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    Prologue – So You Won’t be Lonely


    The sound of the instrument transformed the well-narrated story into a poem.


    The story of a love between a princess and a knight flowed beautifully from the mouth of the bard.


    “And so, they overcame all obstacles, pledged their love and lived happily ever after.”


    In the City of Rensath of the Holy Augusria Empire, inside the tavern called ‘The Quiet Banquet’ located in the back alley.


    The place itself wasn’t a noisy place to begin with, but ever since the bard started their performance, it became quieter than usual.


    Everyone was listening to the story while enjoying their drinks. This place was a well known tavern that I frequently visited whenever I visited Rensath.


    As the bard greeted the audience, a stream of applause echoed through the tavern.


    Apparently, said bard was a famous one. People in many places recognized his skills, including us, as we didn’t get tired listening to the bard’s words.


    “Love stories always make me cry…”


    Even so, the only one who sobbed uglily after hearing the story in this tavern was this woman beside me.


    She was the great sinner who plunged the world into disaster, the Witch of Calamity, Cerys Flores.


    “That so? I just think that the story is good to listen to over a drink.”


    “That’s what you said after listening to a beautiful story like that? I know that you’re a cold-hearted person, but this is too much…”


    “It feels surreal that a witch would preach to me about being cold-hearted.”


    On the other hand, I was the hero chosen by the church of the Holy Augusria Empire to defeat the witch.


    No one in their right mind would think that the both of us would be sitting side by side inside a tavern like this.


    “Hmph. Unlike me, you don’t have a human heart. If you did, you wouldn’t trample on my wish like what you did.”


    “I’m only doing what I think is right. That’s my duty as a hero.”


    Me and the witch had been fighting each other countless times.


    At the end of everything, though, I decided not to kill her.


    That was why I, Grey Handlet, decided to work with her for the moment.


    “That’s why I called you an idiot. If you were to kill me, you wouldn’t need to hide in the dark like this. You could travel under the light of the sun with pride and glory.”


    “Calling me an idiot, that’s rich coming from you. Also, you don’t need to keep repeating those words to me.”


    I knew that this path I was taking would be ridden with thorns. After all, this was the equivalent of me making an enemy out of the whole world.


    Still, I had no regrets for choosing this path.


    “I might not be the hero everyone wanted me to be… But at least I want to be the hero I strived to be.”


    “There you go again with your nonsense. I’m sick of hearing it.”


    She shrugged. In this dimly lit tavern, her face was hidden under the hood, so it was hard to tell her expression. I could guess that she was exasperated, though.
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    Like her, I also wore a hood to hide my face.


    This place would still serve us even if we dressed conspicuously like this as long as we paid.


    Other than us, there were also one or two people who clearly had their own history quietly enjoying their drinks.


    “Phew, I’m tired…”


    Though, even those people would have had their eyes come out of their sockets if they were to know that the woman who was crying like a child after hearing the bard’s story was the Witch of Calamity.


    “That’s because you cried too hard.”


    “I wasn’t crying!”


    So, were those ugly sobs I heard an illusion?


    Well, even if I tried to confront her, she would deny it anyway, so I won’t bother to.


    “Do you like stories like that?”


    As the bard was preparing to leave the place, I asked the witch.


    “Yes… Only in stories people won’t condemn me…”


    I couldn’t say anything after hearing those words.


    Come to think of it, she always read random books she collected from everywhere in her spare time.


    Whether it was mythology books, novels, autobiography, any books she had in hand, she’d read it.


    “I especially like love stories… They tell me the beautiful parts of people that I had never known…”


    She looked unusually relaxed as she said this.


    It was the first time in my life that I’ve seen her making this kind of expression.


    “Love stories…”


    I, too, had read through the books that witch had read.


    But none of them resonated with me. Rather, I didn’t understand the point of them.


    What was love?


    “Have you ever fallen in love with someone?”


    When I asked her that, she looked at me with a puzzled expression on her face and said,


    “The whole world hates me, how could I find someone to fall in love with in the first place?”


    Her tone was decisive.


    It was sad to hear it coming from her mouth, but her words were true. Besides, I didn’t know what love was either.


    Since I didn’t know what it was, I had no right to talk about it. Hell, I couldn’t even be moved by it.


    “How about you? Have you ever fallen in love with someone? You can choose whichever girl you like, right?”


    ‘You’re the hero after all’, said the witch.


    Her words were true. I had been invited by the nobles on several occasions. During those times, noble women would come up to me and flirt with me, dressed with their fancy clothes and pretty faces.


    But, even I knew that they were only trying to make a good impression on me. I was a hero, someone worth using. They approached me because they could gain something from me. There were no feelings such as love involved there.


    I would never fall in love with someone and no one would ever fall in love with me.


    “…To them, I am a monster.”


    The witch’s shoulders shook.


    “I’m just a monster being bound by the leash of my role as a hero. That’s what the nobles thought of me as. It’s only the commoners who would naively believe me as a hero.”


    After all, I was merely a ‘weapon to kill the witch’ and a ‘tool to save the people’. Everyone who knew about it would never treat me as a human. Their friendly faces were merely pretense.


    On the contrary, the commoners who knew nothing placed their expectations on me. They worshiped me and gave their faith in me. But at the same time, they didn’t want to approach me, as I was God’s chosen. Approaching me was deemed as something disrespectful.


    And so, no one tried to approach me and treated me like a human.


    “I see… To everyone, you’re a distant existence…”


    And now, I became a mortal sinner who disappeared along with the witch.


    The commoners would hurl me with stones for betraying their expectations and the nobles would try to kill me because they couldn’t contain me anymore.


    Since the whole world had turned against me… No, against us… Love was nothing but a pipe dream for us.


    The witch laughed softly as she shook the wine bottle in her hand lightly.


    “You can’t even smile properly, of course no one would approach you.”


    “I don’t really care. I don’t mind being alone. Love doesn’t suit heroes to begin with.”


    When I muttered this, the witch shrugged and said ‘that’s a lonely way to live’.


    “It can’t be helped then. Let’s live our unhappy lives together.”


    ‘This way, you won’t be lonely’, she continued.


    “Let’s just say it’s karma for you who refused to give me my happiness.”


    I agreed with her words. This was my karma.


    I betrayed the church and the world.


    But, that was because I didn’t want to accept such an ending for her.


    ‘…Right, it would be lonely if I’d just die like that, hm? Alright, let me tell you a story about a poor witch. Don’t forget it later, okay? Think of it as a last gift from me.’


    And so, I decided to teach this woman how to be happy. This foolish woman who treated a tragedy as happiness.


    I wish that this woman could have a normal life. A warm relationship with someone. I hope that she could know everything about love, the thing that she always longed for. And I hope that she could spend her daily life happily.


    For that, I was willing to go to hell.


    That was why I refused to be unhappy together with her. I should be the only one who felt unhappy.


    And so, I vowed in my heart.

  


  
    Chapter 1 – Summer Vacation for the Ex-Hero and Ex-Witch


    “So hot…”


    The room was practically boiling.


    The AC in my room broke down and it’d take two more days before they finished repairing it.


    There was a limit on how much you could do to ward off the heat with just a fan. In the first place, the thing only blew the hot air around instead of making it cooler. It was like pouring water onto a boiling stone.


    One week had passed since the final exam and I somehow managed to avoid any red marks again.


    I wasn’t a member of any club, so I had no club activities to attend. Even though I had plenty of part-time jobs, I still had a lot of free time, for some reason.


    But, I still didn’t have the will to drag my feet outside because it was too hot to do anything. Then again, my AC was dying, so staying inside my room was hell on earth too. Not to mention that they said that this summer was hotter than usual.


    “I can’t take this anymore…”


    I left the room, went to the living room and turned the AC on.


    I shoulda been doing this from the start. To be fair, until a while ago, I’d been sleeping.


    “I-I’m alive…”


    The cold breeze cooled down the sweat that had been sticking closely to my skin.


    Ah, it felt good. I should grab an ice cream or something to make it feel better.


    And so I did, as there were some in the fridge. I turned on the TV to find out that there was a baseball game going on at Koshien. The rule was runner on second, bottom ninth inning. The score was three to two and it was currently the fourth inning. Things were heating up. As I was watching it while gulping on my ice cream, the bell rang. (T/N: I’d love to understand what the baseball mambo jumbo means, but when I tried to look it up, I didn’t understand a thing.)


    “Jeez, what the hell. We were just getting to the good part…”


    It was currently summer break, but mom was still working and dad was out of town.


    In other words, I was alone at home and I was the only one who could answer the door.


    When I opened the door, there was a beautiful girl with a familiar face standing there.


    My childhood friend, Kirishima Hina.


    “Hello, hello~ Am I bothering you?”


    Hina looked at me as she waved her hand.


    She was wearing a short sleeved shirt and a pair of shorts, so it showed a lot of skin. Her big breasts and meaty thighs were especially noticeable.


    This appearance was poisonous to a healthy teenager like me, so I coughed and averted my gaze away.


    “Yes you are, I’m busy with Koshien.”


    “Since when are you part of a baseball team?”


    “Busy watching. They were just getting to the good part.”


    “Huh… I never knew you would be this excited about watching a sports match.”


    Said Hina, disinterestedly.


    I found sports matches interesting. They were the places where people could show off their skills and fight each other using their skills. Unlike war, there wouldn’t be any casualties, so they could fight to their heart’s content.


    Though, if I were to tell her that, I doubt that she’d understand.


    “You don’t have clubs today?”


    “Nope. It’s too hot. We aren’t crazy enough to run in this heat.”


    Hina barged into the house without any care while fanning her face with her hand.


    When I looked at the TV, the game was already over.


    Great, I missed everything.


    It was over in the fourth inning too, so someone must’ve hit the homerun.


    “Alright, I’ll be watching TV while you’re getting ready.”


    Said Hina as she sat down on the sofa while operating the TV remote.


    “What? Getting ready? For what?”


    “Buying swimsuits. It’s about time you buy a new one, right?”
 “Swimsuit?…”


    When I tilted my head, Hina shrugged her shoulders in exasperation.


    “Didn’t we plan to go to the pool? Tomorrow is the day…”


    “…Ah, right.”


    Right, we planned something like that. We originally planned to go to the beach, but because of financial problems, we settled with the pool instead.


    By we, I meant the people who went to karaoke together at the time; Me, Shinji, Hina, Yuuka and Shiina.


    Thinking about Shiina’s inclusion, I smiled. Was this what they called parental affection?


    “Now that you mention it, I need a new swimsuit, yeah…”


    My old swimsuit was too small for me to wear and wearing the school swimsuit for the occasion felt wrong.


    “I knew it would be the case. That’s why I’ll be dragging you out with me!”


    Said Hina with a big smile. She seemed especially happy today, good for her.


    After changing my outfit and finishing getting ready, I went back to Hina and she pushed me from behind.


    “Alright, let’s go. Time is of the essence!”


    “Stop pushing me, the swimsuits won’t run elsewhere!”


    “They will! People will buy them and they will disappear!”


    “If that’s your concern, won’t the good ones be out of sale already since early summer?”


    Come to think of it, it was rare for her to buy a swimsuit just before the D-day.


    She was the kind of girl who’d finish preparing for everything a week before that.


    “…The swimsuit I bought last year doesn’t fit me anymore.”


    Seeing through my thoughts, Hina whispered to me with a slightly red face.


    “Huh? You haven’t grown that much, though…”


    After saying that, my gaze moved to her chest.


    I didn’t need to touch them to know that they were at least a size bigger than last year.


    “Where are you looking?!”


    “T-Time! Violence is forbidden!”


    Hina snorted and left the house ahead of me.


    I put on my shoes and followed her behind.


    “Woah, the heat is no joke…”


    The protection of the AC was gone and I was scorched by the hot air.


    Normally, I’d just go back inside after feeling this kind of heat.


    “Just bear with it.”


    “Oh, well.”


    But since I was with Hina, I thought that enduring this kind of heat once in a while was fine.


    *   *   *


    We went to a nearby shopping mall.


    It took ten minutes by bike to get there from our houses. Normally, we could get there easily, but in this scorching heat, it was practically a torture. Hina, who was in a good spirit when we left, looked a little vacant on the way. The heat even drained the energy out of the normally high tension track club member. This world was dangerous…


    Once we got into the shopping mall, though, the AC made us feel alive again.


    “Since we’re going to buy swimsuits, we need to go to the second floor, right?”


    “Mhm… But I want to take a break first. Let’s go to a coffee shop.”


    At Hina’s suggestion, we went to take a break at a coffee shop inside the mall.


    I ordered an iced tea and Hina ordered a parfait.


    When her parfait came, her eyes lit up immediately. She took out her phone and took pictures out of it.


    “It looks so good!”


    The clicking sound of her phone’s camera continued. Seriously, how many pictures did she want to take? After a while, she put her phone down with a satisfied look and began to eat the parfait with a spoon.


    “Tasty~”


    “You ate lunch before coming here, didn’t you? You’ll get fat if you eat too much.”


    “I have a separate stomach for sweets! Besides, I’ll burn the calories at my club activities, so I’ll be fine!”


    “Well, I can see you burning a lot of calories running under that kind of heat…”


    “Today’s heat is just abnormal, though. I wonder if tomorrow will be this hot too?”


    “You really are used to this by now, huh?”


    They didn’t have their club activities today, but normally the track club would practice every day during the summer break. 


    “I’m not. I almost got a heat stroke the other day.”


    “Are you okay? Practicing outside sounds more dangerous after hearing you say that.”


    “I mean, it isn’t like practicing inside the gym is any better. They said it feels just the same.”


    By the way, her skin looked darker than the last time I saw her.


    Looking closely, I could see a tan line on her arm.


    “What? Stop staring at me.”


    “I’m just trying to appreciate your tan.”


    “Ugh… I’m wearing sunscreen, but the sun is still too strong…”


    Hina sighed.


    When we were talking like that, my phone shook.


    It was a RINE from Shiina.


    [We’re going to the pool tomorrow, right?]


    Ah, she remembered about it, it seemed. Unlike me.


    [I don’t have a swimsuit and I don’t know what to do…]


    That was the thing she sent me.


    In short, she wanted me to help her pick a swimsuit for her.


    I waited for her to send another text, but that was all of it.


    As usual, a woman of few words.


    Well, since we were at it, might as well.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “Hina, can I call Shiina here?”


    When I asked, Hina blinked her eyes and asked me back,


    “…Why?”


    “That girl is having trouble choosing a swimsuit for herself.”


    I showed her Shiina’s RINE message.


    “Hahaha! Sure! Call her here.”


    Since Hina gave her permission, I called Shiina here.


    * * *

  


  

  
    When I almost finished drinking my iced tea, Shiina arrived.


    The girl had long hair and a cute face, cute enough that everyone who passed by her on the streets would inadvertently stare at her. But, her timid nature completely ruined her atmosphere.


    She was wearing a white one piece.


    An outfit that would never fit her previous life as a witch, but it completely suited her current appearance.


    “H-Hello…”


    Shiina, who was acting meek like a cat because Hina was here, greeted us in a low voice.


    “Woah! You’re looking cute today too, Mai-chan! I love you!”


    After saying that, Hina immediately hugged Shiina.


    The girl being hugged flailed her hands around and turned her gaze toward me.


    “Mmm! I knew it, Mai-chan smells nice~”


    “Stop it. You’re bothering her.”


    “Hehe, what, are you jealous? Only fellow girls are allowed to sexually harrass a cute girl like Mai-chan, you know?”


    “A crime is still a crime, you know?”


    I got up from my seat because if I were to leave them by themselves, they wouldn’t be stopping any time soon.


    “Oi, let’s quickly finish what we’re here for.”


    “Fine~”


    Hina reluctantly moved away from Shiina.


    In the meantime, I paid for our drinks. Seeing that, Hina widened her eyes in surprise.


    “You’re paying for mine too? That is unusually thoughtful of you.”


    “Unusual? You just never asked me to. I have plenty of money from my part-time jobs, you know?”


    “Thank you then~”


    Hina saluted me before dashing out of the store, leaving Shiina and I behind.


    As I was about to tell her to not go on her own, Shiina suddenly started to speak.


    “Did I get in your way or something?…”


    I furrowed my brows for a moment, not understanding what she was talking about.


    Did she think Hina and I were dating or what?


    “Don’t think too much of it. Hina and I are just childhood friends, nothing more.”


    Besides, we were the one who dragged her here. She didn’t have to feel bad about anything.


    “I-I see… That’s a relief…”


    For some reason, she looked happy.


    What was she relieved about? The fact that she didn’t get in our way? It was probably that, right?


    “We’ll lose sight of Kirishima-san, we should go after her quickly.”


    Shiina grabbed the hem of my shirt and dragged me.


    There was a soft smile on her face.


    Lately, this girl has been smiling a lot.


    Her smiles were really cute too… Wait, calm down, I shouldn’t let my thoughts wander like that!


    


    I mean, I didn’t think of her that way. It was just the sight of her, who’d usually quarrel with me, smiling happily like this caught me off guard. There was nothing more to it.


    “What’s wrong?”


    Shiina tilted her head. For some reason, when I replied to her, my voice was a tone higher than usual.


    “N-Nothing. L-Let’s go.”


    I tried to keep myself calm, but there had been something that was bothering me.


    She was too close to me!


    I wanted to tell her about that, but seeing her humming happily next to me made me shut my mouth inadvertently. This wasn’t a new problem either. Ever since we became friends, she always kept an unusually close distance to me.


    It felt troubling to me because, until recently, we were enemies.


    In our previous life, we were a hero and a witch respectively. We always tried to kill each other everytime we met.


    I always thought that, even though we became friends, there was no way that we’d become closer in a short period of time.


    But Shiina seemed to be thinking differently.


    Then again, she never had a friend before, so it was inevitable that she didn’t know that friends weren’t supposed to be this close.


    Because of that, she seemed to be completely trusting me, her very first friend.


    That was why she kept an unusually close distance to me. So close that I felt unusually nervous.


    “Why are there so many people here?”


    “It’s summer vacation. No one wants to stay outside in that kind of heat, I guess.”


    Sometimes, our arms touched each other.


    A sweet and soft scent tickled my nostrils.


    Like Hina said, Shiina smelled nice.


    This made me wonder if this girl realized that I was a man?


    I won’t point it out though, since that’d make me sound like I’m conscious of her.


    “Um… Do you think… I look weird?”


    I wondered what she was talking about when she asked that question, then I realized that she was talking about her outfit.


    Well, it was the kind of outfit she’d never used in her previous life.


    She looked good in it though.


    “Don’t worry, you don’t look weird at all.”


    “Really? Shindou-san picked it for me the other day and I think it looks cute. I’ve been worried that it wouldn’t suit me, but since you said so, I don’t need to be worried then.”


    What was the logic behind that? If I said it didn’t look weird then it didn’t look weird? What?


    She patted her chest in relief.


    In any case, it seemed like she had been getting along well with Yuuka and Hina.


    “Oi! You two are too slow!”


    Hina, who went on ahead, turned around and called to us. I walked toward her faster in response.


    A few minutes later, we arrived at the swimsuit shop. There were a lot of people here, probably because it was summer. Though, the place itself was spacious, so their existence didn’t bother me that much.


    Then, it came to me. How did I end up in this situation, having to pick up swimsuits for these two girls?


    I didn’t mind if it was only Hina because we were childhood friends, but Shiina was a different story.


    The first thing I saw in the shop was a mannequin wearing a revealing bikini.


    I wonder if Shiina or the other girls would wear this? …A-Ahem.


    “I won’t wear something like that.”


    When I coughed, I could hear Hina’s cold voice in my ears.


    I looked in her direction and saw both Hina and Shiina looking at me with disgusted gazes.


    Shiina’s face was red though.


    Did she realize that this was the kind of thing she’d wear in her previous life?


    “I don’t know what you are even talking about. I’m going to buy my swimsuit first, see ya.”


    I ran away to the men’s swimsuit section and took a simple looking swimsuit. It was a gray-colored one with a single line pattern on it. Well, this should do.


    Honestly, men’s swimsuits all looked the same. I should be fine picking a safe looking one.


    The only thing I needed to concern myself with was the size, but it looked like it’d fit me even if I didn’t try it on.


    “You’re going to take that? That doesn’t look bad.”


    Said Hina.


    She was holding three or four swimsuits in her hands.


    “What about you? You’re going to keep one of those?”


    “Mhm. I’m going to try them out first, so help me pick one.”


    She said with a big smile. Despite her light tone, doing it for her felt too stimulating for a healthy high school boy like me.


    Despite what I felt inside, I nodded with a calm face. Calm yourself down, my evil desires!


    On another hand, Shiina was still struggling to pick up a swimsuit of her own.


    “T-This one is too flashy for my taste…”


    “What are you on about? This is exactly the thing you’d use in your previous life.”


    “T-That world and this world are different! B-Besides, this swimsuit is more revealing than the clothes I wore back then!”


    Pleaded Shiina with a red face. At least, she was self-aware that her outfits in the previous life were outrageous…


    “Unlike in my previous life… I’m not confident about how I look…”


    “So it was because you were confident about how you looked that you flaunted your body around like that?”


    “I didn’t mean it like that!”


    An instant denial, but it didn’t sound convincing.


    Just when I was thinking that I was going to treat her like a pervert from now on, Hina popped out from behind the curtain, followed by the sound of it being opened.


    The first thing that caught my attention was her large chest that was held together by a white cloth. From there, I turned my gaze downward to her slim waist and the mini-skirt-like swimsuit. Whoops, I stared at her for too long.


    “It looks good, doesn’t it? What do you think?”


    Asked Hina, in which I replied,


    “Not bad.”


    Her thighs looked thick, probably because she worked out a lot as a member of the track team.


    “…You look like you have something in mind, Godou.”


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


    It had been a while since I heard Shiina’s cold tone. It made me both afraid and somewhat relieved.


    “What do you think, Shiina?”


    “I think she looks pretty.”


    “Is that so? I’m glad you two think so! Well, since I brought the other swimsuits with me, might as well try them on too.”


    After she said that, Hina closed the curtain again.


    Almost immediately, Shiina dropped all pretense and glared at me.


    “Your gaze was disgusting.”


    “You misunderstood! Well, misunderstanding or not, it can’t be helped, okay? I’m a healthy high school boy!”


    “Hah… Well, that means you have that kind of emotion at least. I’m relieved…”


    “Do you think I’m an emotionless doll or what?”


    As we were quarreling in a low voice like that, the curtain opened again.


    Hina appeared with a pink swimsuit.


    “Do you think this looks a little childish?”


    “You still look good in it, nevertheless.”


    Shiina said so, but it was true that she looked a little childish.


    Normally, the clothes she wore would emphasize her beauty instead of her cute side like this. Though, the gap between the pretty and cute Hina emphasized her cute side even more.


    “This looks like the one I used to wear, doesn’t it?”


    Hina asked me.


    “Ah, right, back in grade school, huh?”


    “Mhm! Back when we were little, whenever we went to the pool together, I used to wear something like this, right?”


    “Honestly, I barely even remember what you wore back then.”


    “Hahaha, I knew you wouldn’t remember it. Well, to be fair, it was years ago…”


    Hina laughed.


    Honestly, I tend to forget my childhood memories.


    Thanks to the memories of my previous life.


    “…You two are childhood friends, huh?”


    “I hate to admit it, but yes. We’ve known each other since pre-school, right?”


    “Yeah.”


    I’ve lived in Gunma all my life, so it wasn’t uncommon for me to have friends that I knew for a long time, but Hina was the only friend that I had since pre-school. At this point, I couldn’t imagine a life without her.


    “Having to deal with this guy since pre-school… My condolences…”


    “Finally, someone understands my pain! This guy is such a pain in the ass! He’s stubborn and the only thing he’s good at is moving his body around!”


    “I know right? Not to mention he’s self-righteous, bossy and delusional.”


    “Uh… I’m still here, you know? …Also, do you two really think of me like that?”


    After I said that, both of them looked at me and laughed.


    Oh well, as long as they were happy.


    The routine of Hina trying out the swimsuit and me being scorned by both girls continued.


    Then, Hina said, a little frustrated,


    “Hm… I think I’ll take the first one. It’s a shame for the other ones… Well, whatever.”


    Then, she closed the curtain after complaining that it was getting a little troublesome to change again.


    Well, the first one fit her the most anyway.


    “What about you? Have you decided which one you want?”


    When I asked Shiina that question, she nodded and showed me a swimsuit.


    It was a red bikini with frills on it and it looked quite flashy. I imagined her wearing this swimsuit… Nice. Yes.


    “W-What do you think?”


    “It doesn’t look bad. Gotta see you wearing it first to be sure though.”


    “You want to see?…”


    Asked Shiina with a smug look. I quickly shook my head in denial.


    “Not really…”


    “Is that so?…”


    She muttered, looking slightly dejected. I don’t understand, what’s the right answer here?!


    “It’s fine. I know that you don’t want to look at my unattractive body…”


    Shiina showed me a dark smile.


    Her complex about her current appearance was deeper than I thought.


    ‘You only realize the importance of someone when they are gone’, was that it?


    Shiina sighed before saying,


    “I guess I really shouldn’t go… I can’t swim anyway…”


    “You can’t swim?”


    When I asked that, she nodded while pouting. Well, I kinda expected that.


    “I-I didn’t need to swim back in our previous life, okay?!”


    “Yeah, but there is this thing called swimming class in this world, you know?”


    “…I skipped them because I got scared.”


    The famed Witch of Calamity was afraid of swimming pools?


    “D-Don’t laugh at me!”


    “I haven’t even started laughing yet.”


    “You were about to!”


    Scold me after I do the deed at least, please.


    “I don’t care if I can’t swim or not! Besides, I’m just a normal high school girl now!”


    “‘Normal high school girl’ normally should know how to swim, you know?”


    When I said that, she slapped my back.


    Well, I knew that she wasn’t athletic in the first place.


    “If you can’t swim, why did you agree to go in the first place?”


    If I were her, I wouldn’t even consider going to the vicinity of a swimming pool.


    “…I mean, everyone went out their way to invite me. I didn’t want to turn them down.”


    “You can always refuse, though, no one would complain.”


    “I don’t wanna!”


    “You don’t want to?!”


    What a childish woman.


    Why can’t she just be honest and say that she can’t swim instead of pushing herself like this?


    “…I don’t want to be left out, okay? I want to play with everyone too!”


    …Understandable.


    I didn’t expect that answer though. Now, I didn’t know what to say to her.


    I couldn’t see her expression from her because she hid her face, but I could see her ears reddening.


    “I-I see…”


    Suddenly acting meek like this, I didn’t know what to respond to her!


    


    The air around us turned awkward and we fell into an uncomfortable silence that felt like it’d last forever.


    Just as I was thinking about how to get away from here, Hina came out of the fitting room.


    “What’s wrong, you two?”


    “N-Nothing.”


    Replying to the confused Hina, I pushed Shiina, who was still hiding her face.


    “C’mon, you’re going to try on that swimsuit, right? Do it quickly.”


    Shiina raised her face, nodded her head and stepped inside the fitting room with a determined look on her face.


    …This kind of exchange wasn’t so bad. But, her recent meek responses made me kinda miss the old Shiina. I missed the days when she used to treat me coldly.


    “…You two are getting along well lately.”


    Whispered Hina. Her voice felt a little tense.


    “Is that how it looks to you?”


    Actually, I wasn’t so sure about her remarks. Ever since Shiina and I became friends, I had a lot of trouble adjusting to her sense of distance.


    It was easier to communicate with her back when we were still enemies.


    “Mai-chan looks really attached to you, you know?”


    “Attached?…”


    I tried to deny her words, but when I thought about it for a second, her words actually made sense.


    Shiina probably had forgiven me for what I had done to her. I was just the one who was confused about this whole thing.


