Rather, it’s the other people beside her who might.”


    


    “Ugh…”


    


    It seems that she wasn’t paying attention to it until I told her at this very moment, and Hasumi-senpai’s face turned blue.


    “Well, fortunately, no one noticed us.”


    “Th-that’s great to know…”


    


    Her voice was shaking.


    Does this person not realize that she was a celebrity? I don’t think this kind of good fortune would last long. One wrong move and it would be a catastrophe.


    “Ah, right. I remember.”


    


    She raised herself up.


    “What do you mean, ‘We only talk over the counter’ you guys look like buddies.”


    


    “Would you believe the truth if I told you?”


    


    “Of course not.”


    


    It was an immediate response, but I don’t feel particularly inclined to say anything back because I would feel the same way if I were in Hasumi-senpai’s shoes, or for that matter, as a third party to the situation.


    “Eh, what? Are you guys dating?”
 
 “No, it’s not like that.”


    


    She has been courting me, but I have been rejecting her.


    “Why don’t you go out with her? You’re a lucky guy, you might never get that again in your lifetime, you know.”


    “That’s an awful thing to say.”


    But she was right, so, once again, there was no room for argument.


    “I have no intention of doing so at this time.”


    “Why not?”


    


    Hasumi-senpai curiously asked back. It was a once-in-a-lifetime kind of luck, and she probably doesn’t understand why I didn’t try to grab it.


    As a matter of fact, I wonder how many boys would shake their heads if they were in my shoes. Unless you were a good-looking guy with a lot of confidence in yourself and others, you would only be put off by having a beautiful girl like Takinami Ruika next to you.


    But in my case, it was for a much different reason.


    “I’m―”


    “You seem to be having a lot of fun talking. What are you guys talking about?”


    It was Hasumi-san who unintentionally interrupted the conversation. He walked from the kitchen to the living room. He seemed to have left the washing up to the machine, and the dishwasher was running noisily on the other side.


    Immediately after Hasumi-senpai’s huff, the expression on her face quickly faded.


    “It’s nothing fun at all. It’s none of your business, dad.”


    Then she got up from the couch.


    “Thanks for washing up. I’m going back to my room.”


    And so she slipped past uncle and went up the stairs leading to the second floor.


    “What was that about?”


    


    Uncle murmured as he watched his daughter’s back disappear.


    What was that? It was obvious.


    Hasumi-senpai’s natural friendliness made it easy for her to talk with most people and get them excited. Yes, even with me. But at times, she would come to her senses. Saying to herself, “Oh, I don’t have this kind of relationship with him.” and quickly switch her attitude.


    I guess it must be complicated in her mind, because she can inadvertently talk well with someone she should hate.


    “You and her are close in age, so I thought you would get along well.”


    “…”


    


    Hasumi-san may be smart enough to have become a doctor, but unfortunately, I must say that he was quite naive. Or was it that the perception of male parents toward their daughters is the same everywhere?


    Thinking about it normally, I don’t think it would be a good idea for a high school girl to suddenly be made to live with a boy close to her age.


    Hasumi-san seemed concerned about whether he was doing a good job as a father.

  


  

    Act 5


    The incident occurred the following Tuesday.


    At that time, Uncle was away due to his job, so it was just the two of us, Hasumi-senpai and me, during breakfast.


    “What’s with that face? Since we’re in the middle of a meal, why don’t you at least put on a cheerful face?”


    “Sorry.”


    


    At the table.


    What? Who was it that said to just keep my mouth shut since I looked better that way?


    I thought I was hiding it pretty well, but apparently it showed on my face.


    “…Did something happen?”


    


    Hasumi-senpai, who couldn’t bear to look at me, asked me reluctantly. I couldn’t help but answer, having been seen in a depressed mood.


    “I was fired from my part-time job yesterday.”


    


    I was working on a small part-time job, mostly on weekends. However, I was given a short break due to my mother’s death, and then I forgot to contact my job due to the subsequent chaos, and as a result, I was fired without warning.


    “I need to find a new part-time job soon.”


    Although, this was just me trying to fill the conversation in. If I’m going to leave this place in the near future and go to my grandparents, there would be no point in looking for a part-time job.


    Hearing this, Hasumi-senpai spoke up, looking relieved.


    “Hmm, that’s a shame. Well, you can just stay here. My dad will take care of most things, so you won’t have to worry about money for a while.”


    “Eh?”


    


    At first, I didn’t understand what she said. But when I understood that it was sarcasm, I gradually became angry.


    I didn’t come here for the money. I came here because I was called. I also didn’t just do my part-time job for money, half of it was more of a hobby.


    I couldn’t help but glare at Hasumi-senpai.


    But on the other hand, the fact that I came here to alleviate various immediate problems, and the fact that I didn’t get as much allowance as others my age were getting because I had a part-time job – I swallowed the words of rebuttal that I was about to spit out.


    Immediately afterwards, Hasumi-senpai was flabbergasted – and her expression changed to one of regret.


    She understood more than I did about the meaning of the words she had uttered, and bit her lip in regret.


    “…”


    


    She was about to say something – but she swallowed her words like I did.


    Eventually, we continued eating in silence.


    Hasumi-senpai was the first to finish her meal as she munched it down.


    “Thank you for the food. I’ll clean up today. When you’re done, put the dishes in the sink and go on ahead.”


    


    She quickly spoke and went up the stairs from the living room to the second floor as if she were escaping.


    * * *


    After school that day, just as the library was about to close.


    “That’s what happened today.”


    I reported this morning’s incident to Kanata-senpai for advice.


    As usual, Takinami Ruika came in again today and left after a short conversation. Except for Kanata-senpai, all the other people had left the room, and the chime for 6:00 p.m. had just rang.


    Now it was just me and her in the library after operating hours.


    Kanata-senpai was looking up at me from her seated position while her chair was facing me. She was still reticent as ever and had a cold expression on her face, which made me feel chills, but this was just how Mibu Kanata normally was.


    The scene looked like a teacher had called a student in the faculty, more so when she was leaning her whole body at the backrest and her legs were crossed.


    “You have every right to be angry.”


    “But I shouldn’t be angry.”


    


    “Why do you think that?”


    Kanata-senpai asked.


    “Because you’re a man? Or is it because you’re a mistress’ child?”


    


    “That’s―”


    “Neither reason justifies it. If anything, it’s the lowest of low to despise someone just because of such relations.”


    “…”


    


    It was a sound argument. It was however…


    “That being said―”


    


    There, Kanata-senpai rearranged her legs.


    “From what you’ve told me in detail, Hasumi seems to think she said something she shouldn’t have.”


    “Probably.”


    I was sure that her expression and behavior at that time were due to the fact that she tried to apologize, but in the end was unable to do so.


    “What do you think I should do?”


    


    I asked Kanata-senpai for her opinion.


    “Let her apologize. Set the situation up.”


    


    “That’s quite difficult.”


    


    “You should be able to do it.”


    


    I’m glad she trusts me, but she made it sound like it was easy.


    ‘Create a situation where Hasumi-senpai can honestly apologize… huh?’


    Now, how should I go about it― As I was pondering what to do, Kanata-senpai uncrossed her legs and turned her entire chair around. She began to put away her pens and notebooks that were scattered on the table.


    “By the way, Kanata-senpai―”


    


    “What is it?”


    


    When I called her out, she responded, but didn’t stop moving her hands.


    “Please don’t cross your legs or recross them in a situation like this.”


    Although it was a good thing that I was standing there and couldn’t see it, I couldn’t help but be curious about it. No, in this case, it would be more accurate to say that it was precisely because I cannot see it that I was concerned about it.


    “It’s on purpose.”
 
 “What?”


    


    The unexpected answer made my eyes widen.


    “The other day, Takinami was doing something similar, so I decided to copy her.”


    “…Are you inviting me by any chance?”


    


    “Is that what it looked like?”


    


    As I somehow managed to keep my composure and asked back, Kanata-senpai, who had just finished packing her stuff, looked up at me.


    “Nah. I bet you’re just teasing me.”


    


    “Yes, you got it right… I’m going home. Don’t forget about the matter with Hasumi.”


    


    “I know.”


    


    Then Kanata-senpai left the library.


    After that, I worked on closing the room and left, thinking about the propositions I had been given along the way.


    Of course, it was about Hasumi-senpai.


    Fortunately, I came up with a few ideas, and after I meet with Hasumi-senpai, I should be able to bring it up based on the situation and the flow of the conversation.


    Or at least that was what I thought.


    But it was all for naught.


    That day, Hasumi-senpai didn’t return home.

  


  

    Act 6


    When I returned to the Hasumi residence, the front door was unlocked.


    This was as usual.


    But when I entered inside, I couldn’t find Hasumi-senpai anywhere.


    Had she gone for a walk or gone to the convenience store? She didn’t lock the door properly, how careless. I waited for her to come back, but there was no sign of her coming back at all.


    In the meantime, uncle returned first and I had to explain the situation.


    When he heard my story, he immediately called his daughter’s phone. But there was no answer. She probably had it turned off or decided to ignore it.


    Uncle eventually gave up, put down his phone, and looked at me, who was watching the situation from the side.


    “What do you think?”


    “I hate to say it, but I think Hasumi-senpai ran away from home.”


    The cause was obviously me. She must have run away from home because she couldn’t stand the situation of having a mistress’s child at home. She must have been so irritated that she accidentally uttered that sarcastic remark this morning.


    “Ran away from home, huh…?”
 
 Uncle murmured.


    “For the time being, we’ll wait it out for today and talk to the school tomorrow.”


    And so he finally sat down on the couch for the first time since he got home. He was shocked by his daughter’s behavior which he didn’t expect, and he sat there looking truly tired.


    “This is truly not easy, Misato…”


    “…”


    That name―Was it Hasumi-senpai’s mother?


    I looked down at his figure as I stood there.


    I was the reason Hasumi-senpai ran away from home. Hasumi-san, who brought me here, may have a remote cause, but the main reason was me. If that’s the case, I need to do something about it.


    “Please wait a little while before contacting the school. If it spreads, it will be difficult for Hasumi-senpai to come back. Can you leave this to me?”


    It was actually quite easy to solve this problem. All I had to do was just say to Hasumi-senpai, “I don’t intend to stay here for a long time.” If she wants, I can leave right away. I had already made up my mind, so I should have just told Hasumi-senpai first. If she knew about how I would only stay for a month, she might have been able to tolerate it.


    “Do you have something in mind?”


    


    “If she doesn’t have any other friends outside of school, I suspect she might be staying at her school friend’s house.”


    


    If she had attended a prep school for the university entrance exam, she might have made friends outside of school, but as far as I could see, it didn’t seem that way.


    But the question was how would I find and meet Hasumi-senpai.


    * * *


    The next day at lunchtime, I called Takinami-senpai to the library.


    I borrowed the key because I wanted to clean up the bookshelf during my break time, although that was just the pretense. I lightly sat on the table closest to the counter and waited for Takinami-senpai to come in.


    She arrived shortly after, looked around once to make sure I was the only one in the room, and finally opened her mouth.


    “What’s wrong, Shizuru? What’s with the sudden call?”


    “I have a few questions for you, Takinami-senpai.”


    Perhaps it was because no one was present. She was very frank from the beginning, and I responded accordingly.


    “From the looks of it, it doesn’t sound like you’re repenting for your past behavior and want to be in a relationship with me.”


    She said it mischievously, but her face was not smiling. She knew what kind of situation she was in. So I continued on with my story without responding to her joke.


    “Can you guess who Hasumi-senpai’s closest friend is?”


    Takinami-senpai was in a different class from Hasumi-senpai, and they had never been together in either 10th or 11th grade. So, I’m not sure if she could give an answer, but she was the only one I can rely on at the moment.


    If the factor was only being a 12th grade student, Kanata-senpai would suffice, but that person was a recluse writer who has no interest in the world.


    “It would probably be Shiiba-san who you saw the other day too. Even if it’s wrong, I’m sure it would be someone from that group.”


    “I see…”


    


    Then, the first step would be to contact Shiiba-senpai. Since I managed to gain a certain amount of trust from her in the Manyoshu case, she was a relatively easy person to talk to.


    “Did something happen with Hasumi-san?”


    “…”


    


    For a moment, I hesitated whether I should answer or not. However, it would not be fair to her after getting the answer I wanted and leaving her in the dark.


    I open my mouth with only truth.


    “Hasumi-senpai is missing.”


    “Missing?”


    


    Takinami-senpai repeated my words. Then she put her finger on her chin, and with a thoughtful look on her face, she murmured to herself, “Come to think of it, I heard that she was absent due to cold or something.”


    “Is it possible that she had an accident outside?”


    “I don’t think so, because there was no message or call after a full night.”


    We ruled out that possibility from the beginning.


    “I’m pretty convinced she ran away from home.”


    “Ran away? Did something happen at home?”


    “Of course something did. And it’s my fault.”


    What else could it be?


    “It was me! If I hadn’t gone to that house, Hasumi-senpai wouldn’t have left! I wouldn’t have made her say those heartless words! It’s all my fault!”


    I hit the table three times while biting my lower lip after realizing my mistake.


    “Calm down, Shizuru.”


    Takinami-senpai immediately calmed me down.


    “Don’t worry, Shizuru. It’s not your fault that Hasumi-san left.”


    “On what basis?”


    


    “More importantly,”


    She interrupted my attempts to refute her.


    “You’re gonna look for her, right?”


    


    “Ye-yeah.”


    


    That’s right. What I needed to do now was not to argue about where the blame lies or how foolish I am. What I needed to do right now was to find Hasumi-senpai.


    “There are quicker ways to find out where Hasumi-san is.”


    “What do you mean?”


    


    Takinami-senpai let out something unexpected. Does she know something that I don’t?


    “Just call them up.”


    “If I could, I wouldn’t have a hard time.”


    I became irritated and retorted.


    If anything, it was an alternative that could not even be called an alternative.


    “Have you called her since she disappeared?”


    “Uncle called, but she didn’t pick up.”


    “I bet.”


    


    Takinami-senpai then let out a sigh.


    “But, she will pick it up if it’s from you, Shizuru.”


    


    And, she stated it clearly.


    “I doubt it.”


    


    “Just call her.”


    


    “I don’t know her number.”


    


    Where does that confidence come from? But before that, I had no way of contacting Hasumi-senpai in the first place. I really should have asked her if I knew this was gonna happen, since we had talked about it once.


    “You’re siblings, right?”


    


    Takinami-senpai looked astonished.


    “Siblings that were born just yesterday, you mean.”


    “Nice to meet you.” “Then let’s exchange contact information right away.” If such an exchange were possible from the start, this situation would not have happened.


    “No other choice. I’m pretty sure I have her registered.”


    After saying this, Takinami-senpai began to operate her smartphone. Apparently, they had exchanged text chat IDs.


    “[Shizuru will call you.] and send.”


    She sent a message immediately.


    It seems that she didn’t send a message to “Answer the phone” or something. Perhaps she wanted to leave that to Hasumi-senpai’s judgment, or perhaps she wanted to prove that she would answer the phone if I called.


    “Call her after a little bit of time has passed.”


    Takinami-senpai uttered. She then pulled out a chair close at hand and sat down. I sat down lightly at the table as she did.


    “Hey, Shizuru. Do you really think Hasumi left because of you?”


    Takinami-senpai suddenly asked a question.


    “What else is there?”


    


    “Didn’t you say it yourself? That it’s not good without understanding things? Have you talked to her about it?”


    “We got interrupted.”


    After dinner that day, I had a great opportunity to talk with Hasumi-senpai, but while I was in the middle of a conversation, uncle intervened and that opportunity was squashed. I also missed another opportunity, and that was yesterday morning. What in the world am I doing?


    Takinami-senpai softly smiled.


    “Shizuru, you’re like a child when you look troubled. You’re so cute.”


    “Can you not?”


    


    What are you saying at a time like this?


    “This is a good opportunity. Talk to Hasumi-san about it.”


    Takinami-senpai, like an older person, said as if she was an older sister telling her younger brother what to do.


    “Here, this is her number.”


    


    Perhaps thinking it was about time, she showed me the screen of her phone. There was Hasumi-senpai’s name and her contact information such as phone number and email address were displayed.


    I looked at it and half-heartedly tapped the number in.


    The reason for this tedious process was probably because if I were to call them out of the blue, there was a good chance she would ignore it since it was an unknown number.


    And so, after a few calls,


    […What?]


    Hasumi-senpai’s grumpy voice.


    She really picked it up.


    “……”


    I was speechless, not expecting for her to really answer.


    [You know, you called me because you had something to say, right?]


    “I’m sorry. Um… you should probably head back home. Uncle is also worried about you.”


    […..]


    However, there was no reply from Hasumi-senpai.


    Not long after.


    [Well, I suppose. He’s my parent after all.]


    She chuckled.


    I wondered why she would do such a thing even though she knew what she was doing. In my mind’s eye, I could see Hasumi-san looking down with his head in his hands.


    “Can we meet and talk?”


    Instead of such complaints, now was the time to talk.


    [I don’t mind. When and where do you want me to go?]


    “At six o’clock this afternoon, in the school library.”


    At Hasumi-senpai’s reluctant question, I answered.


    The library closes at 6:00 PM. Unless it will be a really long talk, I can just say that the closing process took a long time as an excuse.


    […Alright.]


    Hasumi-senpai replied shortly and hung up.


    “It looks like she agreed to meetup.”


    


    Said Takinami-senpai. Just by listening to my words, she must have had an approximate idea of how the conversation went.


    “You owe me one. I’ll have you go out on a date with me sometime.”


    “Why did you think Hasumi-senpai would answer?”


    I neither nodded nor complained about her words, but instead asked her a genuine question.


    “It means that Hasumi-san isn’t as close minded as you think, Shizuru.”


    That was the answer I got back. Takinami-senpai laughs while saying that “You are the only one who doesn’t get it.”


    I don’t think so either.

  


  
    




    Act 7


    After school that day, just before 5:55 p.m, I went to Kanata-senpai, who was sitting in her usual seat.


    “I’m sorry, Kanata-senpai. Could you leave a little earlier today?”


    She looked up at me and asked, as she smoothly dragged her pen through her notebook.


    “Is there something going on?”


    


    Because of her appearance and atmosphere, and her nickname as the “Empress”, I felt as if I was being asked, “Who do you think you’re talking to?” However, Mibu Kanata was just this sort of person.


    “Hasumi-senpai will be here at six o’clock.”


    “Hasumi will be here?”


    Kanata-senpai tilted her head.


    “Isn’t that a common occurrence these days?”


    


    “I’m afraid we’re going to have to talk about something complicated. Actually, she ran away from home yesterday. We’re going to meet and talk about it here.”


    “Hasumi ran away from home, huh?”


    Kanata-senpai murmurs, I was unsure whether she was interested or not based on her expression.


    “Yesterday means that the trigger happened that morning.”


    “I bet.”
 
 Perhaps that must have sent her into a terrible self-loathing feeling.


    “Do you think it’s your fault that Hasumi left?”


    “……”


    How very perceptive. No, you only had to do a little bit of thinking and you’d be able to figure it out.


    “Takinami-senapi said the same thing to me.”


    “I don’t care who said what. What I want to hear is what you think, Shizuru.”


    “That’s harsh.”


    


    As expected of Katana-senpai. I was cut down in a single blow. [T/N Yes, it’s not a typo.]


    “Of course I do. I think Hasumi-senpai thought of me as an eyesore and left.”


    I responded like a desperate man.


    Kanata-senpai then let out a sigh of exasperation.


    “You’re able to break things down and analyze them, but you lose your cool when it comes to yourself.”


    “Is that so?”


    “Yes. No, rather, I think you’re too calm. I have been worried about that ever since we first met, Shizuru.”


    “……”


    “What you value the most is harmony. You could and are able to choose the most appropriate course of action depending on the situation, but it always goes in the direction of harmony. I think you’ll willingly choose to be the bad guy if it’s in order to make things better.”


    “You’re thinking too much.”


    


    I chuckled.


    I would like to say that even I do not have that much spirit of self-sacrifice.


    “Just for the record, you know this is a family matter, right?”


    “I know.”


    “No, you don’t understand.”


    Kanata-senpai stated it clearly.


    She then started putting away her notebook and tools on the table. It was quite spread out, but it wasn’t long before it was shoved into her bag.


    “Wait, Kanata-senpai. What on earth do you mean―”


    “I wish I could answer that.”


    Kanata-senpai interrupted my words.


    And, the next moment, the bell rang.


    After waiting for it to end, she opened her mouth once again.


    “Unfortunately, a certain library committee told me to leave early.”


    “Kanata-senpai!”


    


    “You sound so desperate. I didn’t make you out to be that kind of man.”


    She laughed, but sounded somewhat dismissively.


