
  
    
      
    
  


  
    Chapter 55 – Target: Aquarium


    I’ve never seen Arina in her casual clothes. No matter how much I squeezed the memories out of my brain, the scenes where I saw her in her casual clothes didn’t come out.


    Whenever I imagined her appearance, I could only picture her beautiful legs. Her style and appearance were top-notch, Michelin’s five star. And her legs, man, they sure were something… I gotta thank the school for that. The school uniform was short enough to expose her exquisite legs. God knew what he was doing when he decided to bless her with those legs.


    Does God have the same taste as me?


    Anyway, if I may be honest, the article of clothing named the skirt could be called the embodiment of sin. I mean, it was simply tempting to look at them, especially those short skirts.


    Women would accuse us, men, being sexual harassers whenever we took a glance, but in truth, it was us, men, who should complain. The legs of the ladies were a product of art, the masterpiece created by God, they should be cherished and ignoring them would be a sin.


    Such were my thoughts as I relaxed at a certain coffee shop.


    I was sitting on the seat right outside the shop while sipping a cup of coffee. It was a shame that they didn’t have tomato juice on the menu, so I had to force myself to drink this thing. While worrying over the possibility of getting UTI, I sipped more of the black liquid. It tasted so bitter, like charcoal. How could humans think of drinking this? (T/N: UTI/Urinary Tract Infection if you don’t know)


    I’m out here to fulfill my mission as Makoto’s personal stalker. Honestly, I’d rather stay at home, laying down like a slug, instead of coming out here exposing myself in the sunlight. I’m actually suffering here.


    But of course, I refused to suffer alone. I decided to drag Arina down to the depth of hell with me. I’m here sipping my coffee because I promised to meet her here.


    It was about time for her to arrive, but the gentle breeze made me have second thoughts. Staying like this for the rest of the day didn’t look so bad. And then, she, Hiwa Arina came, wearing a wide summer hat, her eyes hidden behind a pair of sunglasses. Covering her body was a milky white coat. Donning that outfit, she wouldn’t be out of place even in ‘The Devil Wears Prada’.


    “Excuse me, I’m looking for a person, he’s around 180cm tall and he looks like a bird fodder. People usually mistook him for methane hydrate. Have you seen him?”


    She said while approaching me.


    “Ah!! That’s me! Me me me! …As expected, you look so fashionable.”


    “Why are you wearing sunglasses? Are you trying to imitate me? Also, why a tuxedo?…”


    “What are you on about? I’ve been wearing sunglasses since the start! It’s ‘The Matrix’, you know? ‘The Matrix’! Well, fine, I’ll remove it. I’ll use a mask instead.”


    “You know you’ll be conspicuous because of your height, right? If you do that, Ruka will definitely notice you.”


    “Yeah, yeah. Anyway, our mission today is to help Makoto if he needs it. If nothing actually happens, then all is good, but if something actually happens, we’ll interfere, got it?”


    This plan was dumb, but since Makoto asked me for help, I had no choice but to do it.


    Since everything would be over if Ruka noticed something strange, we had to be extra cautious this time.


    “Drink your coffee quickly. We’re going.”


    “Wait a minute! For a tomato juice enthusiast like me, drinking this thing is hard!”


    “Just gulp it all down in one go.”


    “This isn’t medicine! Ugh… Gulp… I swear I’m going to have my revenge toward this society…”


    “Let’s go, we don’t have much time.”


    Good thing I brought some tomato juice with me. I grabbed one of them and opened the lid.


    “It’s finger licking good!!”


    “Be quiet! Act like a normal human being when you’re with me! The next time you say dumb shit like this, I swear I will scream for help.”


    “…Sorry…”


    *   *   *


    We arrived at the promised place, the park.


    Though, Arina and I didn’t enter. Instead, we were observing the place from afar with a monocular.


    “Why do you even have something like this? …Are you into voyeurism?”


    “Well, because my name is related to space, I bought this to gaze at the space. This little guy was originally attached to a big telescope. Well, it isn’t as good as the big one, but you can see quite far ahead with it. Here, you can try and see.”


    “Ah, it’s true.”


    “Right? Also, welcome to voyeurism, young lady. We have cookies.”


    “You rotten piece of…”


    Makoto looked restless.


    Earlier, he texted me ‘Are you coming?’ And I replied to him, ‘I’m watching you right now. By the way, your fly is open.’ After that he stopped replying.


    A few minutes later, Ruka arrived. Makoto raised his hand awkwardly.


    “It’s starting, Arina.”


    “Okay. Tell me if you need anything. In the meantime, I’m gonna pleasure myself with this ice cream.”


    Arina was licking an ice cream from God knows where while staring disinterestedly in the direction of the Makoto-Ruka couple.


    They seemed to be heading toward the aquarium as planned, which was located near the park. They looked so awkward with each other, it was refreshing to see. Actually, no, it was funny to see, I almost laughed at them.


    “What are they talking about?”


    Asked Arina while drinking a canned chocolate.


    “Dumbass, we’re 40 meters away from them. My mutant power can’t hear them from this distance.”


    “There’s this thing called ‘lip-reading’. You’re a voyeur, no? This should be one of your skills.”


    “I got it, I got it. Let me see… He said, ‘Thank you for coming, Ruka. I have a ticket to Antarctica with me, let’s go!’”


    “Enough. You suck.”


    “What the hell did you even expect?”


    The couple entered the aquarium and thus, we lost sight of them.


    “What are we gonna do now?”


    “What do you mean? Go inside, of course.”


    “Woah! I thought you’d ask me to leave you alone outside…”


    “If I stay outside, I won’t be able to help you if something were to happen. And since I told you that I’ll help you, of course I’ll go with you.”


    “Who are you and what did you do to Arina?”


    Before she could retort, I sprinted to the aquarium and left her behind.


    We bought tickets for two and walked through the entrance.


    I almost said ‘this feels like a double date’ out loud, but I managed to stop myself before. Good job, me.


    When was the last time I went to the aquarium? During grade school?


    A sense of nostalgia welled up in me. I remembered the scent of water and my excitement as a child when I first came here. When I came to myself, I found myself clinging to the glass.


    “I know that there are barely any people here, but for fuck sake, get yourself together.”


    “But, but, that seal is so cute! It’s a crime to be that cute!”


    “Jeez, dear, we’re here to follow that couple over there, right? We can have fun later, so let’s go.”


    “Yes, mommy!”


    “Call me that again and I’ll kill you.”


    “…Sorry…”


    Coming here after a long time, it felt refreshing. There were ugly-looking fish that I’ve never seen before, funny-looking fish and disinterested-looking fish peeking from inside their holes. The view was fascinating.


    Arina was watching the couple while licking a lollipop. By the way, why the hell was she wearing sunglasses indoors?

  


  
    Chapter 56 – Once Upon A Time


    I continued to watch the aquatic animals while Arina kept an eye on the couple while eating something. There were a wide variety of interesting animals here, including various brightly colored fishes and long, thin animals that were peeking at me from inside their holes. I’m a high school student, but this sight excited me.


    “Arina, look! This one looks exactly like you!”


    I pointed at a fish called ‘bubble fish’. It looked like a regular goldfish, except for its cheeks, which swelled like balloons. It looked really dumb.


    “How exactly does this little fella look like me?”


    “You both look angry.”


    “Oh my. Well, since it looks cute I’ll forgive you this time. By the way, you look like that guy over there.”


    Arina pointed in a certain direction. But there was nothing in that direction. I expected octopi or something, but there really was nothing except a single shrimp crawling on the sand.


    “Where are you pointing at?”


    “That seaweed.”


    I see. So I’m seaweed now. I can’t even retort to that, Arina-san.


    *   *   *


    After that, we continued with our operation.


    “Look at that! They’re holding hands, LMAO!”


    Arina started laughing next to me, who had been distracted by the view inside the huge aquarium.


    “Where? Let me see!”


    I took the monocular from Arina’s hands and pointed it in their direction. Woah, they really were holding hands. They even locked their fingers, amazing.


    They looked so lovey-dovey to the point that it was painful to watch them. This actually made me afraid that the will of the world would make the aquarium explode to follow the karma law.


    I felt like we would be hindrances if we were to keep staring at them like this. I’m exaggerating, but I was feeling like a parasite.


    “Arina, come here.”


    “W-Wait, stop pulling me! Why are you grabbing my hand anyway? You need a special license before you’re permitted to do that!”


    “Yeah sure, I need a license to grab a piece of meat. Now, come.”


    She was chewing a dried squid and refused to budge, so I pulled her away.


    I decided to back away to the food corner and take a short break. All the excitement made me feel exhausted, besides, I wanted to give the couple some space. If Makoto ever needed me, I could run over there.


    I ordered a neapolitan while Arina ordered cream pancakes.


    After waiting, a huge pile of cream pancakes arrived. This girl looked so thin, but her appetite sure was something. She grabbed a knife and a fork and started munching them.


    “Amazing. Something like this exists?”


    “Yes. It’s tasty, so I’m gonna finish them all.”


    “After watching you all day long, I came to the conclusion that, other than having a venomous tongue, the girl named Hiwa Arina is the embodiment of gluttony.”


    “It’s called having a healthy appetite. Besides, girls who eat a lot are popular, no?”


    “Right, since it’s a good opportunity, let’s talk about your popularity.”


    “Sure. I’m going to hear something terrible coming out of your mouth, but sure.”


    Arina’s popularity was so high to the point that her ‘fans’ started to worship her like cults. Her snappy attitude and her cruel nature gave her an unapproachable aura, but for some reason everyone was drawn to her and desperately trying to get close to her.


    There was no end to the number of the people who confessed their love to her. I saw those things happen with my own two eyes. I’m going to tell her that story.


    “By the way, how many people did you reject recently?”


    “What’s with that question? The way you asked that made me feel like you’re calling me a cruel bitch.”


    “That wasn’t my intention.”


    “Is that so? Well, seven people, I think.”


    “Woah, you really are something. Anyway, the story. So, this is a story back when our second year of high school started. Back then, there were a lot of talks about how cute Hiwa Arina was, and how it looked like she belonged to an idol group. In my class, there was a certain boy who was crazy about you, too. By the way, I’m not talking about Makoto.”


    “Hm… Nom nom…”


    “Wait, wait, it’ll get more interesting, I promise. So, one day, he finally made his resolve to confess to you. The whole class congratulated him and gave him a proper military send off. Then, since me and a few of us got curious, we decided to scout the battlefield, the bench in the courtyard, the place you used to hang around back when Rose Garden wasn’t a thing yet. By the way, we used this monocle to scout the area, though, it wasn’t enough to hear your conversations, but everyone knew that it was a suicide mission anyway, so they didn’t have much hope about it. Not me though, I gave him encouragement from afar.”


    “I don’t remember any of this happening.”


    I noticed that she almost finished the pancakes. This girl is really a glutton, jeez.


    “Then he came back and we gave him some consolation, but the first thing he said was something we never expected would come out of his mouth.”


    “Like ‘I want to die’?”


    “No. He said, ‘She’s so beautiful, I can’t even talk to her’. Apparently the conversation between you two was one-sided because he was too absentminded to respond. Seriously, at that time I didn’t know whether he was an idiot or something else, but everyone else had a good laugh. ‘Seriously, we felt stupid being all worried about you, and here you are, coming back with this kind of story.’ they said. Do you wanna know what happened to him?”


    “This pancake is tasty~”


    “‘I want to paint. I want to try and appreciate art!’ he suddenly said. After that, he joined the art club and picked up the brush. Occasionally, he would show us his piece. That’s his story.”


    “Eh? Is he the guy who made me a model back when we visited the art club?”


    “Yeah. He became really good at painting, it almost made me laugh. Who knew that Hiwa Arina actually has the power to change a person’s life.”


    Arina furrowed her brows and stuck her tongue out. She seemed annoyed.


    After that, I started eating my Neapolitan and as I was about to take a bite, Arina started talking.


    “Alright, now it’s my turn to tell you an interesting story.”


    “Sure, go ahead.”
 “This was back when I was in the first grade. We had just finished a class and were taking a short break. Before I knew it, a boy was standing beside me. I didn’t know who he was and assumed that he was from another class, so I ignored him. But he suddenly grabbed my wrist.”


    “Woah, an actual pervert…”


    “I was surprised, so I stared at his face. Then he suddenly said, ‘Will you go out with me? I promise to take care of you until we both get married’. I was stunned, that was the first time something like that ever happened to me. I immediately told him to let go of my hand, but he didn’t let go. I was about to kill him socially, when one of the boys came up to me and chased him away. Apparently, there were still decent people out there, I was impressed.”