    “Just a while ago, you two kept getting into arguments, but even then, you two looked like you were getting along well already. Right now, she acts meekly around you and you two seem to get even closer. So, what did you do to her?”


    “Your question made it sound like I did something wrong to her…”


    “Hehe, I was kidding~”


    “…Well, if you’re wondering what happened, it’s just we finally became friends now.”


    That was all there was to it.


    I dragged her out of her comfort zone.


    I became her friend and promised to her that I’d ease her suffering and make her happy.


    After that, her attitude toward me softened.


    “…Is it really all there is to it?”


    “What do you mean?”


    When I asked her that question, she just shook her head. What was she even thinking about?


    “…Don’t mind it. I’ll keep it a secret from you, Godou.”


    What the hell? Why can’t you just tell me?


    I almost spit those words out, but I decided not to.


    Because at the moment, Hina had an empty stare and her tone was unusually serious.


    “U-Um… I’ve finished changing…”


    Shiina peeked through a gap behind the curtain.


    At that moment, Hina’s eyes sparkled.


    “Let me see! Let me see!”


    “N-No! I-I mean… W-Wait! W-Wait, please!”


    Hina forcefully opened the curtain despite Shiina’s plea.


    …Hina had her beaten completely in the chest area, but there was still plenty of meat there. Her body curved in the right places too. Meanwhile, her legs looked slender and smooth.


    The deep red bikini covering the important parts of her body looked rather seductive on her.


    She was hiding those important parts with her hands from my gaze.


    Her gesture looked so cute, but it made me inadvertently turn my gaze away.


    My guilty conscience couldn’t bear to look at her.


    “D-Don’t look at me!”


    Too late, I already looked toward the other side.


    Still, if she didn’t want me to look at her, why did she even do this in the first place?


    “Don’t be shy, Mai-chan! You’re cute!”


    Hina snickered like an old man.


    I couldn’t see what she was doing, but from their voices, I understood what was happening.


    “Let’s see~ Your weak point is here!~”


    “Ah! S-Stop touching me at weird places!”


    Wait, what the hell were they doing?


    We were still in a public place!


    


    While I was struggling to decide whether I should jump in to stop their folly or not, Hina already stopped.


    In any case, the swimsuit fitted Shiina perfectly.


    “You sure you don’t want to look at her, Godou?”


    “She said not to.”


    “She’s just being shy! C’mon, take a look at this cutie~”


    Hina grabbed me by the shoulders and forcefully turned my body around.


    Suddenly, my eyes met with Shiina’s. She froze in place before panicking for a second, but she eventually settled down and placed both her hands on her back.


    Her face was as red as tomato and she turned it away as if not to meet my gaze. Despite that, she showed me her swimsuit.


    This uncharacteristic appearance of her made it hard for me to avert my gaze from her.


    “…Say something.”


    “…I-I think you’re cute.”


    “…I-I see. I-I’m going to change back.”


    She immediately closed the curtain again. My heart was beating loudly. What was going on?


    I felt the urge to run away and go back home but, at the same time, I wanted to stay here.
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    …I should calm myself down.


    I let out a deep breath and regained my composure immediately.


    On the battlefield, keeping your emotions in check was a necessity.


    Thanks to my training, I could regain my composure with a single deep breath.


    My heartbeat started to slow down as well.


    …Now that the adrenaline had subsided, a wave of embarrassment came rushing to me.


    What the hell are we doing in this kind of place?


    It was a good thing that there were no other people in our vicinity. If there were, it would be really embarrassing. Calling Shiina ‘cute’ was bad enough already, I didn’t need any more hits to my dignity…


    I let out a sigh and turned my gaze to the side… Only to see Hina staring at me.


    “W-What?”


    “Nothing~”


    Said Hina as she turned around.


    After that, she just walked away from me. Since she was bringing her swimsuit around, she probably went to pay for it.


    Not long after, Shiina came out of the fitting room and said that she’d be buying the red swimsuit after all.


    I couldn’t bring myself to look at her, so I just nodded my head.


    “What about you? Are you not going to try on yours?”


    “No, it should be fine in my case.”


    Unlike with women’s swimsuits where you’d need to consider the chest and waist size, men’s swimsuits were practically just shorts.


    “It’s not fair, I want to see yours too…”


    Muttered Shiina.


    “I mean, you’ll see me wearing it tomorrow anyway…”


    “Right… Now that I think about it, a lot of people will see me wearing that swimsuit…”


    “…If you hate it, you don’t need to go, you know?”


    Honestly, I didn’t want people to stare at her that much.


    “It’s fine. Besides, I got to let you see it before anyone else…”


    We had such a conversation as we stood in line and headed to the cash register.


    …I wanted to ask what she meant by saying that, but I was too afraid to.


    Lately, it was hard for me to say what was in my mind.


    Talking to friends wasn’t supposed to be this hard, right?


    While I was thinking of that, the cashier had finished counting everything.


    “Hey~ Over here~”


    Hina, who went ahead of us, waved at us.


    “Look what I got~”


    Even though we had finished what we came here for, it seemed like we’d still be staying for a while longer.


    After that, Shiina was used as Hina’s dress-up doll for the rest of the day.


    We only broke up after Shiina was exhausted.


    * * *

  


  

  
    The following day.


    As planned, we went to the pool together.


    There was a pool nearby that we could go to, but instead of going there, we went to the most famous one in the prefecture. To get there, we had to take a thirty minute train ride.


    And so, we decided to meet up at Maebashi Station first at 9am.


    Because my internal clock was a mess during the summer vacation, it was hard for me to wake up at nine. Though, that problem was resolved because Hina barged into my house and woke me up.


    I got ready and went to the station.


    “Are we too early?”


    When we arrived, no one else was there.


    If I knew this would be the case, I’d just go back to sleep instead.


    “Better to be early than late. We have to fix that tardiness of yours.”


    Said Hina. I couldn’t retort to her because I knew that she was right.


    The station was deserted at this hour. The quiet atmosphere made it hard to believe that this was normally a bustling station. There was a McDonald’s nearby, so Hina and I went there to eat our breakfasts while waiting for the others.


    The first one to appear was Yuuka.


    As usual, she tied her black hair in a side tail. The simple short-sleeved shirts and long skirt matched her gentle-looking face and gave her a calm impression. Overall, her outfit fitted her personality perfectly.


    “Good morning. It’s been a while, Godou. When was the last time we hung out together, again?”


    “The last day of school, so it’s been a while. I heard you hung out with Hina a couple of times?”


    “Mhm! She always called me whenever she wanted to go shopping. Why didn’t you join in?”


    “Hina never invited me. Well, you guys probably hung out when I had a shift.”


    “That’s one reason. But the real reason why I didn’t invite you is that you are always trying to find a reason to go home early.”


    “Because you always take a long time to shop!”


    I went shopping with Hina occasionally, but doing it with her was extremely tiring. I knew that girls normally took their time to shop, thanks to my mom’s guidance, but Hina’s shopping time easily doubles your average girl’s.


    While I was getting fed up by the thoughts of accompanying Hina shopping, Shinji sent me a RINE.


    I told him to go to McDonald’s and he sent a sticker of a bear chasing after butterflies. I didn’t know what he was trying to convey here.


    I asked Yuuka, who was drinking her coffee.


    “Why aren’t you with Shinji?”


    “Why are you asking that? We aren’t always together, okay!”


    Her lips twitched a bit in dissatisfaction.


    At that moment, Shinji came over to our seats.


    “We actually went together. She said that she doesn’t want you guys to get the wrong idea, so she made me hide in the toilet and went ahead to meet up with you guys.”


    “S-Shinji!”


    Yuuka blushed and tried to block Shinji’s mouth with her hands, but the latter parried her move well and sat down right next to her. Seeing her plan failing, Yuuka puffed her cheeks.


    “You should just keep quiet, dude.”


    Though, seeing the normally calm and composed Yuuka being this upset was quite something.


    “I was going to, but the timing was just right.”


    Shinji shrugged his shoulders as he let out his usual frivolous smile.


    He was wearing a short sleeved blue shirt and black loose shorts. There was a silver necklace hanging by his neck and a watch on his wrist. He also wore cool-looking sandals.


    Overall, he looked stylish and fashionable. The gap between his appearance and mine was like heaven and earth.


    “Hehe, you two are as close as ever.”


    “We are not! I brought him with me because I was afraid that he’d be late!”


    “Sure, sure~”


    Hina shrugged off Yuuka’s excuse..


    “You’re such a handful.”


    I said to Shinji.


    “Look at yourself in the mirror. You’re as tardy as me.”


    “For the record, I came here fifteen minutes earlier than you.”


    “Only because Hina dragged you out of your bed earlier.”


    Even without Hina, I knew that I was a better person than him.


    “You both are the same.”


    Muttered Yuuka as she stared at our quarrels.


    And so, the four group of friends gathered inside the Maebashi Station’s McDonald’s in the early hour.


    “Only Mai-chan left, right?” Hina asked.


    I looked at my watch and noticed that it was already nine. It was unusual for her to be late. That girl was the kind of person who’d wait for an hour before the appointed time. Did something happen to her?


    “I’ll give her a call.”


    Just as I said that and opened my phone, Shiina called me.


    {S-Sorry! I-I’m almost there… I think…}
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    I could hear her rough breathing over the phone. Is she running?


    “Alright. What happened to you, though?”


    Something big must have happened if Shiina, out of all people, was late.


    {U-Um… I-I got lost…}


    Her response broke my serious mood.


    “Eh…”


    Right, even back in her previous life, she had no sense of direction whatsoever.


    {I-I haven’t used the train much, okay?! I-It’s a given that I’d be lost!}


    Excuses.


    Even though she hadn’t used the train much, how could she not know where the station was?


    She had been living here since July, how could she not know about this?


    “Whatever. We’re at the McDonald’s in the station, so come here quickly.”


    Honestly, I didn’t understand what was going on in that head of hers. I had a premonition that something messy was about to happen today.


    *   *   *


    A few minutes later, we left the McDonald’s and met up with Shiina at the entrance.


    She was wearing a white blouse and black shorts. Her long black hair was tied to a ponytail. 


    I saw her in her casual outfit just yesterday and today she wore a different style of outfit. For a clumsy girl like her, she was surprisingly stylish…


    “Woah, Mai-chan in a ponytail! Cutie!”


    When Shiina was still apologizing with teary eyes, Hina hugged her with a twinkle in her eyes.


    “You’re only three minutes late, no need to apologize.”


    “T-Thank you…”


    When Yuuka smiled calmly at her, she let out a sigh of relief.


    “Alright, let’s go!”


    Yuuka led the way and the rest of us followed behind her.


    Honestly, I didn’t know the way to the pool, but Hina and Yuuka should know it.


    Although the students were having their summer vacation, the adults were still working. Thanks to that, the train was empty. Everyone was sitting side by side. Shiina sat on my left.


    …For some reason, she sat really close to me. Our arms even touched.


    Shinji, who sat on the left side of Shiina, looked at me with bafflement. From his point of view it felt like Shiina was avoiding him.


    “I-I’m so nervous…”


    Whispered Shiina to me.


    “Why?”


    I should be the one who’s nervous here.


    “I never went to the pool with my friends before…”


    “Correction, it’s your first time hanging out with your friends.”


    When I teased her like that, she retorted,


    “The karaoke counts, okay?! A-Anyway, this is the first time I’m riding a train with everyone…”


    I understood what she meant. Unlike back when we went karaoke together, today’s outing had a different feeling to it.


    “W-What am I supposed to do in the pool?”


    “Swim. If you can swim, it’ll be fun playing around in the pool.”


    After I said that, I remembered that she told me that she couldn’t swim just the other day.


    “…You’re going to teach me how to swim, right?”


    When she looked at me with a nervous gaze, I turned my head away.


    “I-I’ll do my best…”


    With her physical abilities, it would be hard for her to be able to swim right away.


    Still, she seemed to be bringing a float with her, so she’d be able to have fun on her own.


    “Still, wouldn’t it be better if Hina or Yuuka were to teach you instead?”


    When I asked her that, she tilted her head.


    “…How so?”


    “I mean, you know…”


    If I were to teach her how to swim, I might accidentally touch her body or something…


    Gradually, her face turned red as she understood what I was talking about.


    “I-If it’s you… I-I don’t mind…”


    She turned her head after muttering something like that.


    …


    No, wait, what the hell was that?!


    You don’t mind? What?!


    Seriously, she drove me crazy. She always said something like this nowadays, I couldn’t understand her anymore!


    “…”


    “…”


    And so, we fell to silence.


    The air between us turned awkward.


    When I tried to look around, there were only empty seats around us. Shinji, who sat next to Shiina, was absorbed in his phone game. Hina and Yuuka were planning our schedule while looking at a pamphlet.


    I couldn’t bring any of them to the conversation.


    What should I do now?!


    Unaware of my inner thoughts, Shiina smiled and said,


    “I’m looking forward to it.”


    “…Yeah, me too.”


    I smiled wryly in response.


    The former witch, Shiina Mai, managed to smile from the bottom of her heart. I didn’t want anything much. If I could be part of the reason behind that smile, that would be enough for me.


    * * *

  


  

  
    After riding the train for thirty minutes, we finally arrived at our destination, the swimming pool.


    It was one of the largest swimming pools in the whole Kanto Region, located in Kiryu City. In the past, I went there once with my family and I remembered that the place was really large and it was fun playing around there. However, the place was quite crowded currently, most likely because it was summer vacation.


    “Ugh, it’s so crowded…”


    Said Hina while smiling wryly. To that, Shinji responded while fanning his face with his hand,


    “Let’s get in quickly. I can’t stand the heat anymore.”


    “Same.”


    The heat was starting to eat our soul away.


    “It’s great that this place is an indoor pool. If it was outdoor, I’d surely die of dehydration.”


    “Straighten your back, Shinji, you look so disheveled.”


    “This heat melted my spine, I can’t straighten it back.”


    After checking on Shinji and Yuuka, who were talking to each other, I checked on Shiina.


    “P-People… T-There are… T-Too many…”


    She was about to faint. Not because of heatstroke, but because of the crowd.


    “Are you okay?”


    “I don’t normally come to crowded places like this…”


    She grabbed my sleeve as she said that. If it was any other girl who did it, I’d suspect that she was trying to seduce me somehow, but since it was Shiina, who wouldn’t even think of doing it, I just let her do whatever she wanted.


    “Well, it’s only the entrance that’s this crowded. It should be better when we get inside.”


    Shiina nodded after hearing my words.


    *   *   *


    After that, we bought our tickets, entered the facility and headed to the changing rooms.


    Since the changing rooms were separated by gender, obviously, only Shinji went with me.


    “Ah, I’m excited!”


    “What for?”


    “You know what I’m talking about, c’mon!”


    He poked me on the shoulder.


    I guess he was talking about the girls’ swimsuits. I saw Hina’s and Shiina’s just the other day.


    Even so, I still felt nervous by the thought of them wearing their swimsuits somehow.


    “Summer is all about swimsuits!”


    “It’s about the beach or the pool. You’re too straightforward, dude.”


    I retorted while changing my clothes. Hearing my response, he chided me and said, “You don’t get it, do you?”


    “Look, ultimately, as long as we get to see the girls in their swimsuits, everything else shouldn’t matter.”


    “That’s a little bit too far…”


    “What? Are you still a man? Or have you turned into an ascetic already?”


    “I don’t get why are you so hyped up about this? You’re used to seeing girls in nude, aren’t you? Why do swimsuits make you this excited?”


    “Idiot! That is that and this is this!”


    I left the changing room after changing my clothes, ignoring Shinji who started to rant about something irrelevant.


    Rather than listening to his dumb speech, I’d rather meet up with the girls first.


    Anyway, the inside of the facility was less crowded than the entrance.


    Shiina would be able to play around in peace now, good for her.


    “Oi oi, don’t leave me!”


    Sadly, before I was reunited with the girls, Shinji caught up to me first.


    Well, even after all those unnecessary chatters, we boys changed quicker than the girls, so this was a given, I guess.


    “Oh, I sense a beautiful girl over there! Over there too! There’s an Onee-san in a bikini over there!”


    “Stop that.”


    This guy just turned into a full-blown pervert.


    “Uwah…”


    I heard a disappointed voice from behind, so I turned around. There, I found the three girls in their swimsuits. Yuuka was looking at Shinji with a disappointed gaze, Hina was giggling beside her and Shiina looked nervous because of the crowd.


    “I regret bringing him with me.”


    Said Yuuka. She was wearing a black bikini and it showed more skin than the other two did. Perhaps because she heard Shinji talking about an Onee-san in a bikini, she looked uncomfortable when looking at him.


    “But, didn’t Shinji pick out your swimsuit for you?”


    Hina tilted her head. In that instant, Yuuka’s face turned red.


    “Don’t say anything unnecessary!”


    “Ah, h-hey! Ahaha! S-Stop tickling me! H-Haha!”


    Yuuka tickled Hina’s side, while the latter tried to escape from the former’s grasp.


    …Hina’s chest shook wildly because of that. Gotta say, this was a nice sight.


    “So, it was you who picked that swimsuit.”


    “It fits her. She looks cute in it and with that kind of smooth skin, she can pull off the look easily.”


    “But, it’s the swimming pool. People are going to stare at her, you know? Are you okay with that?”


    Shinji thought for a moment before answering,


    “I’ll let them off the hook for now.”


    “…Why are YOU the one who decides that?”


    Yuuka glared at Shinji as he said that, but her glare lacked the usual hostility behind it.


    I noticed that Shiina had been silent for a while, so I glanced toward her direction… Only to find her touching her own chest. What the hell is she doing?


    “S-Shiina?”


    When I called out to her, she panicked and put her hands away.


    “D-Don’t mind me!”


    “W-What were you doing with your chest?…”


    “I-I didn’t do anything! I-I was just… Jealous…”


    She whispered before turning her gaze to Hina and Yuuka.


    I see. Compared to her, Hina got an outrageously big chest and Yuuka got something close to that. If it was her previous body, Shiina might get a fighting chance, but with her current body, it was her complete defeat.


    “…Boys like it bigger, don’t they?”


    Shiina asked me with a look of despair. I gotta say something to her, quickly!


    “W-Well, generally, yes?”


    I turned my face away and answered her question.


    “I see…”


    She let out a deep sigh.


    I continued,


    “But, I personally don’t care much about it… Small chests have their own charm…”


    I said that without thinking. Seriously, why the hell were we talking about this in the first place?!


    “Really?”


    She was probably staring at my face really hard now.


    I wouldn’t know because I was trying really hard not to look at her. I felt her gaze on me, though.


    “Why are you staring at me like this?”


    “Because you won’t look me in the eye!”


    I had no choice but to make eye contact with her.


    She was as beautiful as ever today. 


    Objectively beautiful, okay? Not subjectively.


    “Satisfied now?”


    When I asked, Shiina nodded.


    “Yes. Lately, you kept avoiding making eye contact with me…”


    Shiina giggled as she said that. I couldn’t say anything to her.


    “Let’s stop talking and have some fun!”


    


    Said Yuuka with a cheerful voice. It seemed like she was done messing around with Hina.


    Thank God, she didn’t hear our embarrassing conversation.


    …Well, Shinji seemed to hear us, but I pretended not to notice him.


    *   *   *


    Before doing anything, we spread a sheet near the edge of the room and secured a place to sit on.


    Yuuka and Hina prepared the area well. After we were done placing our luggages on the sheet, Hina held her hand to the sky and said energetically,


    “Let’s go to the flowing pool!”


    Everyone raised their hands in unison, including Shiina, though she wasn’t as energetic as the rest of us.


    We then headed toward the flowing pool. Shiina had a float in her arm.


    “What’s a flowing pool anyway?”


    “Hm… It’s a donut-looking pool with a stream of water running through it.”


    I didn’t know the details, but it sounded about right.


    “Do you swim there?”


    “If you want to. There’s a stream there, so it’s enough to just float around. The pool itself is shallow, so you can stand there. You don’t need to worry about drowning. If you’re still scared, you can just hold on to your float.”


    “G-Got it…”


    Shiina clenched her fists and placed them in front of her chest.


    You don’t need that kind of determination to go there.


    Meanwhile, Yuuka and Hina jumped into the water while screaming. Shinji followed along while sitting on a float while floating lazily inside the pool. 


    Shiina tried to get into the water, but got scared when her toe touched it. She then looked at me with teary eyes.


    “If you don’t get in there quickly, everyone will leave you behind.”


    “I-I know! It’s all gonna be okay… It’s okay…”


    Her voice was trembling. Was she really okay?


    I entered the water first and offered my hand to her. She took my hand as she slowly got into the water. What a troublesome woman.


    When I let out a sigh, I felt a soft sensation on my right arm. Almost instantly, my heart started to beat faster.


    “H-Hey! I-Idiot, why are you clinging to me?!”


    “I-I’m scared, okay!”


    “Calm down first! I told you the pool is shallow! You can stand in the water!”


    After I said that, she noticed that her feet actually touched the bottom of the pool. Then, she immediately scurried away from me with a red face. I felt lukewarm gazes all around us. Help me…


    “Here’s your float.”


    I placed the float on her head and pulled it down to her waist. While scowling, Shiina grabbed the sides of the float and started to float away following the stream.


    “W-Waah, I-I’m being swept away!”


    “Let it be. You’ll get used to it quickly.”


    I placed my hand on her float and floated next to her while occasionally dodging people around us. Shiina looked nervous for a while, but her expression gradually turned relaxed.


    “It feels good.”


    “Good for you. I feel tired already.”


    When I said that while shrugging my shoulders, Shiina apologized,


    “I’m sorry… I troubled you so much today…”


    …C’mon, if you apologize earnestly like that, I’d feel bad.


    It felt like I was guilt tripping her somehow.


    “Don’t worry about it. We’re friends.”


    When I said that, she beamed.


    “Thank you.”


    Right at that moment, someone came out of the water right in front of us.


    “Pwah! Heya~ Doing good?”


    She was wearing a pair of goggles, but I could tell that she was Hina.


    “You’re too energetic, you know that? Take a look at Shinji, he’s enjoying life properly over there.”


    I pointed at Shinji, who was floating lazily while gazing at the sky. Seriously, what the hell was he doing?


    “Are you having fun, Mai-chan?”


    “Yes, I’m having fun. Though, I was a little scared at first…”


    Hina looked puzzled, so I explained to her,


    “She can’t swim.”


    “Eh?! Then, you didn’t need to force yourself to follow us!”


    “No, it’s fine… If I don’t do this, I won’t be able to have fun with everyone…”


    Perhaps she was moved by Shiina’s words, Hina’s eyes twinkled.


    “Mai-chan! I love you!”


    Then, she tackled Shiina and hugged her.


    After that, came a big splash of water.


    The float turned upside down. Not long after both of them came out from below it.


    “Oi, don’t do that. She’ll drown.”


    I warned, but Hina didn’t listen to me at all.


    The two girls stared at each other and laughed soon after. I don’t understand those two.


    Looking at her like this, Shiina looked like a normal high school girl.


    “C’mon, you should join us too!”


    “What are you doing?! It’s going to flip— Woah!”


    Meanwhile in front of us, Yuuka forcibly pulled Shinji away from his float.


    Soon after that, there was a big splash of water. Yuuka turned toward us and gave us a peace sign.


    Then, Shinji appeared from the water, grabbed her shoulders and dragged her down into the water. Another big splash of water appeared as both Shiina and Hina laughed at the sight. 


    Everyone was having fun, good for them.


    …By the way, both Yuuka and Shinji seemed to not mind touching each other. They were scuffling in the water, though from my position, they seemed to be hugging instead. How envious.


    Meanwhile, I felt nervous whenever Shiina touched me.


    “Everyone, let’s go to the slide!”


    Taking Hina’s words as a cue, we left the flowing pool. Both Hina and Yuuka energetically went to the slide. Meanwhile Shiina…


    “That… I don’t think I can…”


    “Well, you can’t swim, so you shouldn’t push yourself.”


    “No, I’m bad with things like that in the first place… I can’t even ride a roller coaster…”


    “You flew with a broomstick back in your previous life. What are you so scared about?”


    It wasn’t like she was afraid of heights. Shiina’s lips twitched as she spoke,


    “I can control my broomstick, but I can’t control those!”


    I see…


    I don’t understand at all.


    “Besides, I’m tired.”


    “Alright, let’s just stay here until everyone comes back.”


    “Mm… I’m going to the toilet first.”


    She said before going to the toilet by herself. I sat down and enjoyed this quiet time by myself.


    Then, suddenly Shinji came to me with a can of coffee in both arms. He threw one of them at me.


    “You’re not going to the slide?”


    I caught the can and opened it.


    “Nope, not in the mood for it.”


    He sat down next to me and wiped his hair with a towel.


    “Shiina-san is so attached to you.”


    “…You think so too, huh?”


    I guess that was what it looked like from an outsider’s perspective.


    “No matter how you look at it, you two look like an idiotic couple, flirting in front of everyone like that.”


    “Ugh…”


    His words stung my heart.


    I had a feeling that we looked like that from everyone else’s perspective, but when someone actually pointed it out at me, it felt really embarrassing.


    This all happened because Shiina didn’t have a sense of distance. I should teach her quickly about this. If she were to treat everyone like she treated me, people would be bound to misunderstand her.


    “So, what are you going to do about this?”


    I didn’t know what he meant by that question.


    Even so, at least I knew that he was being serious.


    
 Normally, he’d laugh carefreely in this kind of situation, but right now, he stared at me without any hint of being playful.


    “…What do you mean?”


    I thought about it, but I still couldn’t understand his question.


    So, I asked back. Shinji placed his coffee down silently.


    Silence enveloped us. After a while, he opened his mouth to speak,


    “Looking at you two like that, it’s hurting Hina, don’t you know that?”


    “…Are you sure she isn’t just sick or something?”


    We’ve known each other since we were kids, so I knew that Hina had been forcing herself for a while now.


    She always tried to act a little more cheerful whenever she was feeling down.


    But, unlike the guy beside me, I wasn’t that perceptive, I didn’t know the reason why she was feeling down in the first place.


    Shinji said that she was hurt, but I simply couldn’t understand why.


    He stared at my troubled face. It seemed like he understood what was in my mind, so he told me,


    “I know you’re dense and all, but before I’m telling you everything, you have to sort out your feelings first.”


    …His answer only made me even more confused.


    I trusted his words, though. Based on my experience, he was never wrong in this kind of situation.


    “…Huh, Kudou-san is here too?”


    At that moment, Shiina returned from the toilet.


    “Yeah. I’m getting old, I get tired quickly.”


    “…Aren’t we the same age?”


    Shiina giggled at Shinji’s joke before sitting down next to me.


    Lately, this girl has become more comfortable with our group of friends as she was able to talk with the others normally. Though, it didn’t seem like she’s going to drop the honorifics on everyone’s names.


    “I’m an old man mentally.”


    Both of us remained silent after hearing that joke. He was taken aback by our reaction. I mean, both of us had memories from our previous lives, so we didn’t find the joke funny.


    …Rather, the fact that he was more mature than us was funnier than the joke.


    I whispered to Shiina,


    “…If we were to count our ages from our previous lives, we’d be over thirty right now.”


    I felt like an old man now.


    “N-No, that’s not how it works. We didn’t immediately remember our previous lives, so we can’t just add our total ages like that!”


    Said Shiina in a trembling voice.


    What she was saying was correct, but it wasn’t convincing because of her rapid fire speech.


    “In the first place, Shiina Mai and Cerys Flores are two different people! You said so, didn’t you?!”


    “Don’t use my inspirational speech to make yourself sound younger!”


    “I’m not old! Don’t you dare call me old!”


    While we were arguing, Shinji shrugged his shoulders.


    “Stop flirting in front of me…”
 “W-We are not!”


    I glanced at Shiina while denying his claim. For some reason, her cheeks were flushed.


    Seeing her like that made me feel embarrassed too.