    “Let’s see. If I had to say something―you just need to look at yourself calmly and objectively as usual and see where you stand right now. That would solve the problem.”


    Kanata-senpai put her words together, and then she left.


    Because she was always the last to leave the room, the two or so remaining students, perhaps mistaking the earlier pre-bell for the main bell, followed her out of the library in a hurry.


    I was the only one left.


    If Hasumi-senpai was punctual, she should be here in less than five minutes.


    Takinami-senpai stated it clearly and Kanata-senpai said it implicitly. That Hasumi-senpai didn’t leave because of me.


    ‘Am I wrong then?’


    What was I wrong about?


    However, there was too little time to think about it, and Hasumi-senpai showed up just before the main bell rang.


    When she came into the library, she was in her school uniform. Has she been like that since she left home, or did she go back home to change clothes? Either way, civilian clothes would be too conspicuous, so it was natural to be in a uniform.


    As Hasumi-senpai entered the library, she first looked around the room.


    “Did everyone leave already?”


    “Yes, Takinami-senpai didn’t come today. It’s just me.”


    


    The reason she was not here today wasn’t because I told her to do so. If she had wanted to be present, she could have come for a number of reasons. But today, Takinami-senpai didn’t show up here even once after school.


    “Ah, yeah. It looks that way…”


    


    Hasumi-senpai abruptly said―then her words were cut off.


    Then, I guess it was my turn to speak. Since, I was the one who called her here.


    “……”


    


    But after coming this far, I was at a loss for words.


    Just a few minutes ago, I had decided what I was going to tell her. However, that fragile will was crushed by Takinami-senpai and Kanata-senpai.


    “I’m sorry, alright?”


    It was Hasumi-senpai. When I was wondering what I should say, she initiated the conversation.


    “I left at a peculiar time. You probably thought you were the cause that I left, right? Since you’re diligent.”


    


    “But the fact is―”


    


    “It’s dad that I can’t forgive.”


    Hasumi-senpai interrupted me and stated firmly.


    “He betrayed mom and had a child with another woman, and kept quiet about it until mom died. And then he invited the child he had with his mistress home and acted like he was doing something good. I can’t forgive my dad for that.”


    Hasumi-senpai let it out all at once.


    But then, realizing something, she added.


    “Ah, don’t misunderstand. I know you’re not at fault.”


    


    “Eh?”


    I was caught off guard by her words, and I couldn’t help but let out a sound.


    “Don’t give me that.”


    


    Hasumi-senpai looked at me and laughed.


    “You think you did something wrong? You were just born out of your mother and our father.”


    “But…”


    


    That may be true. But I’m proof of her father’s betrayal. Am I not someone she should hate? If Hasumi-senpai thinks that she cannot forgive uncle, even more so me.


    “Well, sure, I was annoyed by the way you were hanging out with women here and there, just like dad. In that sense, you may have been somewhat responsible for it.”


    “……”


    


    What a terrible false accusation.


    But now I understand. I now understand the reason for the wave-like attitude Hasumi-senpai has shown so far, and what Takinami-senpai and Kanata-senpai meant when they both said that it was not my fault that Hasumi-senpai ran away from home.


    For Hasumi-senpai, it was her father who she should hate, not me.


    So she tried to talk to me as normally as possible. Sometimes she would have a moment of coldness, but if I think back, it was always when uncle appeared, or when she associated him with her memories of her mother.


    The only time she would poke at me was when I was talking to a girl, or when I brought up the subject of girls. The similarities of that with uncle made her angry.


    And one more thing.


    Kanata-senpai said that this was a family matter.


    Right. This was a family matter. Putting Hasumi-san aside, Hasumi-senpai does not regard me as family in the first place, and from the beginning, she had no interest in me. She should hate me? What a joke. How arrogant. The proof of this was that she never once called me by name.


    Then, what should I do?


    Do I stand by since I have no business meddling in the affairs of other people’s families?


    No, even if I’m an outsider, I still have a role to play in my own way. I will eventually leave the Hasumi family. But, I can’t ignore this matter. In fact, I think there were things I should do because I was leaving.


    Now, look at yourself objectively and calmly.


    Where do I stand? How should I behave now?


    As I thought about it, an answer was projected into my mind.


    “Hasumi-senpai should tell that to uncle. Otherwise, you’re just gonna look like you’re just throwing a tantrum.”


    “?!”
 
 Hasumi-senpai glared at me sharply, it seemed that it hit a sore spot.


    “What’s wrong with that!? He wouldn’t understand If I didn’t do so! All he cares about is you! Isn’t there anything else he should be doing!? Or what?! Dead people don’t matter at all?!”


    Hasumi-senpai became agitated and started to ramble all at once.


    Of course, she was not asking for attention from her father. She just wanted to say that there was something more to a dead person, her mother, as she just said.


    However―,


    “I’m sorry, but I don’t think you’ll understand this either.”


    I meet her caustic gaze head on and quietly tell her. It was easy to agree with her here… But I can’t back down.


    “To Hasumi-senpai’s father… no, he’s also my father. I don’t mean to put it this way, but that man is so out of it.”


    “Ha?”


    “Do you know what he said when he was welcoming me to his house? ‘I have a daughter who’s about your age. I think she’d make a good conversation partner.’ he said.”


    “…Did he say that?”


    Hasumi-senpai’s eyes widened.


    “Yes.”


    It may seem like I’m repeating myself, but high school girls usually don’t take kindly to the idea of a boy of the same age living together. In fact, they would probably actively protest against it. However, Hasumi-san had never even imagined such a situation.


    “Uncle probably thinks we can work well together as siblings.”


    “…”


    Hasumi-senpai was speechless.


    After a short pause, she let out a deep sigh.


    “I don’t know about that.”


    At the same time, her body suddenly relaxes.


    “I got tired of staying in the same house, so I ran away with a bang, but I can only stay away for a week at most. And that won’t mean anything if he doesn’t understand.”


    Hasumi-senpai said in an amused tone, scratching her head.


    “I’m sorry, but will you go home with me today?”


    “Of course. Why not?”


    Hasumi-senpai was probably going to talk to uncle.


    She was telling me that she wants me to be there too.


    * * *


    This was what happened after that.


    After we finished closing the library, Hasumi-senpai and I went home together. It was after 7:00 p.m. By then, Hasumi-san had already returned home and greeted his daughter with a look of relief when she came home for the first time after a full day.


    However, Hasumi-senpai stretched his father’s cheeks with all her might.


    “Apologize! Apologize to mom right this instant!”


    Uncle seemed to understand everything at that moment, and silently turned away and moved to the front of his late wife’s Buddhist altar. There he slowly sat down on his knees and bowed deeply, saying, “I’m sorry.”


    And now he turned to Hasumi-senpai, who was watching the scene from the side, still sitting upright.


    “And to you too, Shion. I apologize.”


    “!?”


    


    She looked at her father’s attitude and her eyes widened.


    “I was so focused on helping Shizuru-kun, who was left all alone, that I didn’t pay attention to you or Misato. I am sorry. Please forgive me.”


    Even Hasumi-san, who has no understanding of his daughter’s feelings, would understand if she went this far.


    Uncle bowed down his head to his daughter, as he did to the altar earlier.


    Hasumi-senpai didn’t say anything.


    Although, Hasumi-senpai will settle this matter here. She might be angry, slap him, he apologizes, and that will be the end of it. I hope she won’t stretch this further.


    Maybe things might not return as usual. No, perhaps things will never return to the way they were, considering the mistakes Hasumi-san made. But, still, a peaceful home will come back sooner or later.


    Hasumi-senpai turned around without saying anything to uncle and returned to her room.


    At that moment, I heard it.


    “Next is me…”


    She mumbled.

  


  

    Act 8


    Saturday.


    I put on the clothes for going out that the Hasumi residence gave me.


    As expected, Hasumi-senpai has been interacting normally with uncle since then. Although she wasn’t showing any smile, she wasn’t being rude either. She was probably more open to her father than any other household out there. I don’t have a clue whether she was like this before as I don’t know her former self.


    It looks like she cooled down since she was not getting annoyed with me anymore.


    Case closed, I guess.


    “If that’s the case, then…”


    


    After I changed my clothes, I shoved my smartphone and wallet into my pocket.


    Then, I went downstairs to the living room.


    “What, you going somewhere?”


    I didn’t need to call her out, but Hasumi-senpai asked me first. She seemed to have guessed that I was going somewhere when she saw me.


    “Yeah, I was thinking of going back home for a bit.”


    


    “Hmm…”


    When I told her where I was going, she thought for a bit then gave a vague reply.


    “I’m off then.”


    “Ah, yeah. Careful out there.”


    


    Hasumi-senpai looked at me with a somewhat vacant look on her face.


    The train ride took only a few minutes.


    


    After exiting the Shin Nagata station and greeting the huge blue robot who protects the city – I walked a little further and saw an apartment building with an elaborately designed entrance. It was my home.


    When I unlocked the door and went inside, I found that the room was sweltering hot, as it had been closed all summer in early summer. I immediately thought about turning on the air conditioner, but decided to ventilate the air first.


    After opening the window leading to the balcony, I now turned my attention to my mother’s altar.


    Before going to the Hasumi residence, I had emptied the tokkuri, mizutama, and white plate, so I put sake, water, washed rice, and salt in each of them as offerings.


    “I’m home, Mom.”


    In the Shinto rite, two bow, two clap, and one bow were made towards the altar. However, since the 50th day festival had not yet been held, I did not make a sound when I joined my hands. After following the instructions given to me by the priest at the wake and burial site ceremonies, I finally greeted my mother as I was back home.


    Once that was done, I closed the windows again and turned on the air conditioner.


    “Now, then―”


    I looked around the living room and kitchen and deliberately let out a sound, but the truth was, I didn’t come home with something to do. No, there was something to do, but if it doesn’t go as planned, it will all be for naught.


    For now, I picked up the remote control from the low table and turned on the TV as soon as I sat down on the sofa.


    The news broke. Apparently, a thirty year old son had murdered his sixty year old mother.


    “You know, you don’t have to kill your parents, they will die sooner or later. There is only a difference between early and late death.”


    As I heard the news, such words came flowing out.


    Was it because of the uninspiring news or was it because of what I said? I was disgusted by something and immediately turned off the TV.


    Then I stood up again, even though I had just sat down, and threw open the door to my mom’s room.


    My mom’s room was simple. There was a bed, drawers, a stack of books filled with nursing books, and a writing desk.


    According to what my mom told me, nurses were not only in charge of patients in hospitals. They have to keep up to date with the latest knowledge and do nursing research. Was she studying in her room after coming home late?


    I looked at mom’s room.


    If I leave the Hasumi residence and become a nuisance at my grandparents’ place, I will have to lighten my load as much as possible. In other words, this house and my mother’s room would need to be cleaned out completely. I made a rough sketch in my mind of what to throw away and what to keep, and sorted them into folders in my mind. The ones I couldn’t decide on, I decided to put on hold, depending on whether my grandparents would want them or not.


    It was at that time while I was preparing to clean up.


    Crap, I thought, and by the time I realized it, it was too late.


    Tears streamed from my eyes and down my cheeks.


    I instinctively realized that the owner of this room was no longer here. My mother, who had lived with me for the past seventeen years of my life, had passed away, and now all I have left of her were her remains and her portrait. Her things will gradually be disposed of. The life I took for granted until half a month ago will never return.


    I wandered back into the living room and collapsed onto the sofa. I covered my eyes with the back of my arm.


    Why did I and mom have to go through this?


    Human life was more fragile than you can imagine. Mom and I lived a peaceful life together, but one day, just because she was unlucky enough to be there, she lost her life, and I was inexcusably deprived of the only family I had left. I don’t know how old I will live, but my mother will be gone for the rest of my life.


    Suddenly, the door chime rang.


    “Dammit…”


    


    I couldn’t help but let out a squeal.


    Fuck.


    I know who to expect. It was her. She was the one who had come to settle the score. But I couldn’t see her in this state. Should I just ignore it? But if I did so, she might miss the opportunity.


    While I was having trouble thinking, the front door opened.


    “Hm? It’s unlocked… What, you’re here after all.”


    


    It was Hasumi-senpai who went in, just as I had expected.


    This was a nice apartment, but it was basically for a compact household, such as a single person or a household with no children. Because of its uncomplicated structure, the living room can be seen from the entrance. Hasumi-senpai seemed to recognize me right away.


    “Hey, are you alright? Do you feel unwell?”


    


    Seeing me still collapsed on the sofa, she shouts in a panic.


    “No…”


    


    “Then what’s the matter?”


    The voice came from nearby. She must have come up to the front door and was looking down at me.


    What a really terrible time to appear.


    “…I remembered… my mom…”


    


    “Ahー……”


    


    Hasumi-senpai looked awkward and she let out a sound.


    “Towels, where are they?”


    


    “…There are some in the bathroom.”


    


    She then headed that way without saying a word. After a while, a towel fell softly on my face.


    “You look awful.”


    


    “Thank you.”


    


    I thanked her for getting me a towel, and this time I covered my face with it instead of my hands.


    Did Hasumi-senpai want me to wipe my face with it? Or did she bring it to me as something to hide my face? Either way, I was thankful.


    “I’m sorry. I came at an awkward time.”


    “No, I didn’t expect this either.”


    I showed a very disgraceful sight to her.


    Hasumi-senpai seemed to have settled down on the other sofa. I could hear the squeaking of the springs.


    “Well, I was like that before. When it sunk down to me that Mom died.”


    Hasumi-senpai narrates her story while faltering.


    “Granted, you probably had it harder than me.”


    She still had her father. But in my case, I was alone with my mother, so I would be left alone without her. Although I have someone I can call my father, he only came forward like yesterday. I feel bad for him, but I don’t really feel that at the moment. I don’t know if I will be able to recognize him in the future.


    “This is coming from experience―be prepared. It’ll be back.”


    


    After stating her stance, Hasumi-senpai stroked my head, scratching up my bangs. She stroked it again and again, gently and carefully.


    “……”


    What a nasty prediction. However, it must be true.


    If Mom and I were both of a certain age and she had lived out her natural life, I might have been able to make a more reasonable judgment. But unfortunately, Mom died too young, her life was taken away for no reason. And I was probably still too young to accept that fact.


    In retrospect, it was probably a good thing that I went to the Hasumi residence and led a completely different life than I had before. If I had stayed in this house, I would have been forced to accept the fact that mom had died and I was left on my own, and I would have felt even more depressed.


    How much time had passed? Perhaps it was because I was observing the environment, or perhaps it was because I was touched by Hasumi-senpai’s actions, but my mood gradually calmed down.


    I stood up with my pathetic face half covered by a towel. Hasumi-senpai didn’t say anything. She just withdrew her hand. I went to the washroom, washed my face, and threw the towel into the laundry basket.


    After taking one deep breath, I returned to the living room.


    “Have you calmed down?”


    


    Hasumi-senpai was wearing blue skinny pants and a white T-shirt with a print on it. There was a cap on the low table, so she was probably also wearing that.


    “I’m sorry. I made you see a pathetic sight.”


    


    “You don’t have to worry about it… more than that.”


    


    Then she glanced at Mom’s altar.


    “Your mother?”


    


    It must have been on her mind ever since she came here.


    “Yeah.”


    


    “Can I pay respect?”


    


    “Please do so. I’m sure Mom would be pleased too.”


    


    I tilted my head and wondered if she really would be, even though I said so myself. I guess it must feel weird if the daughter of a man you once had a relationship with, that you couldn’t openly share with others, pay respect to you.


    However, unlike me, Hasumi-senpai didn’t think about such things. She sat upright in front of Mom’s altar, put her hands together, and prayed silently. Her actions were more appropriate than me, who was thinking about what happened when she was alive.


    After Hasumi-senpai finished her silent prayer, she looked straight at Mom’s remains.


    “She looks beautiful.”


    


    “Maybe this isn’t something a son should say but―I agree.”


    


    “Then, why are your looks above average? You should have more filial piety.”


    She instantly turned her reproachful voice towards me.


    “I’m sorry but there’s a limit to how much I could try. I’m sorry I couldn’t live up to your expectations. I’ll make some tea right away.”


    


    I went to the kitchen and took out from the refrigerator a plastic bottle of oolong tea that I had bought on my way home.


    I prepared two glasses and poured them into each. There was some ice, but it has been sitting in the freezer for two weeks. I don’t think it has gone bad, but I don’t feel comfortable using it, so I decided not to use it. Thanks to this, the tea oozed a sense of hospitality of being unaccustomed to dealing with visitors.


    It seemed silly to show off now, so I returned to the living room with one of them in each hand. I put one of them in front of Hasumi-senpai, who was sitting on the sofa.


    “Thanks. I’ll take it.”


    


    She then quickly brought the glass to her mouth.


    “Did you come here just to visit my mom?”


    “Well, there’s that too.”


    


    She cut me off.


    ”Um,”


    


    But she was hesitant about her words.


    I waited for her to speak.


    Hasumi-senpai, having made up her mind, spoke up again.


    “…Sorry.”


    


    She bowed her head lightly.


    “About what?”


    


    “…About the other morning.”


    


    “Ahhhh.”


    


    I let out a sound, understanding her point.


    In other words, about the heartless words she spat at me the other morning. Of course, I knew that was the case from the beginning. But if I didn’t pretend not to understand, it would be revealed that I was waiting for Hasumi-senpai to apologize and that I came back to this house for this purpose.


    “I don’t mind, really. You had a lot on your plate at that time and were on the verge of exploding, right?”


    “That’s true, but still, there are things that are right to say and things that are wrong to say. That’s why, I’m sorry. I was actually trying to be sarcastic regarding Dad, but it ended up hurting you too in the process.”


    I was satisfied with her words of repentance. I knew I wasn’t wrong about her.


    I got up from the sofa, turned my back to Hasumi-senpai, and headed for the kitchen. There, I took something out from one of the cupboards. It was…


    “Lunch box.”


    


    “Hm?”


    


    The words I uttered must have been abrupt and irrelevant for Hasumi-senpai. That was why she tilted her head.


    “The reason I came back here today was also to get this. You’re going to make me some… right?


    “Right. We had that agreement.”


    


    When I showed it to her, Hasumi-senpai wryly smiled.


    I’ll make you lunch, but I won’t provide a lunch box. Bring the one you have been using. That’s the deal.


    “Well, that’s only until summer vacation.”


    “Until summer vacation?”


    Still not understanding the meaning of my words, Hasumi-senpai asked back.


    “Yes, I’m planning to leave Hasumi-senpai’s house when summer vacation arrives.”


    “Eh…?”


    


    When I told her directly this time, she let out a small voice.


    She showed a look of surprise. However, when her face eventually became somewhat clear, Hasumi-senpai calmly spun her words.


    “I guess so. Maybe that’s a good idea.”


    


    She seemed convinced.


    Yes. That was the best way.


    I learned that Hasumi-senpai doesn’t hate me because of the incident the other day, and the Hasumi family, which had a crack in it, was beginning to show signs of repair, or even a new start of a father-daughter relationship. However, even so, it was definitely not right for me to be there.


    I put the lunch box on the dining room table and returned to the living room. I saw Hasumi-senpai thinking about something and sipping a glass of tea with a movement that was at odds with her intention. She poured some tea down her throat and slowly opened her mouth.


    “I don’t know how to say this, but there’s something distorted about you.”


    “…”


    “Just like right now, you look so calm even though it’s your problem. It seems to me that you’re always acting in a ‘should’ way, and I can’t see what you even want to do. It’s as if you’re suppressing yourself.”


    


    Hasumi-senpai cut her words off.


    “If I were in your shoes, I’d…it’s scary.”


    


    “Scary?”


    I can’t help but repeat her words, which were so unlike Hasumi Shion.


    “Yeah. Scary.”


    


    She nodded.


    “I’m afraid of being left alone in a house I don’t know, and I’m afraid of leaving that house again after settling down. I don’t think I could ever do that.”


    “……”


    


    Hasumi-senpai laughed and I fell silent.


    I am aware of it.


    I don’t intend to kill my own feelings. It was just that when I looked for the best solution, the element Makabe Shizuru was on a par with other elements. It was only natural. It was the same with equations. If you treat a particular value with bias, you will not get an answer.


    I was doing this with that intention.


    And, I had a “reason” to be able to do so or rather a “lack” of.


    I don’t know how much of my feelings were spontaneous and how much of them were created.


    I became too good at reading the atmosphere, looking at myself objectively, and finding the best solution for how I should act and what kind of facial expression I should make. ―This was the result.


    For example, I certainly have a favorable impression of Takinami Ruika. But was it really my own feeling? Was it possible that I was only trying to think that way because she wants me to? As long as I don’t know that, I shouldn’t respond to her feelings lightly.