    “Woah, an actual hero…”
 “Yep, but later, the same ‘hero’ confessed to me. I want to protect his honor, so I won’t tell you what exactly happened.”


    “What the hell? …Well, that kind of thing happens, I guess…”


    “Right. Well, saving me is fine and all, I’m thankful to that, but in the end, him trying to get involved with me made him unhappy.”


    She tossed the rest of the pancakes into her mouth and smiled. 


    Arina and I stood up again and decided to return to our mission. The couple probably hadn’t left the aquarium yet, so we decided to wander around without any sense of urgency. Arina was walking beside me while chewing gum. Seriously, this girl really eats a lot.


    But after we walked for a while, we failed to find the couple and we started panicking. 


    “We’ve completely lost them, haven’t we?”


    “Crap. They probably left the aquarium already…”


    “Try to call him.”


    “I can’t. I’ll lose my credibility if he knows about this.”


    “What are you? A salesman?”


    Suddenly an email came.


    “Makoto mailed me.”


    “Wow, you guys are on the same wavelength.”


    “Why must it be him? Why can’t I be on the same wavelength as a beautiful woman? …Let’s see… ‘Help’? What?”


    “Is he gonna die?”


    “No he is not! …Maybe… Well, I’ll ask him for his location.”


    His reply came a few seconds later.


    “Ah, that way…”


    “So, what kind of help does he need?”


    “‘Take some pictures of us’, he said.”


    “It’s my fault to expect anything from him. He should just die.”


    Why didn’t he ask people who passed by instead? …Well, I guess it would be hard to ask them since most of the guests were either families or couples.


    “Let’s go. You should take the picture, with that outfit and sunglasses, they won’t notice you.”
 “It’s a pain. I’ll consider doing that for 3 grand.”


    “I’ll never pay you that much money.”


    When he sent that message, I had a bad feeling, but in the end, nothing really happened. Good, because I didn’t want trouble to appear.

  


  
    Chapter 57 – Unlimited Tomato Juice Works


    [A girl wearing a crimson hat, sunglasses, thigh high skirts and milky white coat will approach you. Ask her to take your picture, she’ll do it for you. By the way, she’s Hiwa Arina, the toxic and gluttonous girl.]


    I sent that text to Makoto and he immediately replied to me. I called out to Arina.


    “Alright, Arina, he agreed to the plan. Now, you should go to him without being conspicuous and make him call out to you.”


    “Annoying…”


    “If I go there, Ruka will find out that it’s me, so please, Arina! Do your best!”


    “Fine, fine, I got it… I’m off.”


    She threw another gum into her mouth before walking away. She proudly raised her right fist to the air for some reason. Seriously, what is this weirdo doing? People are watching. No, I don’t know her, don’t look at me. (T/N: Probably a One Piece reference? But they threw their left hand in One Piece, so who knows.)


    I silently observed the couple, who were currently inside the penguin area.


    There were no high grounds nearby, so I could only follow them sneakily from behind.


    Meanwhile Arina was slipping through the crowds while closing the distance between her and the couple. What the hell? Why is she so skilled? Is she an MI5 agent?


    Not long after, she passed right in front of Makoto. He looked scared shitless, but he managed to call her out.


    He said something to Arina. Arina then took his phone, held it up for a while, gave the phone back to him and left. The entire process was so quick, it was amazing.


    She came back with a smug face.


    “You look satisfied…”


    “I mean, he looked so pathetic when he called me out, so I pressured him to talk to me. It was funny.”


    “I guess notifying him that you would come was a mistake… Now that you left this much impression on them we can’t rely on you to help again…”


    I sent Makoto another text.


    [From now on, try to work everything out together before asking for help. It’ll be a great way for you two to bond.]


    Alright, that should minimize the number of times he asks for our help.


    Even if he needed to call us over, we could only do it once more because Ruka hadn’t seen me yet. Anymore than that, she would be suspicious and that would mess things up.


    “Now all we need to do is to watch them over until everything is done and pray for their safety and happiness…”


    *   *   *


    When I asked Arina to hang out together after leaving the aquarium…


    I never woulda thought that she would bring me to an all-you-can-eat sweets store.


    “Uh… Is it okay for me to come in?”


    I glanced around to see the overwhelming percentage of girls among the customers. They ranged from high school girls to office ladies… This place was literally filled with girls. I shuddered when I noticed it. Is this an isekai? Clearly, this is not the same world as the world I came from. This world lacks testosterone!


    “Don’t mind about it.”


    Except it’s not that simple, Arina-sama. This is on the same level of breaking into the women’s toilet. I mean, just look at this place! All the waitresses and the customers are girls! Surely a man should never take a step in this place!


    


    But no matter how loud I screamed inside my mind, it never reached Arina’s ears. In the end, I resigned myself to my fate and sat down in the middle of this foreign world. Makoto, I’m scared… Help me…


    In the end, I got used to the shop’s atmosphere overtime, though Arina’s gluttonous streak managed to stun me again. At first, I was confused on what to order because the varieties of the sweets overwhelmed me, so I left it to Arina, but everything that she ordered was tasty.


    The best thing they got in this store was the all-you-can eat tomato juice. It was so good that it almost made me shed tears of blood. Arina started to call me ‘Dracula’, but I ignored her and kept on drinking.


    Meanwhile, Arina was still eating her sweets. Seriously, does she have a black hole in her stomach?


    “You sure eat a lot…”


    “Girls who eat a lot are popular.”


    “That’s the second time you said that. Coming out of your mouth, it should be convincing, but you never ate this much at school…”


    “Right, it’s hard to eat this much at school.”


    “Huh? Why?”


    “The atmosphere doesn’t match.”


    I guess that’s true. I’ve never seen anyone try to eat something whenever they can. If someone were to do that, they would probably attract a lot of attention. 


    “I feel like I’m eating a lot today.”


    “How could you maintain this body figure when you eat this much?”


    “My body has good fuel efficiency.”


    “I designate you as the enemy of humanity.”


    After wasting around ninety minutes, the all-you-can-eat session came to an end. I spent the last minutes of the session sipping my tomato juice while observing Arina’s gluttonous behavior. That girl’s hands never stopped moving to stuff more sweets into her mouth.


    After that, we left the store. Freedom! My nose was on the edge of breaking down from smelling too much sugar.


    “I don’t think anything else is going to happen to them, so let’s get back home.”


    “Sure, but give him a heads up first.”


    “Alright, I’ll mail him.”


    The sun hasn’t settled yet, so they should still be wandering around the town. 


    As I was typing my message, Arina hid behind me while tugging at my hem.


    “What’s up? Did you catch the shyness syndrome?”


    “No I am not! Look at the front! Twenty meters ahead!”


    The place was crowded, so I didn’t know what she was trying to tell me. I squinted my eyes to look around, but I soon gave up because it was impossible to notice anything in this crowd.


    “Arina-san, I saw nothing there…”


    “Idiot! They’re getting close! Hurry up, come with me!”


    She pulled me and tried to leave, but her behavior roused my curiosity so I did my best to resist her.


    “Where?~”


    And then our eyes met.


    In this vast universe, where the sun looked as small as a quail’s eggs, my eyes met Namiki Shirona’s eyes. A miracle happened. As I was thinking about that, she opened her mouth and pointed at me, she seemed surprised. Then, Hiragi Yuri and Miyanaka Ran appeared from within the crowd, both of them saw me.


    So this is what Arina-san meant. …Crap… They saw us, me wearing a tuxedo and Arina in her casual clothes hanging out on the weekend. My appearance, in particular, would trigger their curiosity. ‘Why is he wearing a tuxedo?’ A question that even I couldn’t answer. But seeing us like this, it wouldn’t take a genius to come to a certain conclusion…


    Hiwa Arina and Sakaki Sui are on a date.


    If you have the slightest bit of common sense, you would naturally come to that conclusion.


    Shirona and the others were approaching us, but my brain projected their movements in slow motion as it started looking for excuses.


    Arina seemed to already accept her fate as she had turned into a statue.


    Even so, I won’t give up. I’ll tell them straight up that we aren’t on a date, but instead, we’re watching over Makoto and Ruka’s date. If I could be passionate with my words, I’m sure they would understand.


    If they still doubt me somehow, I’ll show them my texts with Makoto, and I’ll force Makoto to cooperate and prove our innocence. I called out to Arina.


    “The victory is upon us, Arina.”


    “What are you on about?”


    I know my words made no sense and if I were in her shoes, I would most likely say the same thing.


    Meanwhile, Shirona and the others finally appeared before us.


    “Huh, Arina-san?”


    Shirona ignored me and approached Arina instead. Even with her sunglasses on, she found out about her identity. Maybe if I were to approach Ruka, she would notice me like this too.


    “Mhm.”


    Arina elegantly removed her sunglasses like a Hollywood star.


    “I knew it! Arina, your fashion sense is amazing!”


    Shirona showed her a grin, meanwhile the other two beside her grinned at me. In response, I decided to turn into a statue and cleared my mind. Zen. I achieved zen. I love tomatoes.


    “Sui, what are you wearing? …Huh, what’s wrong?”


    “…”


    “Sui? Are you alive?”


    “…”


    “O~i~”


    “…”


    While Yuri was trying to confirm Sakaki Sui’s status as a living being, Ran punched him hard in the stomach, but the young man’s mind was still as blank as a canvas. He was taking in the view of the distance, the magnificence of the universe, the Galaxy Andromeda that would decorate the night sky.


    He was thinking about the clear blue sky of the day and the night that clad in darkness. He pondered about the reason why the universe was clad in endless darkness. The answer he found was simple, it was because the universe was an infinite vacuum. The reason why we could see colors was because whenever light strikes an object, it reflects the object and the information about the object, including its color, reaches our eyes.


    Since the universe was an endless vacuum, light continued to travel without striking anything, that was the reason why it was black. Then, a new question arose inside his head. Will light reflect something when it reaches the end of the universe? If the end of the universe exists, will light reflect it back to earth? Does the end of the universe even exist in the first place?


    In addition, the speed of the universe is faster than the speed of light so even if the end of the universe exists, the light will never reach it. It’s terrifying. In the first place, why does the universe exist? Why do we exist? Why does the universe expand without us being aware about it? Is there anything beyond the boundary of the universe? Why does this world exist? Will all those questions be answered one day? 


    Then I found myself standing alone.


    Arina and the three girls were gone.


    I checked my phone and found a message from Arina.


    [I’m going ahead with those three. You should visit a psychiatrist before you go home.]


    Apparently the girls had left. It was around 3 pm when they left, so they probably went to have fun first before going home.


    Since I had nothing better to do, I bought two bottles of tomato juice from the vending machine and went home.


    One for me and one for my sister.


    The universe is deep.

  


  
    Chapter 58 – Exam and the Winter Sky


    “Next year you’ll be dying from studying.”


    “I don’t wanna study~”


    December.


    The season where my breath would turn white and my fingertips would prickle from the pain has arrived.


    Back in the day, I would put on my gloves and wage war (snowball fight) against my sister outside but we stopped doing that. One of the reasons for this was because I kept making her cry by rapid shooting the snowballs to her face. Back then, we could spend our time innocently without any worries.


    But now, we both were charmed by the advancement of civilization and stopped going outside. We completely became what the society called ‘Zoomers’.


    As Zoomers, instead of wasting our time outside, we were lazing around inside our kotatsu while admiring the fruits of modern civilization. This winter was the second year of high school for me and the third year of middle school for my sister. Next year, I would have to prepare for my university entrance exam while my sister would be taking her high school entrance exam.


    “Wait a second, I just realized something terrible…”


    “What is it?”


    My sister placed her chin on the tabe as she replied to me. She sounded sleepy.


    “I’ve never seen you study for the exam!”


    “Of course.”


    How could she have such a carefree attitude toward her own exam? I was so proud of her when I overheard that her grade wasn’t all that bad, but now she acted like this. Ugin, this action is pure disrespect toward all the students in this country.


    “I mean, I got a recommendation…”


    “Huh? Recommendation?”


    “You don’t know about it, Bro? The whole family celebrated it when I got that, you know?”


    “The whole family except me??”


    “I think you were there too, you just didn’t pay any attention like usual. Seriously Bro, why are you like this?”


    “What the hell?! So everything is already decided for you?! …Is this why you’re still doing your club activities even though you’re a third year? It’s not because you were bribed to do it by your fellow members?”


    “Yeah, I got my recommendation, so I can take care of my juniors instead of worrying over the exam.”


    The perk of getting a recommendation… I remember my rage toward those guys who got their recommendations back when I was in middle school. They were able to spend their winter break without a care in the world while I had to work my ass off to get into a decent high school. Luckily my hard work paid off, but it still made my blood boil.