    After seeing us, Shinji held his forehead.


    He probably didn’t know what to say to us.


    * * *

  


  

  
    A while later, Yuuka and Hina returned. 


    After that, everyone sat together on the sheet while resting and discussing what we should do next.


    “What should we do? It’s still too early for lunch.”


    I glanced at the clock and realized that Yuuka was right as it was still 10.30.


    “I wanna go to the pool over there with Godou. It’s been a while since we’ve fought!”


    Hina took on a stance.


    Then, she lightly tapped my chest with her fist.


    “Sure, but you should be aware that no matter how much you try, you’ll never defeat me.”


    Hina had always tried to challenge me in all sorts of competitions, including but not limited to running and swimming.


    But, no matter how much she tried, she could never defeat me except in studying. Gender differences aside, I was a hero in my previous life, my basic specs were ahead of your average joe to begin with.


    “I’m going to win this time! Just wait and see!”


    She pointed her finger at me before walking toward the pool.


    It seemed like she had regained some of her vigor. I guess playing around in this place helped her with that.


    I didn’t know what was wrong with her, but as long as she looked this cheerful, everything should be okay.


    As I was thinking about this, I felt someone staring at me from the side.


    It was Shiina.


    “Ah… U-Um… Good luck?”


    Why did she sound so unsure? Well, whatever. I nodded at her while making a strong fist.


    “I’ve been thinking about it for a while now… But your muscles are something…”


    She was staring at my body for some reason.


    Well, I knew that my muscles were noticeable if I was dressed like this.


    “It’s because I trained them well. There are no downsides to having more strength, you know?”


    Even though I stopped trying to sacrifice my well-being for others, I still continued to help them. For that reason, having more strength would help.


    After all, it was only with strength that I could choose whether I’d help someone or not.


    If I were unable to help someone who was asking for my help, I’d never forgive myself.


    Ever since I regained my memory, I had been training my muscles and I continued to do so.


    Suddenly, Yuuka joined in between our conversations.


    “Right! I didn’t notice it when you had your shirt on, but your muscles are quite something!”


    She proceeded to touch my belly. It tickled.


    Shinji was staring at me with an envious gaze. This isn’t my fault, stop staring at me like that!


    Yuuka then proceeded to lecture Shinji while pointing at me.


    “C’mon, Shinji, follow his example and start training your muscles!”


    “I don’t want you to lump me together with him. Also, I have some muscles too, you know?”


    “Lies.”


    “At least I don’t have excess fat in my belly.”


    “W-What?! H-Hey!”


    Yuuka blushed and became angry as Shinji said something unnecessary again.


    Shinji ran toward the pool and Yuuka chased after him.


    They got along well, good for them.


    On the other hand, Hina was busy warming up for our ‘fight’. Her atmosphere was completely serious.


    “Godou! I’m risking my life here, why are you so relaxed?!”


    “My bad, my bad. Alright, let’s do it.”


    Hina called out to me, clearly frustrated. Since she was so eager, I decided to take her seriously.


    We competed in 50-meter freestyle swimming.


    Needless to know, I completely overwhelmed her.


    “Ugh…”


    She was frustrated with the outcome. This girl really hated to lose.


    Well, the more time passes, the more pronounced the gender difference gets.


    Aside from that, in her case specifically, she had to deal with the water resistance due to her massive… Ahem…


    “…Your gaze is disgusting.”


    “W-What do you mean by that?”


    Hina glared at me as I whistled to avoid her glare.


    Then, she let out a deep sigh before tilting her head in puzzlement.


    “Where did Mai-chan go?”


    I looked around.


    I saw Shinji and Yuuka swimming, but I failed to see Shiina anywhere.


    …But there was a big splash of water in the middle of the pool.


    “Could it be…”


    I had a bad feeling about it, so I immediately swam in that direction. When I got closer, I saw the idiot flailing her limbs around. I didn’t know how she got there, but she was clearly drowning!


    I held her body and dragged her to the surface.


    At this point, I stopped caring about touching her or whatnot.


    She was in danger!


    “Hey, are you okay?!”


    “*Cough* …S-Sorry… The pool is deeper than I thought…”


    Shiina then clung to me tightly. She looked frightened.


    “Seriously, you…”


    I let out a sigh of relief.


    At least the water didn’t enter her lungs or something.


    She only coughed a lot, but she didn’t seem to be in any serious danger.


    As I felt relieved by that fact, I became conscious of the sensation of her clinging to my body.


    “Are you okay, Mai-chan?!”


    
 Hina asked when she caught up with me.


    Shinji and Yuuka also came over after finding out that something wrong had happened.


    In any case, I pulled Shiina out of the pool first. When we got out, she apologized with a sullen expression.


    “…Sorry, I troubled everyone.”


    “It’s fine, as long as you’re okay in the end.”


    Hina patted her chest, relieved.


    “But…”


    “Don’t worry about it.”


    “Yeah, don’t worry. It’s Godou’s fault that he didn’t look over you properly even though he knows that you can’t swim.”


    “…Why are you acting like you didn’t do anything wrong at all?”


    Yuuka glared at Shinji, who was acting pompous like usual.


    And so, both of them also ended up comforting the depressed looking Shiina.


    Shiina, who was on the verge of tears earlier, looked at this scene with a dumbfounded look.


    “…See? You don’t need to worry. No one blames you.”


    When I whispered this to her, Shiina looked at me with a serious look.


    “Everyone knows you’re an airhead, so don’t worry.”


    I said that one loudly for everyone else to hear it. They laughed.


    “Well, I know that you’re bad in P.E. and stuff…”


    Said Shinji while shrugging.


    “You’re always so fidgety too~”


    Said Yuuka while giggling.


    “You don’t need to worry though, your clumsiness is what makes you cute!”


    Hina probably said that to make her feel better, but she didn’t deny that the girl was clumsy.


    Everyone looked at Shiina with warm gazes.


    See, Shiina? You don’t need to worry.


    Everyone here is your friend.


    Even if you don’t think so, they all think of you as their friend.


    So, there’s no need to be afraid. You can be happy in this world.


    Perhaps, our feelings reached her. She mustered her courage and shouted,


    “I’m not an airhead!”


    Though, the content of her shout wasn’t really convincing.


    * * *

  


  

  
    Before I noticed, the hand of the clock pointed at three.


    “I’m tired…”


    After eating our lunch, we went around the building to play.


    A long time passed before we knew it.


    I changed from my swimsuit and sat down at the break area on the second floor of the building.


    The wall of the break area was made of glass, so I could see the pool from up here.


    This place seemed like a perfect place for the parents to take a break while watching over their children playing inside the pool. In fact, almost everyone here looked older than me, there were barely any teenagers like me here. Thanks to that, the atmosphere was quiet and comfortable.


    I licked the soft-serve I bought at the stand as I stared blankly at the pool.


    Yuuka and Shinji were still playing there.


    They really went all out today, huh? Well, Yuuka did, as Shinji was just being dragged around by her.


    …Today was really fun. I hope that everyone also felt the same way.


    Shiina seemed to be having fun too, even though she occasionally made a mess here and there.


    When I was thinking like that, someone approached me from behind.


    “Can I sit next to you?…”


    I didn’t have to turn around to know that it was Shiina.


    She sat beside me without waiting for my answer. Why the hell did she ask me in the first place then?


    Also, that seat was Hina’s… Oh well…


    “I’m so tired…”


    “Wait, you can get tired?”


    “I’m not a hero anymore, of course. No matter how much I work out, I still won’t be able to have endless stamina like before.”


    When I said that, Shiina giggled and smiled at me.


    After that, we fell into silence. A comfortable silence.


    Suddenly, Shiina opened her mouth.


    “…Do you remember what you said back before we became friends?”


    “D-Don’t remind me of that… I said a lot of embarrassing lines…”


    It made me roll around my bed whenever I tried to remember it. It was a black history of mine.


    ‘Be my friend.’


    ‘I’ll still be by your side. I’ll be the only one who loves you in this world. That’s why, I’ll remove both curses out of your heart and soul.’


    ‘I’ll save you! I’ll make you happy! So, be my friend and let yourself be saved by me! I’m the hero who has saved the other world, you know? I’m more than reliable enough to save you. So, rely on me. Don’t keep everything to yourself. Talk to me if you need help. That’s what friends are for, at least that’s what Hina told me.’


    ‘Also, if you were to be my friend… I can be your exclusive hero.’


    Stop! My brain! Stop replaying those lines! Aaaaahh!!


    As I was dying of cringe, Shiina said,


    “You don’t need to be embarrassed about it. That day was the happiest day of my life. Thanks to your words, my curse has been lifted…”


    Her gentle tone surprised me. I turned my gaze to her.


    She was looking at me. Her gaze made it look like she was looking at something dear to her.


    “I know this is a little early, but I want to thank you properly.”


    I had been unable to look at her eyes for a while.


    So, when I saw this expression of hers, it felt like I was being dragged in by those clear black eyes of hers.


    “Thanks to you, I’m the happiest I’ve ever been.”


    Her smile was akin to a flower blooming under the sunlight.


    “You’ve saved me and you’ve made me happy, my exclusive hero. Thank you.”


    I couldn’t take my eyes off that smile.
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    I wanted to burn this sight to my brain, but I couldn’t. For some reason, my sight started to blur.


    “W-Why are you crying?”
 “…Huh?”


    After hearing Shiina’s panicked voice, I finally realized that it was my tears that clouded my sight.


    A man shouldn’t cry like this, how pathetic. I tried to stop them from coming out, but it was futile. Instead, it flowed even harder than before.


    “M-My bad…”


    Why am I crying?


    I don’t know. All I knew was that I’ve always wanted to hear those words.


    Ever since I heard about her past.


    I always wanted to see her smile. I always wanted her to learn about happiness.


    That was why I was willing to become the enemy of the world.


    “…I’m glad.”


    From the bottom of my heart, I felt genuinely happy for her. I had never felt this much happiness before.


    The curse that was bound to my heart had slowly been lifted.


    Everyone in that world, even the witch herself kept telling me that my choice was a mistake. But Shiina thanked me for that. My choice wasn’t a mistake. I was finally rewarded for all my sacrifices.


    “A-Anyway, use my handkerchief!”


    I accepted the handkerchief from the panicking Shiina. After I wiped the tears off for a while, it finally stopped coming out of my eyes.


    Shiina let out a sigh of relief after seeing that.


    As I regained my composure, a wave of embarrassment came over me. I couldn’t believe that I started crying out of nowhere like that.


    People around us were staring at us strangely.


    Of course they would be. A high school boy suddenly crying at a public place like this…


    I could hear some of them whispering something about love quarrels and stuff.


    In any case, I succeeded in adding another page to my black history.


    “Seriously, did you start crying because you felt that happy?…”


    To Shiina’s teasing, I just nodded my head.


    “Yeah…”


    “Huh?”


    “I’m really happy to hear that…”


    When I told her my honest feelings, she went quiet.


    I stared at her, who was hiding her beet red face.


    When I saw this cute and lovely sight of her, I finally realized my feelings toward her.


    Ah, I love her so much…


    Suddenly, my heart started to race.


    It was beating so loudly that I suspected Shiina was able to hear it from where she was.


    …Actually, I noticed this feeling of mine earlier than this, but I always pretended not to notice it.


    But, when I saw that smile, it was hard to fool myself anymore.


    I loved Shiina Mai. Not as a friend, but as a woman.


    I hated to admit it, but that was my true feelings.


    “Shiina…”


    When I finally admitted it, it felt better than I thought it would be.


    I loved her, I wanted to hug her so badly.


    “What is it?”


    “I found something I want to do.”


    I told her with a smile.


    Ever since the day when Hina scolded me, I had been looking for a new goal to achieve.


    Something that I wanted to do. I wanted to decide how to live my own life.


    But it was difficult for me. After all, for the longest time, I had been living according to my heroic codes. Hell, I couldn’t even admit my own feelings until today. But now, I finally realized what I wanted to do.


    I wanted to always stay by her side.


    I wanted to get to know her better.


    …I wanted to kiss her again.


    “…I see.”


    Shiina blinked her eyes before smiling happily.


    “That’s great. Do you mind telling me about it?”


    She asked that with an innocent smile on her face. Immediately after that, my face heated up.


    What the hell was I doing? Of course, she would ask about it if I were to say it like that.


    I didn’t even have the courage to confess yet. It hadn’t been an hour since I realized my feelings, it was too early to confess…


    “I-It’s a secret!”
 “Don’t give me that! Tell me!”


    When I tried to hide it from her, she pressed me even more aggressively instead.


    “I-I’ll tell you when the time is right!”


    Eventually, I’ll tell her. Just not now.


    I liked her and I wanted to get to know her better.


    To do that, I have to confess to her and get into a relationship with her.


    However, there was no need for me to rush things. After all, if she were to reject me, then everything would be over for me.


    First of all, I should deepen our friendship first and make her look at me more favorably.


    …As for how, I don’t know.


    This was going to be difficult, wasn’t it?


    Would this troublesome woman even fall in love with someone that easily in the first place?


    Besides, we used to be enemies. We were friends now, but her starting affection points were in the negative, so this was trickier than normal. This was more difficult than I thought.


    “W-Why do you look so down? You’re more expressive than usual today…”


    Said Shiina with a confused look. Of course she would be confused.


    I was confused by my own feelings too, let alone her.


    “I can’t believe that you’re the man who never laughed back in your previous life.”


    As Shiina said, I was a different man from my previous life.


    Back then, I always tried to hide my emotions.


    “…Well, my current self is better than back then at least.”


    Nevertheless, we couldn’t be stuck in the past forever. We weren’t Grey Handlet and Cerys Flores anymore. We were Shiraishi Godou and Shiina Mai.


    When I told her this, Shiina laughed.


    “Yeah, it’s easier to guess what you’re thinking right now compared to back then. You were more scary back then…”


    “Scary? How so?”


    “It was hard to pick the conversation deck when I talked with you. I mean, I couldn’t read what was in your mind, after all…”


    This girl actually prepared conversation decks to talk with me?


    “Isn’t it just because you have no social skills whatsoever?”


    “S-So what?! Humans are innately scary, you know?!”


    Shiina started to make some absurd claims, so I tried to calm her down. As I was doing that, I heard footsteps approaching us.


    I glanced over my shoulder to see an exhausted looking Yuuka and Shinji.


    “I-I’m tired… I can’t believe I went around playing that much…”


    “If you’re this tired, then think about how I feel… Huh, what’s wrong, you two? Did you two fight again?”


    “We didn’t! This man just keeps abusing me!”


    Shiina had become better at talking with everyone after the previous event at the pool. Now, she was able to talk with a normal tone with everyone other than me.


    “Eh?! Why are you being so mean to her, Godou?!”


    But, for some reason everyone always took her side whenever something happened. I hope that they’ll realize one day that everything that came out of this woman’s mouth was pure nonsense.


    “Well, Godou is always a sinful man, we all know this.”


    While Yuuka was standing firmly on Shiina’s side, Shinji started to insult me instead.


    He ignored my hostile glare and looked around.


    “By the way, where did Hina go?”


    “Ah, come to think of it, she disappeared for a while now…”


    Until a while ago, the place where Shiina sat was Hina’s.


    Shiina came right after Hina went to the toilet.


    But it had been more than ten minutes since she left, she was awfully late.


    “She said she went to the toilet, but…”


    “Maybe she has an upset stomach?…”


    Muttered Yuuka. Then, I heard someone approaching us from behind.


    Yuuka, who didn’t notice it, had her back hit by Hina’s chop.


    “I was buying some snacks over there! What the hell are you saying?!”


    Said Hina as she showed off her chocolates.


    In response, Yuuka just sighed in relief.


    …There was something about Hina’s behavior that made me curious, but I decided to shut my mouth.


    *   *   *


    After that, we left the pool and headed home.


    While everyone was talking about how much fun they had, I was looking at the window while thinking about Hina’s strange behavior.


    She said that she was buying some snacks, but was it really the case?


    Because of my combat experience from my previous life, I could easily sense other people’s presence.


    I didn’t know who it was, but there was someone who was staring at me and Shiina from a distance when we talked. I had a suspicion that it was Hina.


    Though, I didn’t have the slightest idea why she was lying like that.


    Probably, it was just my imagination.


    ‘I know you’re dense and all, but before I’m telling you everything, you have to sort out your feelings first.’


    For some reason, Shinji’s words came to my mind.


    *   *   *


    Hina’s PoV


    That was fun.


    But it was also exhausting…


    Did I manage to smile properly?


    I was able to act like normal, right?


    If it was Godou, he probably noticed that I wasn’t feeling well, but he wouldn’t know the reason why.


    …Shinji seemed to notice what was going on, though. He gave me quite the stare.


    “Hina?”


    Godou, who was walking next to me, called out to me. He was probably worried about me.


    We were walking home together after splitting up with everyone at the Maebashi Station.


    “I’m fine. I’m just a little tired…”


    I didn’t lie. I was really fine, I was just tired…


    Godou let out a wry smile and continued walking.


    The distance between us was closer than normal friends, but it wasn’t as close as lovers.


    Ever since we were kids, we always managed this much distance between us.


    I always thought that we’d be doing this for a while longer.


    It wasn’t like I didn’t have the desire to close the distance between us.


    I was just afraid that if I were to do that, I’d suddenly lose the position I was currently in. I was happy enough with the status quo after all.


    …But, whenever the thought of him ending up with someone else pained me. Whenever I saw his happy face when he talked with Mai-chan, my chest started to hurt and it became hard for me to breathe.


    I guess I liked him more than I thought.


    After all this time, I only just realized that.


    Though, it wasn’t like I wanted him to be mine. As long as he stayed by my side, it would be good enough for me.


    All this time, I naively believed that because we had known each other ever since we were kids, even if we didn’t become lovers, I’d be able to stay by his side forever. I thought that even if one day, he suddenly found someone he liked, I’d still be able to stay by his side.


    But, I realized that I couldn’t do that.


    When I saw that scene, I couldn’t even think of getting in their way.


    It was clear that those two loved each other.


    I glanced at the man next to me.


    Godou looked a little tired as he stared at the sunset.


    It was hard to believe that this was the same man who cried earlier.


    If I didn’t see it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t even notice that his eyes were a little swollen.


    Today was the first time I’ve seen him cry.


    Even back when we were kids, I’ve never seen him cry even once.


    No matter how absurd of a situation he faced, he always braved through it calmly.


    It was unthinkable that he’d have that kind of silly face when he cried.


    The fact that he showed that face of his to another girl made me feel jealous.


    Even though this whole time, I was always by his side.


    Before I knew it, he suddenly became close with a girl that suddenly appeared in our lives.


    It was as if those two were bound by the red string of fate.


    Godou, can you tell me?


    Why do you only show your weak side to her?


    Why do you care about her so much?


    Why do you push yourself so hard for her?


    …I need to stop thinking about it, or else, I’d start hating myself. Being jealous like this was the worst thing I could do.


    Right now, I should get home quickly, get into my bed and try to forget everything that happened today.


    …Though, I don’t think I could recover from this for a while.

  



  
    Chapter 2 – How to Be Social, Fireworks Festival


    I had a shift today.


    I started to regret taking too many shifts during this lovely summer vacation.


    “Haah…”


    “For senpai to sigh like that, it’s a rare sight.”


    Kawasaki, who was washing the dishes next to me, stared at me with a serious look.


    “I thought you were like a machine built for working.”


    “I’m a human being, thank you very much. I could get into a mood like this sometimes too.”


    “…That’s new to me.”


    “Why do you look so surprised?!”


    I’d understand if someone were to react like this to my previous life’s self, but I wasn’t like that anymore!


    Also, back then, I was a subject of human experiment, so it was doubtful that I was a human in the first place.


    Well, one could call me a human, depending on their views on the definition of a human being. Wait, I’m getting too philosophical.


    When I was thinking about this nonsense, Kawasaki called out to me. It seemed like she noticed something.


    “Could it be… Did you get rejected, senpai?”


    “How the hell did you come to that conclusion?”


    I swear to god, I was just feeling a little under the weather.


    “I mean, it’s summer. Summer is the season for blooming love!”


    “I see, so you’ve watched that one movie.”


    “Yes! I’m weak against that kind of emotional movie—”


    Then, she proceeded to talk about the movie that was airing in the theater with a twinkle in her eyes. I gave an ear to her while doing my job. There were barely any customers here, so we had the leisure to chat idly like this.


    “Jeez, listen to me, senpai!”
 “I am, I am. So that one guy got dumped by a girl for some reason and then?”


    “Don’t leave out the details! The details are important!”


    Kawasaki started to complain while puffing out her cheeks. Her gesture looked flawless, but I knew that she did it consciously. Since I was used to Shiina doing the same thing, though that girl did it unconsciously, Kawasaki’s gesture had no effect on me.


    I made a smug look, but Kawasaki ignored it and said something else to me,


    “Ah, by the way, senpai, I remember you said that you aren’t really interested in romance movies, right?”


    “…Yeah.”


    Rather than not interested in them, I just didn’t understand them when I watched them.


    Back then, I didn’t know what being in love felt like, so I couldn’t relate to those movies at all.


    …But, I think I’d find those movies a little bit interesting now. I mean, I understand a little about love, after all.


    At least, I knew that I loved Shiina.


    Though, I wasn’t a hundred percent sure that I really loved her. I had never fallen in love with anyone, so I couldn’t really tell.


    That was why I wanted to make sure that I really loved her before confessing. Besides, if I were to confess to her now, I doubt that I’d be able to say the words properly to her.


    “Have you ever been in love, Kawasaki?…”


    When I asked her that, she stopped working and stared at me.


    I looked at her face closely. She had a well-defined face. With a face like that, she was definitely a popular girl. If so, she’d be bound to be experienced with love.


    “Well, yeah. Back in grade school, I liked this classmate of mine who was really good at soccer. Then, back in middle school, there was a quiet boy who I took a liking to.”


    “Both are different types of people.”


    “The person I fell in love with became the type of person that I like.”


    Those words were shallow, but at the same time, it felt deep.


    “So, what happened to them?”


    “I got disillusioned and my love just disappeared. Takahashi-kun, the boy who was really good at soccer, had no delicacy. Hoshino-kun, the quiet boy, was a chuunibyou who just tried to look cool.”


    “Eh…”


    “Well, that’s how it is. I fell in love and fell out of it on my own. Such is love~”


    Was that how love worked?


    Well, it was Kawasaki who said it, so it must be right.


    As I nodded my head, she suddenly spoke in a quieter voice.


    “…My love is always faint. It never grew too big, so it cooled off quickly. I don’t think I’m the right person to ask about something like this. I mean, I’m still looking for that one special person myself.”


    She spoke to me in a serious manner, which was rare for her.


    “It was just an idle question, you know? I-It isn’t like I’m looking for advice or anything…”


    “Senpai, do you know that you’re an easy person to read?”


    It seemed like everyone could tell what I was thinking about these days.


    She was as perceptive as Shinji.


    “That one special person, huh?…”


    Suddenly, Shiina’s face came to my mind.


    …Huh? Why did her face come up in this situation?


    I started to be flustered because of my thoughts. Suddenly, Kawasaki let out a sad smile at me.


    “I was hoping that it would work out this time…”


    …Did she have someone in mind already?


    When I tried to ask her what she meant by that, she shook her head.


    “Don’t mind me. My feeling is just a crush. I can’t win no matter how hard I try.”


    She continued and changed the topic,


    “So, who did you fall in love with, senpai?”


    “…How did you know?”


    “Because this isn’t something that you’d normally ask.”


    Then, she asked with twinkling eyes.


    “Tell me, tell me. Who is she? Is she going to the same school as us? Is she pretty? What’s her name? I’m curious! Since you fell in love with her, is she a weirdo like you, senpai?”


    “S-Stop with the barrage of questions! W-Well, it’s true that she is a weirdo…”


    When I tried to answer them, I faltered instead. My reaction triggered something in Kawasaki as she smirked while saying, “Woah, you actually fell in love with someone~”. Seriously, what’s wrong with her?!


    “There aren’t many people who’re as pure as you nowadays, senpai.”


    “…S-Shut up. She’s my first love, okay?!”


    “Huh, I see. No wonder you’re acting like this. C’mon, stop sulking~”


    She giggled, trying to cheer me up. It made me wonder who was the older one between us. If I were to count my previous life, I would be significantly older than her…


    “…Her name is Shiina Mai.”


    When I told her this, she nodded in understanding.


    “Ah, the transfer student. The boys in my year talked about how cute she is.”


    “Is that so?”


    It was true that Shiina was cute. Whenever she walked down the street, everyone would steal glances at her.


    That was why I wasn’t really surprised to hear that the first-years were talking about her.


    Even if I were to compare her to the ‘idols’, she would be among the better looking ones.


    …I was sure that men would be all over her.


    Of course, I didn’t want anyone to take her away from me. I wonder if this is what they call possessiveness.


    At first, I thought that I didn’t need to be in a hurry, but looking at the situation, I realized that I couldn’t take it easy.


    “Kawasaki, can I ask you something?”


    “What is it?”


    “I want to know if I really love her. Just to be sure, you know? Since you know a lot about love.”


    “H-How could you say that embarrassing line.”


    She looked unusually embarrassed.


    
      [image: ]
    


    


    “B-Besides, I never had a boyfriend to begin with, so it isn’t like I know a lot about the matter either. But, sure, if you really need this onee-san’s help, I’ll gladly help you~ Come closer~”


    She puffed out her chest. What a dependable girl.


    I’m not sure about referring to herself as an ‘onee-san’, but I knew that she was more experienced than me in this regard.


    Since I was a newcomer in this battle, I knew nothing about it. I had no techniques nor confidence to tread on it. That was why I’d welcome any kind of help.


    And so, I told her about my feelings toward Shiina and what I had been through up to the time when I realized my feelings toward her. Of course, I omitted the part about our previous life.


    “Well, that’s the gist of it— Huh, what’s wrong?”


    When I looked at Kawasaki, she was hiding her face with both hands. For some reason her ears were dyed red.


    “W-Why don’t you try putting yourself in my shoes?”


    She fanned her face for some reason.


    “You like her so much that you end up thinking about her all the time? What the hell?! If that isn’t love then what is?! What are you so confused about?!”


    “It’s obvious that you’re in love.” muttered Kawasaki.


    I see… Honestly, I didn’t know the difference between liking and loving someone. Well, if Kawasaki said that my feeling was love, then it must be it.


    “So, what should I do now?”


    “Just ask her out already.”


    So she said, but I didn’t even know where to begin. In the first place, I didn’t even understand the concept of ‘going out’. I knew that it was necessary to make me and Shiina become even closer, but that was it.


    “But, I don’t know where to start…”


    “Well, from what I understood, you two are on good terms already, so it should be easy. All you need to do is to make her conscious about you. To do that… Try asking her on a date.”


    “J-Just the two of us? That would be embarrassing!”


    “Why are you even embarrassed over this?!”


    When I tried to imagine the scene where I asked Shiina out on a date, I suddenly got cold feet. Yes, we were on good terms, but she could still reject me.


    What if I screwed it up and she still treated me as a friend after everything was over? Just thinking about that made me feel embarrassed to the point that I almost rolled on the floor. Lucky that I still held on to my sanity.


    “B-Besides… I don’t know what to do for a date…”


    Could I just do the same thing as when I hang out with my friends?


    If that was allowed, then it would be easy, but I doubt that our relationship could progress like that.


    Suddenly, Kawasaki seemed like she got a flash of inspiration as she tapped her palm with her fist.


    “Right! There’s a firework festival this weekend! Try to invite her to that.”


    Come to think of it, she was right. There will be a firework festival this Saturday.


    I planned to go with Hina like usual this year, but I should do what Kawasaki suggested instead. 


    Since Shiina liked pretty things, she’d definitely love fireworks too.


    …Though, she hates the crowds. I guess I’d need some time to convince her first.