    For example, Mibu Kanata said, ‘If things were to be resolved, you would willingly choose to be stoned.’ That was true. In the past, I have actually chosen to do so. As long as I can’t wipe out the possibility that my own feelings were false, I’m not inclined to give them any importance.


    This was what I “lack.”


    Therefore, Hasumi-senpai’s point that I seemed to be suppressing myself was probably correct, and I am aware of it.


    She probably didn’t mean to accuse me of being crazy, she was simply jokingly saying what she thought.


    But for some reason, Hasumi Shion’s words stuck in my mind.

  


  
    Chapter 4: Lastly, Creating Memories.



    Act 1


    Monday morning.


    I was in the kitchen watching Hasumi-senpai packing my lunch.


    “Geeー! Why is it so big?!”
 
 To put it a little more precisely, it was Hasumi-senpai agonizing.


    Why, you ask? It was because my lunch box was bigger than she expected and she was struggling to fill it in.


    “I don’t think mine is particularly big. This is just how it is for a high school boy.”


    “Oh, is it?”


    


    It seemed she didn’t care much about other people’s lunches.


    “Dad’s was just a size bigger than mine, I wonder if that’s enough.”


    


    I looked at Hasumi’s lunch box. It was small, a perfect size for a girl. Her dad’s lunch box has already been taken away and was not here, but if his was about one size larger than this one, then the size would be somewhere between mine and Hasumi-senpai’s.


    “It depends on how much he eats, but it’s probably on the lower side for an adult male.”


    “Hmmmm.”


    Hasumi-senpai wrinkles her brow.


    “When I was in eighth grade, my mother was hospitalized. I cooked for us, but I never had any experience cooking prior to that. I guess that’s why Dad couldn’t complain.”


    It would have been hard to complain or even give an order to his daughter who was trying so hard in her mother’s place.


    “Then, I’ll buy a new one next time.”


    “I’m sure Uncle would appreciate it.”


    My cheeks relaxed.


    As I thought, Hasumi-senpai seemed to have forgiven Uncle. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have bothered to think about buying a new lunch box.


    “Now, I think I’d like to add one more dish.”


    


    Hasumi-senpai then looked inside the freezer.


    “I’m fine with anything.”


    


    “No way I’m making such a hollow lunch box.”


    


    She returned with her back to me.


    Was she going to cut corners now, or was she going to continue being stubborn? It seemed that she really wanted to fill my lunch box.


    “Well, it’s only for the rest of the semester, so you do you.”


    “You don’t have to tell me, I’ll do it anyway. Alright, looks good.”


    


    She took out frozen dumplings. She intended to stuff it into the remaining gap. Hasumi-senpai took two of them out of the bag and threw them into the microwave.


    “Hey,”


    


    She called out to me as she gazed into the glowing interior of the microwave as it began to heat up.


    “I knew it, you were going to leave when summer vacation arrived.”


    “That’s the plan.”


    


    Since there wasn’t any change to the plan, I could only answer yes.


    I don’t think Hasumi-senpai was asking me to reconsider. Was it just a banter to bridge the gap, or was she trying to somehow understand my incomprehensible choice?


    “That being said, it won’t be right away. We decided to hold my mother’s 50th(death) day here.”


    I realized that when someone dies, it was always busy. After my mother’s series of funerals, I was immediately asked about the 50th day anniversary of her death. I was forced to make a decision in about 10 days, because I had to ask the convenience of a Shinto priest and hold the funeral hall.


    As a result, we decided to ask the same funeral company to hold the service at the same place for now. Well, it was a common choice.


    “Have you told Dad yet that you’re leaving?”


    “No, not yet.”


    I plan to talk to him after the final exam.


    “You should tell him earlier… Well, Dad might be disappointed, but it sounds like he promised to let you do whatever you want in the first place, so he probably won’t hold you back.”


    Yes, Hasumi-senpai was right. The reason I was here right now was because it was a trial period, so to speak. If I like it, I can stay, if not, I can choose another option. That was the agreement.


    “Besides, knowing Dad, I’m sure he’ll give you all the help he can, no matter where you go.”


    Suddenly, the microwave oven played a light melody. Apparently it had finished.


    Hasumi-senpai turned at the sound and put her hand on the handle – and then she suddenly realized something.


    “Oh, I didn’t mean it in a weird way.”


    “Weird way…?”


    


    For a moment, I wondered what she was talking about.


    “Yeah.”


    But I soon realized.


    In short, she was trying to say that she was not being sarcastic as she was the other morning. It seems that Hasumi-senpai was still hung up on the matter.


    “I understand, I know that you’re not that kind of a person.”


    “…Somehow, the way you said it pisses me off.


    Perhaps she was embarrassed by the answer that affirmed her humanity, Hasumi-senpai took her anger out on me in a truly irrational manner.


    Then, while avoiding looking at me, she took the dumplings out of the microwave and carefully transferred them one by one into the lunch box with chopsticks.


    “Here, it’s ready. Close the lid and take it with you.”


    “I need to close the lid myself?”


    Well, perhaps it was just for today.


    I was about to put the lid on my lunch box as I was told – at that moment my hand stopped.


    “What? Did you find something you didn’t like?”


    “No, it’s just I never thought I’d use this lunchbox again…”


    Mom used to make my lunch. It was just me and my mother, so it was only natural. Even in a family where both parents were present, a mother would probably make the lunches, unless the father was an avid cook.


    However, after Mom passed away, this lunch box was never used. If I had been a girl, I might have made it myself like Hasumi-senpai did, but I didn’t think the result would be worth the effort, so I decided to eat at the school cafeteria.


    “If you’re fine with this, I’ll make you some as much as you want. But unfortunately, we only have until summer vacation. Also, I can’t beat your mother no matter how much I try, so don’t compare us.”


    “I won’t be so tactless. Thank you.”


    I thanked Hasumi-senpai for her bluntness and put the lid on my lunch box.

  


  

    Act 2


    Lunch break.


    “Hey, Makabe. Let’s go to the cafeteria!”


    Naoi invited me out.


    At first, I was the one calling out to him, but recently, he started calling me out like it was natural. I appreciate it, but unfortunately, there was a reason why I couldn’t go to the cafeteria today.


    “Sorry. I have packed lunch today.”


    When I replied, he was already at the doorway of the classroom with an indescribable look on his face.


    “Go on ahead.”


    


    Naoi told his friends that were waiting and came over to me.


    “We haven’t been eating together much lately, is it because I told you to come over here?”


    Naoi looked somewhat apologetic. I guess he thought I was trying to distance myself from him because of what he said.


    “That has nothing to do with it. I told you I brought a packed lunch, right?”


    I played with the bag that had my lunch.


    “Really?”


    “I am. What? Wanna see it?”


    


    “No, it’s good. If that’s the case… It’s fine.”


    


    Although he had some doubts, he was somewhat convinced.


    “Kyouhei-kun, don’t mind him. Listen to what the person is saying, just leave him alone.”


    It was one of the group members who had been watching from a little distance. He sounded hostile and irritated.


    “Watch your tone.”


    


    When Naoi scolded him, he snorted and disappeared down the hallway.


    “Sorry about that, Makabe.”


    


    Naoi smiled bitterly.


    “Forget about me inviting you over. You have your own place. But let’s eat together again. Call me at any time.”


    “Thanks.”


    


    Naoi then followed his friends out, looking as fresh as ever until the moment he left.


    “Now, then―”


    


    I deliberately let out a sound and looked around the classroom. I soon found what I was looking for. I saw Karube had a bag on his hand and headed to Heshikiri-san to have lunch with her. The three of us ate together, a custom that had continued from last year until recently.


    “It’s been a while since I’ve had lunch with them.”


    


    I took my own lunch box and went over to the two of them.


    The usual arrangement was that Karube sits sideways in the seat in front of Heshikiri-san, and I sit next to him, diagonally from Heshikiri-san’s point of view.


    “Naoi seem to like Makabe, but the others don’t think so.”


    As soon as I sat down at the table, Karube suddenly started speaking.


    “They’re afraid that with Naoi being interested in you, you might join the group.”


    “You know, it’s not good to say things like that out loud.”


    


    Since I tend to analyze situations and people’s behavior, I can’t speak for others, but I don’t say it out loud.


    But Karube was right.


    As I mentioned before, the leader, Naoi Kyouhei, has the generosity to accept anyone. He didn’t set up walls that enclose his group for others to join in. However, that was not the case for his group. They were truly exclusive, that Naoi Kyouhei’s friends were only them. They have this kind of selective thinking that only they can rule at the top of the school caste.


    Therefore, I was not pleased that Naoi thought great of me, nor did I have the slightest desire to increase the number of my friends. I was on good terms with Naoi, but there were also others, such as the man I just mentioned, who was outright being hostile to me.


    That being said, I had no intention of joining Naoi’s group, so their concern was unfounded.


    That story aside – I took my lunch box out of the bag.


    “Doesn’t look like a bought lunch.”


    Seeing this, Karube sarcastically said, “His lunch was a sandwich he bought in the morning at the convenience store.”


    “It’s a lunch box made by my beloved sister, Hasumi-senpai.”


    If Naoi really wanted to see it, it could have been bad.


    I opened the lid and turned my body towards Karube, holding the lunch box in my hand.


    “I’m glad you guys are getting along so well.”


    “I don’t know about that.”


    


    I chuckled.


    Hasumi-senpai told me that she doesn’t hate me and that I’m innocent because I was just born. However, whether or not she would accept me as family was another matter. This morning, she made me lunch and we had a casual talk, but I think it was more about the bond of living under one roof and her sympathy for the loss of my mother.


    “Oh, Heshikiri-san. It’s been a while since you wore those glasses.”


    “Eh? Ye-yeah…”


    Sensing that my unintentional comment was about to darken the mood, I turned to Heshikiri-san to change the subject.


    She has more than one pair of glasses and seemed to change them depending on her mood. I had never seen her wearing the same one two days in a row. The girl who wears glasses like it was an accessory, as I told Hasumi-senpai before, was Heshikiri-san.


    However, she doesn’t seem to be the adventurous type, all of them were a classic, standard Wellington-type. The only difference was the color and the thickness of the frames. Even so, Karube was the first to notice, followed by me. I wonder how many people noticed it, since she was not exactly in the limelight.


    “Karube, how many days has it been?”


    “I haven’t seen it since last Wednesday, so it’s been five days.”


    


    Karibe easily answered, as if he was describing what he had eaten last night, but he had this look of disinterest.


    “Gee, you don’t have to remember that kind of thing…”


    “I have a good memory, you see.”


    Karube said casually as he put the sandwich in his mouth. Heshikiri-san looks at him reproachfully.


    And as for me,


    “What are you laughing at?”


    “No, it’s nothing.”


    


    Asked by Karube, I answered.


    Of course, I was laughing. Partly because the exchange between Karube and Heshikiri was amusing. But from a larger perspective, I think this atmosphere was probably to my liking.


    Until last week, I had been eating with Naoi’s group. With my nature being what it was, I can get along reasonably well with them, but if anything, I prefer to stay in a quiet corner of the classroom with these two.


    This was thanks to Hasumi-senpai’s help in making my lunch box, and I guess it means that I have regained a part of my daily life.


    Karibe seemed to have lost interest in my deceptive answer and said nothing more. On the other hand, Heshikiri looked like she wanted to say something, but as with Karube, she said nothing.


    And so, while shifting the topic to something else, Karube ate the two sandwiches he had bought at the convenience store, then I finished the lunch box made by Hasumi-senpai, and finally Heshikiri-san finished her own lunch box.


    “Ah, by the way. Makabe-kun.”


    


    Heshikiri-san then took out a book in place of the lunch box she had tucked away into her bag.


    Takahashi Kazumi, Waga Kaitai (わが解体). [T/N I looked online for his books but I can’t find any translation of this book, I can’t do it justice so I’ll just leave it as Romaji, but if you want a rough translation it would be (My Deconstruction)]


    It was really a plain hobby.


    The book looked very old. Probably not recent, it looked to be brought shortly after its publication. And if you look closely, you can see a barcode with our school’s name on it. It seemed to have been borrowed from the library.


    However, since I was the only member of the library committee, I must have been the one who checked out the books. However, I try not to pay attention to the titles of books when I check them out, so it was only natural that I don’t remember them.


    “Look here.”


    Heshikiri-san opened up a page of the book.


    That was all and good but,


    “Heshikiri-san, please don’t use sticky notes…”


    “Huh? Oh, yeah. I’ll be careful when I peel it off.”


    


    When I pointed this out to her, she replied with words that sounded like excuses.


    “Is it bad? I also do that a lot.”


    


    And Karube said from the side.


    “Sticky notes are surprisingly hard to remove, it might tear the page. Especially the ones that have strong adhesive. And if the book is old, like this one, the pages have deteriorated so much that just trying to peel off a regular sticky note will tear it.”


    If a student returned a book with a sticky note on it, I basically have them remove it themselves. I can’t tell you how many students accidentally tear the pages off when they’re in a hurry to remove it. Thanks to this, I started doing it myself recently.


    Well, if it was Heshikiri-san who loves books, it would probably be fine. On the contrary, Shiiba-senpai would most likely be the one to mess up.


    “You too, Karube, be careful.”


    “I haven’t paid much attention to it until now. I’ll keep it in mind. Well, I don’t have to worry about that when it comes to my own books, I guess.”


    “No, treat it with care.”


    


    Heshikiri-san faced Karube with a sullen face.


    “Heard that?”


    “…Alright. I’ll be careful with any books.”


    


    As if he was taking an oath, Karube raised his hand and said so.


    “So, Henshikiri-san, what’s up with that book?”


    “Look, here.”


    


    The book was handed to me, still open.


    “Delusional Weirdo Horn Dog.”


    The blank space on that page had that written.


    I don’t know how to read it correctly, but it must be an insult, perhaps a pun on a person’s name. As for the meaning, well, I can guess. Whatever the case may be, both the person who wrote it and the name who was written were probably not a decent human being.


    “Did they write it in pencil?”


    “No…”
 
 Heshikiri-san shook her head.


    I tried rubbing it with an eraser, but it wouldn’t go away.


    “Pen, huh? Alright, I’ll try to sand it off later.”


    


    If it disappears, great. If it doesn’t disappear, well…I’ll just pretend that I didn’t notice it and put it back on the shelf. Besides, I don’t even know if this book would get borrowed again.


    I returned the book back to Heshikiri-san.


    “Alright, Karube. Let’s go get some coffee.”


    


    “Sure.”


    


    We both stand up.


    “Heshikiri.”


    Karibe called Heshikiri-san’s name. He was probably asking if she wanted to go with us.


    “No, I’m good. I have this after all.”


    


    She showed her water bottle as she declined the offer.

  


  

  
    * * *


    “Ah…”


    


    It was Hasumi Shion who let out a sound.


    Karube and I went to the vending machine in the corner of the cafeteria, where we ran into Hasumi-senpai’s group. She had brought her own lunch, so she must have come here to buy something to drink after lunch.


    Hasumi-senpai was standing still, perhaps not expecting to see me.


    Naoi’s group would have been very excited and would strike up a conversation, but that was not the case with me and Karube. Karube Kagemitsu was a constant person who was always on the edge of his seat at all times, and while I was good at keeping the conversation going, I was definitely not a person who gets excited over trivial matters.


    Ignoring them… would probably be impossible.


    “Oh, if it isn’t Librarian-kun?”


    


    Just as I was thinking, I was interrupted at the right moment. It was Shiiba-senpai.


    “Good afternoon, Shiiba-senpai.”


    


    “Yep, afternoon. Hey, listen, listen. I’m reading that book.”


    Shiiba-senpai looked up at me with a gesture reminiscent of a puppy.


    “As expected of a library committee, it was certainly easy to read.”


    


    “Well, my first recommendation got thrown off the window though.”


    


    “Wah, Shion-chan, look, Librarian-kun is being mean to me.”


    


    Shiiba-senpai clung to Hasumi-senpai.


    “Don’t get me involved. Besides, isn’t it a fact that you can’t read it so you got recommended to another book?”


    “Gununu… Don’t I have any allies…?”
 
 But, it looked like that was enough fooling around, since her expression suddenly turned bright.


    “Let me know if you find any good books, alright?”


    


    “I understand… then, see you later.”


    Then I safely passed Hasumi-senpai and went to the side of them.


    I took out a hundred yen coin and a ten yen coin from my wallet and was about to buy a café au lait from the vending machine―,


    “Hey, you.”


    


    I reached for the slot to slide my money in, but suddenly my hand was grabbed. Two coins fell from my hand. 


    It was Hasumi-senpai.


    “Come here.”


    “Eh? Ah, hey…”


    


    Hasumi-senpai pulled me by the hand and took me away. The coins I dropped were still scattered on the floor… Well, I’m sure Karube, who was looking away with a blank expression on his face, will pick them up. Knowing him, he’ll probably buy me a café au lait.


    I was taken to the side of the cafeteria doorway.


    The cafeteria was at the end of the school building. In other words, we were at the end of the hallway. The students coming in and out of the cafeteria were wondering what we were talking about, but they couldn’t stop and walked past us, looking at us from a sideways glance.


    Hasumi-senpai had a difficult look on her face, as if she wanted to say something.


    “I’m sorry. I would like you to think that our meeting here was just an accident.”


    I will do my best to avoid seeing her at school, but I would be glad if she allowed me to bump into her in places like this where all students have access.


    “I don’t care about any of that.”


    “Ah, so it’s fine?”


    


    Then, what was that face that seemed to be angry?


    “Nevermind that,”


    


    “Okay.”


    


    I responded to her words, after which I thought she was about to cut to the chase.


    “Lunch, how was it…?”


    “Yes?”


    However, what came out of her mouth was something unexpected, and this time, I made a dumb sound without realizing it.


    “Um, it was plain delicious, though?”


    “Really?”


    For some reason, Hasumi-senpai looked doubtful.


    “I mean most of it was just frozen food…”


    “And I made the other half, didn’t I?”


    And then, she got angry.


    “It’s just a tamagoyaki, but if it doesn’t suit your taste, what’s the point?”


    “I’ll put up with it even if it’s not to my liking.”


    “I’d rather have you tell me what you want rather than putting up with it. Come on, spit it out.”


    In short, even if it was more work she’ll do it, and if she made something, she wanted to make something that satisfies the other person.


    “No, that’s just me saying that I’m simply grateful that you made me some, so I will not complain, and as I said at the beginning, it was delicious.”


    “Oh, really? Then, good.”


    When I stated my impressions, Hasumi-senpai returned to her usual blunt attitude.


    If it was her boyfriend, a boy she liked, or someone she wanted to say how good it tasted, she would probably be pleased, but for someone like me, it seemed that she would only feel “If there’s no problem, then good.”


    “Well, I wasn’t worried about anything, since the food we eat at home was delicious to begin with.”


    “Yo-you don’t have to answer questions I didn’t ask.”


    She slapped me on the arm.


    Hasumi-senpai’s face was red. Is it possible that she was embarrassed? She becomes embarrassed when you like it and praise her, even though she was concerned about whether it suits my palate or not. What a difficult person.


    “Come on, we’re going back.”


    “Sure.”


    


    She turned her feet away as if she was running away, and I followed Hasumi-senpai as she headed back toward the cafeteria.


    “I knew it. You two seem to be close. A date perhaps?”


    It was Akane Shiiba-senpai. She was grinning wickedly, probably amused by the fact that the two of us were secretly talking in private.


    “Of course not. Also, do we look like we get along?”


    “You do, you do.”


    


    Shiiba-senpai nodded her head repeatedly, looking to be enjoying herself.


    In response, Hasumi-senpai turned and looked at me. She didn’t say anything, but her eyes were asking my opinion.


    “I wonder?”


    I could only tilt my head.


    “Librarian-kun, Librarian-kun.”


    


    Shiiba-senpai called out to me and pulled me closer to her as she put her arm around me.


    “I’ll leave it at that, so you tell me how Shion-chan looked on your date later.”


    “Akane, stop being silly and let’s get going.”


    Since they were only a few steps apart, Hasumi-senpai could hear her, and perhaps Shiiba-senpai said it so that she could let her hear on purpose.


    She stuck out her tongue and quickly backed away from me.


    Hasumi-senpai’s group then left, and I saw them off.


    Suddenly, something was offered to me from the side of my view. It was a can of coffee, and the hand holding it belonged to Karube.


    “It’s the usual one.”


    


    “Thanks.”


    


    As expected of Karube. He was very thoughtful. He had already bought my usual coffee with low sugar content and opened the pull-tab while he was waiting.


    I decided to drink it right away.

  


  

    Act 3


    I opened the library after school.


    “Say, Makabe-kun. Today I heard you and Hasumi-san had a difficult look on your faces while talking. Did something happen?”


    Then, later when there were fewer people around, Takinami Ruika appeared.


    “Oh, the matter at lunch? No, she was just asking if the lunch she prepared suited my tastes.”