    “So, which high school will you attend?”


    “Different from yours, Mikawa High.”


    “Phew… Well, I guess you can celebrate the New Year in peace…”


    “I guess. I remember back then, you looked like you were about to die during this period. The massive tomato juice cans on your floor were really gross… Seriously, how could you not get sick after drinking that much?”


    “Dear little sister, when you’re working your ass to pass the exam, things like health simply don’t matter! The students who are preparing for their exams will naturally break through their limit during the process in exchange for their lifespans! I sacrificed two years of my life span during the high school entrance exam and I’m prepared to sacrifice eight years for the university exam! Such is the horror of entrance exams, they force humans to break through the limits of their mortal bodies and surpass even the genius!”


    Realizing that I have to take another entrance exam made me feel depressed. Ah… I want to stay inside the kotatsu forever instead of going through that horrible thing again…


    Dear little sister, I’m so jealous of you… 


    “Anyway, Bro, how are things going lately?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Jeez, do I need to spell it out? I’m talking about your relationship with Arina-san!”


    “Nothing much. Well, if you want to hear something, we ended our usual activities recently. You know, the one where we’ll go around helping the school clubs doing their club activities.”


    “What about your love life with her?”


    “None. We aren’t like that.”


    “Eh~ I thought you like her, Bro~”


    I do like her, but even if I told her about it, things won’t work out. Besides, if I were to tell her about my feelings, it would be counterproductive considering how our relationship worked.


    I’m just helping her out.


    That was the nature of our relationship. If I were to push it beyond that, not only would it trouble Arina, it also wouldn’t help her ease her suffering.


    “Don’t cry to me later if you regret it, okay?”


    “I won’t cry from regrets. Regrets are part of our life, the proof that we’re mere mortals, filled with unending desires…”


    “What’s with the sudden philosophical talk… Well, to put it in your language Bro, I would reply with ‘Love is something that transcends logic’.”


    “Woah, Ugin, when did you start talking like a chuunibyou?”


    “I’m going to punch your face.”


    She then threw an orange to my face.


    *   *   *


    Aki-senpai was probably focusing on her studies for the entrance exam. Lately, I stopped talking to her because I was afraid that I would trouble her. I could technically give her an encouragement or two, but I felt like it would give her unnecessary pressure if anything.


    I missed her a lot since she was such a good Senpai for me. She will be gone from this school soon too and that made me feel a bit lonely. Yeah, sure we could still chat like usual even after she graduated, but I’m sure that it wouldn’t feel the same anymore. After all, we could still talk casually because we were both high school students, but after she graduates, I’m sure that there will be a gap between our relationship.


    I noticed that the hype brought by the school festival had completely died down. Not only did it freeze the atmosphere, but winter could also freeze people’s excitement, huh?


    I was on my way to school, in the middle of the gentle snowfall. There was no wind, so the snow just fell down quietly. By the time I arrive at school, the snow will probably turn my head and shoulders white.


    I tucked my face into my scarf and tried to warm my freezing nose with my breath. I hate winter so much, I feel like dying going through this cold…


    As I was spouting my curses toward the winter, someone patted my head from behind.


    I turned around to see Hiwa Arina.


    “…”


    “As expected, I couldn’t just ignore you. If I let the snow pile up, your walnut-sized brain will get brain freeze.”


    “What’s inside that walnut, I wonder?…”


    “The void.”


    “Try to hit my head, it might make a good sound.”


    She looked cold. I could see the tip of her nose and cheeks blushed from the cold, it was cute. She always maintained a cold attitude, but the innocent face she showed from time to time always managed to make my heart skip a beat. I wish she could stop being cute and catch me off guard like this. She was a tsundere, and her dere side sure was something.


    She seemed to be struggling against the cold while relying on the scarf around her neck. I moved my gaze toward her legs.


    “Black tights. Seen in winter. Black pearls.”


    “That’s an awful haiku.” (T/N: Haiku. Idk how to explain it.)


    “High school girls love their black tights, huh? Same, me too.”


    “Gross. Go die.”


    We went to the school together with that mood. We kept our silence for a long time after that. I didn’t know what Arina was thinking about, but I felt so awkward. I wanted to say something but I couldn’t think of something to talk about. If I had been in my usual mood, this would be where I would crack a joke, but I was too nervous to do that. What am I so nervous about, you ask?


    The answer should be obvious. I glanced toward the girl beside me. Her cheeks, slightly tinted with the shade of pink struck me dumbfounded. Her long eyelashes looked so delicate and beautiful.


    I could see her moving her lips and that snapped me back to reality.


    “So, what happened after that?”


    “A-Ah?…”


    “Your stalking, what happened after I left?”


    “Nothing… He asked me to tell you that he’s thankful and sorry because he troubled you.”


    “That’s boring. I shoulda did a selfie instead of taking their pictures properly back then, I wonder what would have happened if I did that?”


    “That’s just cruel.”


    After we left the all-you-can-eat sweets store, Arina, Shirona and the others left me behind. I remembered I was standing there alone like an idiot. I never asked what happened to them after that and I never intend to.


    We walked through the school gate as I patted my uniform to remove the snow off of it before entering the building. I tossed my shoes into the shoe box and it was at that timing that my phone vibrated. I pulled it out of my pocket and opened the screen.


    “What is it? Are you going to take a look at your porn collection?”


    “Idiot, I’m a gentleman. My gallery is filled with cultured thing like the contents of the British Museum (lie), not porn.”


    It was a message from Shirona. I opened it while wondering what she wanted from me this early in the morning and when I read the message, my drowsiness was instantly blown away.


    “You look like a frozen mammoth, what happened?”


    Arina huddled closer toward me and looked at my phone.


    “Eh? This–?”


    Arina was dumbfounded while I went past that stage and entered the Zen. I reached a state of selflessness that would almost be comparable to Buddha.


    [Sui, I love you. Can you meet me today after school?]


    That whole sentence was sent by none other than Namiki Shirona.


    
 


    

  


  
    Chapter 59 – My Feelings for You


    “Aa… a…”


    I was too scared to leave the classroom. Hell, I was too scared to even leave my desk. 


    This was caused by the text I received from Shirona this morning. She confessed her feelings to me. I tried to interpret the sentence ‘Sui, I love you’ in a lot of ways like looking for a hidden meaning, probability of typos, decrypting it using Caesar’s cipher and so on, but all of those led to the same conclusion.


    Previously, she came to me and said something that I misunderstood as a confession, causing me to feel awkward in her presence, but this time around, nothing about her words could be misunderstood. Back then, she said ‘I liked you’, with a past tense, meaning I could interpret it as ‘I used to like you, but I stopped liking you’. I did just that and after a while I could treat her normally again.


    This sudden confession confused me. It was hard for me to sort my feelings. She said she wanted to meet me and I had no choice but to meet her. I could just ignore her, but that would hurt her feelings and I didn’t want that. The problem here is what should I say to her?


    “Aa… au… ahhh…”


    “Sui! Come back to me, Sui!”


    A familiar voice entered my ears.


    “Ma…koto?…”


    “What’s wrong? You look like Kaonashi.” (T/N: Spirited Away reference)


    “Thank you… I almost lost my ability to speak… If you didn’t call my name, I probably would have been done for…”


    “BAAAM!”


    This time, a cheerful voice entered my ears along with a strong force that smacked my face into the desk. Ouch, my nose…


    “You’re not acting like yourself, Sui, what’s wrong?”


    Standing next to Makoto was Niwatari Tsuru, a big brained gyaru. She was standing with her hands on her hips and a mischievous smile plastered on her face.


    “Thank you, Tsuru-san, that chop just now completely erased nine years worth of my memory, now I lost my arithmetic skill.”


    “My bad~”


    “BAAAM! Is this how you do it?”


    Bang!
 
 The sound of destruction echoed through the room. It was the sound of my face crashing head on into the desk with a force strong enough to create a crater. I was hit by a way stronger chop than Tsuru’s.


    “IT HURTS!! Fuck, my head… It’s breaking!!”


    “Thank God, it was the right call to bring Arina-san over.”


    “It seems so.”
 “Right…”


    After Makoto and Tsuru, Arina came.


    “What the hell is wrong with you guys?! If you wanna split a watermelon, do it in a swimsuit! And do it on a beach, not in the classroom!! That way, I could at least die happy–”


    Bang!


    “D-I-E.”


    “Seriously, Sui, did anything happen to you?”


    “Yeah, you seem troubled, you can talk to us, you know?”


    Their warm words surprised me.


    But sadly, I can’t involve them in this. This was a problem between me and Shirona, if I were to tell them, it would inconvenience Shirona if anything. Still, the fact that they were concerned about me made me happy…


    “Sorry, guys, I can’t rely on you this time…”


    “Eh? What is this all about? At least tell us about it…”
 “Sorry… This is something I can’t discuss with anyone…”


    “W-Wait…”


    Tsuru squatted down and looked at me in the face.


    “Are you really okay? If you feel sick, should I take you to the infirmary?”


    “Hoho, that’s an enticing offer–”


    Bang! Bang!


    “…Arina-san… Go easy… On me…”


    “Stand up.”


    “Eh?”


    “Stand. Up.”


    I did what she told me and stood up.


    Almost immediately, she forcefully grabbed my hand and started walking away.


    “A-Arina?! Wait a second, slow down! Arina, your grip is too strong! My hand… My hand is cracking! Help! I’m getting kidnapped!!”
 “Shut up.”


    Tsuru and Makoto were both stunned. Their mouths were wide open while their eyes followed me as Arina dragged me away. 


    I recognized the familiar route she was taking and I couldn’t do anything but to let her drag me around like a son being pulled by his mom. This girl was too powerful for me to resist.


    After a while, we arrived in front of the Rose Garden.


    The Rose Garden was gone, we disposed of it already because we decided that Arina didn’t need it anymore, but why did she drag me here?


    Arina placed her hand on the door and opened it. Seriously, Akakusa-sensei, you need to lock the door properly!


    Then she threw me inside.


    “A-Are you going to eat me? P-Please don’t… My meat tastes bad…”


    She didn’t respond to any of my jokes, instead, she grabbed my collar and stared at me dead in the eye.


    “You, what did you say to her?”


    “Cough! My neck!…”


    “Tell me, what did you say to Shirona?”


    She looked somewhat impatient.


    “I haven’t replied… I don’t know what to say to her…”


    “Tell me the truth. Do you like her?”


    Do I like Namiki Shirona or not?


    
 The answer would be, I don’t dislike her, rather, I like her quite a lot. I think she’s cute, kind and I want to protect her. I’ve known her since middle school, so she has a special place in my heart compared to other girls.


    I think she’s an ideal girl for boys to go out with.


    “I like her… But I don’t know if it’s love…”


    “So, will you go out with her?”


    “Wait, why are you so pushy about this–?! Also, I can’t… breathe! …Cough!”


    Arina muttered an apology and removed her hand from my collar.


    “Didn’t you tell me before?”


    “Huh?”


    “‘If you’re going to go out with someone, I’ll disappear from your life’.”


    “…Ah…”


    I said that yeah.


    It was at the end of the school festival, back when Ugin asked me what I would do if Arina were to date someone else. I told her that if Arina were to go out with someone, I would disappear from her life, in which Arina replied that she would do the same if I were to go out with someone. I recalled that I laughed at her response, thinking that we would end up trying to get rid of each other faster by finding a significant other.


    Finding out that she was actually taking my casual remark seriously gave me a surprise. I understand why she’s so pushy now. After all, if I were to accept Shirona’s feelings and go out with her, that means she had to disappear from my life…


    “Right, I said something like that…”


    “T-Then… If you’re going out with her, will I have to stay away from you?”


    “I said that, yeah… If I get into a relationship with her, I guess you’ll have to stay away from me…”


    “Then, will you accept her feelings?”


    “Yeah, I guess… But I don’t think I’ll go out with her…”


    “But there’s a good chance that you’ll end up dating her… You can’t be indecisive about this, this doesn’t involve you alone, but both of us…”


    Huh, that’s rare, she actually acted like an actual human being for once. The girl with a venomous tongue casted her gaze downcast while gripping her skirt. Her appearance was so fragile. I’m sure if I stop making fun of her inside of my mind, I won’t be able to talk with her properly.


    “I… Don’t know what to do…”


    “Ugh! You coward! Just follow your heart!”


    Right.


    I only need to follow my heart. In that case, the answer is obvious.


    I don’t know if there’s a correct answer regarding one’s love life. In the first place, could you even label something as ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ when talking about love life? Honestly, this matter is so confusing.