    “Got it. I’ll try doing that.”


    When I nodded, Kawasaki quickly spoke,


    “Later, when the mood is good, make sure to hold her hand tightly. If she doesn’t mind, you could drag her to a secluded place and hug each other there. After that, bring her to a hotel and–”


    Kawasaki let out a creepy laugh as she went on with her fantasy. I noticed the manager approaching us, so I quietly went back to work.


    “What are you talking about at work?”


    “Ow!”


    “If there are no customers to take care of, follow what Shiraishi is doing and clean up the place!”


    “Yes…”


    Kawasaki stared at me with a resentful gaze as she responded to him.


    I knew nothing about love, but even I knew that your fantasy was too far-fetched, Kawasaki.


    *   *   *


    Shiina’s PoV


    …I wonder what he is doing right now?


    Whenever I let my mind wander around like this, I always ended up thinking about Godou.


    “Godou…” I muttered his name. Somehow, it felt embarrassing when I did that.


    I used to call him ‘Hero’, but he insisted that he wasn’t a hero anymore, so I called him by his name instead. I knew it was too late to mull over this, but I still didn’t know why I called him ‘Godou’ instead of ‘Shiraishi.’


    Well, that didn’t really matter as I felt comfortable calling him ‘Godou’.


    …On the contrary, I felt miffed that he kept calling me ‘Shiina’. It was better than him calling me ‘Witch’ at least, but, you know…


    I called him ‘Godou’, so he should start calling me ‘Mai’.


    …Wait, did that even make sense? Calm down, me! It felt unfair, yes, but I shouldn’t think about something like that!


    I imagined Godou calling me by my name.


    “Hng!!~”


    I let out a strange moan and rolled on the bed.


    Then, I took one of my plushies and hugged it tightly.


    The trip to the pool was fun.


    I couldn’t swim, so I just spent my time floating around with a floatie, but with Godou and everyone there, there was never a dull moment. Being around with friends that I could trust felt fun and refreshing.


    …Though, I didn’t feel happy enough to cry.


    I felt the muscles on my face relaxed as I remembered Godou’s silly looking crying face.


    Lately, I felt something strange happening in me. My heart would throb without warning.


    Was I sick?


    No, of course not. It was probably the ‘curse’ that was eating away my heart.


    I recalled the face of the person who ‘cursed’ me, Godou. Whenever I tried to think about him, my mind went blank involuntarily.


    Ever since that day…


    The day when he asked me to be his friend…


    Our relationship grew strange. Whenever I made eye contact with him, I’d involuntarily look away. Whenever I stayed together with him, my cheeks would grow hotter and I’d become fidgety. For some reason, I’d find myself staring at him without realizing it. Was this the side effect of friendship?


    If that’s so, then friendship is amazing. It made me feel warm and fuzzy inside.


    I wanted to see him again. When would we be able to meet again?


    Even though I was ‘cursed’, I found the cure to it already.


    For the first time in my life, I felt blessed even though I was ‘cursed’.


    As I was rolling in my bed while thinking about such things, my phone rang.


    I immediately stood up and grabbed it, thinking that it was from Godou. Sadly, it wasn’t. I wasn’t disappointed by it much, though.


    It was Kirishima-san who called me.


    I took a deep breath before answering it. A cheerful voice came from the other side.


    {Ah, heya, Mai-chan~ How are you?~}


    “I-I’m good… I-It’s just, it’s so hot outside, so I have been staying inside my room…”


    Ever since the trip to the pool, I’ve been trying to talk to them more casually.


    When I unintentionally shifted to my normal tone back when I denied being an airhead, both Kirishima-san and Shindou-san welcomed it with excitement. That was why I had been trying to treat them more casually.


    …It felt like I became even closer to them. It felt good.


    However, I still felt nervous about treating everyone casually like that.


    While I was feeling conflicted, I heard Kirishima-san’s voice.


    {Ahaha, I feel you! Honestly, if I didn’t have club activities, I’d do the same as you!}


    So she went to her club today too. Kirishima-san sure was amazing. If I were her, I wouldn’t even attempt to run in the middle of this kind of heat.


    Actually, I would have fainted the moment I attempted to do so.


    {Right, Mai-chan, you like novels, right? Have you read that one novel yet? The one that’s trending right now?}


    What novel was she talking about? She didn’t mention the title at all.


    I took a wild guess and mentioned a popular title that was trending because it got a live action adaptation. It seemed like my guess was correct. Actually, that one was one of my favorite titles of all time. Even though I mostly read light novels these days, I usually read that kind of book too.


    Romance was one of my favorite genres. I always found myself looking for one whenever I went to a bookstore.


    {You know the movie is currently airing, right? So, Yuuka and I were talking about watching it together. Do you want to go with us?}


    “Y-Yes! I-I’d love to!”


    When I answered that, I could hear her excited squeal from the other side.


    Lately, Kirishima-san has been calling me like this to invite me to hang out.


    By chance, did she like me? If so, I’d be so happy!


    Could I consider her as my friend? I wonder if she’d mind me as her friend.


    If only she’d tell me outright like Godou did.


    Then again, you didn’t normally say this thing out loud, right?


    That was what Godou told me anyway. Unlike me, he had a lot of friends, so he should know a lot about this.


    Oh right, I should ask Kirishima-san about that.


    “…Will you invite Godou and Kudou-kun?”
 {Ah… Well, they don’t really like romance movies. Even if we invite them, they’ll just refuse. I haven’t asked Godou yet, Yuuka hasn’t asked Shinji too, I assume.}


    “I see…”


    I was looking forward to watching the movie since I liked the novel. But I felt a little disappointed because Godou wouldn’t be there.


    Come to think of it, back in his previous life, he said that he didn’t really understand love stories.


    Even though love was a beautiful emotion. It was a shame that he couldn’t understand the feeling.


    …Then again, I’ve never fallen in love either, so I didn’t really understand it.


    Suddenly, Godou’s face came to my mind. I shook my head frantically.


    W-What am I thinking?! He’s just a friend!


    Besides, even though we were friends, we were enemies back in our previous life. There was no way that he’d think of me like that.


    {…What’s wrong?}


    While I was making such excuses in my head, Kirishima-san called out to me.


    “N-Nothing. Don’t mind me.”


    Ahem.


    Did I do something strange? Kirishima-san went quiet for a while…


    {Anyway, do you want to meet up now? I just got back from my club.}


    I agreed to meet up with her. Unlike her or Godou, I had no club activities or part-time job, so I had a lot of free time.


    * * *

  


  

  
    Shiina’s PoV


    I left my house and walked to a park a short distance away. There, I found Kirishima-san sitting on a bench under the shade.


    She was wearing a short-sleeved shirt, her club’s uniform. There was a towel draped around her neck.


    “Mai-chan!~ You look cute today too! Yay~”


    When she noticed me, she raised her hand in high spirits.


    “Y-Yay?”


    I followed suit and raised a hand. In response, she immediately clapped my hand with hers. It seemed I made the right response. It was the first time that I had ever done a high-five. Somehow, it felt moving.


    She, then, patted the empty space next to her. I obediently sat there.


    Seeing her up close like this, I realized once again that she was really pretty and stylish.


    She had a large pair of breasts, thin legs and waist. Overall, she beat me in every aspect.


    Her personality was bright, cheerful and kind. I wanted to be someone like her.


    “It’s another hot day, today. Ah, don’t get too close to me, I’m covered in sweat, so I don’t think I’ll smell that good.”


    “Ah, sorry…”


    I was trying to sneak closer to her, but it seemed like she noticed it.


    She gulped the cider she bought from the vending machine. How should I put it? She looked a little erotic? …Wait, what the hell was I thinking? Calm down! (T/N: Cider here is a brand of lemonade, not alcohol.)


    


    Anyway, why did she call me out here?


    Maybe she just wanted to see me? If that so, that would be blissful for me. Hehe~


    “I want to talk about the schedule for watching the movie. I know we could talk it over the phone, but since I was nearby anyway, I figured I could just call you out instead. Sorry if it inconveniences you!”


    “N-No, not at all!”


    She clapped her hands together with an apologetic look. I shook my head in response.


    After that, we checked on the movie’s schedule and decided on a date.


    Since Shindou-san and I were free during the vacation, we only needed to adjust to Kirishima-san’s schedule. After figuring out the days when she didn’t have her club activities, we decided on a date easily. I’m really looking forward to the day.


    When I was thinking about the movie, I noticed Kirishima-san smiling happily while looking at her phone.


    I tilted my head in confusion. Noticing that, she apologized to me before showing me her phone screen.


    It was a RINE from Godou.


    “So I tried to invite him to watch the movie. Surprisingly, he said that he was interested.”


    …That means Godou will be coming too? Oh no, what should I wear then? I couldn’t wear the same dress I used the other day, could I? I should wear some cute clothes.


    I started racking my brain, but suddenly Godou’s next response came and doused all my excitement.


    [Ah, but I have a shift on that day.]


    “Oh, jeez.”


    Seeing that, Kirishima-san looked totally unamused.


    I understood her. I was a fool for being so happy. My shoulders slumped.


    After that, both of them tried to work on a schedule.


    “Ngh… I don’t think this will work out. Let’s just go with the three of us.”


    That was the end result. It seemed like everyone was quite busy during the summer vacation.


    But still, those two communicated casually like this all the time, huh?


    …How envious. The figures of both of them walking together came to mind.


    They were perfect for each other. Anyone could see that Kirishima-san was so pretty that one could mistake her as an idol easily. Meanwhile Godou, although I hated to admit it, he was the coolest guy in this world.


    Moreover, they had known each other since their childhood.


    “What’s wrong?”


    As I was deep into my thoughts, Kirishima-san called out to me.


    “N-Nothing. I-It’s just, you and Godou seem to be getting along really well, Kirishima-san.”


    “…From my perspective, you get along better with him, though.”


    Me and him? Was that really the case?


    It was true that we got closer than before ever since we reconciled, but our relationship was incomparable to his relationship with Kirishima-san. I mean, we argued a lot still.


    “…Mai-chan, what do you think of Godou?”


    “Eh?…”


    I couldn’t come up with an answer.


    What do I think of him?


    Honestly, I don’t know. I don’t even know why I don’t know.


    Back in our previous lives, we were enemies, but now we’re friends.


    He was the one who saved me.


    
 He taught me what happiness looked like.


    He was my hero.


    Whenever I was with him, I felt nervous, but at the same time, I felt happy. Whenever I looked at him, I realized that he was the coolest guy in the world. Whenever he found me doing something silly, even though he would laugh at me, his smile made me very happy.


    Words couldn’t describe the feelings I had toward him.


    But it seemed like Kirishima-san understood my feelings.


    “Mai-chan, you look like a maiden-in-love, do you know that?”


    “Eh?…”


    I froze for a moment, not knowing what she meant by that.


    Then, she pulled out a hand mirror and pointed it at me.


    The mirror reflected my face, which was bright red from the base of my neck to the tips of my ears.


    …It was exactly the kind of expression a heroine would make whenever she was thinking about the hero.


    “You love Godou, don’t you?”


    When she asked me without any pretense like that, I couldn’t make any excuse to deny it.


    All this time, I pretended not to notice what this feeling was.


    Even though I knew what exactly this feeling was. The feeling that had been occupying my heart.


    The feeling of wanting to meet him, the feeling of yearning for his touch.


    I wanted him to hold me close, to kiss me with his lips again…


    I wanted to be his lover.


    When Kirishima-san confronted me boldly like that, the chain that had been keeping this feeling in check broke down to pieces. With that, realization came to me.


    I’m disappointed in myself.


    I couldn’t admit this feeling.


    If I were to do it, I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself.


    Because Godou asked me to be his friend.


    He reached out to me to start a new relationship with me. A relationship filled with warmth.


    If I were to ask for something more, I would be betraying him.


    Godou wouldn’t say anything, but I knew that he’d be annoyed if he were to know about my feelings. That was why, it would be better for me to keep this feeling to myself.


    “I don’t…”


    So I shook my head and denied my feelings. That was the only option available to me.


    “There’s no way that I’d fall in love with him…”


    When I said that, Kirishima-san shut her mouth for a long time.


    My gaze was facing downward, so I didn’t know what kind of face she was making.


    She probably felt uncomfortable since my tone came off strongly.


    “…I see. Sorry for asking you a strange question.”


    She apologized in a low voice.


    “Me too. Sorry, I didn’t mean to deny it strongly like that…”


    “No, don’t be. I’m at fault here. Prying into people’s feelings is just the worst thing someone could do…”


    Kirishima-san’s cheerful atmosphere was gone.


    I wanted to cheer her up, but with my lack of social skills, I didn’t know how to.


    That was why I apologized to her, thinking that it’d make her feel better. But, her cheerful smile never returned.


    “…Alright, that’s all. See you at the theater, okay?”


    She smiled weakly and walked away.


    I couldn’t say anything to stop her.


    *   *   *


    Godou’s PoV


    By the time I finished my part-time job, the sun had already set.


    It was 8pm, but it seemed like it didn’t want to linger around any longer, even though it was supposed to be the summer sun.


    A cool breeze ruffled my hair. Only on summer nights like this would I appreciate the strength of Gunma’s wind. Unlike on summer days where it only made the day hotter as it blew the hot air around, on summer nights it blew the cool breeze around.


    I was holding a leaflet in my hand, a notice for the upcoming firework festival. A while ago, right before I left the store, Kawasaki gave it to me.


    Maebashi Firework Festival. They held it every year in Shikishima Park and I always went to see it together with Hina. It would take me twenty minutes by bike to get there from my house and thirty minutes by bike to get there from Shiina’s place.


    They will hold it next Saturday, August 13th.


    It was a perfect excuse to ask Shiina for a date.


    Even though I saw her just the other day during the pool trip, I couldn’t wait to see her again.


    During this summer vacation, I didn’t get to see her much.


    Well, I saw her occasionally because I had to treat her curse, but that wasn’t enough.


    I wanted to see her everyday if possible.


    I miss school.


    …I said that, but I’d probably be embarrassed if I were to be with her on our own.


    “A-Alright…”


    I took out my phone and opened up my RINE. I opened my chat screen with Shiina.


    Now, how should I invite her? Should I just drop the subject without beating around the bush? It was the first time I’ve ever felt conflicted when trying to send her a message. Usually, I’d just state my business clearly.


    Even after racking my brain for a while, I failed to find a way to ask her out. You know what? Whatever, I should just call her.


    I let momentum carry me and called her. Almost immediately, she answered my call.


    “H-Heya.”


    {…Hello. What’s wrong?}


    Her calm voice reached my ears.


    “I just want to ask you something. Are you free next saturday?”


    {Next saturday? Well, yeah. Actually, I’m always free.}


    “Ah, I-I see…”


    I didn’t know how to feel after hearing that response.


    Anyway, I should cut to the case.


    “If you’re free, let’s go to the firework festival together.”


    {Firework festival? …Ah, come to think of it, it’s that time of the year already.}


    Muttered Shiina. After that, there was a short silence.


    Was she still contemplating? Was the thought about being in the crowds intimidating her?


    The few seconds of silence felt longer than it actually was.


    {Who else are you inviting?}


    It took a bit of courage for me to answer her question.


    “…No one. I want to go with you only.”


    Will she realize the meaning of those words?


    She probably won’t. I mean, this was Shiina, someone who had communication disorder.


    Perhaps because I felt really nervous, I felt unusually thirsty. I sipped the tea in my hand.


    {Only us two? …A-Are you asking me out on a date?!}


    I almost spit out my tea.


    Contrary to my expectations, she realized it almost immediately.


    “W-Well, you could put it that way…”


    I couldn’t think of a proper response. My state of mind was in chaos.


    {O-Okay… S-Sorry, I misunderstood your intentions…}


    She apologized for some reason. Even though she didn’t misunderstand anything.


    I really was asking her out on a date. I wanted to be with her.


    I wanted to say those words to her so badly, but I could only give ambiguous affirmation to her words.


    {I-I see it’s all good then… A-Alright, I’ll go with you…}


    “O-Okay.”


    It was great that she agreed to go with me, but part of her words gave me a sense of discomfort.


    Sadly, I didn’t have enough courage to point it out.


    After that, we decided on the time and place for us to meet up and said goodbyes to each other.


    “Alright, see you later.”


    {I’m looking forward to it.}


    Shiina’s voice, which had been sounding so happy, suddenly turned monotonous.


    {We’ll be staying as friends, right?}


    It felt like I was being stabbed by countless nails.


    But this was Shiina, there was no way she’d use that roundabout way to reject my advances.


    I still have a chance. For sure.


    * * *

  


  

  
    The day of the firework festival came before I knew it.


    My shift ended at 3pm. I was absent-minded all day long to the point that Kawasaki was amazed that I managed to get through the day without any accident. I had trouble deciding what to wear for the festival, but ultimately settled on a normal shirt and jeans. I was thinking of wearing a jinbei, but I figured that Shiina probably wouldn’t wear a yukata. (T/N: Jinbei is a Japanese’s traditional summer clothing. The top looks like a kimono, but the bottom is a pair of trousers instead.)


    I mean, she’d probably go to the festival by bike, so it would be impossible for her to pedal it if she were to wear a yukata. The girls who went to the festival wearing a yukata usually came with their parents’ vehicles, but Shiina was living alone, so that wasn’t an option.


    Not to mention that the location of the park was quite awkward since there was no train station nearby, so she wouldn’t be coming by train.


    There was still an hour before the promised time, but I couldn’t wait any longer, so I took my bike and left my house. It was sunny today, but the current temperature wasn’t as hot as usual.


    We decided to meet up in a coffee shop near the park where the festival would be held.


    The closer I got to my destination, the more crowded the street became.


    I didn’t like being in the crowds much, but I didn’t really hate this bustling atmosphere either.


    Eventually, I arrived at the coffee shop thirty minutes before the appointed time.


    I arrived way too early, I know.


    I should buy a coffee or something while waiting.


    As I thought so, I heard a trotting sound coming from behind me.


    When I turned around, I saw someone wearing a bright red yukata.


    “Hello. You’re early.”


    She styled her hair differently than usual. It was curled up and was being held by a kanzashi. (T/N: A kanzashi is a traditional hairpin.)


    There was a faint smile on her lips. Her face looked prettier than usual because of her makeup.


    Everything about her looked so refreshing that I let out my true feelings involuntarily.


    “…Man, you look so cute.”


    “E-Eh?!…”


    In a blink of an eye, her face turned red.


    She looked even cuter. I can’t… I’m barely hanging…


    Then again, whatever thing that she’d do, she’d always look cute.


    I might have defeated her in my previous life, but she completely owned me in this life.


    “S-Stop joking around! L-Let’s just go inside!”


    “I’m not joking though… Anyway, if you came here earlier than me, you shoulda wait for me inside.”


    “I just arrived. I thought I got here too early, but there you are.”


    She looked at my face and giggled.


    Why did she look so relaxed?! I felt so nervous, it was killing me!


    


    It’s strange. I was supposed to be the one watching over her stumbling around like a fool, but why was I the one who was stumbling around like a fool instead?! Was it the after-effect of my love for her?!


    


    “Anyway, how did you get here? You didn’t ride a bike while wearing that, did you?”


    Still, I have to hide my current state of mind from her.


    “Taxi.”


    Oh right. She was filthy rich!


    


    It slipped my mind that she could just call a taxi instead. I wonder how much money she had to spend for that?


    “I don’t normally ride a taxi, but…”


    “It’s nice riding it once in a while”, she continued.


    “Because of the yukata, you have to, huh?”


    “Yeah. It’s too far to get here by walking.”


    She could just wear normal clothes and come here by bike, why did she insist on wearing a yukata?


    Maybe because I was staring at her for a long time, she glanced downward to look at her yukata.


    “…Do I look weird?”


    “…I just said that you look cute.”


    “…R-Right, you did. S-Sorry, it’s my first time wearing a yukata.”


    “Why were you wearing it anyway? I mean, I’m happy to see you in it, but, you know…”


    Oh crap, I slipped up again.


    “Y-You’re happy? I-I see… T-Thank you…”


    She muttered shyly.


    I felt my cheeks heated up. No good, I need to be more careful. I can’t let my true feelings come out again.


    “A-Anyway, I looked up ‘how to enjoy fireworks festival with your friends’, and they said that I have to wear a yukata, so I prepared one in a hurry… Was I wrong?”


    “N-No… You don’t really have to wear it, but there are a lot of people who do.”


    We managed to find empty seats inside the crowded coffee shop while talking.


    The place was cool because it had AC inside.


    I ordered an iced coffee and Shiina ordered an apple tea.


    When my iced coffee arrived, I sipped it. It tasted bitter.


    Shiina looked at me in surprise.


    “You drink it black?”


    “I prefer black.”


    I used to enjoy adding more sugar to my coffee, but these days, I found that the coffee tasted better without any sugar.


    “I don’t really like bitter stuff like that.”


    “I know. Even back in your previous life, you just ate sweet things.”


    We managed to have a pleasant conversation.


    I glanced at the clock and realized that there was still time before the festival started.


    We could kill some time at the stalls outside, but considering Shiina’s weak stamina, it would be better for us to stay here instead. I mean, that was the reason why we decided on this place as the meeting place.


    Of course, we could try to meet up right before the festival started, but, you know…


    I wanted to see her sooner.


    I wanted to spend more time together with her.


    “…It’s great that it’s sunny today.”


    “…I know, right? I bet the fireworks will look pretty.”


    “…”


    “…”


    However, we soon ran out of topics and fell into silence.


    We ended up finishing our drinks really quickly because we used them to cover up the awkwardness. 


    “…Oi, that girl over there looks really cute.”


    “Woah, is she an idol?”


    Perhaps because of the silence, I could hear the voice of the girls chatting from a distance away.


    “Look at that girl, she looks really cute…”


    “I should try to hit on her.”


    “Don’t you think you should focus on your girlfriend sitting in front of you?”


    I could hear the conversation of the couple sitting two seats away from us.


    Aside from those, I felt countless gazes at us. Shiina seemed to also notice this as she let out a wry smile.


    “…Are they talking about me?”


    “Obviously, yes.”


    No matter how insecure Shiina was about herself, when people clearly showed their interest in her like this, she was bound to notice it. Well, she was the cutest girl in the world, so it was obvious that she’d stand out.


    “I’m not used to receiving this kind of gaze…”


    “That’s surprising.”


    “If only they’d scorn me instead, that’d make me feel more comfortable…”


    “That’s new to me. I thought you’d love this kind of gaze.”


    “I mean, when they look at me like that, it feels like they’re placing a lot of expectations on me…”


    I don’t know about that… She looked at me and smiled.


    “I think I understand what you went through back then…”


    Ah, so she was talking about that. I understand where she was coming from.


    Back in my previous life, the gazes the people sent me were filled with expectations. It was suffocating.


    “If the gazes are filled with scorn, I don’t need to worry about anything.”


    If anything, I think she just felt numb to it at this point.


    Normal people wouldn’t feel good by being scorned by others.


    “Remember that no one in this world wants to hurt you.”


    “Is that so? Well, even so, people have their likes and dislikes. Maybe there are people who secretly hate me, they just aren’t here at this moment.”


    She had a point.


    “Still, everyone I’ve met so far has been kind…”


    “You have to cherish them well, okay?”


    If she cherished them, they’d also cherish her.


    When I told her this, she stared at me blankly.


    “I know. Well, after experiencing their warmth, it’s hard to let go of them… It made me feel like I don’t want to be alone anymore…”


    There was a soft smile on her face.


    “…I won’t let you be alone.”


    “Really? …Will you be friends with me forever, then?”


    I couldn’t nod to that. I didn’t want us to stay friends.


    “Like I said, I will never let you be alone ever again.”


    That was why I repeated my words instead.


    “Is that a promise?”


    “…Yes, I promise.”


    I nodded and offered my pinky to her.


    She, then, intertwined her pinky with mine.


    For some reason, she looked like she was about to cry.


    “It’s a pinky promise”, I said.


    Then, she muttered,


    “…If you break the promise, I’ll curse you to burn forever in hell.”


    “Isn’t that punishment too severe?!”


    I said that, but honestly, I think that it was too light.


    “I’m kidding. I should be the only one who’ll burn forever in hell.”


    “I won’t let that happen. I’ll drag you up to heaven with me.”


    “…I-I see.”


    “…”


    “…”


    “A-Ahem…”


    I let out a cough to clear the awkward atmosphere and pulled back my pinky finger.


    Doing Japan-esque things like this was proof that we had gotten used to living in this world.


    Suddenly, Shiina opened her mouth. As if she understood what was in my mind, she said,


    “Well, this much should be fine. We’re still high school students, after all.”


    *   *   *


    When we left the coffee shop, the sky was dyed in orange.


    The sun would set soon and more people came to crowd the streets.


    I walked alongside Shiina to the site of the fireworks festival.


    There were food stalls lined up on the streets near the riverbed.


    Lanterns illuminated the street, accompanying the people passing by.


    “This place is so crowded.”


    “Do you want to go home?”


    “No. Being in the crowds once in a while doesn’t feel bad.”


    …Once in a while, huh? Come to think of it, the other day, the pool was quite crowded.


    She was probably being considerate to me. I should invite her to a quieter place next time.


    As I was thinking about that, she asked me a question,


    “I’m looking forward to seeing the fireworks. When will they start?”


    “Hm… A while longer, I think. Let’s grab something from the stalls to kill some time.”


    “I’m quite hungry”, I added while rubbing my stomach.


    Since she was wearing geta and it was quite hard to walk while wearing it, I slowed down my walking pace. (T/N: Geta are basically flip-flops, but they were made of wood and they had heels.)


    When I looked around, I noticed there were more couples than I originally thought here. Of course, families or students walking in groups could be seen here and there but, compared to them, the number of couples was simply bigger. They were quite noticeable because they were walking while holding each other’s hands.


    …I looked at Shiina’s hand.


    Her small hand was free.


    Wait, we aren’t dating yet! It’s too soon to take that hand!


    Calm down, me! Drive the sinful thoughts away!


    “I’ve never gone to this kind of festival with a friend before.”


    Meanwhile, Shiina was walking happily. If I were to leave her alone, she’d probably start skipping her steps.


    …With a friend, huh? I was the one who told her to be my friend.


    Seriously, I screwed myself up. I shoulda asked her to be my girlfriend instead back then! Who knows if she’d nodded because of the atmosphere at the time!


    “Ah, I want those! Cotton candies!”


    She excitedly bought a big cotton candy at one of the stalls. Her eyes sparkled at the sight of it. The middle aged man who manned the stall looked at her warmly.


    What is she, a grade schooler? Well, I’m not mean enough to say it to her face when she is this happy.


    She licked the cotton candy. How could she look cute while doing it?


    It seemed like she was struggling because of the sheer size of the thing. Nevertheless, she looked like she was enjoying herself.


    “So tasty! It’s so sweet!~”


    “Of course it’s sweet. It’s a lump of sugar.”


    “R-Right… W-Will I get fat from eating this?”


    “Just enjoy it, don’t worry about it. It’s fine for you to get a little fatter anyway, besides—”


    I almost said ‘You’ll look cute either way’ to her, but I managed to hold myself back at the last moment. I kept repeating myself, but she was really cute today. It felt embarrassing to say it out loud over and over again, though.


    “Besides?…”


    She waited for me to continue my words.


    “N-Never mind…”


    When I tried to dismiss it, she looked a little miffed.


    “If I get fatter, my good looks will be gone, I know that much, okay?”


    “So you’re aware that you’re cute.”


    “S-Shut it! Everyone keeps telling me that I’m cute, so I can’t help but accept it!”


    I called her cute again. Her face turned bright red.


    Seriously, I need to stop.


    Anymore of this or I’ll die out of embarrassment.


    …Anyway, I’m hungry. I should grab something too.


    “I’ll get some yakisoba.”