    


    Because of the location, a good number of students passed by while Hasumi-senpai and I were talking, so Takinami-senpai must have caught wind of it. She must have been genuinely concerned because she knew about our complicated relationship.


    “Lunch?”


    


    “Yes, Hasumi-senpai made some for me.”


    


    I lowered my voice because of the content of the conversation.


    Then Takinami-senpai suddenly looked as if she ate something bitter and turned her face downwards.


    “How could I forget such methods?”


    Was this fine? Takinami Ruika, the object of admiration of many boys at our Akendai High School, was making a face that she shouldn’t make in public.


    


    “I met her a few times in the cafeteria, but I was so careless. If I had made some from the beginning, Shizuru might have been mine by now…”


    “…”


    


    She was really eager to fish me with food.


    “’Even if you did, you wouldn’t be able to bring it to me, though.”


    “I can just paint a picture, like the library committee member who has been helping me so much is having a hard time because of the loss of her mother.”


    It seems like she was going to take advantage of anything that seems viable. Well, it has been that way since a long time ago, it was too late to say anything now.


    “I wonder if Hasumi-san knows that I’m aiming for Shizuru, and if I did tell her, will she give me her position?”


    “……”


    Perhaps because she used the word “aim” with a smile, her intention of making me a lunchbox sounds like a predator’s scheme.


    And it was at that time.


    “Ah, Takinami-san, good afternoon.”


    “Good afternoon to you too.”


    


    A female student entered the room and greeted Takinami Ruika as soon as she saw her. Takihana turned around and returned with a friendly, mature smile.


    “Ah, that’s right. This isn’t the time to be chatting around… Makabe-kun, can I have your help to find a book?”


    


    Perhaps remembering that this was the library and that many students were still coming and going at this time, she turned her smile to me across the counter. What a quick turn of attitude.


    “Of course, what kind of book is it?”


    “Really? Thank you. That’ll help.”


    


    It was really a textbook conversation between an honor student and a library committee member. However, Takinami-senpai had a secret side to her, and I have an appropriate attitude toward her with each side of her. Considering this, it was really a very outward and blatant exchange of words.


    But I don’t hate it.


    “I’m looking for a French translation of The Tale of Genji… Do we have it in our library by any chance?”


    “The Tale of Genji in French? Is there such a thing?”


    I don’t think we have that on the shelf.


    I tap the terminal on the counter in disbelief.


    “Hm? Le Dit Du Genji. Is this it?”


    I searched for it with doubt, and found something that really looked like it. I was surprised that it really existed, but I was also surprised that this library had them. I don’t know how to read it in French, so I read the alphabet as it was.


    “You found it? Let me see.”


    


    Saying that with a pleased expression, Takinami-senpai leaned forward on the counter and peeked at the terminal screen. She doesn’t have to do that because there was a rotating platform under the monitor to show the screen to users as well, but… I’m sure she was doing it on purpose.


    I look at the terminal, trying not to look at her. It seemed to be in a case with a booklet in three parts.


    “Can you read French?”


    “Of course not. I can barely read English and classic literature.”


    Says who? You were named as a top achiever in both subjects.


    “I heard from someone that the book was beautifully illustrated, so I wanted to take a look at it. I’m glad it’s here.”


    Takinami-senpai, still leaning forward against the counter, turned her head toward me from the screen and happily smiled.


    She was close, so it was hard not to look.


    “I’ll go get it.”


    I got up and went to the shelves to escape.


    * * *


    The pre-bell rang at 5:55 pm.


    It was five minutes before closing time, and there were only so many students left that I could count them with one hand. One of them was Kanata-senpai, who was sitting in her usual seat and running a pen on her notebook, and the other was Takinami Ruika.


    Takinami-senpai was looking at the French translation of “The Tale of Genji” that I had brought with me, sitting far away from Kanata-senpai. But when the remaining students left the room, leaving just her and Kanata-senpai, she stood up.


    “Shizuru, thanks for the book. I’m done.”


    


    When she came over here, she put the book on the counter.


    “You don’t want to borrow it? You seemed to have read it with enthusiasm.”


    “I thought I could get your attention by pretending to be a literary girl at first, but halfway through the book, I started to dwindle. The illustrations were beautiful though.”


    Takinami-senpai casually said something calculating.


    Well, maybe it was the fact that she can’t be so calculating when she goes out of her way to say it. It would be scary if it was a part of her calculation to make me think that way…


    “I feel like it’s a shame that I can’t read. Maybe I’ll study French when I go to college.”


    “Sounds great.”


    I picked up the book and put it on the book truck of returned books at the counter. I’ll put it back on the shelf tomorrow.


    “Hey, Shizuru. How about something like this?”


    When I turned back to her, Takinami-senpai was again leaning forward against the counter, propping herself up on both elbows and resting her chin on her crossed hands. She then sent a provocative look.


    “Curious?”


    Her pose was also provocative. She unbuttoned one of the buttons of her blouse after all. Although the blouse was Japanese in style, so there was no cleavage to be seen, it was natural for a man to be curious about what was under her blouse.


    “Now there’s no one around, so don’t be shy.”


    In addition, her dialogue was also provocative.


    Yes, this was the second time. When I searched for a book earlier, she did the same thing.


    “Stop being stupid. Please go home, it’s already time for closing.”


    


    Also, it was not that we were the only ones left. Don’t forget that Kanata-senpai was also present.


    I kept my distance from her, although any other guy would have his eyeballs moving around at a sickeningly high speed. I rested my body on the back of the chair, and as a member of the library committee, I asked her to leave the room.


    Takinami-senpai seemed somewhat dissatisfied with my attitude, and when she sat down, she put her hands on her hips in a sulky manner.


    “You know what, Shizuru? I’m putting my dignity as a woman on the line here, so don’t you think you should respect it by displaying a reaction?”


    “As long as you put your dignity as a woman on the line, you are responsible for your own failure and success.”


    I don’t want to be demanded an opinion.


    “Shizuru is used to seeing women’s bodies.”


    And then a voice breaks in. Of course, it belongs to Mibu Kanata, the last student left besides us.


    Before I knew it, Kanata-senpai, who was getting ready to leave, came up to us.


    “Eh, Mibu-san!? Shi-Shizu…what do you mean used to?”


    


    It seemed there were so many surprises and can’t be unheard words that she jammed her words.


    Takinami-senpai looked at Kanata-senpai reflexively, but stared at me again.


    “What do you mean by… No way, Hasumi-san!?”


    “No!”


    Why did it come to that? Well, the only female who was involved in my personal life was Hasumi-senpai, so I guess it was a natural association. In fact, I was gradually becoming accustomed to seeing her in her usual revealing attire.


    “Then, who?”


    “Well, that’s…”


    


    I involuntarily flinched at Takinami-senpai’s presence who suddenly came up to me leaning over the counter.


    But then I suddenly realized. ―Why was I being so stupidly honest?


    “Wait a minute. That’s got to be just her joke.”


    “Eh? Joke…?”


    Takinami Senpai looked puzzled.


    Why didn’t I think of that possibility first? It was obvious at first glance that I was just a simple library committee with no relation to women.


    “Is it?”


    She looked at Kanata-senpai.


    Though, however,


    “I wonder.”


    Kanata-senpai replied. She shrugged her shoulders with a smile that was truly meaningful. My mouth unintentionally leaked out a voice saying, “Ugh…”


    “Why don’t you ask Shizuru?”


    When she answered, Takinami-senpai turned to me once again. The way she turned her head was a bit horrifying. Then she moved her face closer to mine.


    “Say, Shizuru? Are you hiding something from me?”


    “Well, there are a million things I haven’t told you, Takinami-senpai.”


    “Like for example?”


    And she asked with a straight face.


    “I’m actually meeting a girl who’s about ten years old from time to time.”


    


    “Hm, I didn’t know that. Introduce me next time.”


    


    She still had a straight face.


    “I have one, too. Like my three sizes I measured recently. Should I mention it?”


    “No, thank you.”


    


    What are we doing? Saying silly things and facing each other at a distance where our foreheads would touch.


    “I agree. It’s no use telling people when they don’t want to know, and it’s no fun telling them when they do want to know.”


    If you don’t want to tell me, why don’t you just say so?


    “I am not asking about what you were not saying, but what you are hiding. I have a feeling that you’re hiding something important, Shizuru.”


    “……”


    


    “Not telling, huh? Say, why did you go silent?”


    


    Takinami-senpai smiled.


    I looked away as I kept quiet and saw Kanata-senpai was just about to leave through the door.


    “Ah, Kanata-senpai!”


    “Is this what they call a bloodbath? I witnessed something great. Anyway, goodbye you two.”


    I tried to stop her, but Kanata-senpai was a very easy-going person. She just lit the fire and went home. This was the work of an arsonist, indeed.

  


  

  
    * * *


    I went to the faculty to return the key to the library, and there I bumped into Kanata-senpai.


    “Oh, you’re alive? Takinami is surprisingly lenient to let you go in one piece.”


    Whatever you say.


    “Did you come clean, get down on your knees, and ask for forgiveness?”


    “I won’t do that. Not like I got caught cheating. Besides, whose fault do you think that was? Saying something so unnecessary. Don’t talk about it like it’s someone else’s problem.”


    I glared at her with half-open eyes, but it didn’t seem to work on Kanata-senpai. She was an arsonist, but now she looked like an onlooker coming to watch the fire. Well, I heard that arsonists usually come back to the crime scene, so it was probably the norm.


    “Did you purposely provoke Takinami-senpai to get an interesting story out of it?”


    “Unfortunately, I’m not into modern stuff.”


    No, rather than an arsonist or an onlooker, she was an empress who didn’t care about the life and death of commoners. Kanata-senpai said so, seemingly uninterested.


    I didn’t explain myself to Takinami-senpai. I told her that it was Kanata-senpai’s joke to begin with, and asked her to leave quickly. Needless to say, she was not happy with it.


    “A joke, huh?”


    When I explained, Kanata-senpai mumbled a few words and laughed.


    “By the way, why are you here, Kanata-senpai? Are you not gonna go home?”


    I decided to change the subject so that nothing more would be added.


    “I left something in the classroom.”


    Said Kanata-senpai.


    So she borrowed a key from the faculty and retrieved what she had forgotten. She came back to return the borrowed key and here we were. The empress was surprisingly human.


    I went home together with Kanata-senpai as the flow of things.


    We went down to the entrance and changed into the school’s designated leather shoes and loafers at our respective shoe boxes. Then, after exiting the school gate, we headed for the station side by side.


    “It’s been a long time since we’ve gone home together.”


    


    “True.”


    


    We exchanged a few short words.


    “I’ve somehow neglected to mention this, but I’ve decided to leave Hasumi-senpai’s house and go to my grandparents’ place when summer vacation rolls in.”


    As we walked side by side, I started to talk to Kanata-senpai.


    “From the way you put it, it doesn’t sound like you’re just going to the countryside to have fun.”


    “Yes, that’s right. After my mother passed away, my grandparents asked me to come to their house. I’m planning on taking on their kindness.”


    It was one of the few options available to me. This was probably the most realistic decision.


    “You leaving out of Hasumi’s house. Is it because it’s not healthy?”


    “Yes.”


    


    I nodded my head.


    “Is that so? If that’s your decision, it’s not my place to tell you what to do.” 


    Kanata-senpai was really quite simple.


    “Takinami is gonna be lonely.”


    “How about you, Kanata-senpai?”


    I asked while sulking.


    “…You, what do you expect out of me?”


    


    “Well, you know…”


    


    On the contrary, Kanata-senpai asked me, and I felt a little embarrassed.


    “For someone who plays games with Takinami, you are surprisingly childish.”


    “Leave me alone.”


    


    When I became even more sulky, Kanata-senpai gave a small shrug.


    “As soon as you find something you’re crazy about, or start hanging out with women, you won’t care about what I think anymore.”


    “That’s absurd.”


    Most students were in awe of Mibu Kanata’s supernatural demeanor and treated her as if she didn’t exist. However, in a sense, this was the flip side of her overpowering presence, and it was impossible to say that they shouldn’t be concerned about it.


    “I’m not cut out for dating girls.”


    “Makabe Shizuru is not cut out for love―that’s your catch phrase, right?”


    I don’t know if my emotions were spontaneous or created. I was not suited for love, as I came to create my emotions by calculation.


    “I assure you, it will be resolved sooner or later. Like a midsummer shower, one day out of the blue.”


    Kanata-senpai unusually used literary expressions even in idle chat.


    “Will it be Takinami or Hasumi by your side then?”


    “Just for the record, I’m half related to Hasumi-senpai. Well, in many ways, the key person is Takinami-senpai.”


    I have a favorable feeling towards Takinami Ruika. If I can assert that these were my own feelings, I may be able to take a step forward.


    * * *


    Kanata-senpai and I parted ways, with me getting off the train first.


    Exiting at Myodani Station―turn my back to the south side, where the Suma Patio was located, and walk to the north side, where residential areas and high-rise condominiums line the street.


    “Hey.”


    


    And there I got called out in a hushed voice.


    When I turned around, it was Hasumi-senpai. Looking at her in her school uniform, it seemed that she was on her way home from school right now. Lots of people were going home late today.


    “Ah, Hasumi-senpai.”


    “You, weren’t you just with Mibu-san?”


    It seems that Hasumi-senpai was also in the same car and noticed us. We walked side by side to the Hasumi residence.


    “Yes, I was.”


    “I knew it…”


    


    Said Hasumi-senpai.


    “Are you okay? Maybe you don’t know this yet, but she is not well respected in our school. In junior high school, she was really strong in fights even though she was a girl.”


    I think Hasumi-senpai was genuinely concerned about me. That was probably why she wondered if I was approaching Mibu Kanata, who was shunned at school, without realizing it.


    “I know that much.”


    However, it still ticked me off a bit.


    The stories she told were generally true. Whether it was an older man or a man, she never lost, and even now, if someone accidentally slips up and puts her in a bad mood, he would be thrown to the ground before he realizes what was happening.


    “But now she’s just in the library after school.”


    “No way! Really?”


    


    She should have been there twice in the past when Kanata-senpai was there, but she probably didn’t notice because she was poking at me or teasing Takinami-senpai.


    “Eh, what? That person read books? For what? Studies?”


    


    “Dunno. I don’t really care what people do in the library.”


    Of course, that was just partly true. Just as I try not to stare at the titles of the books someone borrows, I don’t care what they’re doing at their seat. You can read or study or use the library as you please. If they were doing something that disturbs others, I just give them a warning.


    But I knew exactly what Kanata-senpai was coming to the library for.


    “Well, from the looks of it, she’s either reading or researching something.”


    That was the only reason why ordinary high school students use the library. Hasumi seemed convinced, saying, “Well, that’s true.”


    


    “Are you worried about me, by any chance?”


    “O-of course not―”


    However, Hasumi-senpai’s words break off halfway through.


    “W-well, I thought it was unnecessary aid, but you know…”


    She reiterated falteringly, scratching her head.


    In short, she was worried about me.


    


    “Thank you. But don’t worry. Whatever she was in the past, she’s a person of literature now.”


    “I-hope that’s the case.”


    


    Hasumi-senpai said shortly, as if she had instantly lost interest.


    We walked side by side to the Hasumi residence.


    There was not much conversation between us―and she didn’t complain about us walking together.

  


  

    Act 4


    There was another person who was concerned, or curious, about me and Kanata-senpai.


    Needless to say, it was Takinami Ruika.


    “Shizuru, you seem to be getting along very well with Mibu-san yesterday.”


    The next day after school, Takinami-senpai came to the library to ask me about the situation, even though there were still a fair number of people using the library. She was wary of her surroundings because of the topic, so she lowered her voice.


    “Did you know? She―”


    


    “I know. Rumors that she fought all the time in junior high.”


    I Interrupted her words as she tried to worry like Hasumi-senpai yesterday. Why do they always assume the worst? It was not like they saw it themselves, it was just a rumor.


    “Eh? That’s right. So you knew about it.”


    “But you know,”


    


    I interrupted her once again.


    “As you can see, she’s now just a literary girl who comes here every day.”


    Looking beyond Takinami-senpai, I saw Kanata-senpai sitting in her usual seat, running her pen into her notebook as usual.


    That said, her demeanor was too supernatural to be called a “girl.”


    “Besides, you saw it yesterday. She has a very pleasant personality.”


    Though it was more of a nuisance.


    “Instead of listening to past rumors and such, how about you see her present self?”


    “…Alright, I’ll do that.”


    Perhaps still having doubts about what I told her, Takinami-senpai accepted my advice in a slightly somber tone of voice.


    “As long as you understand.”


    I replied briefly and proceeded to operate the browsing system to search for today’s overdue books. But there were no results. It seems that there were no books that were due yesterday. There really were not many people using this library.


    Takinami-senpai stared at me as I went about my duties, but then she suddenly opened her mouth.


    “Are you mad by any chance, Shizuru?”


    “…Not really.”


    I replied with my eyes still on the screen.


    “It doesn’t seem that way to me… What kind of relationship do you two have?”


    “Just a librarian and a student who uses the library.”


    Truly simple.


    “You call each other by your first names though.”


    “It just happened to be that way.”


    “Hmm, is that so?”


    


    Said Takinami-senpai.


    “Well, whatever. Now I’ll put it in the ‘things you haven’t told me‘ folder instead of the ‘things you’re hiding‘ folder… Come to think of it, you owe me something, don’t you?”


    At the unexpected word that came out of nowhere, I looked up from my screen and turned to Takinami-senpai.


    “Ah.”


    I immediately recalled what she was talking about.


    It must have been when she helped me with the matter about Hasumi-senpai. When Hasumi-senpai ran away from home the other day.


    “It seems that you and Hasumi have settled things down, so I’m claiming it now. Go on a date with me this weekend. Of course, I won’t take no for an answer.”


    “……”


    


    It was true that the mess over the Hasumi family had been settled, and there was no doubt that Takinami-senpai’s help was instrumental. In that sense, I owe her one.


    “…Well, I don’t really mind.”


    


    “Thanks for your very reluctant reply. Why not smile a little? It’s a date with me, remember?”


    Takinami-senpai looked really displeased.


    There was no way I could be happy about a decision that deprived me of a choice.


    “It’s just a little weird. Think of my feelings as a man to be forcefully asked by a woman.”


    “Think of it simply as being approached by a woman who’s just passionate. If you don’t like it, ask me out yourself. If you say, ‘I won’t take no for an answer.’ I will follow you anywhere.”


    “I’ll think about it.”


    You can’t ask that of someone who was not suited for love.


    “Then, we’ll sort out the details later.”


    “Alright.”


    


    When Takinami-senpai finished her talk and I answered her, she headed towards the reading table. I thought she was going to spend the rest of the day studying or reading until closing time, but unusually, today she started operating her smartphone. Well, it was not like she was bothering anyone, so I will just leave her be.


    “Sort out the details, huh…?”


    


    I deliberately voiced my words out.


    I don’t know much about it, but in this area, unless you were going to a theme park, the usual places to go were Sannomiya or Harborland’s Mosaic. There was a wide range of things to do in both. If that was the case, meeting at Sannomiya was sufficient for both places. There was nothing much to decide.


    How about going to one of the largest Starbucks in Japan at Meriken Park?


    * * *


    And when the bell rang five minutes before 6:00 p.m and Kanata-senpai was the only student left, Takinami-senpai came to the counter once again, as if she had been waiting for it.


    “Shizuru, what are we going to do on the weekend?”


    


    Cutting to chase, huh?


    “I don’t mind anywhere. You? Have somewhere you wanna go?”


    “For me, spending a day with you is enough.”


    “Then, Sannomiya is a safe bet. If that’s the case, I’ll stop by a bookstore on the way. I have a book I want to buy.”


    Unfortunately, the book I was looking for was not available in the bookstore in Gakuen Toshi.


    “Alright, it’s time to go home.”


    


    Just as Takinami-senpai said this, the door to the library opened.


    Is it a hurry to check out or return? Either way, the room will be closed in less than five minutes. We need to rush.


    Or so I thought. But, it was Hasumi-senpai standing there. She was slightly out of breath.


    “Is-is it true you have a date planned?!”


    


    “……”


    It was neither someone loaning nor returning a book.


    I looked at Takinami-senpai for an explanation. If Hasumi-senpai has been informed of the matter we just decided, she was the only one who can be the culprit.


    “I mean, it’s my first date after all. I just have to tell someone, you get it?”


    “Of all people, why Hasumi-senpai…?”


    If you wanted someone to talk about it to, Takajou-senpai was the perfect candidate. She would often misunderstand the relationship between me and Takinami-senpai, but in fact, she clearly understands it correctly.


    “What’s with you out of breath?… Curious much?”


    Takinami-senpai said provokingly to Hasumi-senpai.