    What’s up with this thing called ‘love’ even? Not only is it horrifying, but it also reeks with selfishness. But at the same time, it was a fragile, yet beautiful thing.


    If I ever had the chance to take part in it, I might as well try it. You only live once, they said, if I want to have a little bit of spice in my boring life, now is the time to strike.


    “I love you, Arina… That’s why I don’t know how to answer Shirona’s feelings…”


    Now, I felt truly alive.

  


  
    Chapter 60 – Show Me Who You Really Are


    We bumped into Tsuru on our way back to the classroom.


    “Ah, there you are.”


    “Yo.”


    “Hm? What’s wrong, Arina?”


    Arina who walked behind me looked dazed. I knew the reason for this, I didn’t expect that it would affect her this much, though.


    “Ah, I’m fine.”


    “Huh? Really? Sui, what did you do to her?”


    “Tsuru-kun, I’m the victim here! This woman actually took my kidney out and she said she’s going to sell it in SEA!”


    “…Let’s pretend that she did that, so how are you still standing here looking healthy?”


    “The anesthesia is still working. I’ll probably go insane at midnight, if you don’t believe me, I’ll record it and upload it on YouTube!”


    “Sure, so what really happened? You don’t seem down anymore… Did you solve everything properly?”


    I took a glance at Arina.


    She noticed my gaze and immediately looked away.


    “Well, Arina gave me some advice. I’m okay now, thanks for trying to help me, Tsuru.”


    “No need to, I’m just glad that everything is okay now.”


    Maybe he heard our voices, Makoto came out of the classroom and called out to me.


    “Chui~”


    “Don’t call me that, it’s disgusting! Also, I ended your dream to be a psychotherapist, hah! You can’t help me with my problem anymore because I solved it on my own!” 
 “But, my dream is to be a cook…”


    “Anyway, you don’t need to worry about me anymore, everything is solved now. Thank you for worrying though.”


    They seemed to be confused, understandable because if I were in their positions, I would be too. After all, this guy who had been acting so out of it since early in the morning suddenly acted normally again, who wouldn’t be curious about that?


    They probably noticed that I was avoiding the topic like a coward, so I pointed at them and said ‘Mortals, it’s better for you to not pry about this matter…’ 


    Then Arina and I returned to our classrooms without exchanging any words.


    I sat down, took a deep breath and spinned my pen around.


    Then I felt the classroom tremble.


    No, it wasn’t the classroom, but it was me who was trembling.


    WHAT THE HELL DID I JUST SAY TO HEEEEEEEEEEERRRRRRRRRRR???!!!


    That cry of my poor heart transmitted in the form of my trembling. I couldn’t even bring myself to crack a joke at Makoto, who was staring at me with an intense expression. My feeling of shame took over and I started to writhe like a worm inside the classroom.


    I just made the biggest mistake of my life…


    *   *   *


    A few minutes ago.


    “I love you, Arina… That’s why I don’t know how to answer Shirona’s feelings…”


    At that moment, time stopped and everything stood still.


    Then the clock began to tick again.


    “Ah…”


    That was the only sound she managed to make.


    Meanwhile I could only keep my mouth shut.


    Why did I say that?


    Moreover, at this timing?


    Did I even mean it?


    Was it a joke?
 
 I was only trying to pull her legs, right?


    


    I like Arina?
 
 The girl with a venomous tongue?


    Does that mean I don’t like Shirona?


    What the hell am I even doing?!


    A never-ending list of questions appeared in my mind. Shame and regret began to take over.


    I immediately tried to cover everything with a joke.


    “Y-You see, that’s why even if I received a confession from 3.5 billion women, I can’t accept them! A-Ah right, by Arina, I meant I liked the other Arina, the angelic and gentle one, not—”


    “…”


    “Oi oi, stop giving me that look! My Dear angelic Arina, please come out!!”


    I fucked up.


    “…I see.”


    “…Yeah…”


    Heavy. Not the atmosphere, but my feet felt heavy. Who turned on the gravity machine? Why couldn’t I move my feet? My back was wet from cold sweat and it felt disgusting.


    No one could mistake my words, it was a clear confession. I didn’t plan to say that out loud, I mean, I didn’t even want to go out with her. Yes, I liked her, but that wasn’t enough reason to go out with her.


    Saying that out loud was not my intention. Someone manipulated me to make me say that out loud! Who was it? Show yourself!


    “You know what happened to everyone who confessed to me, don’t you?”


    “I know, but you don’t need to take me seriously!! Just treat me like an ant–”


    “Then you know what you’re getting yourself into, you maggot. Do you think you are good enough to keep me company? Do you still want to live? I’ll dispose of you right this instant, come…”


    She crossed her arms and glared sharply at me. Seeing her face, I felt somehow aroused… Wait no, I’m not an M! This feels humiliating though…


    Well, I expected this reaction. I mean, she wouldn’t blush and squeal out of nowhere, she wasn’t that kind of person.


    “Anyway, I got your answer regarding your things with Shirona. Everything is cleared up now too, so good for you, you can stop acting like a loser.”


    “Ah… I guess…”
 “Then, I’m going back. Oh, if you tell anyone some bullshit like I’m kidnapping you, I swear I’ll rip your organs out of your body and throw them all into the ocean.”


    “At least sell them away! They make good money, you know?”


    She turned her face away and stormed out of the Rose Garden.


    I was expecting a follow-up from her, but she kept her silence.


    *   *   *


    Back to the present.


    Seriously, what the hell was I doing?…


    I want to forget everything. I should drink my tomato juice, if I drink enough of them, I should be able to forget about everything.


    So I took a carton box of tomato juice out of my bag and downed it in one gulp. Man, this kind of tomato juice is great, I could just throw them into the trash can inside the classroom whenever I’m done drinking them… Wait, no, I have more pressing matters at hand. I have to reply to Shirona.


    But…


    How do I even reject her?


    I knew I was being indecisive, but the fact that I was hesitating like this was enough proof that this matter wasn’t as simple as it seemed to be.


    But still, Shirona wouldn’t want a relationship born out of pity…


    I opened up my phone’s contact list and looked up ‘Namiki Shirona’.


    {Hello, this is Shirona…}


    “It’s Sui. After school, where should we meet?”


    {…The old staff room…}


    “Eh?”


    She hung up the call.


    I heard her clearly. The old staff room.


    Why would she choose that place? The old staff room… In other words, the Rose Garden… The school was large, why did she choose that place out of all the places? Why would she choose to meet me at that place filled with my memories with Arina? It was the place where the person that she liked hung out with another girl, wouldn’t she feel repulsive to be there?


    I don’t know what’s going to happen anymore…

  


  
    Chapter 61 – Hiragi Shirona Took a Step Forward


    Shirona decided that we would be meeting in the old staff room, the Rose Garden.


    I walked toward the Rose Garden with heavy steps. I even made several U-turns along the way, if this was the road and I was driving a car, the policemen woulda arrested me already for being a public nuisance.


    Why the Rose Garden?…


    I mean, there were plenty of places in this school where we could be alone together. If I were to take a wild guess, she probably chose Rose Garden because it was related to Arina. No, I didn’t imply that Arina influenced her decision directly, she wasn’t that kind of person.


    I think the reason why she chose Rose Garden was as a challenge to Arina. After all, it was the place where I hung out the most with her. Well, I could also be wrong about this, maybe she only did this because she felt like it, who knows.


    Before going there, I stopped by the cafeteria for the first time in a while.


    
 Today, too, the girl members of the athletic club were fighting their battles in the bread section. The treasure (bread) I was looking for was currently on the other side of the crowd. Back when I decided to break through that crowd, Tsuru called me a pervert… Ah, right, that was the first time I ever talked with her…


    As I was reminiscing about the past, the number of the bread dwindled. The girls acted like lioness devouring their prey, only the carcasses (bread crumbs) remained in that place now.


    If only Uncle Jam could open his bakery here, how good would it be? (T/N: Anpanman reference)


    “You… I’ve seen you around a lot… Do you want some?”


    Someone offered a loaf of bread to me. I traced my gaze from the arm holding the bread to the face of the person. It was a girl that I didn’t know, her height was average and from the thickness of her wrists, I could judge that she was a slender girl. She had chestnut-colored bobbed hair, which made me think that she would be a lively girl but her sleepy face disproved that. If she were to smile, she would probably look cute but currently she seems listless.


    “Thank you very much for your kindness! How much should I pay you?”


    “Seventy thousand.”
 “Ah! That’s a lot!”


    She reacted by tilting her head, but the corners of her mouth didn’t even move. Well, that joke was a bust. She was the kind of person I won’t be compatible with, it seems.


    “Um, so, why are you giving me this? Sorry, but I don’t know who you are… Have we ever met somewhere before?”


    “No. I saw you around a lot though, maybe…”


    “Are you one of the warriors fighting for the bread?”


    “No, I’m a thief.”


    “Sorry?”
 “When the winner of the battle heads to the cash register, I would snatch the bread away from them.”


    “…”


    I politely declined her offer. She made it clear that she paid for the bread, but as a man with a pure heart I couldn’t just take a bread that had been tainted with evil.


    Then she approached me quickly like a slithering snake. There was only a dozen centimeters between us, she was kinda invading my personal space.


    “Ah, you’re the infamous Sui-kun.”


    “Yes, I am Sakaki Sui. Is there something wrong with me?”


    “What a nice coincidence.”


    “Huh?”


    “Coincidentally meeting the precious love of my cute kouhai… It’s nice…”


    “???”


    Cute kouhai? Who is she referring to? Ah, I got no time for this, Shirona should be in the Rose Garden already, I shouldn’t keep her waiting any longer.


    “I’m talking about Shirona-chan. Namiki Shirona-chan. Isn’t she in the same grade as you?”


    “Shi–?!”


    “By the way, I’m a third-year.”


    “…I didn’t know you were a senior, sorry…”


    “Don’t mind it much. Well, now that you know I’m a senior, what do you think is going to happen?”


    “Since an asteroid 500 meters in diameter will fall in a few hours, we’re obviously going to save the world from it.”


    “I see, Shirona-chan is right, you’re a weirdo. So this is the guy that she likes, huh?”


    “Wait, wait! I don’t understand what you are trying to say, senpai! …Also, may I know what your exalted name is?”


    The mysterious senpai yawned. She looked really sleepy.


    “Sorry, sorry, I feel so sleepy. Oh well, whatever. I am Kozue. Kazawaguchi Kozue.”


    “Nice to meet you, Kazawaguchi-senpai.”


    “Unusual name, isn’t it? Try to google the kanji later.”


    “Got it. Then, I’ll–”


    I took a step back and tried to leave the place, but she continued the conversation. It seemed like she didn’t want me to leave yet.


    “What do you think of Shirona-chan?”


    “…I think she’s a cute girl.”


    “That’s it?”


    “Yeah. She’s cute.”


    “I see. So, do you have a girl you like currently?”


    “W-What’s with that out of left field question?!”
 “Do you?”


    “…Nope…”


    “Ah, so you’re into that, sorry, I was insensitive–”


    “No. I. Am. Not. Into. BL. I. Love. Girls.”


    “Sorry about that. I think it would be perfect though”


    “I’m not gay.”


    “I’m talking about the Shirona-chan x Sui-kun pairing.”


    Was she trying to pair me up with Shirona? I guess beneath that sleepy expression of her, lies a fierce soul of a shipper.


    “Hahaha. Maybe it would be perfect, yes. Hahaha.”


    “So, will you go out with her?”


    “Kazawaguchi-senpai, did Shirona not tell you anything?”


    “Just the gist of it… Yawn… I’m so sleepy…”


    Then, she probably knew that Shirona called me out.


    “I have to go now, Senpai. You know what’s going on between us, right?”


    “Yawn… More or less…”


    “If that’s the case, then, see you later.”


    I turned around and was about to take a step forward.


    “Hey~ Do you like Arina-chan?~”
 “Ugh! What the hell are you saying out of the sudden?!”


    I had no choice but to react to that.


    “So you like her.”


    “How did you come to that conclusion?”


    “Guess it~ Yawn… Bye bye…”


    Kazawaguchi-senpai waved the bead in her hand and walked away.


    “…I ran into an Arina-level natural disaster, it seems…”


    *   *   *


    I ran up the stairs and continued down the familiar hallway. Because of my sudden encounter with the mysterious Kazawaguchi-senpai, I felt bothered by my future relationships.


    Then I arrived at the old staff room.


    I’m back at this familiar place again.


    I gently opened the door.


    Arina had removed a lot of the flowers and tidied up the desks and chairs, the remnants of our presence here back when we decided to seal this place away.


    At the place where Arina normally sat, Shirona was there, sitting while looking all stiff. When I entered her vision, she awkwardly stood up.