    I muttered. Shiina, then, turned her head around to look at the various stalls.


    “I’ll get okonomiyaki then.”


    “You’re going to eat more? You’ll get fat for real.”


    “There’s no way cotton candy is enough to fill my stomach!”


    Shiina groaned before going to the okonomiyaki stall.


    I parted with her to buy my yakisoba before going back to her side again.


    “Where shall we eat?”


    “Since everything is about to start, we should look for a decent place to see the fireworks.”


    A lot of people already occupied the grassy patches on the side of the streets.


    Since I brought a sheet with me, I just needed to look for an empty spot.


    As I was walking toward a less crowded place, Shiina stopped me.


    “…Ah.”


    “What’s wrong?”


    I followed Shiina’s gaze, only to find Shinji and Yuuka there.


    They were so close to each other. Rather, they were practically clinging to each other.


    Yuuka noticed us and immediately pulled away from Shinji.


    “Y-You guys are here too? W-What a coincidence!”


    Said Yuuka with a bright red face. Her eyes wandered around like a guilty criminal. She needs to calm down.


    Meanwhile, Shinji just shrugged his shoulders calmly at the sight. How could this one be so calm?


    “H-Hello.”


    Shiina bowed as she greeted them.


    After looking at both of them alternatively, she tilted her head slightly.


    “…Are you two going out?”


    A blunt and direct question that completely ignored Yuuka’s efforts to hide everything.


    “A-Ahaha… We aren’t going out… Yet…”


    The ‘yet’ part was said in a small voice. That sounded cute, actually.


    “Oh, really?”


    


    Asked Shinji teasingly.


    Well, after seeing what they did it was hard to believe that they weren’t dating.


    “Y-You shut up!”


    Yuuka desperately tried to cover his mouth, but he managed to dodge her.


    The usual exchange.


    Then, Yuuka cleared her throat and tried to change the subject.


    “Anyway! You look cute in that yukata, Mai-chan!”


    “R-Really?”


    “I shoulda worn a yukata too. I want to take some pictures with you…”


    “You don’t need to wear a yukata to do that…”


    Shiina pulled up her phone and opened her camera.


    Yuuka smiled when seeing that and both of them proceeded to take some selfies.


    Meanwhile, Shinji and I were busy admiring both of them.


    “So, since when? I’ve noticed you two got along better recently.”


    “Since the start of the summer vacation. She had been liking me for a while and she just got the courage to confess to me.”


    His smug attitude was typical of him.


    Well, it was true that Yuuka had been liking him for a while.


    “…And she said that you aren’t together.”


    “I mean, it’s true. I haven’t given her an answer yet.”


    “…Yet you flirted with her out in the open like that?”


    “I’m going to reply to her tonight. I gave it a lot of thought and I figured that I like her, so yeah.”


    He had an unusually serious expression.


    His serious expression made him look cool. He rarely showed his serious face like this, what a waste of his good looks.


    “I see.”
 “What about you?”


    


    He asked me.


    “Where’s Hina? Don’t you normally go with her?”


    “I invited Shiina instead. Well, I told Hina about it, but she said that she wanted to go with her friends today.”


    Since I always went with Hina, I felt the need to tell her. But, it seemed like it was unnecessary since she planned to go with her friends anyway.


    I guess I was being too self-conscious.


    She told me to do my best tonight.


    It seemed like she noticed what I was trying to do.


    “I see.”


    Shinji leaned his body on the fence at the side of the street with a bottle of ramune in his hand.


    He popped the bottle open.


    “Are you okay with that?”


    I somehow knew what he was trying to say.


    After I became aware of what love was, I became aware of the feelings that Hina directed toward me.


    “You don’t think that she was being truthful when she said that, do you?”


    “…I noticed that she was faking her smile.”


    She seemed to have practiced making a fake smile.


    “…You like Shiina Mai, huh?”


    “…Yeah.”


    He nodded, before glancing toward the night sky while sipping his ramune.


    The sun had long since gone from the sky. The night sky was filled with stars.


    “If that’s the case, I’m not going to say anything else.”


    He left my side and joined up with Yuuka, who was playing with Shiina.


    “Let’s go. The fireworks are about to start.”


    “E-E-Eh? W-Wait…”


    He casually embraced her by the shoulders.


    Yuuka stiffened up by his actions, meanwhile Shiina’s face reddened after she saw this.


    “See ya, Godou, Shiina.”


    Meanwhile, Shinji dismissed both reactions and left with Yuuka.


    Yuuka, who normally would scold Shinji, seemed to be letting him do whatever he wanted.


    Shiina watched their departed backs with interest.


    “…I-I just saw something amazing.”


    “Well, if it’s those two, it was just a matter of time.”


    “R-Really? …I-I didn’t notice that they had such things going on…”


    Well, it hadn’t been long since she moved here, so of course she wouldn’t notice.


    “Anyway, he is right, the fireworks are about to start.”


    We rushed to find an empty spot on the grass patches and laid down a sheet on it. Perhaps because our sheet wasn’t too wide, our shoulders were touching.


    While eating my yakisoba, I glanced at Shiina.


    She was blowing on her okonomiyaki to cool it down.


    When she noticed my gaze, she turned her face away and said, “Could you not stare at me too much?”


    And so, I obeyed her and focused on my yakisoba instead. After a while, I noticed she was staring at me, so I stared back at her. When our eyes met, she averted her gaze.


    I stared at her longer. Then, she stared back again, and turned her face away again.


    What the hell are we doing? Well, this felt comfortable, so I didn’t mind this.


    Even the bustling atmosphere around us felt surprisingly comfortable.


    We didn’t talk, but it felt fulfilling, somehow.


    After she finished her food, Shiina drank the green tea she bought from the vending machine.


    I gently placed my hand on her other hand that was laying on the ground.


    Sensing my touch, her shoulders trembled.


    Then, she looked at me timidly.


    “W-W-W-What? W-What are you doing?”


    Good question. I don’t know what am I doing too.


    “U-Um… You know, the curse’s treatment? I-I thought of doing it right now.”


    “But isn’t it hard to concentrate in a place like this?”


    “Right…”


    The excuse I managed to find was shot down with her unusually logical argument.


    Even so, I didn’t move my hand away and neither did she.


    For some reason, she looked sad. It seemed like she was trying to tell me something.


    At that moment, the first firework was shot.


    We both looked at the night sky.


    A ray of light soared through the sky.


    With a loud bang, a large spark was released.


    It felt like the sparks were about to rain down on us.


    I could hear the cheers of people around me, along with rounds of applause.


    The light that lit up the dark night sky in an instant, faded away in an instant too. The place was enveloped in silence.


    “So pretty…”


    Muttered Shiina quietly.


    Her cheeks seemed relaxed, but she looked like she was about to cry.


    Then, a barrage of fireworks was released.


    One after another, they exploded in succession, accompanied by the cheering crowds.


    The fireworks must be beautiful to look at if the crowds were going wild like this.


    I wouldn’t know how beautiful they were since my eyes never left Shiina’s side.


    * * *

  


  

  
    After a while, the loud sound of the fireworks had ceased.


    I looked away from Shiina and saw the last spark scattering through the sky.


    I ended up only seeing the very first and last spark. But I had no regrets since I got to spend all the time sitting next to Shiina. Overall, I felt satisfied already.


    What about Shiina, though?


    I wonder if she felt the same way as me?


    Thinking that, I turned my gaze toward her and saw a drop of tear running down her cheek.


    Then, water droplets slid through her smooth cheeks and fell into the ground.


    She was crying.


    “…Shiina?”


    “…Can you move your hand away?”


    I lifted my hand that had been placed on top of hers.


    Her warmth still lingered in my palm. After all, I had been holding her hand for a long time.


    Shiina shook her head.


    “We can’t do this. We are friends, aren’t we? Friends aren’t supposed to do something like this…”


    She was right.


    We weren’t like Shinji and Yuuka. We weren’t supposed to be that close.


    “…Stop doing things that’ll cause misunderstandings.”


    Said Shiina before she took some distance from me.


    “I don’t want to betray you…”, she continued.


    Among the people who were immersed in the afterglow of the fireworks, we were the only ones who were cut off from the rest of them.


    “…Sorry.”


    “…You don’t need to apologize.”


    After that, I never took a glance at her again.


    I didn’t know what kind of face she was making.


    In any case, we achieved our goal for today, watching the fireworks.


    And so, we went back home. Shiina called a taxi and I went to the parking lot to grab my bike.


    I finally mustered the courage to ask her out on a date, but it turned horribly wrong, somehow.


    Shiina refused to let me become closer to her.


    I guess that meant she just liked me as a friend. She had no attachment to me romantically.


    In other words, I got rejected.


    It took a few hours for me to come to terms with that reality.


    *   *   *


    Shiina’s PoV


    The credits started playing.


    Several sobbing voices could be heard from our surroundings. It seemed like a lot of people were moved by the movie.


    They said that this movie was one of the most popular romance movies and I could see why. The production quality was high and the two main characters were likable. But to me, it felt somewhat empty.


    As the room brightened up, the silence gradually broke down.


    “That was great…”


    Shindou-san said while smiling.


    Meanwhile, Kirishima-san was crying so hard that I couldn’t even tell what she was trying to say.


    “Sniff… Sho… Ghood!…”


    Hearing her sobs, Shindou-san giggled.


    “Calm down first. Here, use my handkerchief.”


    Kirishima-san wiped her tears with the handkerchief. In a normal situation, I’d most likely cry as hard as she did, that was how good the movie was.


    But my current situation wasn’t normal. There was something that bothered me, deep in my heart.


    It felt like I was looking at myself from inside a cage.


    The cause of this feeling was most likely the night of the fireworks festival.


    On that day, Godou and I watched the fireworks together while holding hands.


    Back then, I felt really happy.


    I realized how much I loved him.


    But, I had to force my feelings from becoming bigger than it currently was.


    Thanks to that, I feel empty these days.


    “…I’m tired of crying.”


    Kirishima-san’s eyes swelled as she flopped her body to her chair.


    Shindou-san shrugged her shoulders. Meanwhile, I giggled at the sight.


    I envied Kirisihma-san’s empathy, although I wouldn’t want any right now.


    “Anyway, let’s take a break first.”


    Neither Kirishima-san nor I had any objections to Shindou-san’s proposal.


    *   *   *


    The theater was attached to a shopping mall, so the food corner was within a walking distance. When we got there, most of the seats were occupied by students like us. Luckily, we managed to find an empty seat near the window. Since I was thirsty, I bought tea, meanwhile Shindou-san and Kirishima-san bought crepes for themselves. I didn’t order any food because I had eaten my lunch before watching the movie and—


    I shouldn’t say anything more. I’ll make myself feel depressed.


    “Mm! So tasty! Good food, good movies, summer vacation is the best time to be alive!”


    Kirishima-san looked so happy when she said that.


    “But, you have to do your club activities tomorrow don’t you, Hina?”


    “Don’t remind me of that! I’ve been trying to keep my mind off of it!”


    “Haha~ Poor you~ Lucky that me and Mai-chan are members of going-home club~”


    Shindou-san smiled at me.


    “Yeah. I don’t have part-time jobs, so I just spent my days reading.”


    “In my case, I hang out with my other friends every day.”


    Shindou-san always had this calm and relaxing atmosphere around her. It made me feel comfortable.


    “…Or not, that was a lie. Actually, I spent my days lazing around in my room.”


    “Hahaha, me too. Aside from reading, I’d laze around while watching random videos on MeTube.”


    I nodded to Yuuka-san’s words.


    Meanwhile, Kirishima-san was staring at us in jealousy.


    “You could just quit your club, but you don’t want to do that, right?”


    “…Yeah. I mean, it’s fun and I want to win…”


    Kirishima-san’s voice was a tone lower than usual, but that made her sound cooler.


    “So cool.”


    When I involuntarily said what was in my mind, Kirishima-san shook her head shyly and said, “S-Stop that.”


    “S-So cute…”


    “I-I told you to stop!”


    “Haha, Mai-chan knows how to deal with Hina now~”


    “I’m just telling her the truth, though.”


    “Ngh!”


    Kirishima-san’s reaction was quite extreme.


    I was taken aback by that, but Shindou-san was just looking at her calmly. After a while, Kirishima-san coughed with a red face and tried to change the topic of the conversation.


    “Anyway, I thought you were busy with your cram school, Yuuka?”


    “Not really. I only need to attend it three times a week, so I have a lot of free time.”


    “…You go to cram school, Shindou-san?”


    “Well, yeah. I mean, we’re in our second year now and after summer vacation, we’ll enter the second term. It’s about time to think about our university entrance exam. I figured I’d do more studying, so I decided to go to cram school for the time being.”


    “I triggered an annoying conversation…”


    Kirishima-san covered both her ears with her hands. But it was Kirishima-san we were talking about, even though she acted like this, she probably studied properly every day.


    Meanwhile, the matter of the entrance exam didn’t even slip in my mind.


    In fact, I never really thought about my future.


    After all, I knew that I’d never be happy in my life. A witch wasn’t an existence that deserved to be happy, so there was no point in thinking about the future. But, now I realized that I was allowed to be happy, thanks to Godou.


    Thinking about Godou, my chest started to ache.


    The future… My happiness…


    I imagined the scene that’d make me feel the happiest.


    It didn’t take me long to imagine it. After all, it was my biggest wish.


    To become lovers with Godou. The scene where we treated each other lovingly would be enough to make me feel happy.


    “…Mai-chan?”


    Kirishima-san’s voice brought me back to reality.


    “Are you okay? You look distressed.”


    Shindou-san was also looking at me with a concerned expression.


    “Sorry, I have to go to the toilet…”


    I managed to deceive them with a smile and ran away to the toilet.


    Anyway, I should calm down first.


    *   *   *


    I sat on the bench by the toilet and let out a deep sigh.


    After a lot of thinking, my previously messed up emotions were gradually cooling down.


    …Just a bit more, and I’ll be back to normal again.


    This overflowing emotion of mine could be contained in a cage.


    As a witch, repressing my own emotion was something that I was good at.


    But, before that…


    “…Mai-chan.”


    Kirishima-san called out to me.


    “Sorry, did I worry you?”


    “Don’t be sorry.”


    Her voice sounded so gentle. She then sat beside me.


    “You’ve been absent-minded all day long.”


    So she noticed…


    “Ah, I’m not mad at you or anything. Did something happen between you and Godou?…”


    I couldn’t give her an answer. It seemed like she took my silence as an affirmation.


    “You went to the fireworks festival with him, didn’t you?”


    “…Yeah. Did he tell you that?”


    “Yeah. Since we always go there together, he probably thought that it’d be better to tell me about it.”


    …I wonder why Godou told Kirishima-san that he chose to be with me rather than her.


    Nevertheless, this kind of development wasn’t something that I wanted.


    “…I don’t know.”


    I felt stupid for letting myself indulge in such a dirty desire. Anyway, after reaffirming my relationship with Godou, the atmosphere started to get better.


    Godou was my friend, nothing more, nothing less.


    ‘Be my friend.’


    Those words that saved me at that time.


    I wanted to cherish those words, the words that he chose to define his relationship with me.


    That was why I had to abandon my arrogance, my wish to become lovers with him.


    “…I see. So Godou failed.”


    “…Failed?”


    Kirishima-san’s words confused me. I tilted my head and asked her.


    Instead of answering me, she blinked her eyes in surprise.


    “Could it be… You haven’t noticed?”


    “?”


    I tilted my head even deeper, to the point that my neck hurt. 


    Seeing my response, Kirishima-san placed her hand on her chin.


    “I don’t think it’s a good idea if I were to tell you. I’ll keep quiet for now.”


    “…Since you’ve told me this much, it’s unfair to keep me hanging like that.”


    “Sorry. Things between you two went differently than I thought…”


    Again with words that I failed to understand.


    It seemed like she knew something about Godou that I wasn’t aware of. Honestly, it irritated me a little, but the feeling was suppressed by my anxiety.


    “…Kirishima-san, what do you think of Godou?”


    Those words slipped out of my mouth.


    I didn’t know why I asked that question.


    But, I had a feeling that if I were to go back in time, I’d still ask her the same question.


    Silence enveloped us.


    Then, Kirishima-san smiled. There was a tinge of loneliness in that smile.


    “…What do you mean?”
 “You know…”


    I thought my question was clear enough.


    Though, I knew what her answer was. There was no need for me to ask this question at all in the first place.


    “Are you asking me if I like him as a man?”


    Her question made me freeze in place. I couldn’t move my mouth to respond.


    “Why are you asking me that, anyway?”


    “I’m just curious…”


    “It isn’t like you like him anyway, right, Mai-chan? So, why?”


    Right, I told her that back then.


    The day before the fireworks festival, I told her that there was no way I’d fall in love with Godou.


    “…Well, yeah, I don’t like him.”


    I only asked her out of curiosity, nothing more.


    There should be nothing more to it. Right?…


    “Then…”


    Kirishima-san stopped mid-sentence.


    She seemed to be hesitant to continue her sentence, which was unusual for her.


    Was something wrong?


    I looked up and saw her looking at me with a serious face.


    “…Is it okay for me to go out with Godou?”


    I couldn’t breathe.


    Just imagining that scene felt painful.


    Still, no matter how many times I thought about it, the two of them were well matched.


    She was the perfect person to stand next to him.


    Unlike me who always needed his help, Kirishima-san was someone who was able to help him whenever he needed it.


    They had known each other since they were little. They were childhood friends.


    Wouldn’t it be wonderful if they got together?


    “…Go ahead.”


    He gave me happiness.


    So, I should give him happiness in return.


    Kirishima-san should be able to give him bigger happiness than I ever could.


    This would be the best development.


    A happy ending for him.


    After a lot of thinking, this was the answer that I came up with.


    “To answer your earlier question…”


    For some reason, Kirishima-san looked as if she was about to cry.


    But, she never did. With a strong tone, she continued,


    “I love him. I love Shiraishi Godou. Out of everyone in this world, I love him the most.”


    I knew it.


    But why did her words hurted me more than a slash of a blade did?


    Still, I had to bear with this pain. It was my punishment for having such feelings.


    “…Sorry, Mai-chan.”


    For some reason, Kirishima-san apologized to me in a trembling voice.


    Why did you make that kind of a face? Why did you apologize to me?


    I don’t understand. I just want her love to be requited.


    She knew Godou better than me, she knew him longer than me, she deserved this.


    And so, I encouraged her and said, “Good luck.”


    *   *   *


    There laid the headless body of the hero.


    No, he wasn’t a hero anymore. Rather, it was the headless body of a foolish man who betrayed the world because he was seduced by the witch.


    Apparently, he was decapitated on an execution platform in the town square.


    The executor was someone from the church and the citizens were watching his execution.


    The square, which had been in a frenzy, suddenly became enveloped in silence after my sudden appearance.


    After I was informed of the hero’s execution, I immediately teleported myself here. 


    I prayed that I wouldn’t be late, but it seemed like that was futile.


    “What an idiot…”


    I muttered with blood running down from the tip of my mouth.


    From my side, blood was pouring like a stream because of the deep wound I had suffered.


    …It seemed like I would join him soon.


    After I heard of his execution, my enemy used the opening to inflict a fatal wound on me.


    The guards who were about to detain me stopped after seeing my wounds. They probably were wondering, how could I still be alive. Everyone was looking at me as if they were looking at someone terrifying.


    In the middle of those gazes, I kneeled next to the hero.


    Even at the end of his life, he failed to attain happiness.


    All because he tried to save me. If only he chose the correct choice back then, to kill me, he’d probably be living in happiness right now. This wasn’t the kind of ending I wanted.


    Then again, I wouldn’t be able to make him happy.


    And the same goes for him, he wouldn’t be able to make me happy.


    Still, probably we could suffer through the unhappiness together.


    Gradually, my consciousness faded and I fell down next to his corpse.


    His blood was covered by mine.


    “…May your next life be a happy one.”


    With my last ounce of strength, I casted the reincarnation magic on him.


    That was the end of my previous life’s memory.


    It was the end of our story. A bad end.


    It was the end of the witch who brought unhappiness to everyone around her.

  



  
    Chapter 3 – End of First Love


    Summer vacation was over and the second semester had begun.


    When I entered the classroom, my eyes met with Shiina’s, who was already seated on her seat.


    “…Yo.”


    “…Good morning.”


    I called out to her, but she bowed her head and avoided my gaze.


    After replying to my greetings, she turned her focus back to the novel in her hands. It seemed like she didn’t want to talk with me.


    Ever since the fireworks festival, she had been acting like this toward me.


    She had been avoiding making any contact with me.


    We still did the treatment for her curse but, even then, we only talked when we needed to. It felt like I was a doctor doing my own job instead of helping a friend out.


    I wanted to do something about it, but I just got dumped by her, so I didn’t want to be too forceful to her.


    Hopefully, we could get back to how we were before all this. For now, I should let time heal everything.


    They say that love ruins friendships. This was the first time that I’ve ever experienced it, even though I’ve read about this all the time in stories. Honestly, I regretted it. I should’ve just let things go as they were instead of trying to push our relationship forward like that.


    As I let my cheek propped onto my desk, I felt a slap on my back.


    “Good morning! Why do you look so down?”


    Hina seemed to be in a good mood today. I would have liked that she held her slap a little though, because it hurt.


    “I’m sleepy. My internal clock is all messed up because of the summer vacation.”


    “As expected of a member of the going-home club. You had a good life during the vacation, huh?”


    “…Yes, but I was working part-time, you know?”


    I nodded to Hina’s question.


    After Shiina dumped me, I had many sleepless nights and I slowly became a night-owl. Well, part of it was because my shifts were mostly during the evening or night.


    Thanks to that, I ended up not getting enough sleep. Now that school is starting, it’d be a pain to get my internal clock in order again.


    “I woke up at six everyday during the vacation, why can’t you just do that?”


    “I’m not a freak like you who’d willingly go to club activities. Besides, it’s summer vacation, you’re supposed to be relaxing at home.”


    After hearing my answer, she acted as if she had found out the truth of the world. Stop it, Hina. If you were to proceed, you’d end up like me and join the going-home club!


    “Hina, long time no see!~”


    “Ah, Misuzu! Heya!~ Look at you, girl! You got a tan?”
 “I went to the beach! Right, hear me out, when I went there with my boyfriend—”


    Suddenly, a girl classmate approached Hina. Hina then turned her back on me and started chatting with that girl instead.


    I stared at her slender back. Huh, did she get taller?


    It felt like it had been a long time since I last saw her.


    Now that I think about it, I haven’t seen her that much during the vacation.


    Well, I was busy doing my part-time job to cope with my broken heart and she was also busy with her club activities. But, the thing was, normally she’d visit my home to hang out with me when things weren’t so busy. She hadn’t done so lately and it felt lonely.


    The last time she visited me was when she dragged me to go shopping for her swimsuit and that was quite a while ago.


    As I was sitting idly while thinking in my seat,


    “Yo, what’s up?”
 “Good morning, everyone.”


    Shinji and Yuuka entered the classroom.


    They walked so close to each other. I guess Shinji accepted her confession back at the festival, huh?


    Then, Shinji sat in his seat, right in front of mine.


    Yuuka on the other hand, joined in to chat with the other girls.


    I caught her stealing a glance in my direction, no, in Shinji’s direction.


    When the girls noticed her blushing, everyone started to tease her.


    Shinji then gave the girls thumbs up much to Yuuka’s dismay and the girls teased her even more.


    “Congrats.”


    When I said that, Shinji let out an unusually innocent smile.


    “Thank you.”


    S-So dazzling… Is this what they call happiness? I can’t…


    For someone with a broken heart like me, this is too much to handle…


    “What about you?”


    “…What do you think?”


    His question made me tear up.


    “Huh, you got dumped?”


    He lifted his brows in surprise.


    “How could you ask it so casually? I’m suffering here…”


    Shinji looked at me before looking at Shiina, who was reading a novel on her own. Then, he patted my shoulder.


    “Stay strong.”


    “Thanks.”


    As we were having this exchange, the homeroom teacher entered the class.


    “Take your seats, we’re starting the homeroom.”


    Then, the boring school day began.


    I missed the summer vacation already.


    During the vacation, I wanted school to start earlier but now that I had lost the reason why I wanted to go to school, I wished that I could stay in my house instead. I couldn’t even bring myself to talk to Shiina now.


    …Well, just seeing her already made me happy, but that wasn’t enough!


    


    “I know everyone is still in the mood for summer vacation, but get a grip already. It’s a little early to talk about this, but the inter-class ball tournament is coming up soon. Please decide the participants later, okay?”


    Said the teacher.


    Ball tournament… Right, there was that thing.


    Last year I just skipped the whole thing together with Shinji.


    …If I participate, could I show Shiina my cool side?


    …No. Even if I tried, she dumped me already. There was no hope for me.


    “I don’t feel like doing it.”


    I sighed.


    However, there was no use in being depressed forever.


    Summer vacation was already over, so it was time for me to straighten my mood up.


    I’ve decided to give up on Shiina anyway.


    If I tried to cling to these futile feelings, it’d only backfire on me.


    “…Alright.”


    First, I should fix our broken relationship.


    With that in mind, I marched toward her seat.


    *   *   *


    Shiina’s PoV


    I’ve given up on Godou. I’ve given up on Godou.


    I repeated those words like chanting a sutra as I pretended to be reading the novel in my hands. I was aware that I hadn’t moved on from the same page for a while now. With an iron will, I restrained my head movements that’d involuntarily look toward Godou’s direction if I were to let my guard down.


    At first, I was optimistic that this feeling would fade away as long as I didn’t meet him for a while. But he still needed to give me treatment for my curse, so I ended up having to meet him a few times during the summer vacation.


    A part of me felt glad because of that.


    The other part of me was disappointed with myself for thinking like that.


    “We are just friends… We are just friends… We are just friends…”


    When I was repeating those words in a whisper,


    “Oi.”


    Godou’s voice entered my ears. I jumped in surprise.


    “Hyaa!”


    “Woah! What’s wrong with you?!”


    Perhaps, startled by my voice, Godou also jumped in surprise.


    I was so flustered that I threw the novel in my hand away.


    I hurried to catch it before it reached the floor, but because of the sudden movement, my body swayed.


    And then I fell down.


    …Or so I thought. Godou caught me in one of his arms while his other arm was grabbing the novel I had just thrown. That was an amazing catch.


    “Oh…”


    “T-That was dangerous…”


    “As expected of Godou…”


    I could hear the uproar that my classmates made from a distance.


    Then, Kirishima-san and the others came over to check on me.


    “Mai-chan, are you okay?!”


    I felt embarrassed from all the attention everyone gave me, so I left Godou’s arm.


    It was a shame that I had to leave his side and it seemed like he shared the same feeling as me, judging from his expression. Wait, there was no way that was the case. It was probably just my imagination.


    “S-Sorry, I was surprised…”


    “Seriously. What the hell is wrong with you?”


    Godou immediately scolded me. I knew it, that feeling from before was merely my imagination.


    “I-It was your fault for coming up to me suddenly like that!”


    “It was your fault for being surprised by something like that. Besides, you should thank me for saving you. If it was any other person, they wouldn’t be able to catch you gracefully like I did.”


    I pouted my lips in frustration.


    He made a good argument that I couldn’t refute and I hated it.


    Before I realized it, I was speaking normally with him. Even though I have been struggling to do it for a while now. Maybe it was because my emotions ran amok.


    “As always, Godou’s reflex is amazing.”


    Said Yuuka. Meanwhile, Shinji whistled in admiration.


    “So cool…”, said one of the girls in class.


    If I could hear it, that meant Godou could hear it too. But for some reason, he ignored it with a cool face… Ugh, how frustrating.
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    “What’s wrong, Shiina?”


    “…Nothing. Don’t mind me.”


    I answered in a grumpy tone. “I see,” he answered with a happy smile.