    It seems that she was messaging Hasumi-senpai earlier when she was operating her smartphone.


    “Huh?! Why should I care? No, nevermind that! I came to tell you to go on a date like a high school student.”


    I looked at Takinami-senpai again. I couldn’t understand what she was saying. What did she mean by “a date like a highschool student.”


    “You mean if Shizuru doesn’t come home that day?”


    “Why would you message me that?!”


    


    What on earth did she send?


    “I thought it would be best to tell his sister.”


    “I’m telling you to not message me unlikely things.”


    Hasumi-senpai was standing next to me, murmuring in dismay. Her reaction was natural.


    “I mean, if you’re gonna ask what’s the reason, I can’t really answer that…”


    She said as scratched her head.


    I would think the same thing. If you look for it, maybe there was a reason to forbid it, or maybe there was nothing at all. However, I would like my friends around me to have relationships befitting of a high school student.


    “Oh, it’s not unlikely. I think I hold sufficient knowledge and I consider this the place to settle it.”


    “S-settle…?”


    


    “Of course, settling scores from top to bottom, inside and out.”


    The next moment, Hasumi-senpai was holding my collar.


    “P-please tell your complaints to Takinami-senpai instead of me.”


    Why would she get mad at me? And why does Takinami-senpai say things that agitate Hasumi-senpai so much since earlier?


    And there I heard a faint laugh.


    It was not Takinami-senpai, nor Hasumi-senpai―Turning around, it was Kanata-senpai.


    “Mibu-san?”


    “I’m sorry. You guys seem to be having fun after all. Shizuru, a bloodbath for real this time?”


    “…Is that what it looks like?”


    Does this person have some special expectation on bloodbath? Even if it was, why would you look forward to seeing it?


    “I know Takinami goes here every day, but I never expected Hasumi.”


    “Me? What do you mean?”


    


    Hasumi-senpai tilted her head.


    However, with her by my side, Kanata-senpai turned her eyes toward me.


    “You’re surprisingly popular, huh?”


    “Not really.”


    


    “You’re kidding?! Me with this guy?!”


    


    Immediately after, Hasumi-senpai understood what Kanata-senpai was trying to say, and she then shouted. Hasumi-senpai was pointing at me.


    Then, a moment after.


    “Even I would be hurt by that, you know?”


    “You too. Why are you denying it so straightforward? Do you really hate the idea of me liking you?”


    We looked at each other with a straight face.


    “Since we’re already on the topic, I’d like to go on a date too, if that’s all right. Oh, I’m fine going after Takinami and Hasumi.”


    “Well, I’d happil… Ugh.”


    This time, Takinami-senpai grabbed me by the collar.


    “You…”


    “You’ve got some nerve to cheat in front of me.”


    Even Hasumi-senpai came up to me. I was being questioned by the two upperclassmen. The situation was really starting to look like a bloodbath.


    Looking at Kanata-senpai from between Takinami-senpai and Hasumi-senpai, she had her hand over her mouth and was laughing without letting out a sound. Unbelievable. To begin with, she knew my relation with Hasumi-senpai, there was no way she would misunderstand anything.


    And then the main bell rang at 6 p.m.


    “……”


    For some reason, the place was at a standstill. No one opened their mouths, and Takinami-senpai remained clutching me by the collar.


    “Alright, I’ll be going ahead first.”


    


    We waited for the chime to finish ringing―Kanata-senpai was the first one to speak out. She poured in all the energy she had and was the first to leave the library.


    “Alright, then, I’ll be closing the library. Can you two leave the room?”


    “Eh, ah…”


    


    “W-wait…”


    I saw Kanata-senpai dashing out of the library, and I took advantage of their stunned state to escape from Takinami-senpai’s hands and forcefully pushed them both out of the library.


    I then lock the door from the inside.


    “Hey, open up!”


    


    “Open up. We’re not done talking!”


    


    It was a siege.


    It seems like today I would have to rearrange the bookshelves, which I don’t usually do, before leaving.

  


  

    Act 5


    And so came the long awaited Saturday.


    The meeting place was at the east ticket gate of the Sannomiya Municipal Subway Station. From here, we can go almost anywhere.


    As I waited in front of an advertisement for a new apartment, Takinami-senpai showed up about five minutes after the meeting time.


    “Good morning, Shizuru.”


    “Good morning.”


    Today she was wearing a shoulder-less top, wide pants, and a cap on her head. The other day, she was talking about settling scores, but for the time being, it appears to be a tame fashion style that takes into account the season of early summer.


    I met Takinami Ruika in April. One thing led to another and she has been aggressively courting me for some reason. This was the first time we have met outside of school, perhaps because I have no desire to do so. This was also the first time I saw her in casual clothing.


    “You’re quite early.”


    


    “I can’t exactly keep you waiting after all.”


    I was about to say, “You’re late though,” but swallowed my words. It was just my usual light-hearted remark, but I didn’t want her to think I was a narrow-minded man.


    And then, Takinami-senpai looked around.


    “Ah, I knew she’d be here.”


    


    And then, she found something.


    Yes. There was a familiar face watching us. If I’m not mistaken, that was Hasumi-senpai. She was wearing an asymmetrical camisole and low-rise skinny denim jeans.


    “Of course she’d be there. You provoked her that much yesterday after all.”


    “Oh, I wonder what you’re talking about?”


    Takinami Senpai blatantly feigned ignorance.


    After all that talk about the date, even Hasumi-senpai would be curious and would want to come check on us.


    But, even though she was curious, she didn’t want to interfere, so she didn’t talk to me while I was waiting here alone for Takinami-senpai.


    Sadly, she was fatally ill-suited for spying because of her eye-catching appearance. I recognized her immediately, and even now she was being approached by a couple of guys who were either students at our school or guys who were just picking up girls. Probably the latter, as their flashy, gruff appearance and jangly accessories were unlikely to be students.


    “They seem persistent. I’ll be back.”


    “Wait up.”


    


    I thought I should go in to help, and was about to head for Hasumi-senpai, when Takinami-senpai suddenly grabbed me by the arm and held me back.


    “Don’t worry. When it comes to us girls, it’s not uncommon for guys to approach us, so she can handle guys of that caliber.”


    “Really…?”


    It sounds like she was being self-conscious, but I guess it must be true. And Hasumi-senpai also didn’t make eye contact with the men, waving her palms in the air and seemingly not taking them seriously at all.


    “Shall we?”


    


    “S-sure.”


    


    Takinami-senpai started walking toward Center Gai Shopping St. I followed her with some reluctance.


    * * *


    The first stop was a bookstore, as I requested.


    From the second floor of the Center Plaza building, we entered the large bookstore via a connecting walkway over Center Street.


    “Shizuru, how is life at Hasumi-san’s house?”


    As I looked around for books, she asked about Hasumi-senpai.


    “Uncle is taking care of me as much as he can. I’m doing well with Hasumi-senpai now. So, on the surface, I am at peace. It’s just―”


    “Just what?”


    I was a little at a loss for words, but Takinami-senpai urged me to go on.


    “It’s hardly a healthy family structure.”


    It was fatal for a mistress’s child to take shelter in his father’s home, no matter how much the biological father wanted to. It should not continue for a long time, and if it continues for a long time, it will eventually collapse. That was why I decided to leave the Hasumi residence after the summer vacation started.


    “I bet.”


    


    She chuckled.


    “But that’s not what I want to hear.”


    “What?”


    Now I urge her to continue.


    “You live under the same roof with Hasumi-san, don’t you? If that’s the case, you’ll see her in something other than her school uniform, won’t you? You know, like those manga-like developments…”


    “……”


    I remembered the time when she came out of the bathroom wearing only a bath towel.


    “Wait a minute, Shizuru. What’s with that silence? Did something happen? Something happened, right? What did you see? Tell me.”


    “It’s a misunderstanding.”


    


    Takinami-senpai suddenly grabbed me by the collar, and I raised both hands in the air as if saying “Violence is not good,” “Let’s talk about it.” Isn’t this a common pattern these days? I don’t want to get used to being grabbed if I can help it.


    Everyone saw her grabbing me by the collar and I heard things like, “What? What? A bloodbath?” “The man should get down on his knees and apologize.” “Men should just die.”


    “As you know, Hasumi-senpai is broad-minded, so her loungewear is just like that. To be honest, I’m having trouble looking at her. Well, In that sense, this is the development that you fear.”


    “Oh, that’s what you meant.”


    


    It seemed Takinami-senpai was somehow convinced. She removed her hands from my collar. Although I’m downplaying it a little bit, I was not lying.


    “‘If you want to look at something, just look at me,’ is what I would like to say, but it wouldn’t suit me to dress like Hasumi-san.”


    “Well, you guys are polar opposite after all.”


    


    The only thing that could be imitated and suited would be the naked bath towel fashion. I don’t want her to do it, though.


    “Alright, found it.”


    Turning my attention back to the flatbed again, I finally found what I was looking for. I quickly picked it up.


    “Is that what you were looking for?”


    “Yep.”


    


    It was a new book by the historical fiction writer, Tsukasa Soichiro.


    “Historical fiction? Surprising. I didn’t expect you to read this kind of thing.”


    Takinami-senpai also picked up a book from the pile and looked at the front and back covers alternately.


    “Is this the kind of thing you like?”


    “No. Just the writer.”


    “That’s it? Is it interesting?”


    I read this for one reason. Because she wrote it. I bought it for the author.


    “At least to me.”


    


    Unfortunately, however, even though she was regarded as an up-and-coming writer of historical fiction, it does not seem to be translating well into sales figures.


    The fact of the matter was, as far as Tsukasa Soichiro was concerned, selling was easy. There may be some favoritism, but the content was unquestionably good, so it was a matter of being noticed. So she should just be featured in a light literary magazine. A great one would be Michelangelo, a recent general literary magazine with lots of color pages. If you can get your work featured in that magazine, it will sell like hotcakes.


    Although, the author herself wouldn’t want her work to increase sales with that tactic.


    “Hmm..”


    Perhaps out of interest, Takinami-senpai began to read the back cover.


    “If you’re curious, go ahead and read it. I have all the previous volumes, so I’ll lend them to you anytime. I’ll just go ahead and buy this.”


    I left her there―I walked past a girl standing in the magazine section, who was hiding her face, and headed for the cash register.

  


  

  
    * * *


    As we wandered around, lunchtime came around and we moved to the restaurant area of the building. There we entered a Western-style restaurant.


    In front of Takinami-san, I put up appearances and ordered a plate of steak, which was a bit expensive for a high school student to eat, while she ordered an omelet and a plate of grilled chicken.


    “This isn’t exactly a good time to tell you this, but I’ll leave Hasumi-senpai’s house and go to my grandparents’ place when summer vacation arrives.”


    As I started tasting the food that arrived, I spoke up.


    “Eh…?”


    


    Hearing this, Takinami-senpai stopped her movement.


    It wasn’t like this was the first time she heard about this, so why was she so surprised?


    “Eh? Wait a moment. Didn’t the problem get solved? She doesn’t exactly hate you, right?”


    


    “That’s right.”


    


    Now we even talk normally and she was making my lunch everyday. She even followed us because a certain somebody provoked her. I can say that our relationship is doing well.


    “Then, why?”


    Takinami-senpai asked, looking like she didn’t understand what was the problem.


    “I told you before, right? It’s hardly a healthy family structure.”


    


    “I thought for sure you were gonna stay in that house.”


    “I can’t exactly do that.”


    I was not trying to worry about it, but the neighborhood was aware of me coming and going out of the house. Whether I explain the situation or not, it will eventually come biting me in the back. I can still feign it for now.


    “I see. If that’s what you decided to do, it can’t be helped.”


    Takinami-senpai let out a sigh.


    “What’s wrong?”


    I asked, feeling that there was something she wanted to say.


    “I thought that this isn’t the for me to be concerned about other people”


    “Hm?”


    


    “Don’t worry about it, Shizuru.”


    


    But her reply was just hollow.


    “Did you already tell her that?”


    


    “I did. She seemed convinced.”


    


    “Hmm. How unsympathetic. I thought she cared for you a little more.”


    


    I’m sure this was how it was supposed to be. It was as natural as leaves falling to the ground. Besides, Hasumi-senpai still cares enough about me.


    “Put yourself in her shoes, how would you feel if a man not much older than you, suddenly made to live with you under one roof?”


    


    “Oh, I’ll welcome it with open arms.”


    Takinami-senpai replied with a smile on her face.


    “That’s because it’s me you’re imagining. What if it’s a guy you’ve never met before…”


    “Well, ok, sure…”


    


    But this time, she became meek.


    “That is Hasumi-senpai’s position.”


    “But you and her are different. You may have barely met, but you’re connected by blood even if it’s just half.”


    “That is both good and bad. In fact, this time Hasumi’s anger was directed at his father, but it could have been directed at me.”


    


    However, Hasumi-senpai was very rational. Normally, she would have turned her hatred towards me without even realizing that it was unreasonable and misguided.


    Thanks to this, I can say goodbye with a smile. An unbelievable good ending, no?


    “Then how about going back to your old house?”


    Takinam-senpai suggested.


    “I thought about it but―”


    “I’ll even come by seven times a week to take care of you.”


    “Just now, it disappeared without a trace from the list of options.”


    Everyday?


    In fact, at one time I considered staying in that house. But I had too many memories of my mom there. To be honest, it was hard for me to be alone there.


    I looked at Takinami-senpai again.


    “What?”
 
 “Nothing.”


    


    She noticed my gaze and asked me about it, to which I responded.


    I have previously analyzed my feelings, because I was able to avoid sinking into deep sorrow since I left home immediately after my mom’s death.


    ‘Maybe she was one of the saving graces in that regard…’


    She was concerned about me, but she didn’t stop at that, and made advances to me in the same way as before. Me, on the other hand, was somewhat comforted by her attitude, even though I also treated her in the same casual manner as before.


    Even after Mom’s death, my daily life remains the same.


    “After this, If you find something you like, I’ll buy it.”


    This was a great opportunity. I should get her a gift as a thanks.


    “Really!? I’m so happy. Alright, I’ll find something expensive to buy.”


    “…Please don’t.”


    


    I let out a sound of despair. Seeing me like this, Takinami-senpai happily smiled.


    However, being her, I was sure she would choose a moderately priced item, and she must be aware of my desire to thank her, so she will not refuse.


    * * *


    After lunch, we moved to Kobe MARUI.


    Here, we looked around the ladies’ floor. Naturally, there were only branded stuff, but it was amazing that she could find something that would look good on a high school student. If we even stopped for a moment to take a look, the store staff would immediately rush to us, not wanting to miss out on the sales pitch.


    She was dragging me around. I had no choice but to wait until she was done dealing with and fending off the clerk.


    I looked around and saw a lingerie store nearby. As a man, I couldn’t help but notice it.


    “Oh my, pervert. Look at you, looking so intensely.”


    


    And then Takinami-senpai came back. She was giggling.


    “Done?”


    “Yes. Are you gonna buy me some? I wonder what you’ll choose. I’m looking forward to it.”


    


    “……”


    I would like to say that there were no high school students who would, but…


    “What are you expecting? Unfortunately, I have no such plans.”


    “Geez, how about you do boyfriend-like stuff for once? Acting all shy and reserved is good and all, but man up once in a while.”


    “We’re not even dating in the first place.”


    


    Takinami-senpai’s provocation made me a little annoyed.


    “Alright, let’s go then.”


    I spoke and stepped out.


    


    And where I headed to was―


    “Hey, wait a second, Shizuru. Where do you think you’re going?”


    


    Takinami-senpai rushed to stop me.


    It was understandable that she was upset. I had entered the lingerie store in question.


    “You’re the one who told me to choose for you.”


    “I did say that, but…”


    


    I ignored her confusion and went around the store.


    After taking a quick look around, I picked up a few items I had my eye on ― all of them were a set of a bra and panties ― and I shoved them at Takinami-senpai.


    “This one, this one, and this one. I don’t know the size though.”


    “Eh, you really picked some up?! Oh, this doesn’t look bad.”


    She was surprised, but immediately looked at it with interest.


    The ones I chose were too mature of a design for a high school student to wear, but perhaps for Takinami-senpai, it would probably suit her. The colors were all clean white. I’m glad I was able to choose ones that she liked.


    “Besides, how did you know what to choose?”


    


    However, Takinami-senpai was slightly shivering.


    “It’s a trade secret.”


    Which company’s trade secret it was, I wonder.


    “Ah, I know.”


    


    “Hm?”


    Takinami-senpai seemed to have had a flash of inspiration.


    “You chose what you wanted me to wear, right?”


    “Definitely not. Alright, I’ll be outside. Whether you want to buy it or not, it’s your choice.”


    I turned on my foot and turned my body to the outside of the store.


    “Oh, you’re not gonna buy it for me? For the gift, you know?”


    “I’m not stingy. I’m willing to buy you something, but choose another thing. If I buy it, it’s going to complicate things a bit.”


    I left her and went outside the store.


    And there I let out a deep sigh. In Takinami-senpai’s eyes, it might have looked as if I had chosen it easily. But to tell the truth, like many boys, I was not good at this kind of thing. In fact, I don’t think there was anyone who was good at it. Of course, you don’t get used to it even if you have a lot of experience. That was exhausting.


    After a while, Takinami-senpai came out. In her hand was another bag with the store’s logo printed on it.


    “Sorry for the wait, Shizuru.”


    “Did you buy it?”
 
 “Yes.”


    


    As she said with a smile.


    “But the size was a little different. I wonder if I should tell you my three sizes. Also, what design do you like? You know, for reference.”


    “I don’t need that kind of information. I picked some on the spur of the moment, but I’m never doing this again.”


    


    When I retorted, Takinami-senpai chuckled.


    “I never thought you had such a sense of style for this kind of stuff.”


    But then her eyes suddenly wandered around.


    “So, you know, Shizuru…”


    


    “Hm?”


    Her speech became unclear and her face was slightly red.


    “Did you… um… imagine it when you chose these?”


    “……”


    


    In other words, she was wondering whether I chose it because I imagined her wearing it?


    “……”


    But I couldn’t exactly answer the question. Of course, when giving someone an outfit, I think about whether or not it will look good on them, and I do simulations in my head. It goes without saying.


    “Is this also another trade secret?”


    “I guess that’s how it’s gonna be.”


    


    For the second time, what kind of company?


    “Hmm. That so?”


    Takinami-senpai seemed to have guessed the right answer as I kept my mouth shut. She gave a nasty smile, a complete change from earlier. Hey, whatever-company, what was this about? Aren’t you being too lax in managing confidential information?


    “Say, Shizuru? Since you went through the trouble of picking these, should I tell you when I put it on? Or should I not only tell you, but also show it to you?”


    “You don’t have to say it. You also don’t have to show it. I don’t have time for that.”


    I refused flat out.


    “Then… You know, I like the type where the side is tied with a lace, can you help me pick one out again?”


    “?! Absolutely not.”


    


    She saw this as an opportunity to go on the offensive, so I shook off Takinami-senpai, who was clinging to me, and I started to walk away.


    This time, I haven’t decided where to go.

  


  

    Act 6


    I continued to look around MARUI and bought some affordable accessories for Takinami-senpai as a gift, until she suddenly looked at her watch.


    “I think we should call it a day.”


    


    I looked at my watch, too.


    The time was still 4 p.m.


    “You think?”


    If we go home now, I will be home before five o’clock. Even elementary school students don’t go home this early.


    “I’m glad to hear that, but for the rest of the time, you should spend it with Hasumi-san.”


    “Ha? With Hasumi-senpai?”


    Why?


    “You will be leaving Hasumi-san’s house soon, right? Then, wouldn’t it be nice to do something as siblings before that?”


    “I guess…”


    I would like to do so, as long as I’m not being hated. However, I wasn’t sure if Hasumi-senpai would want such a thing…


    Then I suddenly realized something.


    “Don’t tell me you provoked Hasumi-senpai for this purpose?”


    Was this the reason why you let her follow us after provoking her that much?


    “I mean, I had to, otherwise she wouldn’t be honest, y’know? At first I thought this would be a great opportunity for you two to get closer, but I didn’t think this would be such a memorable experience for me.”


    Takinami-senpai chuckled.


    “But, it’s the same for you too, right? Takinami-senpai?”


    It does not mean that we will never see each other again, but it will be a gradual process.


    “What’s with you today? You’ve been saying a lot of nice things to me. It’s as if your attitude towards me before was a lie.”


    Takinami-senpai widened her eyes.


    “Well, I’m probably gonna ask you for another date before summer vacation. Anyway, stay here, Shizuru.”


    


    She said this to me, and without hesitation, she walked straight ahead―eventually disappearing into the crowd of people passing by.