    “…You came, Sui…”
 “I promised after all.”


    Then our conversation stopped. 


    “…”


    “…”


    I took a chair and sat directly in front of her. Shirona turned her head slightly, her face was red but she had a determined expression on her face.


    “…Sui, I love you…”

  


  
    Chapter 62 – [Extra] The Tomato Addict Next Door (1)


    T/N: Idk why the author placed this chapter here, but here it is, I guess.


    


    My friend loved to joke around.


    Yes, he is a joker, not that Joker though. He never ran out of jokes to tell, his stock of jokes must be deeper than the dark hole itself.


    Nevertheless, he was the first friend I’ve ever made in high school.


    *   *   *


    It was a beautiful day in April, back when the cherry blossoms were in full bloom.


    From the school gate, I saw that the seniors were leading the freshmen to enter the school building.


    I was a freshman myself, so I was looking forward to my high school life that was about to start but at the same time, I was ridden with anxiety. It was mostly because according to the class list that I’ve just read, none of my new classmates were students from my middle school. It would be helpful for me if one of them was, but alas, reality was harsh.


    Would I be able to get along with my new classmates?


    Such worries lingered in my mind.


    I wandered around the school building while carrying a map that was handed to me. This place was way bigger than my middle school.


    After wandering for a while, I entered the school building. I found out that it was hard for me to find the courage to enter the classroom. I took a peek inside the classroom and saw that few groups had already been formed, as expected; this fact made me even more anxious than before.


    Can I really do this?…


    That was the only thing that occupied my mind.


    But, staying around won’t change anything. Besides, I’ll get along with them eventually anyway since we’ll be classmates for two years.


    After telling that to myself, I entered the class and checked the seating chart on the blackboard.


    The seats were arranged by our names in order, so I was placed right in the center of the classroom.


    I turned around to look at my seat.


    There was a boy sitting next to my seat. He had a weird expression on his face and there were three cans of tomato juice on his desk.


    He has a fourth?!


    The boy reached into his bag and pulled out another tomato juice. I thought that he was joking around, but he actually opened and gulped it down.


    I turned around once more and looked up his name on the chart.


    Sakakiki… Sui… No, it was Sakaki Sui.


    I double checked my seat’s location and confirmed that my seat was next to this weird guy.


    God, have mercy on me…


    Surely, this guy was a weirdo. A real one. A person that lacked something called common sense, that was what this guy was.


    At that time, I was so focused on him that I didn’t notice that there was a girl standing beside me. It seemed like she was checking her seat too. After a while, she turned around, shouted and ran toward the weirdo.


    “Sui! We’re in the same class!”


    “I never thought that this would happen… Did you bribe the teacher again?”


    “Jeez… No! Anyway, I’ll be in your care~”


    Were they lovers? They seemed lovey-dovey enough.


    I dragged my heavy feet to my seat. It would be weird if I were to stay there for too long, so I had to do this even if I didn’t want to.


    “Anyway– Wait, Sui, how many cans have you drunk this morning?”


    “Seven.”


    “There are only four cans here though?”


    “I drank three on the way.”


    “You’ll die from too much sodium…”


    “I’ll be fine! Have more faith in my sister!”


    Is he a monster? No human could drink that much–!…


    I placed my notebooks and stuff on my desk. My desk looked considerably empty because they haven’t distributed our textbooks yet but that wasn’t something I’m concerned about currently. The couple next to me seemed to be enjoying themselves. Should I leave them alone? 


    I decided to do so and was about to stand up when the girl called out to me.


    “Takane… Makoto-kun… Right?”


    She was stretching her neck and looked at the piece of paper that taped on the side of my desk. The paper had my name written on it.


    “Y-Yeah…”


    I unintentionally stuttered.


    “I’m Namiki Shirona! I’ll be in your care!”


    An angel. A real angel was right in front of me. TSKR.


    “Ah, I’m Sakaki Sui, I’ll be in your care too.”


    Sakaki Sui pitched in while shaking the can in his hand. Huh? He seemed more normal than I previously thought.


    I let out a sigh of relief before saying, “My name is Takane Makoto. Nice to meet you.”


    At that moment, I could hear the hallway growing incredibly noisy.


    “Huh? What’s going on?”


    Shirona furrowed her eyebrows.


    “It’s probably that, you know? That! Someone revealed their fetish for exhibitionism and started stripping! I mean, there are a lot of new freshmen in this school, no? It wouldn’t be a surprise if one of them was an exhibitionist!”
 “Your thought process is too nasty, Sui!”


    The three of us stood up and looked outside to see what was going on.


    There was one girl that everyone was staring at. She was walking calmly with a map of the school in her hand.


    “Wah. What a beautiful girl.”


    Said Sakaki Sui in a monotone voice.


    “Yeah…”


    Namiki Shirona said her agreement while puffing her cheeks.


    Personally, if I were to describe this girl in one word, it would be ‘artistic’.


    She was tall and slender, her hair was long, shiny and looked delicate. Her beauty was out of this world and her eyes were deep like the night sky.


    “Man, she’s a real beauty, isn’t she? If she were to be a model, she’ll climb to the top easily, I’m sure.”


    “I want to know what’s her name… Also, is her mom an actress or something?”


    “Let’s follow her!”


    Following Sakaki Sui’s lead, Namiki Shirona and I chased after the beautiful girl.


    The girl entered the class next door. Damn, the boys in that class sure were lucky.


    I peeked into the classroom. I didn’t even need to look around for her, she stood out like a sore thumb. The whole class was looking at her, they didn’t even try to hide it.


    “Hiwa? Hiwa Arina, huh? Now that’s an actressy name.”


    Said Sakaki Sui after she looked up her name on the class’ seating chart.


    I think I fell in love with Hiwa Arina at first sight. I could feel my heart beating so fast and loud to the point that I was afraid the two people beside me heard it.


    Then, months passed and I couldn’t stop thinking about Hiwa.


    In the end, I got along well with my classmates, I even became one of the most talkative people in the class along with Sui. My first impression of him didn’t change as he was an actual weirdo, but now I know that he wasn’t an ordinary weirdo. Even though he wasn’t a member of any circles in the class, he got along with everyone. His relationship management was insane.


    Also, I joined the badminton club since I played it back in middle school. Sui on the other hand, didn’t even take a glance at the clubs. After school, he would disappear from the class immediately to God knows where.


    “Sui, you didn’t join any club?”


    I asked Sui who was playing with his cans during the lunch break. It was a well-known fact that Sui was a tomato juice addict. He asked me to call him ‘Tomato Addict’ but I ignored him. No way I’m going to embarrass myself by calling him that.


    “I did.”


    “Huh?! Which club?!”


    Sui snapped his finger in a grandiose manner.


    “The Going-Home Club.”


    That isn’t a real club, man…


    Seriously, this guy…


    “I thought you were going to join the tennis club with Shirona-chan.”


    “And why would I do that? Do you think I’ll follow Shirona alone like a duckling?”


    “Huh? Aren’t you two dating?”


    “Makoto-kun, let me tell you something. I have a sacred vow, to be single until my soul parts from my body. No one is worthy enough to accompany me… Do you know the reason why, Makoto-kun?”


    “No…”


    “Because of money, Makoto-kun. No one is worthy enough to accompany me because money is worthier existence than anyone in this world!”


    Dear God, please smite him with lightning or something.


    I felt bad for Shirona-chan. I noticed her feelings toward him since the first time I saw them together, but I’ve never seen him answering her feelings, even a little.


    Well, maybe he didn’t notice it, but still, I hope that someday he will. And I hope that Shirona could be rewarded for her efforts…


    “Anyway, anyway. What about you, Makoto? I know that you have someone in mind already though~”
 “Urk–”


    “What’s that sound? Did your bones break or something?”


    “N-No…”


    “Anyway, you like her, don’t you? Hiwa Arina. Well, I understand your feelings, she’s a real beauty, it’s completely normal to fall for her.”


    “S-So what? Got a problem with that?”


    “No, no, I’m just looking out for you, you know? Have you heard the rumors about her yet?”


    Of course I have. Hiwa Arina had a venomous tongue. She had the tendency to humiliate other people who came up to her. It wasn’t even as a joke or anything, she went really far to humiliate the other person to the point that a lot of people were scared of her. At first, everyone thought that she would be the idol of the school year, but instead she became the most famous problem child.


    “I know about it… Hell, I’ve seen it with my own eyes…”


    “Me too. Well, I got curious so I gathered some information and followed her for a bit. Man, everyone who confessed to her just fell down to the ground after hearing her speak. ‘Your face looks dirty’, ‘Your fingers made me want to vomit’, ‘Interesting, bipedal pigs exist in this world’, she said all of that to them. I think God min-maxed her character. They put all the stats into her looks and brain and left her EQ at the minimum.” 


    “…Hiwa is something else…”


    Poisonous Rose.


    The girl with a venomous tongue.


    And many more horrible nicknames for her.


    Despite that, my feelings for her didn’t subside. Instead, they grew stronger by the day.

  


  
    Chapter 63 – [Extra] The Tomato Addict Next Door (2)


    The 12th of June was an unforgettable day for me.


    The rumors involving Hiwa were growing in number.


    Everything was mostly about the poisonous words she had spoken. People started to recite her words at some point, hell, there were even a small group of people who created a fanclub just to list all of her words. Thanks to this, her popularity showed no sign of ending.


    Hiwa Arina was a good looking girl. She was also smart, her grades were always in the top ten of the year. Despite that, she refused to interact with people and distanced herself from them.


    But still, the boys didn’t give up pursuing her even when they would only end up receiving her abuse and scorn. 


    “What’s wrong?”


    Shirona-chan asked me.


    “I’m just thinking… It must be hard for her…”


    It wasn’t like she asked everyone to sympathize with her, but I couldn’t help but do it…


    “…Are you thinking about Arina-san?”


    “Ugh–!”


    “Eh? I was right? Uh… Um…”


    “It’s fine…”


    At first, I thought that my crush for her would wane over time, but it was still going strong even after two months had already passed.


    My biggest regret was the fact that I couldn’t even bring myself to talk to her. I kept my feelings hidden deep inside my heart. I knew that this would crush me eventually, but I keep holding on to it like an idiot.


    But, I think I almost hit my limit. 


    “Do you want me to help you?…”


    I knew the solution to my problem, it was just, I couldn’t make up my mind.


    “It’s fine, Shirona-chan… This is my own problem after all…”


    “I see… Have you tried to talk to Sui about it?”


    I glanced toward Sui’s direction. Recently, there were changes in the seating positions and Sui’s seat was moved to the back of the classroom, just beside the window. He was looking at the window with his tomato juice in his hand.


    “No…”


    Sui messed around a lot, but his advice was usually spot on, that was why I could trust him with a lot of things. Even so, there was nothing he could do about my problem.


    There was only one solution to it. I have to confess to her.


    The outcome would be obvious, I would be crushed by her like the other boys, but still it was better than standing around and doing nothing like a coward.


    “Alright, It’s decided!”


    “Eh? W-What? What are you talking about?”


    With a steelclad resolution, I stood up.


    “I’m going to confess to her!”


    I thought I just said it loud enough so that only Shirona-chan could hear me, but it seemed like I was louder than I thought. Several people in the class turned their gazes on me.


    Shirona-chan’s eyes looked confused while Sui was grinning at me from where he was sitting. He sent me a gut-pose and some praises, but looking back at it now, he was totally mocking me, right?


    After that I left the classroom. Some of my classmates followed me, but I ignored them.


    I went directly to Hiwa’s class.


    The door to her class was open, so I entered it and approached Hiwa, who was reading without a care in the world. The crowds I brought with me didn’t even faze her, as expected of her.


    With each step that I took, her beauty was more apparent to me. It was fragile and refined, like glasswork.


    I was dazed by her brilliance. It seemed like we were living in a different world… I kept thinking about strange things, Sui’s speech pattern might be rubbing off on me.


    Hiwa kept reading her book, completely ignoring my presence. She seemed to have shut herself off from the outside world.


    I summoned up all my courage and called out to her.


    “Hiwa…san…”


    Did I pronounce her name correctly?


    My heart started to beat wildly and I could feel my ears heating up.


    Hiwa then closed her book with both hands and stared right into my eyes. As expected, I really liked her.


    It was at that moment that I realized I made a mistake. I didn’t know what to say to her. I was caught in the moment and came here without any preparation.


    I racked my brain. I tried to come up with something.


    It felt like I went through the entirety of a dictionary twice.


    Then I opened my mouth.