    It was because of that smile that I kept misunderstanding his intention. Seriously, could he just stop?


    “That was cool~”


     Kirishima-san nudged him with her shoulder.


    “I’m already cool to begin with, you know?”
 “Hahaha, look at yourself in the mirror properly and say it again.”


    “It was a joke! Stop making fun of me!”


    They looked happy when having such exchanges.


    Today too, they got along well.


    Both Godou and Kirishima-san were my friends.


    As long as they could smile happily like that, there was nothing else that I could ask for.


    *   *   *


    Godou’s PoV


    Two days have passed since the summer vacation ended.


    My internal clock was corrected and my body finally was getting used to the change of pace.


    “Pass pass!”


    A member of the soccer club, Sakuragi, asked for a pass, so I passed the ball in my feet over to him.


    “Nice, Godou!”


    He received the ball properly and shot it right into the goal.


    Then, he came toward me and we high-fived.


    “Nice shot!”


    “Your pass was a nice one too! You should just join the soccer club already, dude. You’ll be a regular in no time.”


    “Nah, I wanna live like a slouch for a while longer.”


    “Ah, well, I got you, I wouldn’t want to throw a life like that away either.”


    Sakuragi nodded his head.


    Perhaps because of the upcoming ball tournament, our P.E. class turned into practice sessions for various ball games.


    The game I will be participating in is soccer. When they assigned which person got which game, I was asleep, so they decided it without telling me about it.


    Well, I had no complaints about that. I liked all the ball games, so I could go with anything they threw at me.


    Though, I did think that it was a little early to hold a ball tournament. I mean, summer vacation just ended and all. It was still better than regular classes, but you know…


    I only played soccer in P.E., but thanks to the experience from my previous life, I gained the habit of observing people’s movements and the mindset to anticipate and counter them. My reflex was good to begin with, so applying this strength of mine to the sport would be a piece of cake.


    Not only that, I could also imitate the movements of a really good player perfectly. 


    In other words, no one could beat me in sports if I was serious.


    “Pass, please.”


    Normally, I’d try to hold back, but since the ball tournament was coming up soon, I decided to take it a little more seriously.


    I received a pass from Sakuragi.


    At that moment, two of the enemy’s defenders were closing on me.


    As both of them tried to reach for the ball at my feet, I stopped the ball and spun around. 


    Roulette, that was what the move called. I easily dodged them both, kicked the ball lightly to the right of the defender who tried to stop me in a hurry and dribbled away from him. (T/N: Dude just pulled a Zidane.)


    I went in from the right wing and passed the ball to Shinji who was waiting for me at the center of the penalty box.


    Sadly, Shinji blew the shot and it hit the side of the goal.


    At that time, I managed to read the trajectory of the ball ahead of time, so I was already running toward the ball’s landing area. Then, I leaped toward the ball and shot it with my right foot, scoring a goal.


    Takahashi, the goalkeeper, didn’t manage to move an inch to stop me. He immediately slumped on the spot.


    …Whoops, I went too far. Guess I needed to hold back a little.


    When I felt conflicted like that, I could hear the girls’ yelling voices.


    Apparently a group of girls just neglected to practice their own sports to watch me play soccer.


    “Amazing! You’re great!”


    “Godou, you’re on a roll!”


    Sports were the only field where I could use the experience from my previous life, so it was inevitable that I was good, no, peerless at it.


    However, everyone in class didn’t know this fact, so they praised me instead of chiding me.


    Since I was on a roll, I felt a wave of excitement and was about to show off even more. Then, I saw Shiina making a disgusted look at me.


    Could she cut me some slack? I wanted to show off once in a while too!


    Despite my conflicted feelings, the game continued on as everyone kept passing the ball to me.


    Well, that made sense since our team was mostly dependent on Sakuragi, the member of the soccer club and me.


    After that, I avoided doing flashy moves since Shiina’s gaze hurt my conscience, so I only gave my teammates passes.


    I felt confident in my plays, but I also felt confident in my vision.


    I’ve dealt with hundreds of demons at once before and I could tell the positions of my team and opponent from their footsteps, that was why I could give my teammates passes without even looking toward their positions.


    Since I haven’t moved this body around this much for a while, I was having more fun than I thought.


    “Nice!”


    I pat Sayama’s shoulder after he received my pass and scored.


    Supporting others felt good too. Before I knew it, I was getting too absorbed in my role.


    I glanced over at Shiina’s and the rest of the girls’ direction.


    For some reason, Shiina was staring at me in a daze. Our eyes met involuntarily.


    Almost immediately, she turned her face away from me. Did she realize that there was nothing but a single tree in that direction?


    Meanwhile, the other girls were waving at me.


    When I waved back, they started screaming. Could it be… Was this the start of my popular phase?!


    


    Well, actually, this always happened during P.E.


    Before my memories were awakened, I was already an athletic person. After my memories awakened, I could utilize my combat experience freely. That was why I usually kept everything moderate and restrained myself.


    After all, it was obvious what would happen if I were to take things seriously.


    I mean, I was holding back, but Sakuragi and the others were trembling when they saw me.


    “Are you actually a genius?…”


    “Nah, I’m just on a roll today.”


    I wonder how long will that excuse work?


    Clearly, I wasn’t an amateur and with a little practice, I’d easily get better.


    This was the reason why I didn’t join any sports club.


    Back in middle school, I was in the basketball club. They invited me to join the club in high school too, but I decided not to join it.


    Because of my previous life memories, I grew too strong. I knew that if I wanted to be successful easily, I could just do sports all my life, but I didn’t want that.


    Though, I wasn’t averse to using this strength of mine for something fun like the upcoming ball tournament.


    * * *

  


  

  
    After school. A cool breeze caressed my face, a sign of the approaching autumn.


    On my way home, I went to a certain luxurious apartment. Shiina’s house.


    “…Good evening.”


    Today was the scheduled day for her curse’s treatment.


    Shiina appeared at the doorway. She bowed with a nervous expression.


    She was treating me like a stranger again.


    I thought our exchange earlier this morning had fixed our relationship somewhat, but it didn’t seem to be the case.


    “I’ll serve you some tea.”


    Said Shiina before she went to the kitchen.


    I sat on the sofa while waiting quietly for her.


    After she served the tea, she sat down right next to me.


    The reason why she didn’t sit in front of me was because we needed to have physical contact to treat the curse.


    Ever since I realized my feelings for Shiina, whenever I was this close to her, my heart would start beating faster. I wonder if the sound of my heartbeat reached her? Anyway, I should take a sip of that tea and calm down.


    Sipping hot tea inside a room with AC felt nice. It was the same feeling as when you eat an ice cream while half of your body is inside a kotatsu.


    For a while, only the sound of me sipping my tea could be heard inside the room.


    Perhaps she was unable to bear the silence, Shiina turned on the TV.


    A program with a laid-back atmosphere started to play. That eased my nerves a little.


    “…Hey.”


    “W-W-What?”


    But for some reason, I was the only one who was calm.


    Shiina replied to me with a high-pitched voice.


    Nervousness was contagious, so I hoped that she would calm down a little. Why was she even feeling nervous in the first place, anyway?


    …Well, I guess it felt awkward to be in the same room as the person you just dumped.


    “Can we talk normally again?”


    “…Talk normally?”


    “Yeah. Don’t you realize? Things between us have been quite awkward… We’re still friends, aren’t we?”


    I wanted us to stay as friends at least. It was pathetic of me, I knew.


    My heart started to ache because of my own words.


    Shiina started to freak out. For some reason, her eyes began to tear up.


    …Why though?


    “R-Right. W-We’re friends, so let’s talk normally.”


    Her tone was as if she was trying to talk to herself.


    Was it that hard to talk to me? She seemed to be pushing herself so hard just to do it.


    Unknowingly, I’ve placed a tremendous burden on her shoulders.


    It was understandable. After all, someone who was merely a friend and had a business-like relationship with her suddenly tried to get closer like that. It was no wonder that she’d feel uncomfortable, especially when she didn’t have the same feeling as me.


    I had been disregarding her feelings all this time, hadn’t I?


    Getting carried away by the atmosphere just because she was my first love.


    All this self-loathing was starting to drive me insane.


    “…Last week, I went to watch a movie with Kirishima-san and the others.”


    Shiina made eye contact with me for the first time today and started to speak.


    “Come to think of it, you guys invited me too back then, right?”


    “Yeah. You couldn’t make it, though.”
 “It can’t be helped. Mine and Hina’s schedule are conflicted.”


    Back then, I still had an interest in that movie, but right now, not even a speck of it remained.


    “After watching the movie, Kirishima-san, Shindou-san and I went to the food court. We had a great day.”


    She giggled as she continued her story.


    As she began to reminisce, her stiff expression started to relax.


    The fact that she didn’t say anything about the movie meant that it didn’t leave much impression on her.


    If it did, that would be the first thing that she’d have mentioned.


    “We even managed to find out about what was going on between Kudou-san and Shindou-san…”


    “Sounds fun.”


    If it was Shinji who went with them, he’d find a way to brush the topic off. But, since it was Yuuka, they could press on her and she’d spill everything. While Yuuka always acted like a mother-figure to everyone, her embarrassed look was really cute.


    “…Also, Kirishima-san and I talked about you.”


    “Hina and I? Why? Are you interested in our relationship? We’re just childhood friends though.”


    “Your story is interesting. You two have been together since both of you were kids and you two are on good terms with each other. It’s like something out of a novel, you know?


    I could see her point.


    For me, it was something that I was already used to, so I didn’t think about our relationship that much.


    Honestly, I think my relationship with Shiina would make a better story.


    “…Can I ask you something?”


    Unaware of what I was thinking, Shiina asked me a question.


    “What is it?”


    Her tone gave me a bad feeling.


    “What do you think of Kirishima-san?”


    Why did she even ask me that question?


    The person I liked was asking me about another girl, what an amazing situation I found myself in.


    …But, Kirishima Hina, huh? She was an important childhood friend of mine.


    She had been with me since we were kids. We were so close to the point that I couldn’t imagine living a life without her.


    That girl had been taking care of me, fixing my flaws as we grew up together.


    She was always energetic and cheerful, my mood was always better when she was around.


    What do I think of her?


    “Obviously, I like her.”


    I didn’t even need to think much. I liked her from the bottom of my heart.


    She was my best friend, someone who understood me the most.


    “…I see. Good for you.”


    Said Shiina.


    I didn’t understand why she said that.


    I liked Hina, yes, but it wasn’t a romantic kind of like.


    The only person I’d ever fall in love with romantically would be Shiina Mai.


    I thought she was aware of this. Why did she even ask me this question?


    The reason why I phrased it as if I had a romantic feeling for Hina was to make Shiina feel more at ease. If I put it this way, she wouldn’t need to worry about my feelings toward her anymore. Well, I couldn’t deny that I said it partly because I felt irritated toward her question.


    Still, I was nowhere near ready to hear this kind of answer from her,


    “I’ll support your love. I hope you can find your happiness.”


    Her words took away the little hope that I had.


    It forced me to face reality that I had to give up on her.


    When Shiina held my hand and beckoned me to start the treatment, I didn’t feel any excitement anymore.


    “O, evil that lies deep inside, show your form before me…”


    As usual, I started to cast my exorcism.


    With a smile plastered on my face, to hide my broken heart.


    *   *   *


    Shiina’s PoV


    What ‘good for you?’ I was clearly lying when I said that.


    During the fireworks festival, Godou held my hand, it seemed like he was trying to get closer to me.


    I almost made a mistake thinking that he actually liked me that way. So I reaffirmed our relationship that day.


    We were merely friends. Having a friend like him made me happy.


    That was why I had to let go of this feeling in my heart.


    I mustered all my courage to find out who exactly that he liked.


    My guess was correct, it was Kirishima-san.


    Not only was she his childhood friend, she was also cheerful, cute and she was the only person who’d stay by his side to support him. Unlike me who was clumsy, gloomy, plain and troublesome. There was no reason for Godou to not like her.


    With that, I knew for sure that he didn’t have any feelings for me. I could safely move on from him.


    ‘I love him. I love Shiraishi Godou. Out of everyone in this world, I love him the most.’


    I recalled Kirishima-san’s declaration.


    The depth of her feelings, I could understand it clearly.


    Now that I knew that both of them had feelings toward each other, I could safely leave him to Kirishima-san. She’d definitely make him happy.


    That’s why I’ll give them my support. May their relationship go well.


    *   *   *


    Godou’s PoV


    The day of the ball tournament was finally upon us.


    Everyone felt so excited because there was no class scheduled for today.


    They gathered in either the gym or the yard, depending on which game they participated in or which game they wanted to watch.


    It was currently early September. The summer heat was still lingering around, but the autumn breeze made it more bearable. At least, playing in this kind of weather was way better than playing under the blazing summer heat.


    “The tennis match is about to start!”


    “Let’s cheer for Sagami-kun!”


    “Isn’t he Misuzu’s boyfriend? Great, I wanna see what he looks like!”


    My girl classmates walked past me while talking with such excitement.


    Everyone was in a festive mood, which made sense because it was the sports festival.


    Well, I said everyone, but there was someone who was still acting like his usual self. It was this guy lying down next to me.


    The said guy, Shinji, yawned and looked at me.


    “What? I’ll do my part, so let me sleep when I’m able to.”


    “Cheer for your classmates, dude.”


    “Why would I? It isn’t like my cheering will make them win.”


    “Cheer for Yuuka at least.”


    “Too troublesome. Besides, it’s embarrassing to cheer her out in the open like that…”


    “So you can get embarrassed.”


    “It’s called gap moe.”


    While Shinji and I were having this dumb conversation, I heard someone approaching us.


    I turned around to see Hina in her P.E. uniform.


    “What are you two doing? Cheer for the class! We’re going to sweep through all the matches this year!”


    I could see a blaze in her eyes.


    She seemed to be going all out this year too.


    Because our words wouldn’t work on her, Shinji and I decided to give up and follow her whims for now.


    …Honestly, I didn’t feel particularly motivated today.


    I even considered just completely ditching school. I just felt too tired to move my body around. But, if I didn’t go, my classmates would be troubled, so I had no choice but to go.


    “It’s exciting, isn’t it?”


    When we arrived at the tennis court, we could see our classmates, Satou and Takahashi, playing on the court.


    Our other classmates were cheering for them, so we joined in.


    Hina immediately took command of everyone and started cheering from the center of the group. Meanwhile, Shinji scurried over to Yuuka’s side.


    I couldn’t keep up with everyone’s high spirits, so I moved toward the corner. That was when I noticed someone’s gaze on me.


    It was Shiina. She was standing alone a little further from where everyone else was.


    She looked somewhat pale. At first, I hesitated on whether to call out to her or not, but my concern outweighed the awkwardness I felt toward her.


    “Are you okay?”


    “Y-Yes. I-I’m just nervous…”


    Shiina would be playing in the basketball match if I recall correctly which wouldn’t start anytime soon. Anyway, it was understandable that she’d be nervous. Her athletic capability was zero. She was probably worried that she’d drag everyone down.


    “Take a deep breath.”


    She took a deep breath.


    “If you’re too nervous, you’ll break down during the real thing. For now, just empty your head and focus on cheering.”


    “O-Okay… I-It’s a little hard to do that though…”


    That seemed to ease her nerves a little, but her complexion still looked pale.


    “Well, everyone is heated up, but this is just a school event, they won’t really be taking it too seriously. Don’t say it out loud though. Also, even if you mess up later, no one will blame you, so take it easy.”


    I repeatedly told her that everything would be okay.


    Honestly, I wanted to tell her that I’d fight anyone who’d dare to blame her, but…


    I don’t think she’d appreciate it if I were to say that. It isn’t like I’m his boyfriend or anything.


    That was why I only said that much to her.


    Despite that, she let out a soft smile and said, “Thank you.”


    “Good luck to you too. I’ll be cheering on you.”


    When I heard her saying that, I felt elated. At the same time, I felt dumb for being happy about it.


    …I’ve resolved myself to give up on her after all. I just wanted to become her friend.


    If I kept harboring this feeling with me, I wouldn’t be able to be a good friend for her.


    Staying beside her would be hard because of this feeling of mine.


    I was the one who asked her to become my friend.


    Therefore, I had to act my own part for her sake. She was the one who went out her way to accept that request of mine, after all.


    Even if we couldn’t be lovers, I swore to make Shiina Mai happy as her friend.


    As long as she could spend her days happily, I didn’t care if I was hurting.


    “Thank you. Well, I’m a peerless player, so you don’t need to worry about me.”


    “I’m not! …Also, don’t you think you’re cheating?”


    “Cut me some slack. This much should be allowed. Besides, I didn’t even play soccer back in my previous life.”


    “I’m kidding. Well, it was because of me that you reincarnated to this world to begin with. I don’t have the right to complain if you want to use your previous life’s knowledge here… Anyway, good luck.”


    “I guess that logic works… Well, I’ll do my best.”


    I smiled as usual as I placed my fist in front of my chest.


    *   *   *


    Our first soccer match was about to begin.


    We were matched up against a first year team, so we should be able to handle them if we just played like normal.


    Since soccer was the main event of the ball tournament, there were a lot of people coming over to watch the matches. They also provided a wide space for the spectators.


    I was doing some lifts to pass time at the edge of the court when Hina came over to me.


    “How are you feeling? Will you be able to win?”


    “Who knows. Sakuragi will do something about it, I guess, so it shouldn’t be impossible to win. Shinji will be there too.”


    By the way, Shinji was an ex-soccer club member, so we could always count on him.


    “What about you?”


    “I’ll help out whenever I can.”


    Hina took a step closer to me.


    Her well-defined face filled my vision.


    “…Is it true that the reason why you’ve been down these days is because Mai-chan dumped you?”


    I couldn’t answer that question.


    For a moment, silence enveloped us.


    “…How did you know?”


    “It just came to mind when I saw the two of you.”


    “…I see.”


    She hit me on the chest when I was standing still.


    “Cheer up.”


    “If it was that easy, I wouldn’t feel so depressed…”


    “It’s one thing to be depressed, but using it as a reason to act like this is just lame.”


    “Ugh…”


    Those words hurt. Why couldn’t she just comfort me in a normal way?


    “Good luck.”


    “Why are you so harsh on me?”


    “Because it’s you. I believe that you’ll get through this.”


    “Where did that come from? I thought I was just an overly self-conscious chuunibyou?”


    I used her own words to self-depreciate myself.


    “That one is true too.”


    “You should comfort me there!”


    “Will you accept my words quietly if I did? You won’t. You know that.”


    We didn’t know that. I swear, this childhood friend of mine was too strict on me.


    “…Even if you’re an overly self-conscious chuunibyou, it doesn’t matter.”


    She said in a low voice.


    “Even if you’re a total waste of a human being, I’ll always be here to help you. If it gets too hard on you, just lean on me. I’ve been doing this for a long time and that won’t change anytime soon.”


    Her gentle words seeped through my heart.


    But, even though I knew that she was a kind girl, she wasn’t this sweet of a person.


    “And so, in exchange…” She continued.


    “Show me your cool side.”


    “…It can’t be helped.”


    I let out a wry smile. I’m no match for her.


    This girl always found a way to make my mood better. She always had my back.


    She really was a precious person to me.


    “Leave it to me.”


    That was why, it was a given that I’d answer that request of hers properly.


    * * *

  


  

  
    Shiina’s PoV


    The crowd cheered.


    Godou, who was surrounded by three defenders, managed to dribble his way through them and scored by shooting the ball right under the goalkeeper’s crotch.


    The girls started screaming after seeing it.


    He was a hero in his previous life, but he never played soccer back then. Aside from that, his current body was an ordinary one. That was why it was quite amazing for him to be able to play this well.


    Still, I thought that he’d still be wearing that hateful indifferent face of his while doing this, but he didn’t. I suspected there was something going on.


    That guy was playing more aggressively than usual and he was wearing a serious expression that was totally unlike how he’d normally act.


    In other words, he was playing with the intent of winning. It had been a while since I’ve seen that serious look of his.


    Maybe it was because there were two members of the soccer club in the opposing team, they kept marking Godou and made it difficult for him to move around. But, he managed to find an opening and moved toward the goal.


    After receiving a pass from Kudou-kun, he shot the ball toward the goal.


    Like an arrow, the ball went into the right side of the goal.


    Shindou-san, who was standing next to me, made a gut pose and yelled happily, “Hurray!”


    She only did it because it was Kudou-kun who passed the ball to Godou.


    “Hehe, he’s pretty cool sometimes, isn’t he?”


    “I didn’t expect Kudou-kun to be this good.”


    “He is an ex-member of the soccer club. He was sick of it, that was why he quit… Still, Godou is better than him somehow. I know that he’s quite athletic, but I’d never imagine him to be this good…”


    That was a given, he was the strongest person in the world before he reincarnated to this world.


    This was also the reason why I wasn’t too amazed when seeing his performance.


    I was worried that if I were to see him like this, my feelings toward him would grow even stronger.


    Just a moment ago, when he showed his concern toward me, I was already at my limit.


    I felt relieved that my feelings didn’t grow any stronger, but my relief was short-lived.


    After he scored, Godou grinned, showing his white teeth.


    “Alright!”


    With Sakuragi-kun and Kudou-kun embracing him by the shoulders, he raised his right hand up to the air.


    …He looked so cute. I can’t.


    The happiness on his face looked genuine, he looked so different compared to the normally calm demeanor he showed to everyone.


    Once I saw that gap moe, I just knew that I had already lost. I was too used to his calm look, him showing the serious look I hadn’t seen in a while and his happy look was totally unfair. I felt my chest tightening.


    “A-Annoying…”


    I felt so upset.


    Why did I keep yearning for something that I had already given up on?


    “What’s wrong, Mai-chan?”


    Shindou-san tilted her head.


    “N-Nothing.”


    I let out a few coughs to deceive her.


    There was no way that I’d let her know that I was fangirling over him.


    “Shiraishi-kun is so cool…”


    “I know right? But he already got Hina. I can never win against her.”


    “Why is every good guy already taken?”


    Suddenly, I heard the girls behind me starting to whisper to themselves.


    Kirishima-san, who was in the forefront, didn’t seem to hear what they were saying.


    “Nice, Godou!”
 “Yeah!”


    Kirishima-san waved toward him and he waved back.


    I wasn’t the person in his line of sight.


    But it was okay. I kept repeating those words over and over, trying to convince myself of that.


    *   *   *


    After that, our class managed to win all our matches and entered the finals, thanks to Godou and everyone’s hard work.


    Almost all of our classmates gathered to watch the finals as it was the only game our class was participating in during this time. Everyone was earnestly cheering for Godou and the others to win the match.


    The match was coming to an end. The current score was tied two to two, so the situation was tense.


    Even Godou was having difficulties because he was marked by three people at all times.


    The opposing team’s players were way more skilled than ours, save for Godou, of course. Not only that they were third-years, two of their members were the aces of the soccer club, while the rest of them were various members of the other sports-related clubs. They went all-in for the soccer game, it was obvious.


    Just as I was thinking of how tough the situation seemed, Godou swept past all three people who blocked him and dashed away from them.


    As soon as he received the ball, in the blink of an eye, he managed to get through the opposing team’s defenses and scored a goal. Immediately after that, the referee blew his whistle, signaling the end of the match.


    Everyone cheered and rushed to the soccer field.


    I was unable to keep up with everyone, so I was left alone on the bench.


    Everyone gathered in the center of the field, doing celebrations and such.


    At the center of everyone was the hero of the day himself, Godou.


    Kirishima-san stood beside him. She raised his right arm to the sky.


    Seeing her joy, Godou let out a wry smile.


    Someone from our class whistled after seeing how close those two were.


    With that as a cue, everyone else started to join in and teased those two.


    “Stop it!”


    


    He told them to stop, but at the same time, he was chuckling. It was clear that he wasn’t serious.


    “I-It isn’t like that!”


    Meanwhile, Kirishima-san was blushing hard as she tried to ward the others off.


    “Sure, sure.”


    “Good ol’ Hina.”


    “You guys are practically dating already, aren’t you?”


    “Go explode.”


    Kudou-kun shrugged his shoulders dismissively and the others followed suit.


    Kirishima-san panicked and started to make a fuss, but everyone was just looking at her warmly.


    …No matter how you look at it, those two were perfect for each other.


    Someone like me, who’d only stuck by myself in the corner like this, didn’t deserve someone like Godou at all.


    I found another reason to give up on him.


    But, as if ridiculing my resolve, Godou parted ways from everyone and approached me.


    “We won, Shiina.”


    “…What? I knew that, I watched everything.”


    “You cheered on me, right? Thank you.”


    “…Does that even matter?”


    I pouted and turned my face away from him. Then, he spoke in a sullen tone,


    “Of course, it matters. Our performance could be affected for the better when someone is cheering for us. For me, your cheering made me play better.”


    For some reason, he covered his mouth after he said that. “For you?…” I tilted my head in confusion.


    “Is there something special about my cheering?”


    “Uh yeah… I mean, you’re my friend…”


    “Isn’t everyone in the class your friends?”


    It seemed like I misunderstood something. Godou shook his head.


    After a moment of silence, he told me something in a hushed tone.


    “…I mean, it’s the cheer from someone that I like, of course it’s special.”


    “Huh?”


    Someone that he liked? Someone that he liked??


    Huh? Wasn’t it Kirishima-san? What? What did he mean by that?


    “Don’t you like Kirishima-san?”
 “…What?”


    


    He looked at me dumbfoundedly.


    His gaze seemed like he was questioning my sanity, but that was what I should feel toward his attitude.


    “No way, did you really take my words the other day at face value? Seriously, you…”


    “???”


    “What the hell am I doing? I’m not supposed to tell you this if I want to keep being friends with you… Wait, isn’t it better to just tell you to straight things up between us?”


    He seemed to be mumbling about something that I couldn’t understand.


    “W-Wait, could it be that the girl you like is…”


    “You.”


    His face turned red as he tried to avert his eyes. So cute…


    …No, wait, that wasn’t the time to think about that! 


    What did he just say? Me? The girl that he liked was me??


    


    He liked me??


    No way that was the case, but the person himself said it clearly to me.


    “…Let bygones be bygones, you dumped me, after all. Let’s not talk about this again”


    “…W-What do you mean?”


    What? I dumped him? What was he talking about? When did I do that?


    Noticing my confusion, Godou explained,


    “…Oi, didn’t you tell me back in the fireworks festival that we should stay as friends?”


    “B-Because your actions could make me misunderstand your feelings! I just wanted to straighten our relationship up!”


    “Misunderstand?”


    “I might misunderstand that you actually like me that way…”


    “But I do??”


    “…”


    “…”


    “U-Um… Y-You actually like me?”


    


    When I tried to confirm this fearfully, Godou nodded his head.


    “R-Romantically?”
 “Yes. Is it wrong?”


    “…N-No, but…”


    “…Okay.”


    His face reddened like a tomato, a proof that he wasn’t trying to fool me.


    AHH! My face started to heat up too. I could feel a wave of joy rushing through my heart.


    “Wait, you didn’t know about this?”


    “O-Of course not! How could I notice it in the first place?…”


    “I thought you did. So what you said to me back then wasn’t a roundabout way to reject my feelings?”


    “I can’t even fathom the r in relationship. I don’t know how to do something that advanced!”


    It was hard to admit it, but it was true.


    “…So, you haven’t dumped me?”


    I nodded to his words. I mean, I never intended to do that in the first place.


    “…So, I don’t have to give up on you?”


    “T-That’s…”


    I almost said that he should never give up on me.


    But, I second guessed myself at the last moment. Was this really okay?


    I liked him too, so if I were to say it to him, we could start dating right here and then.


    The reason I was going to give up on him was because I didn’t want to betray him. He told me he wanted me to be his friend, so I wanted to fulfill that wish of him. Though, if he liked me anyway, liking him back wouldn’t be a problem.


    I was tempted by this sweet temptation.