    I understand Takinami-senpai’s intention. But was Hasumi-senpai still there in the first place? I had to deal with Takinami-senpai, so I lost sight of her in the middle. If she wasn’t here, she may have already gotten bored and gone home. However, Takinami-senpai looked convinced that she was still here.


    “Hey, what’s with you?!”


    


    “Come now.”


    


    And then, a voice came.


    When I looked towards the voice, I saw that Takinami-senpai was pushing Hasumi-senpai. And for some reason, she was coming back from the opposite direction of where she had disappeared.


    Finally, she brought Hasumi-senpai in front of me.


    “What, you’re here too?”


    Hasumi-senpai crossed her arms, turned away her head, and spoke in a condescending manner.


    “……”


    


    “……”


    “…Uh, did you know from the very beginning?”


    “I mean, you stand out after all, Hasumi-senpai.”


    Surprisingly, this person was out of the loop. As expected of Uncle’s daughter. With her gorgeous appearance, fashion that sometimes reveals a glimpse of her flanks, it would have been impossible for her not to catch people’s attention.


    “Sorry but can you take care of the rest, Hasumi-san? I suddenly have to go home now.”


    “Eh? No, I’m…”


    


    “Is that so? Thank you. I’m counting on you.”


    Takinami-senpai didn’t even bother to listen to her, or rather, she completely ignored her and pushed me towards Hasumi-senpai, and left.


    What remained was me and Hasumi-senpai.


    “What, was that…”


    


    Hasumi-senpai looked stunned.


    “Shall we wander for a bit and then head home?”


    “Okay. I’ve been following you guys, so I haven’t seen much.”


    It was because you’re spending your precious weekend on something stupid. You get what you deserve.


    Hasumi-senpai just wanted to eat something, so she went to the first thing she saw and bought a soft-serve ice cream shop, vanilla flavor with chocolate coating. I also bought the orthodox vanilla flavor.


    “You guys are really close, huh?”


    


    Hasumi-senpai said somberly as she stood in front of the store eating the ice cream. She can’t walk around with that. I guess she was planning to eat it here.


    “I think so too.”


    


    “I didn’t know Takinami-san could make a face like that. She always has that graceful smile, but she provoked me and even smiled innocently at you. Two-faced was it? I don’t think I can imitate her.”


    “Everyone has his or her own strengths and weaknesses. On the other hand, it’s your openness that makes you attractive.”


    “Ca-can you not say something so embarrassing?!”


    


    Hasumi-senpai glared at me. However, since she looked embarrassed with her face tinted with red, it lacked pressure.


    “How about you? Do you like Takinami-san?’


    And so she continued, trying to divert the conversation.


    “Probably.”


    


    “Probably? Make it clear.”


    


    “I’m not suited for it, the person named Makabe Shizuru, for romance.”


    It was true that I have feelings for Takinami Ruika. But were these truly genuine? Can I confidently say that these feelings weren’t made to suit her wishes?


    “Hmmm..”


    Hasumi-senpai replied, sounding convinced.


    “Well, I don’t know much about love either. Love or whatnot. The people around me make a lot of noise about it, but it’s not my thing.”


    Then she made it clear.


    It seems that Hasumi-senpai took my earlier words to mean that she wasn’t interested in a colorful love affair.


    “Alright, shall we go home?”


    Satisfied with her soft-serve ice cream, she simply rolled up the paper on the cone and tossed it into the trash can in front of the store.


    “……”


    


    “What? Something wrong?”


    “…No, please don’t worry about it.”


    Right, it was nothing.


    I just wanted to hang out and walk around with Hasumi-senpai a little more. I wished this time could last a little longer, that was all, nothing more.


    But there was no way I could say that. I just wish we had that kind of relationship to be able to say it.


    ‘You see? Hasumi-senpai isn’t thinking in the slightest about making memories with me for the last time.’


    While I mocked myself inwardly, it still felt lonely.


    Then I finally figured it out.


    I’m sure that I wanted her to acknowledge me as family. 


    My half-sister, whom I met when I lost my only immediate family and was taken in provisionally.


    I knew her before I met her in that house; she was a senior who was very popular with the boys at school.


    She said to me, a testament to her father’s betrayal. ―You were just born, you are innocent.


    That was how I got saved.


    I had thought that not only had I lost my mother, I would be hated, and even be denied of my own birth, but those words saved me.


    And so, somehow, I became greedy. ―I wanted her to acknowledge me as family.


    But that was naive. It was a fleeting fantasy. After all, it was hardly a healthy family structure, as I said myself, and she had no desire to do so.


    “That so? If it’s nothing, let’s head home.”


    


    “Alright… look out. In front.”


    Before I knew it, I was speaking as fast as I could.


    “Eh? Ugh…”


    As Hasumi-senpai turned on her heel to head for the station, there was a person standing in front of her, and she crashed into him.


    If this was an accident, fine. But to my eyes, it looked as if the man was standing there as if he was blocking Hasumi-senpai’s way.


    “Ah, my bad. I wasn’t looking at the way.”


    


    Hasumi-senpai apologized, holding her bumped nose.


    “Hm? Aren’t you the girl from earlier this morning?”


    “Huh?”


    Then I look at the other person again.


    I saw him too. I was looking at a distance, but his flashy, gruff appearance and jangly accessories looked a lot like the people who were picking up women in the morning.


    “Are you alone? Actually, I’m alone too. About bumping me, it’s fine don’t worry about it. In exchange, can you accompany me?”


    “……”


    Hasumi-senpai was speechless.


    And it was the same for me. This guy… pretended as if he found Hasumi-senpai again by accident, but was standing in a position to deliberately bump into her.


    “Ah, sorry but I’m with this one.”


    


    She pointed at me using her chin.


    “Heh…”


    


    The man looked at me.


    “Your friend? Come on, instead of that dull looking guy, hang out with me.”


    “……”


    


    Sorry about that, for being dull. I’m an average peep, after all. But I think it was better than being a bad looking guy who can’t hide his bad attitude.


    “Wow, so lame.”


    “Ah?”


    Hasumi-senpai rolled her eyes, and the man sounded menacing.


    “It’s good manners to withdraw quietly when you are rejected. But to be turned down twice and still not back down, that’s really something, isn’t it? Maybe I’m supposed to be impressed, but it’s really astounding.”


    Hasumi-senpai lined up her words.


    The man’s face turned bright red as he looked at her.


    ‘This looks quite bad…’


    I was camly analyzing the situation.


    With Hasumi-senpai’s personality, she would clearly state her likes and dislikes, it came out beautifully. However, in this case, straight talk only served to offend the other party.


    “I’ll fucking kill you, bitch.”


    The next moment I saw a knife in his hand. Dammit… he was just a delinquent, huh? Also the type that would commit crimes in the future. What era are you from? Who else carries a knife these days?


    Even Hasumi-senpai, who was not afraid, looked horrified.


    The man goes towards Hasumi-senpai.


    I was running at the same time.


    “Hasumi-senpai!”


    


    I protect her by pushing her away.


    And then, came intense pain.


    I involuntary cower.


    As it should be, if you look at my left arm, there was a knife stuck in it. The pain was often described as if someone had stuck a burning iron into your arm, and I guess this was exactly what it felt like. And yet, for some reason, it also felt strangely cold. It felt like my teeth were gonna come out.


    “Shizuru!”


    


    Hasumi-senpai rushed over to me and looked alternately at my face and the knife that stabbed me.


    “Aa-are you okay?!?!”
 
 She asked me, but I have a knife stuck deep into my arm. There was no way I would be okay.


    There was no way, but…


    “What, about it…!”


    


    I grasped the handle of the knife and pulled it out with great force. [T/N If you ever get stabbed don’t do this, it would only worsen the bleeding. You might faint from blood loss or even die.]


    “Gah!”


    A hair-raising sensation ran through my body, and then another sharp pain shot through me. But I shook it off and stood up unsteadily.


    I dropped the bloody knife in front of the man.


    “Hih…”


    


    The man already looked so pale.


    It was good that he wielded the knife in anger at being made fun of, but he must have realized that he had done a terrible thing when he hurt someone.


    That doesn’t mean I can forgive him.


    “How dare you try to take away my family…! I won’t let you take away anymore of my precious family…!”


    


    I punched the man with all my might.


    The man was blown away, and he remained motionless. Was he comatosed, or was he unable to stand up due to the shock of having stabbed someone with a knife? [E/N What? Was he that strong? One punch to blow a guy away?]


    And then I landed on my knees again.


    “Shizuru! Shizuru!”


    


    While I was about to faint from the pain and bleeding, I heard Hasumi-senpai’s voice in the distance.


    ‘Ah, that’s the first time she ever mentioned my name…’

  


  

  
    * * *


    After that, I was taken by an ambulance and given proper treatment at the hospital.


    Fortunately, there were no major blood vessels or nerves damage, so it was not likely to be serious. I didn’t get hospitalized either.


    After the treatment, I went straight to the police station from the hospital for a brief interview ― and after that, I called Hasumi-san. He had heard the news from Hasumi-senpai. He told me that he was on duty today and could not move, but that he had called the hospital directly and asked the emergency doctors to take care of me. I don’t think that will make any difference in the treatment though.


    And so the next Sunday, it was just the two of us at breakfast.


    “That looks hard.”


    


    “Well, it’s because of this.”


    


    I had my left arm strapped to my neck because moving it too much would worsen the wound.


    Thanks to Hasumi-senpai making a Western-style breakfast, I can mostly eat it with one hand. However, there were some things I couldn’t eat with one hand. For example, bread. I can’t spread jam with one hand. It wouldn’t work even if you put it on a plate.


    “Give me that.”


    When I resolutioned myself to eat it without anything on it, Hasumi-senpai, who was sitting across from me, snatched the whole plate of bread away from me.


    Hasumi-senpai carefully spread jam on the bread – and not long after, the plate came back.


    “Thank you.”


    


    “Buy some pastries for today.”


    


    Hasumi-senpai bluntly said.


    And so, we returned to our meal.


    “Say, Shizuru,”


    Hasumi-senpai suddenly called my name.


    


    “……”


    “…where’s your reply?”


    “Ah, I’m sorry. I was just thinking.”


    


    Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say that my mind was just wandering around. Prompted by a gruff voice, I hastily responded.


    “You…”


    


    This time, she addressed me as you.


    “Can you clean out your house and get ready to move with those hands?”


    “It’s difficult, but I just have to do it.”


    I should do what I can do and ask Karube for help. If it doesn’t work out, I’ll just hire a moving company. It will probably be expensive, but it might be a good idea to include an alternate plan where I just leave the entire moving to the moving company.


    I had planned to leave as soon as summer vacation started, but at this rate it will take a little longer.


    It was at that moment while I was lost in thought, Hasumi-senpai suddenly spoke up.


    “How about you stay with us for a little longer?”


    “What?”


    “I mean, with that hand, it will be inconvenient, right?”


    Hasumi-senpai sulkingly said.


    “Well, I guess. What do you mean by… a little longer?”


    


    “How would I know? Until your injury heals, or until you graduate from high school and enter college, or after college. You do whatever you want, Shizuru. It’s normal for a family to stay together, but you’re a man and you’re gonna leave home at some point. You should decide for yourself.”


    I was so overwhelmed by her words.


    This was probably Hasumi-senpai’s way of showing her consideration, but the atmosphere was not such that I can thank her for it ― so the meal continues in silence once again.


    As we did, Hasumi-senpai opened her mouth again.


    


    “S-so, how long are you…?”


    


    The same words, but this time she was the one who asked me.


    “I can do whatever I want, right?”


    “…You, you’re surprisingly a jerk.”


    


    Hasumi-senpai glared at me with her eyes half-closed.

  


  
    Epilogue


    Beginning of the week, Monday.


    “Say, Makabe-kun? Are you really alright with those hands?”


    In the library after school, Takinami Ruika arrived earlier than usual and had a worried look on her face.


    On Saturday, I had been with her until just before the incident, and after I came home after the treatment at the hospital, I told her what happened. She told me that she was going to visit me on Sunday, but I refused. She couldn’t stay still, so she came earlier than usual.


    “It’ll be fine. I’ll only do things I can manage.”


    


    There was not much work to begin with. If there was a job that puts a burden on my arms, it would be organizing returned books, but that can be managed by using a book cart or returning books to the shelves little by little without accumulating too many.


    “That so? But don’t push yourself. You can count on me if you need anything.”


    “Thank you very much.”


    


    I thank Takinami-senpai, who was in her honor student persona.


    Although I say it was a persona, she meant what she said. It goes without saying that she was concerned about me, and when she said I can count on her, she really meant it.


    “By the way, Shizuru?”


    And then, she leaned closer to me over the counter. The fact that she called me by my name showed her other side, her true self.


    As she did, she covered her mouth with her palm and whispered.


    “You know, I’m wearing the one you selected for me today―”


    “?!”


    “Should I not mention it?”


    I almost hit my head on the counter as a measure to calm down.


    “…I told you I didn’t need to hear that kind of information. Besides, you’re already implying that you are wearing it.”


    Don’t feign ignorance. I know you’re doing this on purpose.


    It was at that moment when I let out a sigh of exasperation.


    “Shizu… or not. Ma-Makabe-kun, is there something you… hmm? Takinami-san?”


    It was Hasumi Shion who entered the library.


    “What are you doing here, Takinami-san?”


    “Of course, I was wondering if there’s something I can do to help him, since his hand is like that.”


    


    She was one of those who knew her other face, but in front of the public, Takinami-senpai responded with the face of a gentle honor student. She’s really quick at switching attitudes.


    “In fact, she was talking about something terribly unimportant. But she was planning on helping.”


    “What about you, Hasumi-san? Are you also here to help Makabe-kun?”


    


    Ignoring my sarcasm, Takinami-senpai asked Hasumi-senpai back as if nothing had happened.


    “Huh? Of course not. No way.”


    


    Takinami-senpai was also mean. If she asked in such a teasing manner, there was no way Hasumi-senpai would have been honest.


    Takinami-senpai was probably right. For what it was worth, she has been assisting me with inconveniences at home as well. However, Hasumi-senpai was perhaps embarrassed to admit it, and quickly denied it.


    So, what are you doing in the library, then? Would be the question asked next.


    “W-well, but you know, you can put it that way. I will help my little brother as his older sister, so you can go home, Takinami-san.”


    Hasumi-senpai turned the conversion around ― if you get hit, you hit back. Though, it must be hard to tell a lie when it was painfully obvious.


    “That’s not happening.”


    Said Takinami-senpai.


    “Unlike you, Hasumi-san, who can help him bathe, I can only see Makabe-kun at school. At least let me take care of things at school.”


    “I would never do that!”


    “She would never, that kind of thing!”


    Me and Hasumi-senpai shout at the same time.


    “Oh, really? I thought you would do that much for him. It must have been hard to wash your hair by yourself, right?”


    “Eh? Ah, now that you mentioned it…”


    


    “Don’t be fooled, Hasumi-senpai. Takinami-senpai is just having fun teasing you.”


    What was with that face? Even before and now, she was surprisingly an easy person. Takinami-senpai probably realized it too and was teasing her on purpose.


    Hasumi-senpai came back to her senses.


    “Y-you…”


    


    “Oh, I’m sorry. But, it’ll be fine if you put on a swimsuit.”


    “That’s not the problem.”


    The two of them stared at each other.


    And as for me, well…


    “It’s disturbing the other students, so I’m going to ask you both to leave.”


    I decided to kick these girls out.


    “Kanata-senpai.”


    The pre-bell rang at 5:55 p.m and I went to Mibu Kanata, who was sitting in her usual seat, just as the remaining students began to leave.


    She was running her pen through her notebook as usual. Her style of writing was as analog as ever.


    “Shizuru. Somehow, it was kinda rowdy half-way through.”


    


    “I’m sorry. I’m sure it’s not gonna stay for long.”


    


    I need to get this arm healed fast to keep those two quiet. However, I don’t think it was something I can achieve through hard work.


    “I have one report to make. I think I will be staying with the Hasumi residence for a while longer.”


    “That so?”


    However, Kanata-senpai’s reaction was nonchalant. She seemed not a tiny bit interested, and she then began to put her tools and notebooks away in her bag.


    “Eh? Aren’t you pleased?”


    


    “Again, what are you expecting out of me?”


    


    It was a very cold response.


    “I had a feeling this was going to happen. Besides, I know that my relationship with you will not change regardless of where we are. Even if you leave this place as planned, nothing will change. Since it’s you anyway, wouldn’t you just fly over from the other side of the world if I told you to come?”


    “Well, that’s true. We have known each other for a long time.”


    I met Kanata-senpai when I entered middle school.


    


    This marks the fifth year already.


    “You’re surprisingly more cowardly than I thought, not being able to forget your first woman.”


    “Ah, um, Kanata-senpai? I’d like you to reconsider how you phrase it, okay?’


    I felt my face twitch. I can never let people hear this.


    “It’s about the level of expression. I can rephrase it, but it doesn’t change the essence.”


    Kanata-senpai, however, was easygoing. Not seeming to mind my inner impatience, she continued.


    “I’m going out after the exam. You should follow me.”


    “Of course, with pleasure.”


    If Kanata-senpai said so, I had no right of refusal, and there was no reason for me to refuse. For Makabe Shizuru, Mibu Kanata was such an existence.


    Looking back, my relationship with Hasumi-senpai has changed dramatically in the past month. We went from being a senior and junior who only knew each other’s faces to siblings.


    My relationship with Takinami-senpai may change in the future. I have told her many things, but since I like her, I felt that there was a good chance that it might change.


    Then, what about Kanata-senpai?


    I guess she was right, after all, no matter what the situation was, our relationship will never change. That was how ideal our relationship was.


    An unchanging relationship.


    It was something wonderful ― yet at the same time it was somewhat regretful.

  


  

    SS: Siblings’ Rules


    【Hasumi Shion’s POV】


    At a certain cafe.


    “Kirika-san, do I have no charm at all?” [T/N Author’s other work’s heroine.]


    Takinami Ruika made an endearing statement to the manager’s wife of the cafe, Kirika-san, who was sitting across from her.


    It seemed that she had tried to seduce Shizuru again, and had been magnificently ignored. That was why she invited me to come here. That much was fine, but did Takinami-san understand? That Shizuru is my half-brother. 


    “No, that’s not true. What are you going to do if you are discouraged by something like this? You knew Shizuru-kun is that kind of guy, didn’t you?”


    In contrast, KIrika-san, who calls herself an ally of a maiden in love, responded seriously and ignore the fact that she has to deal with this kind of thing every time.


    Kirika-san is a beautiful woman. It was not difficult to imagine that she must have been an eye-catching beauty when she was a high school student like we are now. She sometimes shows a surprisingly young expression on her face, and to be honest, her age is unknown. I wonder how old she is now. It seems certain that she has no children.


    “Shizuru probably isn’t interested in women to begin with, don’t you think?”


    I stated what was on my mind.


    He said it himself. “I’m not cut out for love.” In fact, if you look at boys, they are all different. I don’t know whether they were serious or not, but some of them were always talking about women, while others were just not interested at all, as if they were not ready for it yet. It doesn’t seem to matter whether you were introverted or not.


    I was also not interested, or rather, I couldn’t get interested. I have no idea what romance is, or what love is, or what it means to be in a relationship with a man.


    “You think?”


    Takinami tilted her head.


    “My dad doesn’t come home from work a lot, so it’s often just the two of us, but he doesn’t seem fazed by me at all.”


    “I mean you guys are siblings, right? Besides, even with that body of yours, you’re quite crude. He looks more of an older sibling than you do.”


    “You…”


    I myself don’t think I have a feminine personality, but I don’t think it was that much to warrant such a description.


    “Oh, I don’t think so at all.”


    Kirika-san cuts in.


    “Shion-chan is beautiful, has a great body, there are not many girls like her. You should have confidence in yourself.”


    “No, the extreme end of the other spectrum is also kinda…”


    


    She was complimenting me too much, so I felt embarrassed.


    “Even Shizuru-kun couldn’t not be bothered by Shion-chan like that. But he was probably trying to not look bothered by it.”


    “Eh? R-really…?”


    It doesn’t really feel that way though… But having him being conscious of me as a woman doesn’t feel bad at all.


    “What do you think, Shion-chan? About Shizuru-kun, as a boy.”


    “Eh? You’re asking me?”


    When asked, I responded in a faltering manner.


    “Um…well, he doesn’t look half bad and he acts like an honor student at school. I find it amazing that he’s doing all the work at the library or something. He even protected me from danger, so I guess he has a manly side to him too…”


    He was not the kind of handsome or cute younger brother you might see in a shoujo manga, but he’s not half-bad. Maybe that’s why I could accept him as a younger brother.


    At that moment, I saw Kirika-san and Takinami whispering to each other in secret.


    “This feels like an awakening of a forbidden love.”