    “Hiwa-san, I… Fell in love with you at first sight… I know I’ve never talked to you, but…”


    “Ah, it’s too long and too loud. Your voice made me want to vomit, so get out of here. I feel goosebumps on my skin… What are you staring at? Disgusting… Go away!”


    I heard the sound of glass breaking.


    I almost convinced myself that it was Sui dropping his glass of tomato juice, then I realized that he only ever drinks from a can or carton box. In other words, the sound didn’t come from him, but rather from me. It was the sound of my heart breaking.


    Now I know where the ‘glass heart’ metaphor came from. It came from the sound of a broken heart. I wandered out of Hiwa’s classroom and went back to my classroom.


    I don’t remember what happened on the way back, but when I came to I was already sitting on my seat.


    Ugh, I feel like dying…


    I was serious. The pain I received was strong enough for me to die two times over.


    I looked at Sui’s direction and saw him grinning at me and gave me a thumbs up.


    ‘Everything will be alright!’


    Maybe that’s what he was trying to tell me.


    But I didn’t have enough power to react to him.


    Later on, I took a day off from club activities. I went back home right after school was over. When I walked past the cafeteria, I saw Sui in the middle of a crowd of girls, trying to get a loaf of bread. Man, it must be nice to live freely like that…


    My heart was half destroyed, but in return, I felt refreshed. 


    My classmates probably treated my confession as an utter failure and in a way, they were right.


    But for me, it was actually a success. After all, it helped me to come to terms with my feelings and move on. June 12th, the day when I confessed my love to Hiwa, the day when I was finally free from the feelings that had been weighing me down. 


    After that, everything passed on peacefully until I became a sophomore.


    The roster got shuffled and Shirona-chan wasn’t my classmate anymore, but for some reason, I got into the same class as Sui. He even said something disturbing like ‘Huh? Why are you following me here? Do you like me or something?’ Seriously that guy…


    Meanwhile Hiwa’s reputation as a sadist was still going strong.


    I didn’t know if this was the after effect of Hiwa’s venomous tongue but after that, I failed to find anyone else that I liked. I was worried that I might receive a mental trauma but after seeing Sui gulping his tomato juice like water, I discarded the thought. I’m still normal.


    Then some changes happened during the fall of my second year of high school.


    There was a rumor that Sakaki Sui and Hiwa Arina started dating. I had trouble sleeping at night after hearing that for the first time.


    It seemed like there were a lot of things going on in the Tomato Addict’s life.

  


  
    Chapter 64 – Selection


    “…I see…”


    Facing her sincerity, I could only give out such a pathetic response.


    This was the first time that someone had ever confessed to me. I didn’t know how I should respond in this kind of situation.


    “…Since when?”


    “…I’ve always liked you since middle school…”


    Her feelings were heavy.


    I was so stupid. No way that she would be this kind toward a weirdo like me for no reason. 


    Every action she made up to this point made a lot more sense.


    She would often come to me to consult about her problems.


    Everytime she tried to make a decision, she would ask me about it.


    She kept telling me to join the tennis club.


    Whenever I told her that I didn’t want a girlfriend, her expression would turn gloomy.


    Ever since I involved myself with Arina, the number of times she showed me her concerns about it increased.


    It all made sense now. She had her reasons for doing it.


    I hated myself. I treated her way too horribly. What the hell was I doing? I actually ignored someone who desperately tried to keep up with me…


    Ignorance was truly a sin.


    And I was the worst piece of shit.


    “What’s so good about me anyway? I’m a shitty person…”


    “That’s not true.”


    “…Elaborate?”


    “I know everything you did, Sui. I know you’ve been helping people whenever you can. Back in middle school, you used to help carry a pregnant teacher’s luggages… In the school festival back in junior high, you would volunteer to help the committee whenever they didn’t have enough people…”


    “I only did that because I had enough spare time, you know? Anyway, Shirona, we’ve been together for years now and you’re someone dear to me, so I know how amazing of a person you are… I’m not good enough for you…”


    I like Shirona, but not romantically, that was the sad truth of the matter.


    But even if I liked her that way, I simply wasn’t the right person for her.


    Not only was I insecure, I was also unable to express my feelings well. I acted like a dumb clown so that people wouldn’t find out about my pathetic self. Saying something like I wanted to be single forever was just an excuse to keep people away from me.


    Shirona was simply too good for someone like me.


    “…Still, I fell in love with you, Sui!”


    The slight crack in her voice broke my heart. This whole thing was painful for me, but she was the one who suffered the most.


    This was the first time that I’ve ever seen her with tears in her eyes. The first time I’ve ever seen her desperate expression.


    But I couldn’t do anything to make her smile. I could accept her confession, but that would be disrespectful to her. I didn’t want to answer her sincerity with pity, I cared about her too much to do that to her.


    “Shirona, I–”


    “Wait!”


    She raised her voice while clutching her chest. I’ve never heard her raise her voice like that before and her action surprised me.


    “You don’t need to tell me… I know everything…”


    She covered her face with her hands and turned around.


    “I know that you love Arina-san… Sui…”


    “That’s–”


    “It’s obvious, Sui. Whenever you talked to her, your smile seemed so genuine and I could see you enjoying yourself. I noticed it, and I think even Makoto-kun noticed it too. I know that you would deny it if I brought it up to you…”


    “…No–”


    “That’s why, I’ll give up on you. I’ll never stand in your way again, Sui, so don’t worry.”


    Shirona looked at me.


    “Sui, I like you… It took me three years to say it, but I finally said it… Sorry for bothering you… See you!”


    She covered her mouth with the back of her hand and ran out of the room. Should I follow her? Catch her, grab her shoulder and talk to her properly?


    “…”


    But what could I say to her?


    


    What could someone like me even do in this situation?


    I sat down in a chair. My body felt limp. Now I know why Arina brought her flowers here. Without those flowers, this place looked desolate and cold.


    “…Fuck…”


    *   *   *


    “Welcome back, Bro~”


    “Good morning…”


    My sister greeted me from the living room and I replied to her. She screamed, ‘Mom! Bro got some screw loose! I’ll be looking for them!’ but I ignored her and went directly to my room.


    I put my bag down, loosened my tie and dropped my body onto the bed.


    “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!!!!!!!!”


    I flailed on my bed like a little kid throwing a tantrum.


    “AAAAAAAAAHHHHH!!!”
 “Shut up! I’m going to call the police!”


    My sister bursted into my room and threatened me like that.


    Then she went back outside, slammed the door violently and walked away.


    “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!”


    “Bro, I’m this close to calling the People’s Liberation Army…”


    “Call the SDF instead, please…”


    She came into the room again.


    “What happened to you, seriously?”


    “Nothing happened…”
 “Stop lying, just tell me!”


    “Okay, from now on, I’ll ban you from asking. If you ask me one more time, I’ll turn into a real idiot!”


    “But why?”


    “UUUUOOOOOGGGGHHHH!!””


    My phone suddenly rang.


    My sister just sighed at me and went to the living room.


    I checked my phone to find out that Arina called me for some reason.


    “Hello? This is the Ugandan Republic’s Embassy.”


    {It seems like you’re well enough to tell dumb jokes like this. I feel stupid for worrying about you.}


    “Huh? The Great Tyrant Hiwa Arina is worried about me?”


    {I’ll remember that, prepare yourself tomorrow.}


    “The line you’re calling is busy–”


    {Now I’m genuinely pissed…}


    “Sorry sorry! It’s rare for you to call me like this, so I got carried away.”


    {…So, what happened?}


    She immediately cut to the main topic.


    “Before I could reject her… She told me that she’s giving up on me…”


    {Eh?}


    “Like I said, she told me that she’s giving up on me and immediately walked away… I couldn’t even say anything back to her…”


    Arina seemed to not expect that development to happen and went silent on the phone for a while.


    {…I see…}


    “Anyway, thank you for worrying about me. I appreciate it.”


    {I-It isn’t like I–}


    “You don’t need to do that fake tsundere act.”


    {Is that so? Well, I guess I’ll leave you alone for now. Talk to me whenever you want to, okay?}


    “Mm… Thank you.”


    {Bye.}


    I collapsed into the bed once again and let out a deep sigh. I’m tired…


    “Today was fun…”


    Kazawaguchi Kozue, Shirona’s confession and Arina’s phone call.


    Everything happened so suddenly and my mind was having trouble keeping up with this rapid progression of events. Eventually, my consciousness sank into the darkness as my heart asked me a single question.


    ‘Will everything be alright?’


    Obviously I didn’t know the answer to that question.


    …I should probably stop thinking about it.

  


  
    Chapter 65 – The Morning Horror


    December 10th, the next morning.


    I woke up to my mom calling me for breakfast.


    I hated winter mornings. Whenever I woke up, my whole body felt stiff and it was hard to move around. When I got out of my bed, the cold air would blow on my neck and ears. It was the worst feeling ever.


    The thing that happened yesterday didn’t make it any better either. Today was easily one of the worst mornings I’ve ever experienced in my entire life.


    “Good morning– Zombie…”


    My sister looked so energetic this early in the morning. How did she do it? What made us so different?


    “Ugh… I hate winter…”


    I sat down and sipped my miso soup. I had no appetite so I didn’t eat much. If I forced more food in, I feel like I would just vomit them out immediately.


    The winter break was just twelve days away from now. I planned to stay at home and rot inside the kotatsu like any cultured homo sapiens would do.


    Ugin would probably accompany me since she didn’t need to study for her high school entrance exam. 


    “So, Ugin-san, what’s your plan for the winter break?”


    “Study.”


    “Amazing. If I were you, I would just sleep through it.”


    “I want to do something with everyone, but they’re all studying, I feel bad…”


    “I know the feeling.”


    “Bro, next year.”


    “NOOOOOO DON’T REMIND ME OF THAAAAT!”


    “Okay, thanks for the food.”


    Ugin stood up and put her dishes away. I sipped my miso soup while staring blankly at the morning news. I felt the miso soup enter and warm my throat, it felt so good that I almost fell asleep.


    My eyelids felt unusually heavy this morning…


    Ding-dong


    Who the hell visits other people’s houses this early in the morning? The sound drove my drowsiness away, but at the same time it almost made my heart stop.


    “Ah, Mom, I’ll go get it.”


    Ugin ran off to the front door. Seriously, how could she be this energetic so early in the morning.


    Anyway, I had to get ready for school. Man, there’s a lot of things to do, it’s annoying… Removing my sleepwear, putting on my uniform, brushing my teeth, washing my face, preparing the things I need for school… Ugh, why can’t I just forget everything and sleep?


    “Waaait! Brooooo!”


    I was walking slowly to my room, my sister tackled me from behind with strong enough force that it could break the house into pieces.


    “Your senpai is here, Bro!”
 “Senpai?”


    Senpai? I only knew Aki-senpai, but she was studying for the exam. I’ve never told her my address, so there’s no way that she would go and visit me this early in the morning…


    I rushed to the front door and opened it.


    “Good morning, Sui-kun.”


    “…Kazawaguchi-senpai?! Why are you here?!”


    Kazawaguchi Kozue, the senpai that I met by chance yesterday. She was standing in front of the house with a sleepy expression. Apparently, she was getting along well with Shirona to the point that the latter consulted her about her love life, but other than that, I knew nothing about this person.


    How did she know where my house was located? Was she a member of the yakuza and used her yakuza connection to find out? I mean, no one among my friends knew my address, save from my middle school friends including Shirona, but I doubt that Shirona would tell her about my address without asking me about it first.


    “You don’t need to be cautious~ I just want to go school together with you~”


    “I’m not a religious person.”


    “Hm?”


    “I won’t join your cult, senpai…”


    “Okay, I’ll wait for you to get ready.”


    She completely ignored me and closed her eyes.


    Since I felt bad for her, I went back to my room and properly dressed myself for school quickly. What’s going on though? She had no reason to visit me since we barely knew each other. Maybe it was about Shirona?


    I went back to the front door and saw Ugin standing there.


    “What’s wrong? Why are you idling here?”


    “Bro… You’ve finally got yourself a girlfriend, I’m so proud of you…”


    “What girlfriend? What are you even talking about? I just met her yesterday, you know? Don’t you think this seems fishy?”


    “I won’t bother you anymore, Bro~ Go ahead, I’ll follow you behind~”


    “Oi…”


    She kicked me out of the house without even trying to listen to me.


    Outside, Kazawaguchi-senpai was still standing there with her eyes closed. 


    Wow, she actually waited for me.


    “Kazawaguchi-senpai, please wake up.”


    “Mm? …Yawn… Sorry, I feel sleepy…”


    “Let’s go. We’ll talk as we walk.”


    “Mmm…”


    I felt sleepy too, but this girl over here looked even sleepier than me. It was amazing that she could even walk in that state. 