    At that moment, a memory from my previous life flashed through my mind.


    I was dying while looking at the hero’s corpse.


    Then, the scene moved toward the scene that I had just seen.


    The scene where Godou was smiling happily, surrounded by the other classmates with Kirishima-san by his side.


    “…”


    I just needed to nod to his question. That would be enough to make me happy.


    But, I couldn’t move my head. My whole body was frozen stiff.


    “…My bad. Just forget it.”


    After seeing my silence, Godou shook his head. 


    “Got it, I’ll give up on you. Can we still be friends at least?”


    “…Of course. We can still be friends.”


    Even though those were my own words, my chest still felt hurt. Godou let out a wry smile.


    No. That wasn’t my intention. He was supposed to be happy, not like this.


    “Anyway, your cheers helped me. So, thank you. See ya.”


    I couldn’t bring myself to say anything before he turned his back on me and left.


    I tried to reach for his back, but my hand never reached it.


    *   *   *


    Lunch time.


    I was practicing basketball by myself in the corner of the gym.


    Probably because everyone else was eating their lunch, there was no one here.


    Since it was decided that I’d be playing basketball, I had been practicing by myself in the park. Though, it seemed like all my efforts were futile as I was still dragging everyone down in group practices.


    I tried to shoot the ball toward the ring, but it bounced back and hit the floor.


    When I went to pick the ball up, someone had already done it.


    It was Godou.


    Remembering the exchange we just had, I started feeling nervous.


    Apparently, he was feeling the same as me as he looked unusually hesitant to say something.


    Then, he started dribbling. Unlike my clumsy dribble, his was perfect. Even though he never really played basketball, his reflex was sufficient to make it up for his lack of experience.


    After a while, he shot the ball. At the same time, he finally opened his mouth.


    “Practicing on your own? What an earnest girl.”


    “…What? Is it bad?”


    “No. That wasn’t sarcasm.”


    The ball went through the hoop flawlessly.


    Seeing him doing it perfectly irked me. I practiced really hard, yet I still couldn’t shoot properly.


    Even back in our previous life, when I was busy calculating my moves in battle, this guy just left everything to his instincts. Seriously, how could someone be as unreasonable as him?


    “You just started practicing, don’t think that you could suddenly be good at shooting.”


    “…What should I do then?”


    “Here.”


    Godou suddenly passed the ball to me, which I tried to receive in a hurry.


    “If you put your hands out like that, you could injure your arms. Place them in front of your chest and wait for the ball to come into your hands.”


    “Why so suddenly?…”


    “Pass it to me.”


    For some reason, I passed the ball to him.


    Like what he told me, he placed his hands in front of his chest and received the ball flawlessly.


    “I’ll give you a slow pass, don’t get scared.”


    It was because I was afraid of the ball that I put my hands out whenever I saw it coming in my direction.


    But, when I followed what Godou told me, I managed to receive the ball properly.


    Even though I had never been able to receive a pass like this before. The ball always bounced off my hands.


    “Nice. Your shoulders are too tense though. Relax.”


    Once again, Godou asked me to pass the ball to him, so I did.


    I passed the ball, he received it, he passed it back to me. This repeated for a few more times.


    Godou calmly received all my passes. His movements were gentle, probably because he wanted me to use them as references.


    And so, I tried to imitate what he did. Of course, I didn’t have the physical capabilities to perfectly imitate his movements right away, but I wanted to be able to receive passes at least. I was lucky that Godou decided to teach me.


    After all, I couldn’t practice passing by myself.


    “Good, good. Let’s increase the speed a little.”


    It was only in times like this that he didn’t say anything stupid to me. It annoyed me a little.


    Before I knew it, I was able to receive passes properly. When I let out a deep breath, Godou clapped his hands.


    “You still can’t shoot or dribble properly, but at least you could pass the ball around now. That should be enough for now.”


    “…Mm.”


    Why did he help me?


    Dummy, the answer was obvious, it was because he liked me. Realizing that, I noticed my cheeks starting to get hotter.


    …Sadly, I couldn’t answer that feeling. I couldn’t make him happy, after all.


    Sure, if we became lovers, I’d be really happy.


    But I doubt that I’d be able to make him happy.


    If we were to stay as friends, he wouldn’t need to be burdened with someone like me.


    I wasn’t worthy of such an important position in his life.


    I wanted him to be happy.


    ‘I love him. I love Shiraishi Godou. Out of everyone in this world, I love him the most.’


    The one who was worthy of him was already by his side, after all.


    “…The game is about to start. Thank you.”


    That was why I should distance myself from him.


    I didn’t want him to realize this feeling I had decided to bury deeply in my heart.


    When I turned my back on him, I heard a gentle “Do your best” coming from behind.


    * * *

  


  

  
    Shiina’s PoV


    The whistle had been blown, signing the end of the match.


    I was running around so hard during that match. It was only after it ended that I felt the exhaustion catching up with my body. My heavy breathing wouldn’t be stopping for a while, it seemed.


    “Shiina-san, nice!”


    One of my classmates, Kiyama-san, approached me and hugged me.


    The other classmates who were also members of the basketball team gathered around me.


    “You got better!”
 “Were you practicing by yourself? Thank you!”


    “I-I just didn’t want to drag everyone down…”


    “How gallant! And cute!”


    “Good girl, good girl. It’s my obligation to make a good girl like you happy~”


    “Get away from Yumi, Shiina-san! She’ll corrupt you!”


    Kiyama-san and my other classmate, Akasaka-san, were staring at each other. I was stuck between the two of them.


    “Anyway, it’s great that we won. The bar was raised too high because the soccer team won the whole thing.”


    “It’s still the first round though. Well, I actually didn’t think that we could win.”


    Even people who I’ve never talked to gathered around me.


    Suddenly, they made a way for someone to go through. Godou approached me.


    “I-I did my best.”


    He told me to do my best, so I did.


    I didn’t know if it affected the match as a whole, but I wanted to let him know that at least I did everything that I could do.


    When I told him that, he blinked before laughing.


    “Good for you.”


    He placed a hand on my head and gently stroked it.


    I almost let out a dumbfounded sound. What was this guy doing out in the open like this?


    It felt embarrassing, but at the same time, it felt good. I wanted him to fawn over me forever.


    No good. If this kept up, I wouldn’t be able to give up on him. The more I interacted with him, the more fond I grew of him.


    I really wanted to be his lover.


    If possible, I wanted to bask in this feeling for as long as I could. But at that moment, my eyes met Kirishima-san’s. She let out a sad smile.


    Almost immediately, I pushed Godou away from me. The atmosphere instantly froze.


    “Sorry… I don’t think I can be your friend anymore…”


    When I told him this, his face turned sour.


    No, you weren’t supposed to make that kind of face. Sorry.


    I just couldn’t stay with you anymore.


    Or else I wouldn’t be able to contain this feeling.


    That was why I couldn’t afford to be your friend.


    It would be too arrogant and selfish of me to be, who always brought you unhappiness, to wish to stay by your side. Though, this kind of wicked feeling was something that a former witch like me could have.


    Thanks to you, I finally could taste what happiness tasted like.


    So it was your turn to be happy this time.


    There was already someone who could make you happy.


    You wouldn’t need me.


    If you were to stay together with me, you’d shake my resolve.


    The feelings that I had sworn to bury deeply inside my heart would start to swell several times over.


    That was why I couldn’t be with you anymore…


    *   *   *


    Godou’s PoV


    The day after the tournament, Shiina didn’t attend school.


    Because this happened right after that thing the other day, everyone was staring at me.


    “Godou?”


    “…Sorry.”


    After that thing happened, Shiina left the place and the whole place turned silent.


    Everyone was looking at me, their gazes were telling me that I fucked up somehow.


    What was originally a fun tournament turned into a depressing shitshow for me.


    In the end, our class got the overall second place for the whole tournament.


    Hina was trying to cheer me up with that fact, but I was out of it for the rest of the day.


    Since Shiina went home early yesterday, I thought about apologizing today, but…


    “Hah…”


    I hung my head down.


    Like what everyone thought, I fucked up.


    The atmosphere made me get carried away and made Shiina feel uncomfortable.


    Even though I told her that I’d give up on her, I still did something like this…


    Still, I didn’t expect such blatant rejection from her.


    It was laughable. I could feel that everyone was secretly laughing behind my back.


    I felt like the dumbest person in the world.


    Especially when I still felt that I could fix everything if I were to give her some time to cool down.


    Just my luck, she didn’t even come to school today.


    I told myself that she was probably overworking herself the other day and she got sick or something.


    But she still didn’t come to school for a few days after that.


    Everyone who was snickering at me because of the mess I made, turned to look at me with worried gazes and started asking me questions on whether everything was alright. Our homeroom teacher said that Shiina was absent because she was sick, but I kinda doubt that was truly the case…


    In any case, my worries grew as time passed by.


    However, I was afraid that if I were to visit her right now, it’d have the opposite effect instead.


    After all, there was a big chance that I was the reason why she was absent in the first place.


    As that thought came to my mind, my body became as stiff as a rock.


    I couldn’t do anything for her. If I were to do it, it’d just hurt her even more than this.


    …There really was nothing I could do for her.


    The day after that, she was still absent. The atmosphere in the class turned even heavier than before.


    Math class. I was looking out the window. It was raining heavily outside to the point that I could hear the sound of the droplets hitting the ground even though the windows were tightly shut. The damp air was sticking to my body closely and it felt uncomfortable.


    I found myself moving my gaze toward Shiina’s seat.


    The girl who usually would be taking her notes during this time of the day was nowhere in sight.


    Gradually, daily lives without her had started to become our new routine. I hated that. 


    But, what could I do about it? I caused the whole thing.


    “Have you heard anything from Mai-chan, Godou?…”


    After class was over, Hina came over to my seat and asked me.


    Her voice was weaker than usual.


    “…Nope.”


    That said, I still had to give her treatment for her curse.


    I really should contact her soon.


    But, should I really? Wouldn’t it be better if I were to wait for her to contact me first instead?


    “You didn’t contact her?”


    “…I don’t want to hurt her again.”


    I laid my body down on the desk as I said that. When she heard my words, Hina yanked my hand and pulled me up.


    She was staring at me with a serious expression.


    “Do you think all this is okay?”


    “No, but there’s nothing I could do.”


    Hina nodded before continuing,


    “Didn’t you say you were going to show me something cool?”


    “…Sorry. I’m not cool enough of a person to do that. I’m the worst…”


    The only thing that I managed to do was to hurt the girl I liked.


    What former hero? What was that bullshit about making her happy?


    I could only swing my sword around, the same sword that I used to hurt her.


    It couldn’t be used to protect her.


    Even when I got reincarnated, I still did the same thing. She was unhappy to the point that she decided to sever ties with me. I didn’t deserve to be with someone as kind as her.


    After I tidied up my desk, I said my goodbye to Hina and tried to go home.


    “…Godou.”


    Hina called me, but I didn’t turn around.


    Since I forgot to bring my umbrella, I decided to walk under the rain. In no time at all, my whole body was soaking wet.


    In the end, I had to take shelter on a bench in a park on the way home.


    The roof above me was leaking, but it didn’t matter when my clothes were this wet.


    As I stood by idly while waiting for the rain to calm down a little, I sensed someone approaching me from the side.


    
 I didn’t need to turn my gaze around to know that it was Hina.


    At times like this, she would be the only person who’d do something like this.


    She always had my back. It had always been this way.


    “Godou…”


    When she called out to me, I turned my gaze to her direction.


    She was as soaked as I was.


    “You’re going to catch a cold.”
 “We’re both going to catch a cold.”


    “I didn’t bring my umbrella, but I have my towel with me.”


    “No. You wiped your sweat with that towel, didn’t you?”


    “I already washed it, so it’s fine. We’re childhood friends, so don’t mind it that much.”


    I took a towel out of my bag and threw it to her.


    Since my bag was waterproof, the contents didn’t get wet.


    The towel landed onto her face. Then, she used it to wipe her hair lightly.


    “You’re soaking wet too, you know?”


    “I don’t feel like drying myself. Anyway, where’s your umbrella?”


    “Here it is.”


    She took out a folding umbrella from her bag.


    Since she wasn’t riding her bike right now, she probably went to the school by bus.


    It seemed like she knew that it was going to rain today.


    “Where’s your bike?”


    “I feel like walking.”


    “Where’s your umbrella then?”
 “I want to feel the rain directly with my body.”


    I left my bike in the school’s parking lot.


    “I see. Same.”


    The rain weakened down a little. The downpour had turned into a gentle drizzle.


    “Godou, is the reason why you are like this because Mai-chan rejected you?”


    “Why else?”


    “Why do you think she did?”


    “I don’t know… Maybe because I disgusted her. She seemed to hate me.”


    That would explain why she treated me like that.


    Her hatred toward me probably ran very deeply to the point that it was hard for her to contain it anymore.


    “Well, it’s true that you patting her head out of nowhere would make her uncomfortable, but…”


    “Ugh…”


    Instead of comforting me, her words just dealt more elemental damage to me.


    I didn’t want to say that scene out loud because it pained me to even remember it. I hope that she could stop bringing it up.


    “Still, that isn’t the case when we talk about Mai-chan.”


    She looked confident when she said that.
 
 “How did you know that?”
 “Because she is easy to understand… Also, I understand her feelings really well.”


    Easy to understand? Shiina?


    I couldn’t even figure out what was happening inside that girl’s head.


    “Mai-chan is kind. Too kind. I can’t believe that someone could be that kind. She has no self-confidence for some reason, even though she is that pretty.”


    That was partly because of her previous life’s memory.


    “…That girl used to be hated by everyone around her because of something that wasn’t her fault. She was stuck in self-blame all her life, that’s why she has no self-confidence. That’s also why she always tries to treat everyone who treated her warmly as kindly as she can.”


    “…Mm.”


    That explanation seemed to convince her.


    “…That’s why she gave up her feelings. She did it for me.”


    I could hear her murmur, but I didn’t know what she was talking about.


    “Godou, can I tell you something?”


    She got up from the bench and stood right in front of me.


    With the rainy park as the background, she looked dazzling.


    There were drops of water running through her cheeks.


    Were they rain water? Were they tears?


    But why would she cry?


    Just as I was thinking about that, her next words reached my ears.


    “I like you.”


    The look on her face told me that she wasn’t joking.


    As dense as I was, I knew that she didn’t mean that she liked me as a friend.


    …Though, I was aware of this.


    After learning about love for the first time in my life, I understood what love felt like.


    At the same time, I noticed feelings that I had never noticed before.


    Looking back, she left countless hints for me to notice.


    That was why I knew that the feelings she had for me were the same feelings as the one that I had for Shiina.


    “…Will you go out with me?”


    But, why did she confess to me during this time?


    She was smart and perceptive, she knew that I liked Shiina.


    As long as this feeling remained, I wouldn’t be able to answer that feeling of hers.


    “…Sorry, I can’t. I have someone else that I like.”


    If I went out with her, maybe this feeling would eventually disappear.


    Maybe there would be a time when I’d finally fall for Hina.


    I knew that if I were to stay with her, I’d be happy.


    After all, it was this sweet girl who had been staying by my side, supporting me without asking for anything.


    She was too good for me. I should be the one who confessed to her and begged her to stay by my side.


    I knew that, but I couldn’t lie to myself. So I apologized to her.


    “Then, why are you giving up? Don’t give up that easily!”


    Said Hina suddenly, as if she was waiting to say those words.


    “Don’t you like Mai-chan?”


    “…Yeah.”


    “Then at least ask her directly about her true feelings! It’s not like you to leave her on her own like this! If you think that you hurt her, apologize to her! How long are you going to be depressed like this?!”


    There was a desperation hidden in her voice.


    Every word she uttered was for my sake.


    Even though I clearly dumped her just now. Even though it was alright for her to swear at me in this kind of situation.


    And yet, what came out of her mouth was words of support for me.


    I wanted to know why she went this far for me?


    But I knew the answer to that. She loved me that much.


    She loved me as much as I loved Shiina.


    “Be the cool Shiraishi Godou I’ve come to love.”


    Within her tears, she let out a smile.


    “Show me your cool side.”


    She said the same words as she said back then.


    Even though I showed her a lot of my lame side, she still believed in me.


    That was why I wanted to answer that expectation of hers. Not out of obligation, but as something I truly wished for.


    Honestly, I knew that there was something wrong with Shiina’s behavior lately.


    But, I was too afraid to admit it. I pretended not to notice and kept averting my eyes.
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    I ended up being depressed while doing absolutely nothing.


    And that shouldn’t be something that the cool person who Hina fell in love with do.


    “I’m going to meet Shiina.”


    I stood up.


    Under this rain, I looked forward.


    “Can I say something?”


    When I passed Hina by, I could hear her weak, trembling voice.


    I pretended not to notice the sob in between her words.


    “…Your happiness is my happiness… So, go get your happiness, okay?…”


    I ran. I ignored the rain as I ran forward.


    I wanted to be the cool Shiraishi Godou who Hina fell in love with.


    *   *   *


    Hina’s PoV


    I watched Godou’s back until it disappeared from my sight.


    My ten years of love was over… Was it ten years?


    I realized my feelings for him when I was six, but I probably had started to love him even before that.


    “Ah… Why am I always like this?”


    I knew that I would be rejected if I were to confess to him now.


    I always knew that he loved Mai-chan that much.


    If I hadn’t helped him, I probably had a chance.


    I knew that this would happen if I gave him a push.


    …I knew that, but I still did it anyway.


    “What a bad role to play…”


    The sudden voice startled me.


    I turned around to see Shinji, who was standing nearby with his arms crossed.


    “…Since when were you there?”


    “Since the beginning. I got curious because I watched you chasing him, so I followed you two here.”


    He shrugged. I wanted to lash at him because he was stalking me, but I couldn’t exactly do that since I did the same thing to Godou just now. I guess that was why he openly announced his presence like that. Kudou Shinji was always that kind of person.


    “…I’m an idiot, aren’t I?”


    “If your goal was your own happiness, yes, you are.”


    Said Shinji with a blunt tone.


    “But that isn’t the case. Your goal is his happiness, isn’t it?”


    Yeah, he was right. If my actions could make him happy, then it was worth it. There was no need for me to be depressed.


    “…Yeah. I don’t mind as long as he is happy…”


    “I don’t care what you’re trying to tell yourself, but it’s okay to cry.”


    As long as Godou was happy, nothing else mattered. It didn’t have to be me who made him happy.


    …No, of course not. I didn’t want that.


    I wanted him to look at me. I wanted to be the reason for his happiness


    I wanted him to stop thinking about Mai-chan. Whenever he was thinking about her, it always made me feel lonely.


    Wanting his happiness? Wanting him to follow his feelings? Those were all lies, I didn’t want those. But at the same time, I didn’t want him to leave Mai-chan by herself. I wanted Mai-chan to be happy too.


    That was why I had no regrets.


    If I were to turn back time and were put in the same situation again, I knew that I’d do the same thing again.


    “I know you didn’t want to cry in front of him. That’s why, cry your heart out here.”


    That was unfair, Shinji. You couldn’t say things like that out loud.


    But, I didn’t have the will to argue against him. My vision was blurred and I couldn’t say anything without letting out a sob. The stream that came running down my cheeks kept coming out despite my efforts to make them stop.


    I wasn’t crying. It was the rain.

  



  
    Chapter 4 – Eternal Love


    Afterward, I visited Shiina’s house, but no reply came from inside.


    She probably wasn’t at home as the place seemed empty.


    That meant she had gone somewhere. Now, where did she go?


    I thought of all the places I could think of.


    Suddenly, a place from my previous life came to mind.


    A high place. Back in our previous life, whenever the witch felt depressed or wanted to be alone, she always went to a high place.


    Where was the highest place nearby?


    I desperately racked my brain to look for any possible places where she could be at.


    On the roof of this high-storied apartment? No. School roof? No. The park near Akagi Mountain? No… Wait, it was raining, so it should be safe to assume that she wouldn’t be outside.


    A high place that wasn’t outside.


    I figured it out immediately. The Gunma Prefecture’s Government Office, there was an observation hall that you could visit freely on the 32nd floor. I immediately went there and when I got to the observation hall, I saw a black-haired girl there, standing by the window while looking at the night’s view.


    Perhaps because it was a weekday night or because this was just how empty Gunma was, the hall was devoid of any human presence save for us and the security guards.


    “…Shiina.”


    When I called out to her, her shoulders shook.


    She turned to face me with a fearful look.


    Her face was ridden with anxiety as she blinked at me.


    “…Why are you drenched like that?”


    “Huh? I thought I wiped it off properly…”


    I wrung out my clothes and dried them a bit before I entered the building so that the water wouldn’t drip all over the floor.


    “Were you looking for me in the rain?”


    “Yes, so what?”


    “Why did you do that?…”


    “Because you skipped school for how many days now?”


    I approached her.


    She looked unwell, but I didn’t know the cause.


    “Are you okay? You didn’t catch a cold, right?”


    “…No, I didn’t.”


    “Is that so? That’s great then.”


    There goes one of my worries.


    She wasn’t sick, so it was all good in that regard.


    There was a possibility that she was unwell because of her curse acting up again.


    Though, from that sharp glare of hers, I could assume that there was no problem in that regard too.


    “Why do you even worry about me? We aren’t friends anymore.”


    “Why is that the case? You can’t just cut me off without telling me anything.”


    “That’s…”


    She tried to say something but immediately shut her mouth.


    Why was she like this? Couldn’t she just tell it straight to me?


    “Anyway, why did you skip school? Is it because you don’t want to see me?”


    She kept her mouth shut. Her silence answered the question. My heart started to ache.


    “…Why are you avoiding me?”


    I asked.


    Even if I’d get hurt by her answer, I needed it, or else we wouldn’t get anywhere.


    If she was avoiding me because she felt burdened because of my love for her or because I did something to offend her or even because she just hated me in the first place, whatever the answer was, I still had to ask her for her forgiveness and a chance to make up with her.


    “…Do you not understand?”


    “Of course not, I’m not a mind reader.”


    “It’s because…”


    As I was puzzled by her words, she screamed in a desperate voice.


    “It’s because I like you!”
 “…What?”


    My thoughts went blank.


    Woman, what the hell?


    She liked me? What?


    “…I-If that’s the case then, what’s the problem?!”


    Never did I expect this kind of response to come out of her mouth.


    “Everything!”


    Said Shiina as she waved her hands like a child.


    “I-If I were to say that I like you, wouldn’t that mean we can go out?!”


    What the hell was she even talking about? I didn’t have enough braincells to understand her words.


    “Y-Yeah? Then, we can just go out??”


    


    I would want that. What was the problem?!


    


    “We can’t! …No, we actually can, but no!”


    Yeah, I lost her.


    Were we even talking in the same language?


    “If we go out, then I’ll be the only one who’ll be happy! I won’t be able to make you happy and I hate that! What’s the point of us going out if you won’t be happy?!”


    “…What?”


    That was the reason why she had been avoiding me?


    “If you go out with me, of course I’ll be happy too!”


    She shook her head before starting her speech.


    “…This isn’t a storybook. Our life wouldn’t end with us going out and living happily ever after. It’ll go on even after that. I trust you to be able to make me happy, but if our relationship is so one-sided like that, you’ll eventually break up with me because you can’t take it anymore. That’s how our relationship will end.”


    W-What the hell was that pessimistic view…


    Then again, it wouldn’t be Shiina if she didn’t act this way…


    “And so, you’d rather not go out with me instead?”


    “Yes. Besides, there should be someone out there in this world that deserves to be with you more than I am.”


    …Someone that deserved to be with me, huh?


    Surely, there were plenty of girls that were way, way less troublesome to deal with than her.


    But I knew that I wasn’t any better than her.


    Also, I liked that part of her.


    “…Like Kirishima-san.”


    Said Shiina in a whisper.


    She stopped speaking after that.


    So that was why she had been avoiding me. And that was the reason why Hina gave me a push like that.


    I admire Hina even more now. I have to live up to her expectations.


    To do that, I had to persuade this stubborn girl in front of me to reach a happy ending with me.


    “Are you implying that I should go out with Hina?”


    “Yes. She’s your childhood friend, she’s always been by your side, not to mention that she likes you. There’s no one better than Kirishima-san.”


    Look at her, her pained expression when she said that.


    She said all that, but she looked like she was about to cry.


    “…I just dumped her before I came here.”


    When I told her this, Shiina showed me a surprised look.


    “W-Why?!”


    I took a step closer to her and grabbed her by the shoulders.


    Our face was so close that our noses almost touched. With our eyes locked at each other, I cry out my feelings to her.


    “Because I don’t want to give up on you!”


    Tears trickled from the corner of her eyes.


    This girl was prone to overthinking, self-hatred and depression. She hated her current state, but she was too used to it to try to move on from it. In a way, you could say that she was bad at handling her life.


    Luckily for her…


    No matter how unhappy she became, I’d do my best to make her happy.


    That was my resolve, my wish, even back before I reincarnated into this world.


    She said that going out with me would make her happy. There was no need to hesitate anymore.


    Strike while the iron is hot, they said. I’ll slam this overflowing feeling of mine to her, so she could understand.


    “Shiina. Let me make this clear to you. I love you.”


    I could see her eyes shaking when she heard my words, but she still kept her face down.


    “…But, Kirishima-san has always been in love with you.”


    I know that.


    Of course I know that.


    I like Hina too.


    I really want to make her happy too.


    But the only person that I love romantically is Shiina.


    ‘Thanks to you, I’m the happiest I’ve ever been.’


    When I saw her smile back then, I felt so happy.


    It felt like I was saved. Her existence saved me.


    She looked so beautiful that I couldn’t help but be entranced by that beauty.


    I wanted to spend all my life with her, to see her smile again and again.


    As long as she could spend her days with that smile on her face, I would be content. That was enough to make me happy.


    “Why… To someone like me?…”


    “Stop devaluing the person that I love.”


    Her shoulders shook when I told her this.


    “Sorry, but this feeling of mine isn’t so trivial that I could just give up on it on demand. It’s useless to try to run away from me! I will never let you go unless you go out with me! So, prepare yourself, I’ll chase you to the end of the earth, Shiina! Fuhahaha!”


    …Wait, that sounded wrong somehow.


    No, no, I mean, we love each other anyway, so there should be no problem even if I say it like that.


    With a slight annoyance, Shiina yelled at me,
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    “I-I love you more than you love me! You can’t beat my love for you!”


    “No! I love you more than you love me!”


    “There’s no way that’s the case! All I can think about before I go to sleep every night is the conversations I had with you!”


    “I always find myself staring at you in class! I do it all the time!”


    “…I-Is that so?…”


    My face was getting hot.


    “But, that’s the reason why I can’t go out with you!”


    “Because you can’t make me happy? Why do you care so much?”


    “Because all I can do is make you unhappy! I already made you unhappy!”


    “…That’s in our previous life. Now it’s different. You are not a witch anymore and I’m also not a hero anymore!”


    “I know, but that doesn’t change anything! We’re still the same person as back then inside!”


    “Why do you feel the need to make this so complicated…”


    “You don’t understand. Unlike Kirishima-san, I don’t have the strength to support you! To receive your love one-sidedly is too much of a burden for me! I’m fine with staying as your friend!”


    Apparently Shiina was obsessed with whether or not she could support me.


    “Do I look so unreliable to you that you think I need someone to support me?”


    “Yes. If someone doesn’t support you, you’ll become unhappy soon.”


    “I don’t want to hear that from you!”


    When I pointed that out, Shiina turned her face down and muttered, “…You have a point.”


    No, don’t get depressed now…


    “When you calm down later, you’ll understand what I’m talking about. Love is blind, isn’t it? You’re in that state right now.”


    In the end, the problem stemmed from this girl’s abnormally low self-esteem.


    She didn’t believe in the concept of someone liking her in the first place.