    


    “Usually, he calls her “Hasumi-senpai” but maybe when it’s just the two of them, she makes him call her “Nee-san”. She looks like that kind of type.”


    “Ah, that sounds great. It really oozes out the forbiddenness of it.”


    


    “H-he’s just my younger brother!”


    I stood up and shouted as I hit the table.


    They were grinning at me.


    “Ah, that was close… my imagination got the better of me…”


    


    Sitting down again, I put my mouth on the straw of my iced coffee and drank it intensely.


    “But really―”


    


    And then Takinami-san turned her eyes towards me.


    “Stop seducing Shizuru with your radical attire.”


    


    “Like you’re one to talk, Takinami-san.”


    I also stared at her in return.


    I don’t want to be told by someone who openly talks about seducing my brother in front of me, his sister.


    “Two older girls fighting over a younger guy… How lovely!”


    And Kiriki-san stated.


    Is this person really an ally of a maiden in love?


    * * *


    When I got home, my father was gone again today, and it was just me and Shizuru at dinner… I felt like this kind of thing was happening more and more lately. Coincidence?


    “Say, Shizuru―”


    


    I finished cleaning up after dinner and moved from the kitchen to the living room. In the living room, Shizuru was relaxing on the sofa watching TV.


    Shizuru was always like this. He never returns to his room while leaving me to clean up. When he does so, he always has a reason and always says so. Is it out of consideration or just his personality?


    “I’ve been meaning to ask you this for a while.”


    After saying this, I sat down on the sofa diagonally in front of him. Shizuru turned his head towards me.


    “You have such a stylish sister under one roof, and you don’t think anything of it?”


    “Um, you’re saying that yourself…?”


    Shizuru was taken aback.


    “Sh-shut it, will you? If you deny that part, we won’t get anywhere with this conversation.”


    


    Well, I was aware that I was talking in a condescending manner because Shizuru doesn’t seem to think of me as a woman at all, and it was also true that I think I have a great body that I can be proud of.


    “Let’s see…”


    


    Shizuru said as he thought about it.


    “If that’s what you think, then you probably have succeeded.”


    “Mhn?”


    


    What does it mean?


    “Because, Hasumi-senpai, at home, even in uniform, you go up and down the stairs without holding down your skirt―”


    “Eh―”


    I involuntarily squeezed my legs shut and placed my hands on top of each other between my thighs. It doesn’t mean anything now, though, because… I was wearing shorts, not a skirt.


    “While wearing that light summer pajama, it looks erotic, and I would think that those breast are really amaz―”


    “UGJH!?!?”


    This time, I quickly hid my chest.


    


    “Remember that time? When you came out of the bathroom with just a towel, that was such a nice view.”


    


    “EEEEEEeehhH~~~!?!?!??”


    Finally, in an effort to get as much distance from Shizuru as possible, I dropped to the edge of the sofa and curled myself up to hide my body.


    


    I didn’t know that Shizuru did that and thought that. Looking back, I didn’t think anything of it at home, because I wasn’t at school, and I was running up the stairs. The white silk pajamas I wore at night were thin and see-through, and I’m one of those people who doesn’t wear a bra (Of course, I made sure they weren’t see-through at one point, so it should be fine…?). Needless to say, I was in a bath towel after taking a bath. I guess It was too stimulating, he even remembered it.


    After all this time, I curse my defenselessness.


    Did Shizuru take advantage of my defenselessness and look at my body as much as he pleased?


    There was no doubt that Shizuru and I were siblings. However, we were not raised together. If that was the case, perhaps I should have seen him as a man before as a brother.


    I looked again at the boy in front of me.


    “……”


    


    Shizuru was laughing.


    I know this expression. It was the face that guys make when they are talking about women in an extraordinarily loud voice, or when they look at pictures of gravure idols and say how cute they are or how big their breasts are. ―In short, it was the look of a guy who’s having a good time with his friends.


    I slowly shifted my body back and sat back down on the couch.


    After doing so, I reached out my hand toward Shizuru and then flicked him on the forehead.


    “Ouch.”


    


    “I don’t like the way you’re laughing at me.”


    I told him, who was looking up at me with his forehead pressed to his hands.


    “Why are you making it out to be just dirty jokes? In truth, you didn’t do any of that, right?”


    


    “No, well…”


    Shizuru slurred his words.


    “Of course, I’m just a freeloader at this place after all. I can’t let that kind of thing slip out even if it was just a misunderstanding. That being said, I don’t think anyone would believe me if I said I wasn’t interested in my stylish older sister.”


    “…There, you don’t have to repeat yourself.”


    


    Once again, when people mention it, it just embarrasses me.


    Shizuru was basically brought by Dad to this house forcefully. He may not have been afraid of being kicked out because of his personality, but he must have disciplined himself strictly to avoid even the slightest misunderstanding happening with a girl under one roof.


    However, he knew that I would not believe him if he told me honestly that he was a prince on a white horse who never thought of anything dirty, so he made a lame joke out of it.


    “I believe you. I’m starting to get a feel for your personality, and you’re my brother after all.”


    “I’m sorry…”


    No, it was not that he was not good at it, but rather that he was too good at it. If I didn’t catch his act, he would have said, “Just kidding,” and I would have said, “You…!” and I would have thrown a cushion at him and that would have been the end of it.


    “But there’s one thing I don’t believe.”


    


    “Eh?”


    Shizuru uttered a short voice.


    “…How many times did you take a glance?”


    I asked Shizuru with all my heart.


    When I asked him earlier, “In truth, you didn’t do any of that, right?” he replied, “No, well…” and I became slightly suspicious. That’s when it hit me. I wonder if it was because we were siblings.


    Eventually, Shizuru opened his mouth apologetically.


    “Um, just once…”


    


    “Geez, idiot!”


    


    I threw a cushion at him.


    “I mean, you already started to climb the stairs when I called out to you.”


    “Alright, alright! No one thinks that you intentionally took a peek.”


    


    Shizuru probably called out to me when I was wearing a mini-skirt or in my uniform because he had business with me. But when I rushed as I crossed the living room like a gale, I had already begun to climb the stairs as he was about to ask.


    “AAH, geez! This is so embarrassing!”


    


    I snatched the cushion that was in Shizuru’s hand and held it to my body. I shook my face and looked at Shizuru reproachfully with a “Uhh” look on my face. Shizuru turned his face away from me, looking quite awkward.


    Now that it came to this, I won’t wear mini-skirts at home anymore. When I’m in uniform, I guard myself as ironclad as at school. I would always wear a cardigan over my pajamas, and not wander around the house in just a bath towel. I know that… the last one was normal for a woman.


    I thought about it and let out a sigh.


    “I’m not sure about being too guarded too. It’s not like I’m living with a complete stranger.”


    It was easy to put on steel armor. But what will Shizuru think when I’m so guarded against him? Would he be hurt in the least? Or was this a natural reaction?


    “? What is it?”


    Shizuru tilted his head at my mumbles.


    I sat back down again.


    “…I will be careful to do anything immodest, so you be a gentleman and mind your manners. This is our rule as siblings, are we clear?”


    “Ah, okay…”


    


    Shizuru replied in an overwhelmed manner.


    


    Rather than raising the level of alertness without any thought, we should all be respectful of each other. That would be the most appropriate way to settle the issue.


    “But that means that, in the end, it will be Hasumi-senpai’s―”


    


    “I-I know! I get it already!”


    


    I anticipated what Shizuru was trying to say and stopped him.


    Shizuru acted like a gentleman all the time. As much as possible, he would try not to look at it, not to be aware of it. After an unexpected accident, he would make sure it never happened again. I was the only one who acted defenseless and uninhibited.


    “Ah, geez, I’m going back to my room! When the dishwasher stops, put the dishes away!”


    I was overwhelmed with embarrassment that I couldn’t stand still ― I stood up vigorously and turned around.


    I go up the stairs.


    On a whim, I looked back and saw Shizuru meditating and resting his head on the back of the sofa with a tired look on his face like he was… telling an unfamiliar joke. If that was the case, you shouldn’t have done it.


    It was easy to say with one’s mouth, “Don’t worry about it.” But for that to happen, the situation has to be right. If I was hanging around naked, there was no need for any kind of warning.


    Modesty and manners.


    For us who just became siblings yesterday to live well ― I guess it was important.


    Also, Shizuru seemed conscious of me as a woman.

  


  

    SS: A Lover’s(Not) Envy


    【Takinami Ruika’s POV】


    At a certain cafe.


    “Geeー, listen to this, Kirika-san.”


    Hasumi Shion, who was sitting across raised her voice.


    She somehow seemed happy, maybe something good happened.


    “What’s the matter, Shion-chan?”


    The person who responded was the manager’s wife of the cafe, Kirika-san.


    Although she was older than us, she was a mysterious person that sometimes had a childish expression, so at times we mistakenly treated her as a friend. She calls herself an ally of a maiden in love and was a good adviser for us. She’s also extremely beautiful.


    


    “Shizuru is lecherous.”


    


    “?!”


    


    I was taken aback by Hasumi-san’s subsequent words.


    ‘Shi-Shizuru… is what?!’


    That guy?


    “He would peek up my skirt when I was walking up the stairs, and he talked about how erotic I looked in my pajamas.”


    She seemed to be complaining, but the tone of her voice said otherwise.


    And it was hard to believe. I could not believe that Shizuru, who had never shown any reaction to my numerous attempts, was doing such things at home, whether for real or as a joke. It was completely unimaginable.


    Is it because of the difference in our body? I, myself, don’t think I’m half-bad, but I guess for boys, they would prefer Hasumi-san’s body that rivals gravure idols.


    “You should probably scold him for that.”


    


    And, Kirika-san said.


    However, she didn’t seem to think Hasumi’s condition was as strange as I saw it, and she was even grinning.


    “Ah, no, it’s not like that. Half of the fault lies in me. I was going up and down the stairs defencelessly, and Shizuru didn’t do it on purpose, so it was like an accident. Also, I was wandering around with just my pajamas.”


    “Then, you need to mind those things, Shion-chan.”


    “Yes, I reflected on it. So this is how it feels to live with a boy.”


    Hasumi sipped her iced coffee and quenched her thirst.


    “If we had been together since birth and had seen each other naked, we would have been more open and not be so conscious of each other.”


    “Oh. It’s not yet too late, you know.”


    


    Then finally, I interrupted the conversation.


    “Why don’t you take a bath together? Shizuru’s injury is getting much better, right? You won’t get any more chances.”


    “Eh? No, that’s…”


    Hasumi-san slurred her words.


    “I have a bikini I bought last year, but I haven’t tried it on yet…”


    “That’s the problem?!”


    “Ah, so that’s the problem.”


    Kirika-san and I were stunned.


    I didn’t think that was her problem. And there was also the probability that it didn’t fit… somehow I’m getting quite mad.


    “You know, you’ve been grinning for a while now, but haven’t you realized what you’ve just said?”


    “Eh, what? OMG?!”


    Hasumi put her hand on her cheek. Looks like she hadn’t realized it…


    “Ah, so you’re the type that enjoys being seen? You have a style that you can show off to others. I’m sure it’s worth showing off.”


    “S-stop making me out to be some kind of kink freak!!”


    Hasumi-san and I leaned forward across the table and glared at each other.


    “Now, now, calm down, you two.”


    


    Then Kirika-san interrupted.


    “Shion-chan is happy to have a younger brother named Shizuru-kun, right? You enjoy fooling around together, right?”


    “It-it’s nothing like that…”


    


    Hasumi-san was slumped for words yet again.


    Since Kirika-san was someone who has more life experience than we do, and was an ally of a maiden in love, she was probably right. Putting aside whether or not Hasumi-san was aware of this or not. In fact, in my eyes, I have a skepticism that it could be… If so, Hasumi-san being excited about having a younger brother was cute and all―,


    “For the record, I’m aiming for Shizuru. It feels like I’m being interfered with…”


    


    “N-no, I don’t have that kind of intention.”


    Hasumi-san hurriedly answered.


    “I don’t know about the “seductions,” you’re doing but if that’s how Shizuru is going to be seduced, then I don’t think it’s a bad idea. Unless you stun him with a stun gun and then give him a fait accompli or something.”


    “Can you stop portraying me as some crazy girl?!”


    “You were the one who started it, didn’t you?!”


    


    We glared at each other again.


    


    “Two girls are fighting over a boy today. How peaceful.”


    Kirika-san stated as she looked at us.


    I wonder if this person saw sparks while we glared at each other?


* * *
    

    After school the next day,


    Albeit a bit pushy, I went home together with Shizuru.


    “Didn’t you have something to talk about?”


    He asked me as if he could see right through me.


    “I just want to ask―”


    “Go on.”


    As expected, there was no way I could dodge the topic, and as I asked my question, Shizuru took out a plastic bottle of mineral water from his bag. He opened the cap and put it in his mouth.


    “Did you peek under Hasumi-san’s skirt?”


    “Gulp”


    Then he started coughing.


    “Who… did you hear that… Oh, I guess there’s only one who knows it…”


    Then, after much coughing, Shizuru finally managed to squeeze out a voice.


    “Why would she blabber about that kind of stuff? I’ll tell her straight when I get home.”


    It’s probably fine. I don’t think she would talk about it to anyone other than Kirika-san.


    “Let me explain, it was just an accident.”


    “I know. That’s what Hasumi-san also said.”


    “I see…”


    Shizuru, perhaps feeling awkward, only uttered briefly.


    It was easy to corner him here. But since it was clear from their claims that it was an accident, it was indeed a pity.


    “Men are stupid. Sometimes I see them glancing at me all the time.”


    “There’s no argument there, so I guess I’ll just have to apologize on behalf of all men.”


    Shizuru laughed bitterly.


    “…Uh, are you also like that, Shizuru?”


    I couldn’t help but be curious, so I asked in a low voice.


    “I’m not going to answer that question, because that would mean I’d either be lying or opening myself up.”


    “Geez.”


    Shizuru’s deceptive reply made my cheeks puff up.


    But it also meant that it was a lie of not wanting to see it or opening himself up on wanting to see it. In the end, Shizuru didn’t fully dodge the question. Or perhaps didn’t intend to. He was honest in a strange way.


    “If you really want to see it, do it to me.”


    “―And, in spite of the bravado, why are you blushing?”


    “Because it’s embarrassing!”


    


    We were not lovers who had crossed the line, even if it was the boy I like, saying that to someone was embarrassing. I’m just amazed at how daring I was. Although, it was no different than using a woman’s weapon to seduce him.


    “If that’s the case, don’t say it.”


    


    “I don’t like it when you take interest in other girls. Understand it.”


    I rapidly spoke.


    “Well, of course I know that Hasumi-san has a great body, but if you’re gonna look―”


    


    “Oh, God. Can we stop this conversation?”


    Shizuru suddenly interrupted me.


    “What’s up, all of the sudden…”


    


    “No, I made a horrible joke to Hasumi-senpai about that. Just thinking back on it makes me wanna crawl on the ground.”


    “Ah, I see.”


    


    I immediately realized it.


    Since Shizuru, like me, can read the mood excellently, he probably made a “slightly lewd joke” in order to wrap up the conversation nicely. Sometimes that kind of joke can make the atmosphere more relaxed, and it can also make the other person trust you by giving a glimpse of your true feelings. There were even second-tier actors who were good at that kind of talk. However, it was another matter whether Shizuru understands the technique and whether he can smartly tell such a joke.


    “Sounds like you’re having a hard time.”


    “Shut it.”


    


    Shizuru sulkingly replied.


    ‘Really. How I envy you…’


    I sigh inwardly.


    When I asked Hasumi if something was wrong, she said that Shizuru was being lecherous, but she seemed very happy, and when I asked Shizuru about it, it still looked like they were just playing around with each other.


    But I was also thankful.


    Thanks to Hasumi-san’s family, Shizuru was not left alone after his mother’s death. He also didn’t have to move or change schools, and I was able to walk alongside him as before.

  


  

    SS: A Sibling’s Quarrel?


    【Hasumi Shion’s POV】


    “What should I do, Kirika-san? I got in a fight with Shizuru…”


    As soon as I entered the cafe, I immediately asked Kirika-san for advice.


    “Alright, alright, Shion-chan, I’ll hear you out. First and foremost, order something and sit down.”


    


    It felt like I got treated like a kid.


    “If you want me to follow you, at least say why… what, is that how it is?”


    


    “Sh-shut up. I don’t want you to go to Shizuru today, Takinami-san.”


    


    As soon as we took our seats at the table, Takinami-san spoke, looking astonished, and I replied in a curt manner.


    “I wonder what you’re talking about?”


    Takinami-san looked even more astonished.


    “So what happened?”


    Then Kirika-san brought me an iced coffee that I didn’t order. On top of this heat, I always order the same thing, so it seems like a no-brainer.


    “Um…”


    I was hesitant to say anything about it when asked… so I wasted time putting gum syrup and milk in my glass.


    Then I prepared for the worst,


    “…Shizuru saw me naked.”


    


    “HaahH?!”


    


    “Oh my…”


    Immediately afterward, Takinami-san was so surprised that she jumped, while Kirika-san laughed hysterically.


    “What were you doing?!”


    


    “Why are you getting mad at me when I’m the one that got seen?!”


    


    That was unreasonable.


    “Since it’s you, Hasumi-san. Maybe you got carried away and were wandering around with just a bath towel to cover you up and it fell off?”


    “Ah, I feel like I just got hit by a stray bullet.”


    


    Suddenly, Kirika-san spoke up.


    When Takinami-san and I looked at Kirika-san without understanding what she meant, she turned her head away in awkwardness.


    “So what was the situation?”


    After a moment of silence, Takinami-san cuts in again.


    “When I was undressing in the changing room to take a bath, Shizuru opened the door…”


    “Did you lock it?”


    


    “For some reason, our house doesn’t have locks.”


    I was not sure if that was unusual or not. I don’t know about other houses. To be honest, I also think it was strange that there were locks here and there in a family’s house.


    “What were you wearing, Shion-chan?”


    


    “I was trying to remove the last piece from my toes…”


    


    “She’s not naked?!”


    
 
 Takinami-san screamed.


    “I told you so right from the start.”


    “You did but…”


    


    Takinami-san stopped up in frustration.


    


    “D-don’t worry. He only saw my back. Besides, it was only for a moment.”


    Why am I making excuses?


    In fact, 


    Clunk


    “Ah.”


    


    “Eh?”


    Bam!


    It was only for that amount of time.


    I didn’t even have time to turn around and look at Shizuru’s face. I was frozen for a moment in a position where I was trying to pull my underwear off my right leg… I have an amazing balance if I say so myself. As expected of a former athlete.


    “Depending on where Shizuru was looking, he might have been able to get a quick look at my back. The damage was shallow.”


    “But it means he saw your butt, didn’t he? That’s quite much.”


    


    “Ugh…”


    


    I found hope in Takinami-san’s words and was struck down by Kirika-san’s words. Both of which I have been thinking about endlessly since yesterday.


    “Worst case scenario, depending on the angle, he could have seen the breast, too. Since Shion-chan is quite big in a sense, he might be able to see it from diagonally behind. This would be fatal.”


    “Eh…? No way…”


    


    That was totally unexpected. Without thinking, I hugged myself and pulled my chest in tight.


    Shocked, Takinami-san opened her mouth, looking miffed. So, did Kirika-san.


    “So, you said you had a fight at first, did you yell at Shizuru?”


    “Or did you perhaps slap him?”


    “No. I haven’t looked at him since it was so awkward…”


    


    “Then you’re not fighting?!”


    


    “Doesn’t look like it.”


    


    Takinami-san sounded angry and Kirika-san sounded dismayed.


    Perhaps Shizuru was at fault, but I was too embarrassed to face him to be angry about it. So, I woke up early this morning, packed my lunch, and left the house before Shizuru woke up. Thanks to that, I had a hard time killing time until I got to school.


    “If things continue as they are, even Shizuru won’t be able to explain himself, so why don’t you stop being so awkward and talk to him face to face?”


    “I guess so…”


    


    I said in resignation and drank my iced coffee. I feel like the situation is getting worse now that there was even a possibility that he saw my… breasts, but I can’t avoid it forever. The only way to get rid of the problem was for him to apologize and then I forgive him.


    Then, Kirika-san, who appears to be thinking about something, spoke.


    “So then you two bathe together.”


    “How does it always come to that?!”


    “Oh, of course, while wearing a swimsuit, okay? Shion-chan should be as bold as possible. If you get used to seeing him like that, when the time comes, you can just say, ‘Oh, it’s not so different from what I see all the time.’ If you talk slowly in the bath, you can kill two birds with one stone by getting to know each other better.”


    Kirika-san said with confidence.


    “Um… is that how it… works?”


    Now that she mentioned it, I think she does have a point.


    As I was thinking about it. Kirika-san and Takinami-san began whispering something in secret.