    “Anyway, Senpai, how did you know where I live?”


    “I stalked you.”


    She just admitted to a crime like it was nothing. I could feel a cold sweat running down my spine.


    S-She’s the real deal…


    When I heard that Arina was being stalked, I didn’t mind it too much, I always thought that it wasn’t a serious matter but after experiencing it myself, I understood how horrifying it was.


    “I-I see… Senpai, you’re scary…”


    “Is that so? …Zzz…”


    “Senpai, please wake up! I don’t want to piggy back ride you to school!”


    “That would make us look like couple~”
 “Hahaha…”


    I could imagine someone starting up another rumor if they were to see me like that. The rumor with Arina was enough,  I didn’t want to experience the same thing for the second time!


    “So you rejected Shirona-chan?”


    There she goes. She finally got into the heart of the matter.


    “More or less… Yeah…”


    “More or less?”


    “Well, actually, she said she was giving up on me before I could even say anything to her.”


    “I see. That’s a very Shirona-chan thing to do.”


    “She didn’t tell you about it?”


    “She only emailed me ‘I feel relieved!’, nothing more. She seemed satisfied for the time being. I’m not though.”


    “Well, even if she didn’t do that, I couldn’t accept her feelings…”


    “Huh, you’re a well-known weirdo, but you’re more resolute than I thought.”


    “Thank you for the compliment.”


    I asked her another thing.


    “So, Senpai, why did you come to my house?”


    “I need your help.”


    “If I can do it, sure.”


    Kazawaguchi-senpai stopped walking and turned to face me.


    “Go out with me.”


    Oh… fuck me…

  


  
    Chapter 66 – The Simmering Esprit


    “Sui-kun~ Lunch~”


    As I was about to start my banquet with Makoto, a soft voice echoed through the class.


    “Who’s that?”


    Makoto pointed his chin at the source of the voice, a certain person standing at the door.


    “Kazawaguchi Kozue-senpai.”


    “Senpai? She’s a third year?|


    “She’s my girlfriend.”


    “I see… Wait, what?!”


    Makoto raised his hands mimicking civilian A at a gunpoint. Cold sweat dripped from his chin, his jaw trembled incessantly. 


    His eyes darted between me and Kazawaguchi-senpai.


    “You got a girlfriend?!”


    Tsuru entered the conversation at this timing. She looked astonished like a scientist who encountered a bizarre phenomenon that couldn’t be explained by science.


    “Girl, chill.”


    “I can’t help it, okay? You’ve been babbling about not wanting a girlfriend like an idiot for the longest time… Was that a joke?”


    “Always has been. In truth, I’ve always wanted a girlfriend.”


    “I can’t believe this… What about Arina-san?”


    “There’s nothing going on between us.”


    “But…”


    “Well, I don’t want to keep her waiting, so excuse me. My bad, Makoto, the banquet is canceled.”


    “Stop calling it a banquet! We’re too old for this kind of joke!”


    “In exchange, eat with Ruka instead. Oi, Ruka! Makoto wants to have some quality time with you!”


    Ruka blushed and turned her head down when she heard me. But I could see from where I stood that she gave me a thumbs up with her right hand. It was a fact that Ruka and I could communicate with each other without exchanging any words, so I responded to her by sending her my encouragement via my brain waves.


    “See y’all later.”


    I took my lunch with me and went to Kazawaguchi-senpai’s side.


    “Thank you, darling~”


    She said that in a soft voice before she hugged my left arm and leaned her body on it.


    “Senpai, you’re too close… Everyone is staring…”


    “Does it bother you?”


    “Yes, it does. I don’t want to be called by the counselor…”


    “Fine~”


    She released my arm. Despite her sleepy expression, Kazawaguchi-senpai was surprisingly bold. I felt embarrassed by her action, so I turned my face away from her.


    Seeing this, she made a mischievous smile.


    “You’re so cute~”


    “…”


    Damn it! I can’t even give her a tsukkomi!


    *   *   *


    *Arina’s PoV


    I always hated the cold.


    I had to constantly move my body around and dress up heavily to protect my body against the cold. The black tights were practically inseparable from my legs during this season and I couldn’t bear to wear any less than three layers of clothing. Scarf became a necessity and without gloves, I could feel my life force being drained by the cold. Even so, it wasn’t enough, my ears were still exposed to the cold, so I needed to arm myself with ear muffs later.


    The year will change in less than half a month. I realized that it had been quite some time ever since I met him.


    Sakaki Sui, the boy who brought colors to my monochrome world. My world was always clad in black and white but that boy single-handedly painted my world with beautiful colors. Little by little, bit by bit, my daily life turned vivid because of his efforts.


    “Are you cold, Arina-san?”


    Shirona came to talk to me. I started talking with my classmates recently and she was the person I talked to the most.


    After the Rose Garden was disbanded, I followed his advice to change myself and try to get closer to my classmates. Naturally, I got along better with them and the number of times when I had to pass my time by reading had decreased dramatically.


    “Yes. I’m bad with the cold.”


    “I see. My mother is the same, she’s bad with the cold too. She said that drinking ginger tea helps, you should try it out!”


    “Is that so? I’ll give it a try…”


    Actually, I tried drinking it before, but it didn’t work. I’ve tried various other drinks too, like lemon tea and hot cocoa but the result was the same, so I stopped trying. My body condition was quite peculiar, it seemed.


    Last night, I called him because I was curious about Shirona’s confession. I knew that I had no rights to interfere with his life but curiosity won me over.


    His answer made me feel relieved. The moment he confirmed that they didn’t end up dating made my body feel lighter than usual. But at the same time, I started to hate myself for feeling that way. And now, seeing the girl in question act like nothing happened made me feel an indescribable amount of guilt.


    I decided to stop thinking and get some hot cocoa to warm myself up, so I stood up and left my seat. Walking around the cold hallway was tough on me, thus I wrapped the scarf tighter around my neck, buried my face inside it and went into the direction of the nearest vending machine.


    Before I passed the staircase, I caught a glimpse of a certain someone’s back. Sui’s. We barely missed each other as he walked down the stairs.


    Eh?…


    He went down the stairs with an unfamiliar female student in tow, shoulder to shoulder, like a pair of lovers. The girl tried to lean even closer to him but he seemed rather uncomfortable seeing her action.


    Were they dating?


    But, that guy had been babbling about wanting to be single forever. Besides, he just dumped Shirona yesterday, could it be that he dumped her because of this girl? Then, what about his confession to me back in the Rose Garden? Was I getting ahead of myself by feeling happy about his confession?


    I started to get annoyed. He didn’t tell me anything and left me in the dark like this. I quickly bought hot cocoa from the vending machine and went back to the classroom.


    Muu…


    I gripped the cup with both hands and sipped it.


    Seriously, if he wanted to go out with someone, he should have told me about it first. Why couldn’t he do that? It isn’t even that hard!


    I took another sip.


    I noticed one of my classmates glancing at me before looking away seemingly frightened. I probably made an unpleasant expression without being aware of it. He once said that when I got angry, my face looked like a snake trying to swallow a huge rat. When I first heard that, I immediately threw an eraser right into his face but looking at the current situation, he was probably telling me the truth.


    Now that he possibly has a girlfriend, if I were to meddle with his life, it would probably make him feel uncomfortable, so I decided to let him be. But nonetheless, I was still curious about his relationship, so I decided to investigate it by myself.


    Since I saw him go down the stairs just now, there was no way that he would be back to his class right now, hence I went to his classroom.


    I tried to hide my emotions and opened the door to his class. Everyone who saw me looked frightened, maybe I made another scary expression without realizing it. They asked each other about Sui’s whereabouts but I wasn’t looking for him this time, therefore their efforts were pointless.


    I glanced around the classroom, found the person I was looking for and went straight to him.


    “W-What is it? I-If it’s Sui you’re looking for, he went outside…”


    Takane Makoto. Apparently, he fell in love at first sight with me and got dumped by me. He was the person who knew about Sakaki Sui the most as far as I knew. Currently, he is having lunch with Mimori Ruka.


    “Come with me.”


    “W-Wait, I-I’m still eating.”


    “I see. Come with me.”


    “I’m still eating!”


    “I’ll give you ten seconds, or else…”


    “…I got it… Ruka, can you wait for me?”


    Ruka nodded her head.


    I dragged Makoto to the corner of the class and stood imposingly to prevent him from escaping. It seemed to work as he was trembling in fear. 


    I whispered to him.


    “Did that guy get a girlfriend?”


    “…I-I’m not sure…”


    “How are you not sure? Aren’t you his caretaker?”


    “I’m not! I was surprised too, you know? Suddenly this girl came to the class and called him out. Sui said she’s Kazawaguchi-senpai and she’s his girlfriend…”


    “She’s a third-year?”


    “Yeah… I’ve never seen her before, so I don’t know the details of their relationship… That’s all I know, can you please let me go?…”


    “Alright, go back to your love nest then.”


    I ignored the slumped Makoto and went back to my classroom.


    I sipped my cocoa again, which had become considerably cooler.


    So he got a girlfriend…


    Relationship talk was one of the staples in something widely known as ‘girls’ talk’ but before this, I never had interest in it. The fact that I got bothered by his relationship with a girl that I didn’t know made me befuddled.


    I thought that relationship talks wouldn’t bother me at all since I kept cursing and dismissing everyone who confessed their love to me, but now…


    I have to look up into this…


    I made up my mind.

  


  
    Chapter 67 – Hidden State of Affairs


    [I don’t feel like doing anything because it’s cold, so I’m going home.]


    I sent that concise text to him. Though, I felt that it was an unnecessary thing to do because we haven’t done anything together recently.


    Besides, if that guy really got a girlfriend, he would never hang out with me after school again. Also, he would probably send me a text of apology to explain his situation but I didn’t want to see that, so I decided to text him first.


    Now that this was out of the way, the investigation could finally begin. To investigate the nature of their relationship, the easiest way to do so would be inquiring about it from the people they were close with.


    Firstly, Kazawaguchi-senpai. Who was she?


    It was strange that there weren’t any rumors about their relationship prior to this. I hung around with him the most, but I didn’t know about the senpai in question. To find out about her, I had to ask the third-year. Now here comes the problem, I don’t know any third-years. There were mentions of a third-year called Aki in my notebook, but I didn’t even recognize her face, so she was not an option. I had no choice but to ask a random third-year.


    Sigh…


    I came to the floor where the third-year classrooms were.


    The hallway was quiet and it felt intimidating. I could only hear the sound of my footsteps.


    I casually looked around to see the third-years silently holding their pens while scribbling something on their books.


    Right, it’s exam season… It’ll be strange if they were playing around noisily during this time…


    I walked down the hallway and made my way to the stairs. I couldn’t bring myself to enter any of the classrooms.


    I was about to go down the stairs when I saw a third-year student coming up. I immediately came up to him and called him.


    “Excuse me, may I have a moment?”


    The third-year heard my voice and gave an exaggerated reaction.


    “E-Eh?? Are you talking to me?”


    “Yes. I need to talk to you for a minute.”


    “Wait, aren’t you the second-year, Hiwa-san?”


    “That’s me, yes.”


    “Ah… Alright, I’m ready!”


    “Firstly, let me make it clear. I don’t know you and I don’t have any speck of interest in you.”


    “…Okay… So, what do you want to talk about?”


    “Do you know a third-year named Kazawaguchi-senpai?”


    “Kazawaguchi? Ah, yeah, that girl… I know her, she’s my classmate.”


    Lucky.


    I sang Ave Maria thrice in my mind.


    “Do you know if Kazawaguchi-senpai is dating anyone?”


    “Eh? That’s a question I didn’t expect… But, no, I don’t think she is…”


    “Are you sure?”


    “Yeah, I mean, why would I lie to you? Also, you’re too close!!”


    Of course I wouldn’t be convinced by his words alone. It wasn’t uncommon for people to hide their relationship. Besides, this person seemed to lack any knowledge about relationships, there was no way that he would know about other people’s love affairs. I was a fool to even try.


    “It feels like I’m being insulted…”


    “It’s just your imagination. Anyway, is there anyone Kazawaguchi-senpai is close with? Like a close friend?”


    “If it’s her close friend, it’s Fujikura.”


    “Who?”


    “Fujikura Fuuka. She’s probably studying in the library right now, you could try to go there.”


    “I see. By the way, why aren’t you studying?”


    “I’ll get a job after I graduate, I don’t want to enter a university.”
 “Is that so? Alright then, thank you for cooperating with me. You’ll never see me again, don’t worry.”


    “…Y-Yes… But the second half of your words sound like a huge flag…”


    I headed for the library hastily.