    Deep down, she didn’t believe that I liked her.


    “Wrong. I love you! No matter what, I’ll always love you! Whether love blinds me or not, it doesn’t matter!”


    “Stop saying such things…”


    “I won’t stop! This is not about me, this is about my love for you! I like you because you’re you!”


    “I can’t accept that love!”


    “Then, what do I have to do to convince you?”


    “Tell me one thing you like about me!”


    She puffed out her chest with confidence. She seemed sure that I could never name a single good thing about her.


    What amazing confidence, even though it was in a negative direction.


    “…Fine.”


    I’ll tell her.


    One by one, I’ll list the good points of Shiina.


    “…Okay, first of all, I like your face. You were pretty back in our previous lives and right now you don’t look any worse. Even among the idols, you look the prettiest, the prettiest in the world! You need to be aware of that, okay?”


    “…What ‘prettiest in the world’? Why do I need to be aware of that?”


    “I’m not a narcissist,” she continued with flushed cheeks.


    “…Secondly, I like your kindness. People always treated you badly, but you still treated them kindly even though no one would blame you if you were to give none of those people mercy.”


    “…A-Ahem. Y-You know that it’s useless to flatter me like this, right? I already love you to begin with, so no matter how hard you try to seduce me it won’t change anything. Too bad.”


    Said Shiina. She sounded so sure that she had strong logic backing up her words. Her words were all over the place though.


    I ignored the idiot’s words and continued talking.


    “…I like the way you treat me. I don’t know if you’re aware of it, but it feels comfortable. When you opened your heart to me, you closed your distance from me and it made me feel that you’re depending on me. I like that.”


    “I-Is that so?…”


    She looked away while being fidgety.


    “…I like your attitude when you try to shun people away. You looked like you can’t bear to treat them harshly and always try to look out for them after you shunned them away. That clumsiness of yours, I like it.”


    Since she hid her face, I couldn’t see her expression anymore, but I could tell that her ears were bright red.


    “…I like your happy look whenever you’re telling me a story. Your voice turns gentler than usual, you become more expressive and happy. I like the bright expression you made whenever I managed to sympathize with you.”


    In a whisper, she said “Please stop…” while covering her face with her hands. Too bad for her, I won’t stop.


    “…I like your smile. I like the way your cheeks move like a blooming flower.”


    The word ‘like’ kept coming from my mouth.


    I love her so much. I’ve always had my eyes on her.


    From the beginning, I was drawn to her and recently, that feeling bloomed into love.


    I wanted to make her happy, to see her smile and to be always with her.


    “I-I get it, I get it, just stop!”


    “I love everything about you. I love your troublesome side, your clumsiness, your low self-esteem, your inadequacy as a human being, I love everything!”


    “…Enough already… I know that you love me!”


    “Then, you should know how happy I’d be if I were to go out with you.”


    “Uu…”


    Shiina shifted her hands that were covering her face and glanced at me.


    “S-Should we really… Go out?…”


    I didn’t know what she was thinking, but I could see clearly that her face was getting redder.


    “A-As expected, we shouldn’t! If we do, I won’t be myself anymore!”


    “What are you on about?”


    “I’ll go crazy because I’ll become too happy!”


    “I’ll be in the boat as you, though?”


    “…But, if we were to become lovers, there’s a chance that we’d break up. If that were to happen, that’ll be the end of our relationship, we can’t even turn back into friends anymore. If I have to go through that, it’ll be better for us to stay as friends…”


    Amazing, she always had the worst-case scenario in mind.


    Since she has always been acting like this, she probably never realized that all the negativity was just unnecessary worry.


    “Then, let’s get married.”


    “…Huh?”


    “I swear I’ll be together with you for the rest of your life. This way, you won’t need to worry about us breaking up.”


    “…W-We can’t get married at this age.”


    “Let’s get engaged first then. We can get married after we’re old enough.”


    Even after I said all that, she still looked hesitant. I’m getting irritated.


    “Shiina! Stop brooding over this!”
 “B-But… I don’t have the confidence that I’ll make you happy…”


    “Then try it! You won’t get anywhere if you don’t at least try it! Listen to me!”


    I took a deep breath. What I’m going to say will sound pathetic, but…


    “You will make me happy!”


    Those words startled Shiina as she blinked her eyes.


    “W-What?…”


    “That’s why don’t just leave me to someone else! Tell yourself that you can do this! Don’t throw me away without even trying! Shiina Mai. I’m confident that you can make me happy!”


    I didn’t know what the hell I was saying to her, but at least it seemed like my words got through to her.


    “Try…” She mumbled while looking at her palm.


    “…Maybe we won’t be able to live normally like normal people because of our previous lives’ memories. Maybe we’re horrible at trying to reach for our happiness, but that’s exactly why we’ll be perfect for each other. I promise I’ll make you happy, so…”


    “…I can make you happy?”


    I nodded at her words.


    Suddenly, the memories of my previous life came to my mind.


    ‘It can’t be helped then. Let’s live our unhappy life together.’


    She once said that to me.


    Back then, I couldn’t accept those words.


    Living our unhappy life together? No way, I should be the only one who lives an unhappy life.


    That was what I swore during that day. But, it turned out that what the witch said back then was correct.


    “…Can we really do it?”


    Muttered Shiina.


    “Of course.”


    In our previous lives, Grey Handlet and Cerys Flores lived our unhappy lives together.


    But this time, as Shiraishi Godou and Shiina Mai, everything will be different.


    I’m not a hero like in my previous life.


    That’s why I’ll live my life more arrogantly back then.


    I’ll get what I want.


    I’ll do whatever I want to do.


    Since what I want is her happiness, I’ll do my best to make her happy.


    That’s why I reached out to her.


    “Let’s live our happy life together.”


    At the same time as her laughter, came her tears. She had a rather pathetic look on her face.


    Her pretty face was ruined as her eyes turned swollen and tears ran down her cheeks.


    Despite that, she wiped her tears away and took my hands with a determined look on her face.


    “…I’ll do my best.”


    She pulled my hand and hugged me.


    “O-Oi, my clothes are still wet from the rain.”


    “I don’t care.”


    A sweet scent tickled my nostrils.


    Her warmth chased the cold away from my body.


    “…I’ll make you happy, Godou.”


    She said that in a whisper. Strength filled the hands that embraced me.


    “I’ll make you happy too. This time as a lover.”


    *   *   *


    How long has it been since Shiina and I started hugging?


    Probably less than a minute, but in that short amount of time, my whole being was filled with happiness.


    However, such feelings didn’t last.


    Since everything was resolved, I gradually regained my composure.


    …So, when should we separate?


    Shiina was holding on to me so tightly that I couldn’t even see her face. It seemed like she wouldn’t let go of me anytime soon. If anything, this girl had been rubbing her cheeks against my chest for a while now. Why is she so cute? I just can’t…


    Anyway, that aside, even though there was no one around, we were still in public.


    This was the Government’s Office, we sure made a big mess here…


    We bickered with each other loudly, shouting our love to each other and to top it all, we hugged each other.


    If someone were to see us, it would be a disaster for us…


    “Um, can I have a minute?”


    Someone called me from behind. In an instant, my whole body trembled.


    Normally, I’d be able to notice their footsteps, but I was too distracted to pay any attention to my surroundings.


    I hurriedly turned around and moved away from Shiina. Behind me was the security guard.


    “Sorry to interrupt you two, but it’s closing time already…”


    “Y-Yes… S-Sorry…”


    Both of us cowered in shame. I could feel my face getting even hotter than back when I was shouting my love for Shiina.


    What the hell were we doing?


    “Don’t be, don’t be. I got to see something good thanks to you two. Ah, youth…”


    The security guard nodded his head a few times. The warm gaze he sent us stung.


    I didn’t even have the energy to make commentary on his gaze.


    “I’m glad there are no other people here or else I’d need to stop you in the middle. Now, that would be awkward, wouldn’t it?”


    Said the security guard as he escorted us to the elevator.


    “Alright, I wish you two happiness.”


    He sent us off with a smile as we entered the elevator.


    We stood side by side as the elevator slowly descended to the lowest floor.


    I glanced at Shiina, who was standing next to me, only to find that she was also glancing at me. At that moment, our eyes met. For some reason, I turned my gaze away. After a while, I turned my gaze on her again and our eyes met again. This time, Shiina was the one who turned her gaze away.


    What should we do now? This is so awkward…


    Anyway, did this mean that we had officially become lovers?


    How do you do this whole lovers thing again? Ugh, I didn’t know a single thing about this!


    


    I mean, just being next to her already made me nervous…


    …But still… We were dating, huh?


    “We’re here.”


    As the elevator reached the ground level, the door opened. My legs were still frozen, but Shiina took my hand and urged me to leave with her, hand in hand.


    “S-Shiina?”
 “T-This much should be fine… W-We’re lovers anyway…”


    She turned her face away, but her hand was still firmly grasping mine.


    Even though our gazes were apart, our hands were tied to each other.


    “…Godou?”


    Noticing my silence, she turned her gaze toward me.


    “Are you embarrassed by this?”


    She said, trying to tease me, even though her face was as red as mine.


    “…You’re so cute.”


    She let out a giggle that turned into a seductive smile a beat later. This was a new side of her that I never knew existed. Before this, it was me who kept teasing her all the time, but now that we’ve become lovers, the dynamic in our relationship seemed to be reversed.


    …No, that shouldn’t be the case. She was as hopeless as I do in regard to romance.


    As long as I could tease her back, I should be able to keep my dignity as the man in our relationship.


    “S-Shiina.”


    I called out to her, but she made a move quickly and placed a finger on my lips.


    “I hate that.”


    “W-What do you mean?”


    “…Am I not your girlfriend? Call me by my name.”


    Did that mean she wanted me to call her ‘Mai’?


    …I suddenly felt embarrassed. Maybe it was because I was too used to calling her ‘Shiina’.


    She called me ‘Godou’ as soon as I told her to stop calling me ‘Hero’, so she was used to this. I probably should have called her ‘Mai’ when I decided to stop calling her ‘Witch.’


    If only I had done that, I wouldn’t be stuck in this situation.


    “…Godou?”


    “…M-Mai…”


    When I called Shiina— Mai, by her name, she giggled happily.


    “Say it one more time.”


    “But why?”


    “…Aren’t we lovers?”


    Stop giving me those puppy eyes! I wanted to say that, but I couldn’t!


    “…Mai.”


    When I called her name again, she leaned her head against my shoulders.


    She unclasped my hand and repositioned herself so that she could embrace my arm instead.


    This position was too dangerous. I could feel her soft chest on my arm.


    “You were so reluctant, but you sure got in the mood quickly…”


    When she heard that, she puffed both her cheeks.


    “I’ve been putting up with this feeling for a long time, so I have to do at least this much to make up for it. Since you said that I don’t need to restrain myself, I’ll do my best to shower you with my love…”


    “…I see.”


    This was bad for my heart, but at the same time, it made me happy.


    We walked home together under the night sky. The rain had long gone. The clouds had gone away somewhere as the night sky was filled with countless shining stars. My clothes were still damp, so the air felt a little chilly.


    Although I could feel the warmth of summer, the chilly air reminded me that autumn was fast approaching.


    Suddenly, Mai spoke up.


    “Take care of me from now on, Darling~”


    “D-Darling?!”


    “Aren’t we getting married later?”


    “Y-Yeah, but you know…”


    It was too early for this!


    Even though I think so, my mind managed to imagine my newlywed life with her.


    ‘Welcome home, darling~ Would you like your dinner? A bath? Or maybe…’


    Yes please, call me darling, please. Let’s get married right now!


    “I’m just kidding. We’ll use that after we get married for real. For now, let’s act appropriately as lovers.”


    “E-Eh… I-I see…”


    “What? Did you really think that I’ll call you ‘Darling’ all the time while we’re still lovers?”


    She was right. I took her joke too seriously, jeez, what a pathetic guy I was.


    “Anyway, you’re going to propose to me again later, right?”


    “D-Do I have to?…”


    “Of course. I will never get tired of your proposals, it’s like good food, you know? One will never get tired of good food, right?”


    If possible, I really didn’t want to do that nerve-wracking confession ever again.


    But, if that could make her happy…


    I looked up at the sky and saw a twinkling shooting star. Before its light disappeared, I prayed in my heart.


    May we live a happy life in the future.

  


  
    Epilogue – I Chose You Over the World


    Next day. Due to the excitement from last night, I ended up having to go to school while being sleep-deprived.


    When I opened the door to the classroom… An unusual scene greeted me.


    Everyone was looking at me with warm gazes.


    I looked around and noticed that Shiina had already sat on her seat. Perhaps because it had been a while since she came to school, a lot of people in the class surrounded her. When our eyes met, she sent me an apologetic look with a red face for some reason.


    “Godou? I heard you made a passionate confession to Mai-chan?”


    The girl who was grinning and teasing me was Hina.


    …Mai told everyone that much?


    “You…”


    “S-Sorry…”


    “Don’t get mad at her, we forced her to spill everything out.”


    “I don’t even want to talk about it. It’s part of my black history now, I want to forget everything about it…”


    “I-Is that so?…”


    I didn’t mean it like that! It was just embarrassing for me because I did it in that kind of place! Stop making that sad look!


    


    “I’m talking about us being seen by the security guard and him misunderstanding the situation…”


    “I-I see… I thought I mistook the situation. So yesterday wasn’t a dream, after all.”


    “…Yeah, yesterday was real. From now on, I…”


    I was about to continue my speech when I remembered that we were in our classroom.


    Everyone was grinning at us.


    “Oi, oi, they immediately started flirting…”


    “The air is so hot over here~”


    “Well, this is technically their first day, so can’t blame them~”


    And so on. It was the first time since the ball tournament that everyone looked like they were having fun.


    “Shut it! Go away! Shoo!”


    I waved my hands around. Everyone laughed at me before going back to their seats. There were some people who stayed behind, the usual group of Hina, Shinji and Yuuka.


    “Good for you, dude.”


    Said Shinji while giving me a round of applause lightly.


    Yuuka was looking at Hina with a complicated look on her face. As if drawn by her, I turned my gaze toward Hina too. 


    “Don’t worry about it. I was the one who made you do it, remember?”


    She said it while wearing her usual smile. At the very least she didn’t look depressed or anything.


    Her smile was so bright that it was hard for me to tell what was inside her mind.


    “You know, you should thank me instead. I was the one who brought you together, right?”


    She puffed out her big chest. Seeing that, Mai nodded her head.


    “This idiot is too much for me to handle, so Mai-chan, I’ll leave him to you, okay?”


    “Y-Yes! I’ll do my best!”


    Mai, you started talking formally again, jeez. Weren’t you two friends?


    Anyway, it seemed like something happened between the two of them. It didn’t seem like something I should know about, though. Well, in any case, I expect that things will go back to normal soon.


    “Still, I’ve never thought that there would come a day when I’d hear you shout out your love confession.”


    Shinji tried to change the subject, which was good. Except that the subject he was bringing up was bad for me.


    “I don’t know how much Mai told you, but, shut your trap please.”


    “…Mai?”


    “Mai, huh?”


    “Hm~”


    Stop giving me those warm gazes!


    Damn, I couldn’t even argue against them because they didn’t give me any opening to say anything!


    


    …I guess I’d have to endure this kind of gaze for a while longer.


    “Ah, uh… I-I said that I wanted him to call me by my name, so…”


    Why did you feel the need to explain it to them?! That was the worst thing you could do in this situation!


    “Hm~”


    “I see~”


    “Hehe~”


    All three of them had the corners of their mouths raised in amusement.


    “Ugh! Fuck me.”


    “I wish you two happiness!~”


    Then the three of them left while laughing.


    Mai and I were the only ones left.


    I felt some people staring at us, though.


    I turned my gaze to Mai, who was letting out a light cough.


    “E-Everyone was worried about my well-being, s-so they asked me why I was taking a few days off…”


    “So, what did you tell them?”


    “E-Everything…”


    “Of course you did that! So that was why they gave me that kind of look!”


    If someone were absent from school for a long time, suddenly came to school and everyone found that the reason why they were absent was because of love trouble, it was inevitable they’d send that person warm gazes like that! Seriously, I wish they could stop… It was embarrassing…


    I had to spend all night rolling around in my bed because of the embarrassment and now I have to deal with this…


    Wherever I went, I received emotional damage. I swear, I’ll die out of embarrassment soon.


    Ever since I got involved with Mai in this life, it felt like I’ve gone through a lot of embarrassing things.


    I slowly became a living black history mass-producer. Seriously, give me a break. There was only so much I could do to hide behind the word ‘youth.’


    “…Can I talk with you for a minute?”


    After a bit of hesitation, Mai asked me that question.


    “What is it?”


    “Are you free on Saturday?”


    “Yeah, I’m free, I don’t have a shift that day. What’s up?”


    “D-Do you want to… G-Go on a date with me?…”


    “D-D-Date?! …S-Sure… B-But what do you want to do for the date?”


    “I-I don’t know… B-But lovers are supposed to go on dates, so…”


    “R-Right…”


    I knew that. I looked up ‘the things that lovers do’ on the internet last night.


    “T-Then, let’s go on a date…”


    “Alright… Then, I’ll call you tonight so we can decide on what to do for the date.”


    Just as Mai said that the teacher entered the classroom.


    The morning homeroom started peacefully as always.


    The only differences were that Mai and I were lovers.


    I looked over at Mai’s seat and saw her looking at me while waving lightly.


    There was a soft smile on her lips.


    …So cute.


    It was hard to believe that this was the same girl who’d glared at me the moment our eyes met not too long ago.


    She moved in two months ago. We became friends just a month after that and we became lovers yesterday. Looking back, a lot has happened in two months. I could safely say that these two months was an eventful period of time.


    Me, a hero from another world and her, a witch from another world. No one would have ever imagined that the two people who were always at each other’s throats would become lovers after being reincarnated in another world.


    “Now that Shiina’s back, the classroom feels a lot brighter.”


    The teacher’s joke brought me back to reality. I could see Mai was bowing her head.


    Before long, the homeroom was over and our first class, physics, started. Since we had to move to another classroom, I got up from my seat with my notebook and textbook.


    “Let’s go.”


    Mai, who had finished getting ready, was waiting for me.


    “Ah, we’re going there together?”


    From now on out, wherever we go, we’ll be together.


    “Everyone’s gazes made me feel embarrassed…”


    “You reap what you sow.”


    “I-I mean, if I didn’t say anything, someone might try to snatch you away from me…”


    “No one would even think of doing that.”


    “You wouldn’t know. Unlike me, you’re popular.”


    “Look at yourself in the mirror. You’re popular with the boys.”


    We walked side by side in the hallway while having such exchanges.


    Suddenly, Mai muttered something.


    “…I wish I could stay with you forever.”


    “Me too.”


    “Until the day I die? You’ll be there when I die, right?”


    “No. You’ll outlive me, that’s for sure.”


    “I don’t wanna. I outlived you in our previous life, now it’s your turn.”


    “There’s no point in living if you’re dead.”


    “I feel the same way. Think of my feelings if you die before me, please.”


    “…Sorry.”


    “I’m not accepting that apology until you promise me that you’ll outlive me.”


    “No way.”


    “Why not?!”


    “Because you’re the reason why I’m alive.”


    “…I-I see.”


    “…Y-Yeah, i-it’s like that…”


    “B-But, what if we have kids?… Or maybe even grandchildren…”


    “…K-Kids, huh? I-I guess they could become my reason to live…”


    “S-See?”


    “H-Hmm… K-Kids, huh?…”


    I glanced at Mai, who was looking at me with a red face.


    In that instant, her gaze turned stern.


    Her lips twitched before she muttered,


    “…Why are you looking at me like that, pervert?”


    “Stop being unreasonable!”


    I wasn’t the one who brought the topic up!


    “Your gaze was disgusting.”


    “It isn’t! …Maybe. I’d like to think so at least…”


    “Why do you sound so unsure?”


    If I were to say that my thoughts didn’t go in that direction, I would be lying.


    “…If it’s you, I don’t mind even if you look at me with that kind of gaze.”


    “…O-Okay…”


    She said it while writhing. I didn’t know how to respond to her.


    “But, it’s too early for that. We have to get married first.”


    “Your standard is way too outdated…”


    “…We’re getting married anyway, so just be patient.”


    “…Yeah, sure.”


    If she said so, then I guess I’ll be patient with her. I could put up with this easily. I loved her that much, after all.


    I wanted to do it with her as soon as I could, but I should be able to restrain myself.


    “…That was a lie.”


    The moment I shrugged my shoulders, Mai said that to me.


    “What do you mean?”


    “…I wouldn’t be able to wait until we get married.”


    “…”


    Uh, what? She was turning her gaze away. What was that?


    I didn’t know how to respond after hearing that.


    Seriously, what the hell were we talking about this early in the morning? In the school hallway nonetheless!


    We were whispering to each other, so people wouldn’t hear what we were talking about, but since the fact that we were dating was known to everyone, people were bound to have their eyes on us. If they were to see our red faces… My black history started to pile up again, didn’t it?…


    “L-Let’s just stop talking about this! W-Why don’t we talk about something more… Wholesome?”


    “Y-Yeah, let’s do that!”


    It was clear that the two of us were panicking.


    I could hear giggling voices from the people around us.


    “Oi, they’re laughing at you.”


    “I-It’s because you’re looking at me with strange eyes!”


    “I-I only did it because you started saying weird things!”


    “S-Sorry…”


    “N-No, I-I’m sorry too…”


    I had the feeling that whenever Mai and I were together, people would laugh at us just like this. We’d continue producing black history and ended up rolling over our beds to contemplate it every single night.


    After all, we were both new to this. To love and to life in general.


    But, if I were with her… It didn’t feel as bad as I previously thought.


    *   *   *


    Once upon a time, a man called Shiraishi Godou said,


    “I love you. Marry me.”


    Once upon a time, a woman called Shiina Mai said,


    “…Yes. I love you too.”


    Fin
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    Afterword


    I love happy endings the most.


    This story was a tale that began after a tragedy, a so-called bad-ending template (?), occurred. I’ve always loved this kind of story. Like a story that started after the hero was defeated by the demon king, but it was written in such a way that leads to a happy ending. 


    Anyway, long time no see, I’m Amemiya Kazuki.


    Well, with this, ‘A Reincarnation Romantic Comedy of a Hero and a Witch’ is finished.


    The two people who were supposed to kill each other in the first volume ended up as lovers in the second volume.


    Honestly, I’ve prepared more things for the story’s settings and development. I wanted to write them down at first, but after finishing this second volume and seeing how neatly the hero and the witch got together, I feel that it isn’t necessary anymore. I’m satisfied with how the story turned out.


    The former hero and the former witch. The story of two clumsy individuals coming together to attain happiness.


    Their personalities were quite complicated to say the least, so they had to take a lot of detours to reach that point, but isn’t that what rom-com are all about? Both of them were experiencing their first love, so it was inevitable that things turned out that way.


    If you think that this story is interesting, that makes me happy.


    I would love it if you were to tweet me your impression of the story.


    Anyway, let’s move on to the thank yous. Thank you M-san, who was in charge of the project for the realization of this second volume. Thank you to the illustrator, Eru-san, for the wonderful illustrations. I especially love the cover illustration, where Mai is in her yukata. That fleeting smile looks so cute on her!


    Also, a huge thank you to everyone who’s involved with the project!


    And to those of you who’re reading this afterword, thank you!


    It’s thanks to you that we’re able to deliver this second volume to you.


    This story is coming to an end, but I wish I could see you later in my other works.


    Also, a little bit of an ad, I finally released the second volume of ‘Haibara’s Teenage New Game+’ (HJ Bunko) last month. I’d appreciate it if you were to read that work as well!


    


    I want to publish another work at Kodansha Ranobe Bunko as well. I have various ideas for it. I hope that you could help me with your prayers that one of them would be approved by them. 


    And so, I’ll lay my pen down for now.


    When I saw the last illustration, I felt glad that I decided to write this story.


    I wish those two the best in the future.

  


  Short Story


  
    Saturday noon. I was waiting for Shiina in front of the station.


    We had just started dating a few days ago and this was our first date. Honestly, I didn’t know what to do, but I decided on the aquarium after looking up date ideas on the internet.


    “S-Sorry to keep you waiting, Godou…”


    I was called from behind and when I turned around, I saw Mai in her casual clothes.


    She looked a little nervous, but her face looked cheerful. From the neck down, she was wearing a cardigan with a warm color and a long white skirt. The impression she gave out was a little more mature than usual.


    Mai tilted her head in confusion as I was keeping my mouth shut while admiring her. Seeing this, I regained my senses, cleared my throat and responded with the line that I’d prepared.


    “I-I just got here, don’t mind it…”


    “…Really? That sounds like a generic response you could find on the internet.”


    “Why are you even doubting me? Also, you came way too early!”


    It was currently 12 pm. We promised to meet up at 1 pm. That meant we arrived a whole hour earlier. Also, I wasn’t lying when I said that I just got here.


    “You’re right, it’s a little early.”


    “I told you. Also, I’m only here because I got nothing better to do.”


    Definitely not because I couldn’t bear to wait any longer at home.


    Mai looked at me shyly, but she was still looking me in the eye.


    “…I-I see. I came here earlier because I wanted to see you as soon as possible.”


    Those words almost knock me out. Luckily, I managed to keep my wobbly body rooted to the ground.


    “…I was the same as you.”


    “Really? Then, you lied earlier?”


    “…Yes. I mean, it’s embarrassing saying that out loud…”


    My cheeks heated up. I could no longer look at her face properly, so I looked up to the sky and saw a clear blue sky with barely any clouds in it. Today was another beautiful day. Doing that managed to calm me down a little.


    After I regained my composure to some degree, I turned my gaze to Mai’s face again.


    “Hehe, I’m so happy…” Said Mai as she smiled happily.


    Seriously, this girl… Is she actually trying to kill me?


    It seemed like she was still holding some grudge against me because of our previous lives. If I were to confront her directly like this, I’d be the one who’d lose. This situation begged for a tactical retreat.


    “A-Anyway, let’s go.”


    “Mm. We’re going to the aquarium today, right?”


    “Yeah, have you been there before?”


    “I went there with my parents back when I was a kid.”


    “Me too… Wait, I think I went there with Hina back when we were in middle school.”


    As I muttered the last part of the sentence to myself while digging up through my hazy memories, I could feel Mai’s icy gaze.


    …Whoops, I just stepped on a landmine.


    “I see, you went with Kirishima-san, hm? I see how it is. Well, it isn’t like I mind it or anything”


    Said Mai while pouting her lips. She doesn’t mind, she said.


    “It was a long time ago, okay? I don’t even remember any of it!”


    “…Why are you acting like this? I said I don’t mind, didn’t I?”


    I only acted like this because she looked angry…


    “…Just kidding. But, I’m the one who’s going out with you right now, so keep that in mind, okay?”


    After saying this, Mai took my arm and embraced it.


    The distance between us immediately became closer. Rather, our bodies were touching as she was pressing her body against mine.


    To be more specific, she was pressing her soft chest against my arm.


    “M-Mai?”


    


    I called out to her because of her sudden action. Her face reddened.


    “W-What? S-Surely I’m allowed to do this much? W-We’re lovers, aren’t we?”


    She answered quickly despite the stutters. Probably it was because she was nervous, she proceeded to hug my arm tightly and it seemed like she wouldn’t let it go anytime soon. My face reddened.


    “…L-Let’s go.”


    “…Y-Yes.”


    We were already in this kind of mood even though we haven’t even left the station yet.


    Our first date barely began, but we almost reached our limits already.


    “…W-Why don’t we just hold hands instead?”


    “…I-I think it’s too early for us to walk like this…”


    This position was too stimulating for us. I swear I’m about to die out of happiness here.


    We should take things slowly and try to get used to everything little by little.


    Our relationship still had a long way to go moving forward.
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