    “If there was a bold, older sister in a swimsuit with a nice body within arm’s reach, I’m sure Shizuru-kun will fall in a swoop.”


    “A forbidden love, indeed.”


    “I’ll never do that!!”


    


    I shouted with all my might.


    Why do these two always try to lead me into strange ideas? I guess it was also my fault for being so easily taken for a ride.


    In the end, Dad was there that day, fortunately or unfortunately, and I was able to have an awkward but superficial conversation with Shizuru when I saw him. I couldn’t broach the definitive subject, though.


    After the three of us finished dinner, both Shizuru and I returned to our rooms early.


    From downstairs, “What’s wrong, you two? It’s been a long time since I’ve been here.” I heard my dad’s restless voice, but I ignored him.


    * * *


    The next morning,


    As expected, I woke up early and left the house before seeing Shizuru.


    I’m quite stubborn if I say so myself.


    Then came lunch break.


    I bumped into Shizuru at the vending machine corner of the school cafeteria.


    “ “Ah…” “


    We froze as we faced each other.


    Shizuru’s face was red. I’m sure I was the same.


    “E-excuse me. Alright then…”


    


    Shizuru was the first to move. He walked past me and tried to leave quickly.


    But I grabbed his arm as quickly as I could.


    “W-wait, Shizu… Makabe-kun.”


    


    I tried to call him by his last name at school, but I almost accidentally called him the way I usually call him.


    First, take a deep breath.


    “I have something important to tell you later… Dad isn’t home today.”


    And when I said what I meant, there was a big uproar up around.


    It was difficult to calm it down.


    * * *


    When I got home and prepared dinner, Shizuru came home at the usual time.


    Not early, not late.


    He didn’t want to get it over with quickly, and he didn’t want to waste time either.


    “…I’m home.”


    


    “Ah, yeah, welcome back.”


    


    Unlike during the day, I knew we would meet here, so I was prepared. It seemed that Shizuru was the same, but we were both blushing.


    “Because the sooner we get these things done, the better.”


    I prefaced my comment by pointing to the sofa. I’ll probably just end up eating a tasteless dinner if I put it off. I’ve been avoiding it for two days.


    “There, sit down.”


    


    “Yes…”


    Shizuru obedient sat down in his school uniform. I followed suit and sat down on the sofa diagonally in front of him.


    “About the day before yesterday―”


    “I’m sorry. I was thinking about something and I thought you were already done…”


    


    Before I could say anything, Shizuru bowed his head. I thought it was something along those lines… Even I forget about the things we do monotony.


    In the first place, it might not be a bad idea to have a lock in the house. Dad seems clueless when it comes to his daughter’s feelings, but he was very firm on things like courtesy and manners (although he did have an affair……). He knocks when entering any place where I might be, including the dressing room and even the upstairs bathroom. No matter how many memories I pull out, there was never a time when he entered his daughter’s room without knocking.


    That was why I have never felt the need for locks.


    “Always knock next time. Understand?”


    “…Yes.”


    


    Shizuru nodded remorsefully.


    This should be enough. There were no absolutes because it was what humans do, but with Shizuru, one failure would be enough.


    Here’s the main issue.


    “So, did you see…?”


    And I ask him while staggering.


    “So, did you…?”


    


    “Eh?”


    Shizuru’s body trembled.


    “…you did?”


    


    I shrugged and demanded a response, though I had a pretty good idea of what to expect in response.


    “I-I did.”


    


    “How much did you see?”


    “Um, I was at a distance so the whole picture was… in view.”


    


    Before I could hear Shizuru’s last words, my consciousness faded away. I fell flat on the sofa. “But it was only for a moment.” Shizuru explained, his voice seemingly came from somewhere far away.


    Overall view.


    In other words, my back and below that…


    The damage was deep.


    The wounds run deep.


    I think there was a possibility that there was more to it, but I can’t be sure anymore. If I confirm it and it turns out to be a fatal wound, I will not be able to recover from it.


    I asked Shizuru as I slowly got up.


    “When you saw it… um… how was it?”


    Huh? What am I saying…?


    “Ho-how was it…?”


    “You know what I’m getting at, don’t you?!”


    


    When I repeated my words in a backhanded manner, Shizuru turned bright red and opened his mouth.


    “It was very beautiful. I couldn’t help but want to touch it. The bottom of it was also… well-shaped…”


    “Noー!! Why are you openly talking about your impressions of it?! Are you dumb?!”


    I picked up a cushion that was nearby and attacked Shizuru. Bam bam, I hit Shizuru repeatedly.


    “But you were the one who…”


    “I know that much!”


    I didn’t expect to get such embarrassing feedback. I heard that my backside was so beautiful that he wanted to touch it. Or, or, that my bum has a nice shape. For a moment? Who are you kidding? So he was watching intensely to be able to say that much from only seeing it for a moment.


    So I continued to repeatedly hit Shizuru for about five minutes ― we sat slumped on the couch, gasping for air. Dust was flying around. Fortunately, the cushions were safe. I’ll have to hang them up next time when the weather is nice.


    For now, I’ll let him off the hook. Enough of this. Neither party will gain anything by rehashing it.


    My goodness. Why is it that he’s so stupidly honest in such a strange way? If he had said he hadn’t seen anything from the beginning, I would have been convinced, no matter how suspicious he was acting. It was better for the both of us to let it slide, even if it seemed false.


    If you call it sincerity, it was indeed. However, if he went beyond sincerity and it became embarrassing, there was nothing to be done.


    “Um, I still think you should consider putting locks.”


    “Rejected.”


    


    I immediately responded to Shizuru’s suggestion.


    It probably won’t take much time or money to implement it. It would only require replacing the doorknob and making a few minor changes to the surrounding area. Since it was not for security, but just to know that someone was in the room, a simple external key from a home improvement store might do the trick.


    But


    There should be no locks to be put on this house after Shizuru’s arrival.


    Therefore, rejected.


    “Then how about plates?”


    “Plates?”


    What on earth is that? In curiosity, I corrected my posture. Shizuru also moved his body away from the backrest.


    We were sitting side by side on a sofa, with our bodies facing inward toward each other. We had never sat like this before, so it was a little refreshing.


    At a closer distance than usual, Shizuru explains by fluttering his right palm front to back.


    “It has text like ‘In use’ or ‘Go ahead’ that kind of stuff.”


    “Oh, those things.”


    I finally got the picture. I don’t know if there was that kind of wording, but ‘in the room’ and ‘absent’ are also useful enough.


    And then it hit me.


    “Then, let’s go look for it at Hands in Sannomiya next time.”


    “Eh? Me too?”


    “Of course. It was your idea after all. It’s also for everyone in the family to use.”


    


    It will not begin until I take Shizuru out.


    “If that’s the case, Uncle…”


    


    “Ah, Dad is fine. He will only be in the way.”


    


    “Harsh…”


    


    Shizuru laughs bitterly.


    I have bad memories of Sannomiya. My thoughtless words and actions made the other party angry, and as a result, Shizuru was seriously injured.


    I want to overwrite those memories.


    If we find what we’re looking for at Hands’, we’ll get some soft-serve ice cream afterwards.


    Then I also want to pick out some clothes.


    How about clothes that have an open back this summer?


    * * *


    Later,


    At the cafe.


    “I’m surprised you bought that one…”


    


    When I told her about the clothes I bought on my outing with Shizuru, Takinami-san let out a sound of astonishment.


    “You think?”


    The top I bought has a halter neck that shows about half of the back, but I guess that was what you get in summer.


    And then, Kirika-san, who was listening to the conversation, interjected in an amused manner.


    “What would you do? If Shizuru-kun asked to touch your back?”


    “Eh…?”


    An unexpected question.


    That was something completely unexpected.


    Thinking back, Shizuru said it was so beautiful that he wanted to touch it. If I wore such clothes in front of him, wouldn’t it be natural to feel such an urge…?


    I tried my best to wrap my head around it.


    “What should I do, Takinami-san? What if I make a funny voice?” 


    “Figure it out yourself.”


    


    She barked as she reached out for a glass of chilled water.

  


  SS: Siblings’ Rules II


  At the cafeteria during lunch break.


  I was having coffee with a girl―a twelfth grader.


  “Shion-chan has become more feminine lately.”


  It was Shiiba Akane-senpai.


  I bumped into her here and so she caught me because she needed to talk to me. Karube, who came with me, went back to the classroom first.


  “You don’t have to go out of your way to mention it. Besides, isn’t she already feminine in the first place?”


  “You think?”


  Hasumi-senpai’s petite classmate titled her head.


  Hasumi senpai was friendly and popular with both men and women alike, but that doesn’t mean she was boyish.


  “Ah.”


  Shiiba-senpai seemed convinced of something, and smiled with a grin.


  “After all, Shion-chan has those big bonkers, right?”


  “No, that’s not what I was thinking about.”


  Indeed, she was remarkably feminine in that sense, but it was quite upsetting that she thinks that’s what I was pointing at.


  “It’s not that there were any obvious changes, you know? Like, her makeup got more flashy, her accessories and cosmetics changed, she started talking to boys more consciously, or anything like that.”


  Shiiba-senpai talked with her milk tea in her hand.


  Hasumi-senpai is someone who always wears make-up. I think she might be on the verge of becoming a “gyaru”, but she has it down to a fine line. I don’t know much about cosmetics, but I’ve never seen her wearing any accessories. She doesn’t seem to go out of her way to break the school rules to wear it, and even when she goes out for fun on weekends, she only wears it as a highlight.


  I’m also not sure about being conscious of boys.


  “Then, what is it?”


  


  Shiiba-senpai also denied all of it too.


  “What do you know! It means she got a boy she likes.”
 
 But she said so with confidence.


  “You know, the aura of a maiden in love.”


  “No, I don’t think…”


  


  I almost denied it, but I swallowed my words. After all, the basis for my denial was that it doesn’t feel like she has someone she likes when she’s at home. But I can’t say it.


  “Do you have any idea who it might be?”


  Instead, I asked for answers.


  “Speaking of boys that Shion-chan has met recently~?”


  Then Shiiba-senpai meaningfully looked at me.


  “Huh? You mean me? No way?!”


  


  


  “I mean, you’re the only boy around Shion-chan.”


  “No, but still…”


  


  We are siblings. It’s fundamentally impossible.


  “But when we meet here, you two often talk in secret. Do you ever secretly go on dates too?”


  “We don’t.”


  


  That much was certain.


  “It’s hard to keep a secret, right? Tell me. Don’t you have any naughty stories about how she wears clothes that reveal her breasts when you two go out on a date, or how you guys snuggle up to each other when it’s just the two of you?”


  “No, I don’t.”


  


  If anything, that’s Takinami-senpai shenanigans.


  “Well, as a man, I’d like to see that.”


  “How lewd, you~”


  


  Shiiba-senpai laughs.


  “You see, suddenly, Shion-chan would start to look around to see if anyone was around. Then, when she saw that it was just the two of us, she would come closer and closer, and the next thing I knew, she was leaning in close to me and would start purring.”


  “A cat? If she hears that she’ll get mad, you know?”


  


  Rather, I’d like to see her get mad. It seems cute, but when it comes to Hasumi senpai… I wonder if it really suits her.


  Shiiba-senpai looked over my head and thought about something.


  “Then where did all that sparkly cuteness come from?”


  Then she tilted her head.


  “What do you think, Librarian-kun?”


  “I’m not sure about the sparkly part, but isn’t Hasumi-senpai usually cute to begin with?”


  She doesn’t have a straight, beautiful face like Takinami-senpai. Sometimes I describe her as ‘manly,’ but not all the time. As I mentioned earlier, she was not that masculine. If that was the case, I think it was best to describe her as cute.


  “You think she’s cute?”


  Shiiba-senpai asked once again.


  “I’m sure anyone would agree.”


  “Hey, let’s not bring up others.”


  Whoa, she was surprisingly level-headed.


  “I think she’s also adorable.”


  “Wansu Moa, Puriizu.”


  “? I think she’s cute.”


  


  How many times is she gonna make me say it?


  


  “I see…”


  


  However, she somehow looked convinced.


  And then,


  “You heard him, Shion-chan.”


  Shiiba-senpai looked above my head and stated.


  “Ha?!… Ouch.”


  Reflexively, I tried to turn around, but a shock hit my head before I could.


  I twisted my body while holding my head, and there was Hasumi-senpai shaking her hardened fist.


  “Shizu… Makabe-kun, you…!!”


  She was blushing and… probably angry.


  “Librarian-kun, can you see her properly from there? If the angle of elevation is about 60 degrees, isn’t that basically a blind spot?”


  “No, I can see her…”


  


  It was not an obstacle.


  “Hasumi-senpai, how long have you been there?”


  “Since you started calling me… c-cute and adorable.”


  Hasumi-senpai looked annoyed, glaring at Shiiba-senpai, and then went around the table.


  “You too, Akane! What are you making him say!”


  Then she wrapped her arms around her from behind and tightened around her neck.


  “Wa- Shion-chan! It hurts… it’s hitting me, it’s hitting me! Ugh…..”


  


  Shiiba-senpai was about to say something, but Hasumi-senpai tightened it more.


  As expected, Shiiba-senpai would probably die if she did such a thing with much force, so the hellish scene in this world ended when Shiiba-senpai apologized.


  “Geez, do that thing to Librarian-kun, you know?”


  


  Shiiba-senpai rubbed her neck and spoke.


  “I’ve already experienced that.”


  “Ma, Ma-Ma-Makabe-kun, when have I ever strangled youー?”


  Hasumi-senpai interrupted me in a panic. Crap. It was an event I shouldn’t have rehashed.


  “Come on, Akane, we’re going home.”


  “Eh~?”
 
 “Don’t give me that.”


  Hasumi-senpai tried to leave with Shiiba-senpai.


  “Makabe-kun… I’ll get you for this later, okay?”


  


  


  “……”


  Her smile is so scary.


  “Hm? Later?”


  “Don’t mind it. It’s just a throwaway line.”


  “I see. Shion-chan, you were beating him up, huh?”


  “You…”


  And so the two upperclassmen left.


   


  * * *


   


  “I’m home.”


  


  “Mhm…”


  Hasumi-senpai curtly responded.


  Lately, I’ve been getting a lot of faults about school and daily life at this point in my life, but surprisingly, everything was normal.


  And so, as usual, we finished dinner without Uncle―,


  A little before 10 pm.


  “ “Ah…” “


  We let out a sound at the same time.


  As I left the room, I ran into Hasumi-senpai coming up the stairs.


  She was wearing white silk pajamas, she probably just finished taking a bath.


  “Perfect. I need to talk to you.”


  “Talk, is it?”


  I casually averted my eyes and replied. She also noticed my movement and brushed the front of her pajamas, which were not in disarray.


  “Yup, talk. I’ll be ready in a minute so wait downstairs.”


  


  After saying so, Hasumi-senpai returned to her room.


  I went downstairs as instructed and sat down on the three-seater sofa. When there’s only two of us, this is where I sit, and Hasumi usually sits on the one-seater sofa.


  After a while, Hasumi-senpai came downstairs.


  She was wearing a light pink cardigan, unlike the one she had on earlier. I immediately knew what she was conscious of. Hasumi-senpai, who looked awkward, went to the kitchen once and came into the living room with two plastic bottles of sports drink.


  “…Here.”


  


  “Thank you.”


  


  Of course, one for me. After doing so, Hasumi-senpai sat down on the one-seater sofa as usual.


  Both of us twist the cap at the same time.


  


  “You, what were you saying, going along with Akane’s shenanigans?”


  “……”


  Apparently the ‘later’ has arrived.


  I raise my hand.


  “Here, Hasumi-senpai.”


  


  “What is it, Shizuru?”
 
 It was as if he was a student raising his hand to answer the teacher’s question.


  “I’m not lying though.”


  “Hm?”


  Hasumi-senpai tilted her head ever so slightly, it seems like my message was not conveyed well.


  “What I mean to say, Shiiba-senpai might have dragged me, but I wasn’t lying. I thought Hasumi-senpai was cute enough.”


  “?!”


  


  The next moment, Hasumi-senpai’s face turned bright red.


  “…Shizuru, give me the cushion.”


  “…Here you go.”


  


  Hasumi-senpai put out her hand and demanded it, so I handed her the cushion that was beside me. I already anticipated the next tragedy to come.


  “What are you talking about, idiot?!”


  “UwahBUF!”


  


  She took it and threw it at me with all her might―I caught it with my face.


  “When it comes to cuteness, it should be Takinami-san.”


  “That person is the beauty type. It’s a bit different from cute.”


  


  “Then, what about Akane?”


  “Sure, that person is cute, but…”


  


  It would be rare to find a twelfth grader who embodies cuteness so well. Although sometimes she does show a part of her that was not to be underestimated.


  Then, Hasumi-senpai said, “See.”


  “It’s not in the same vein, but Hasumi-senpai is cute, too.”


  


  “S-stop calling me cute repeatedly.”


  Hasumi-senpai said in a hurry.


  “Besides, it’s up to the person to decide what they think is cute.”


  “Of course. I’m sure there are people who think that Takinami-senpai and Shiiba-senpai fit the bill and that Hasumi-senpai does not so much. And I think Hasumi-senpai is cute.”


  “……”


  


  Hasumi-senpai’s cheek was twitching. Is it an exercise of her facial muscles? Perhaps it’s because the theory that she had put forward by herself has come back to haunt her.


  “How can you say something so embarrassing?”


  Eventually, Hasumi-senpai cut in with her mouth agape.


  “Is it embarrassing to compliment others or express your feelings?”


  “Me on the receiving end is… but I guess that’s just my own convenience. Apart from that, you shouldn’t be so quick to say what you think. The same goes for what happened the other day. You should have just said you didn’t see anything. Lying is also a good strategy, isn’t it? Don’t just answer as you’re asked.”


  “Isn’t it fine? In these scenarios, It’s best to tell people when you feel that way. Besides, I also don’t want to tell lies.”


  When I replied, Hasumi-senpai began to think about something.


  Seriously, at that.


  “…You’ve been doing that for a while now?”


  Eventually, she asked with a sharp gaze.


  “Eh? Oh, no, it’s not like that. But isn’t that how siblings should be?”


  “Hmm…”


  Of course it was a beautiful thing to say that you don’t hide things from others, but you don’t have to go out of your way to keep quiet about the good things about the other person. Just tell them honestly what you think. And you should always be truthful and sincere.


  Hasumi-senpai thinks about something else.


  “But I don’t think so.”


  And what came out was such words.


  “I compliment them on the good points, but I don’t rush to tell them. I look at things like the flow of the conversation. And I don’t think it’s good to be honest about everything. If necessary, I will lie to cover it up and keep it hidden until later when it can be laughed about. Do the same, Shizuru.”


  “I’m not going away.”


  “?!”


  I became flabbergasted by her words.


  ‘Was I subconsciously scared…?’


  Perhaps I wanted to be honest with my family and tell them exactly how I felt, since I was afraid that I would not be able to do so.


  What if that person is not there when you want to tell them?


  What if you tell a lie and can no longer tell the truth to that person anymore?


  I don’t want to regret it later. So did I became stupidly honest in expressing my feelings because of that…?


  Hasumi-senpai got up from the sofa.


  “I’ll go back to my room and go straight to sleep. I’ll leave you to it.”


  “Ah, sure.”


  


  She went to the kitchen and put the plastic bottle of sports drink she had drunk from in the sink. Then she went upstairs as I watched her go.


  ‘I was supposed to be great at reading the mood though…’


  


  After Hasumi-senpai was out of sight, I leaned back against the back of the sofa and murmured.


  I can see myself objectively and dispassionately. By looking at myself objectively, including the situation at any given time, I am able to find the best solution for how I should act and what kind of expression I should make in each situation. Basically, I’m terrific at reading the mood.


  I never thought that I would be told to read the air.


  However, it was impossible for yourself, much less others, to know that you were “unconsciously doing it.” That was precisely because it was unconscious. How can anyone else know what I don’t know? If that was the case, it was only an assumption.


  Still, I was glad when she said she won’t be going away.


  Human life was more fragile than you can imagine. Even if she said she wouldn’t be gone, there was no guarantee. In fact, Mom’s life was lost just because she was in the wrong place at the wrong time. People can suddenly disappear.


  However, Hasumi Shion declared it.


  I’m not going away. She stated.


  I was sure I could believe in that.


  “What are you grinning at?”


  Suddenly a voice descended.


  I looked up and saw Hasumi-senpai looking down at me from the top of the stairs.


  “Of course, if I lived with my dear older sister, who is very stylish and pretty, I would have a face like this.”


  “I-I told you not to say anything unnecessary.”


  She yelled at me while her face turned red.


  I got scolded again.


  “I’m going to bed. Good night.”


  


  Then Hasumi-senpai turned on her feet and went up the stairs.
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