    Fujikura Fuuka. Fujikura Fuuka…


    But soon I realized that I made a grave mistake. I didn’t know what she looked like.


    I swallowed my embarrassment and turned back.


    “Eh? I thought we’ll never see each other again?…”


    “The situation has changed. Please come with me to the library, I don’t know who Fujikura Fuuka-senpai is. (If you refuse, I’ll burn you alive, I’m not kidding.)”


    “G-Got it…”


    Instead of thanking him, I smiled at him. It was public knowledge that boys loved to see me smile, that was why I didn’t smile much in public but I made a special exception for him this time. Though for some reason, he seemed frightened instead of elated.


    Did he hear my inner voice? Is he a telepath?


    Nevertheless, he agreed to help me.


    We went to the library together and I waited at the door while I let the boy look for the person in question for me.


    He found Fujikura-senpai in just a few seconds and led me to her.


    I told him that he could go back now with my chin and he left the library immediately like a frightened chicken.


    I approached Fujikura-senpai and sat down on the chair in front of her.


    She was focused on her textbooks while listening to music with her headphones, so she didn’t notice me. I lightly tapped the desk to gain her attention.


    “Huh? Who?”


    “Nice to meet you, I’m Hiwa Arina.”


    “The famous Hiwa-san? You have a business with me?”


    “I’m sorry for coming so suddenly, I do have a few questions to ask you if you don’t mind.”


    “I don’t mind, but why me?”


    “You’re close with Kazawaguchi-senpai, aren’t you?”


    “Mhm. We’re friends.”


    “Have you noticed anything unusual about her lately?”


    “Huh? I don’t think… so?”


    “Really? Is she seeing anyone currently?”


    “I don’t think so. Kozue had been receiving confessions and she always turned them down. The confessions always came from the same person though…”


    “Same person?”


    “There’s someone who’s infatuated with her. He had been confessing to her since back when we were freshmen and he’s still doing it, funnily enough.”


    Fujikura-senpai was trying to hold back her laughter.


    I see. Now I understand.


    “I understand, I’m sorry for interrupting your study.”


    “Oh? Is that it?”


    “Yes. I got what I wanted to know.”


    I left the library.


    *   *   *


    *Sui’s PoV


    That was close!! I thought she left already!!


    Arina was in the library just now, I almost puked my organs out. Luckily, my throat was narrow so I didn’t puke them, but I almost died from the shock.


    “Why are you hiding?”


    “Arina was in the library!”


    “Hiwa-san? Why do you need to hide from her?”


    Her response surprised me. So she lacked critical information.


    “Senpai, you don’t know the horror of that girl… If she sees us together, who knows what she’ll do to us…”


    “Who cares, it isn’t like we’re really dating.”


    “That’s that and this is this! Arina knows that Shirona confessed to me! If she knew about us, she would stab me and I would die before I could explain myself! Also, she will definitely snitch us to Shirona and everything will be messy!”


    “It’s fine~ I’ll help you explain everything~”


    That dumb expression of yours didn’t look reassuring at all.


    “Anyway! Please don’t come to my class like that again! I swear, one of these days, you’re going to give me a heart attack…”


    “Got it, got it, sorry~”


    “…Will I be alive until next week?…”


    “Just hang on for a bit~ It’ll be over soon. I’m also having a hard time here~ Besides, I said that I’ll pay you for it, right?”


    “…I’ll believe in you…”


    “I always keep my promises. I know how to fix Hiwa-san’s illness.”


    “…I’m counting on you.”

  


  
    Chapter 68 – Encounter


    *Arina’s PoV


    I came to this conclusion.


    ‘Kazawaguchi Kozue-senpai is troubled because a certain male student keeps confessing to her over and over again. To make him give up on trying, she faked her relationship with Sakaki Sui.’


    That sounded about right. After all, there was no way that guy had enough balls to go out with a senior and besides, he said that he liked me. I repeat, he liked me.


    When I asked him what was his reply toward Shirona’s confession, he said that he rejected her by saying that he liked me (No, he didn’t). That answer made me slightly (very) happy. 


    Yikes… It feels hot here…


    I could feel my face getting hotter by the seconds.


    The heater was doing a good job it seemed.


    I decided my next course of action. First, I’m going to find out more about the yandere student who is chasing after Kazawaguchi-senpai. He was probably wandering around the school like a zombie while looking for Kazawaguchi-senpai’s whereabouts. Pity rose from within me after picturing that she had to deal with that kind of situation.


    Since school ended not too long ago, the yandere should still be around, so I went outside to look for him. 


    “Huh? You’re still here?”


    Since I didn’t know the identity of the yandere, I asked the previous dull-looking third year for his help again. He was the same boy who told me the identity of Kazawaguchi-senpai and her friend.


    “I have another business with you, so I came back.”


    I briefly interrogated the dull-looking third year student and the name Yudai came up.


    Yudai was the name of the yandere, he had been infatuated with Kazawaguchi-senpai since back when they were freshmen. The dull-looking third year student gave me this information easily after enough persuasion.


    “Um… Can you let me go now? You said we’ll never see each other again, but this is the third time…”


    “I’m sorry, senpai, this is an emergency, that’s why I asked you for help. I promise that this is the last time… Anyway, can you tell me more about this Yudai-senpai?”


    He breathed a sigh of relief after hearing my promise. Since I felt sorry for him, I’ll try to uphold that promise and make this instance the last time we’ll ever see each other.


    “Yudai isn’t really a bad guy. He just has a big crush on Kazawaguchi. I heard he confessed to her at least once a month…”


    That’s concerning…


    “Kazawaguchi kept rejecting him, but she never did drastic actions like trying to cut him off her life or anything. Their relationship has been going on like this for almost three years. Since we’re going to graduate in three months, everyone started betting on whether they’ll get together in the end or not.”


    “I see.”


    “But still, his love is one-sided and it has been lasting for three years. Expecting it to end happily like in dramas is just unreasonable.”


    “I can see where you’re coming from.”


    I ended my conversation with him after he told me everything he wanted me to hear. Well, even if I insisted on persuading him more to get more information, I doubt that he would give me something other than his scream and plead for mercy. I obtained the yandere’s name and picture, so this dull-looking guy is no longer useful for me.


    I thanked him and left the place.


    *   *   *


    The next day.


    It was snowing. When will this endless hell end?


    The lunch break will be fun. I planned to find this Yudai person. The recess wouldn’t be enough for us to talk with each other. And besides, if I were to talk with him during recess, I would have to stand outside the classroom, away from the heater. Doing that would shorten my lifespan by half.


    I shoved my hands into my pockets, buried my face into my scarf and curled up slightly to keep myself warm. Skirts were supposed to be school girls’ best friends, but in winter they brought nothing but dread. What was the school thinking? Did they think that it was humanly possible to ward off the cold with only a pair of tights? If I were the student council president, I would change the school rule and allow girls to wear pants instead. Well, I won’t be the president though, too troublesome.


    Scarf became a necessity, even when I went to the toilet. The tap water during this season was so cold and it was pure torture to come into contact with it. But still, some girls in the school went bare-legged to school for some reason. Like, how? Why? I don’t understand.


    “Your scarf makes you stand out, you know?”


    I was coming out of the toilet when I heard a voice.


    “My, what a disgusting voice to hear this early in the morning. It reminds me of the wail of a trampled cicada.”


    “Is my voice that disgusting? That means my sister is amazing! She’s been hearing my voice without complaining!”


    “You should be grateful that your sister is like that.”


    “I am! Praise be, Goddess Ugin!”


    “…Stay away from me, siscon…”


    We started our daily routine, but today, my heart beated faster than usual.


    He was hiding the fact that he was dating Kazawaguchi-senpai and I was pretending that I didn’t know about it. 


    If he were to find out that I knew about it, things would turn troublesome. Just like the thing that happened between Shirona and him, he would definitely distance himself from me and I didn’t want that. That was why I was doing my best trying not to sound unnatural. 


    “W-What are your plans for today?”


    “Your arms position is awkward…”


    “…That’s a sexual harassment…”


    “How?! I just mentioned it because it seemed suspicious! Why is it a sexual harassment?!”
 “…Aren’t you trying to comment about my chest making my arms’ position awkward? Whatever, if I end your life right now…”
 “Stop! Police!!”


    What the hell am I doing?


    I knew that I had been talking nonsense, but I couldn’t think straight at the moment. My head was on overclock and lost its ability to think.


    I have to fool him… Focus!…


    “Anyway, I don’t have any plans for today, so I’m free like every other day, I guess…”


    “I-Is that so? …T-Then… Let’s burn the bus stop!”


    “…Arina, let’s see a psychiatrist after school.”


    “A-Are you an idiot?! You’re the one who should do that, not me, idiot!! Hmph!”


    “Look at the mirror. Also, if you’re trying to act like a tsundere, at least say something that makes sense!”


    I buried my face deeper into my scarf and kept my mouth shut. I’d only make everything worse if I opened my mouth.


    “But seriously, what’s wrong with you? If something is bothering you, you can tell me. I’ll do my best to help you.”


    “…”


    “T-Then… Wait a second!”


    “?”


    “Don’t you hate the cold? Go inside the classroom quickly!”


    He went into his classroom as he said that.


    Now what should I do? Should I stay here a bit longer to calm myself down?


    Nevertheless, I entered my classroom after everything was done.


    *   *   *


    Lunch break.


    Afterwards, I ate my lunch with Shirona and the others, then headed to the third-years’ classroom.


    Yamagata Yudai.


    He was a male student that had a crush on Kazawaguchi-senpai. I obtained his identity from the dull-looking third year, now I planned to confirm the information that I received.


    I looked for some lonely-looking third years and began my questioning.


    “Do you know this person? His name is Yamagata Yudai.”


    I presented him a picture as I made a troubled expression. His first response was a lovestruck expression. I almost punched him in the face, but since I needed information about Yudai, I let him off easily.


    This happened three times with three different people and this was the fourth person. At least, it seemed like I could communicate with this one properly though.


    “Yudai? Isn’t he in the cafeteria?”


    I thanked him for the information he provided and immediately went to the cafeteria.


    I hated going to the cafeteria at lunchtime because it was crowded. There simply wasn’t enough food for everyone, that was why the place was filled to the brim with people trying to win the food for themselves.


    I backed down to focus on looking for students wearing boy uniforms in the middle of the crowd. Since there were an overwhelming number of girls compared to the boys, the boy uniform stood out.


    “What are you doing here?”


    Crap!


    I didn’t notice him creeping up to me. Sakaki Sui was there, standing next to me while looking down at me with a resolute gaze.


    I was more on the taller side for a girl so I could normally be eye-to-eye with the boys, but this guy was so absurdly tall that I had to look up at him whenever I saw him. I hated it.


    “W-What do you care?”


    “Don’t be shy, m’lady, you only need to mention something, I’ll get them for you! I’ve fought over a hundred battles, bested over a hundred tough adversaries! There’s only a handful of goods I can’t take from those guys!”


    “So you aren’t omnipotent.”


    “Look, the women’s volleyball and basketball club members are actually cracked! They know me by face, so whenever they see me, they’ll gang up on me! From stomping my feet to kicking me in the nuts, they did everything to bring me down…”


    “I’m surprised that you’re still alive…”


    “What doesn’t kill me makes me stronger!”


    “I see.”


    “Anyway, what are you trying to buy?”


    That question left me dumbfounded. I didn’t come here to buy anything and I wasn’t hungry either, so I left my wallet in my bag.


    “Nothing.”


    “…Then why are you even here?”


    “Sightseeing?”


    “…Yeah, let’s go to the psychiatrist after school… We don’t want your mom to be worried…”


    “W-What the hell are you on about? A-Are you going out with one of those girls?! Die!”


    “…Calm down…”


    We were quarreling like that when,


    “Oi oi oi oi oi!!”


    A boy’s voice rose from within the crowds. 


    Not long after, a boy arrived with two of his fingers outstretched. He was doing Hundred Crack Fist. (T/N: Hokuto no Ken reference)


    This boy was Yamagata Yudai.


    “You!”


    “Eh? W-What is it?”


    Yamagata Yudai grabbed Sui by both shoulders and leaned his face closer. I wasn’t into boys’ love, so this didn’t really bother me, but people who were into it would probably try to immortalize this scene. 


    “It’s you, isn’t it? The second-year who’s going out with Kozue!”


    Sui’s face turned pale as he looked at me.


    No, I already know all about it, don’t show me that pathetic face.


    But since it would be funnier to make him cower in fear, I gave him a very cold stare. Sure enough, his face turned even paler than before.


    “T-This is… You know… Che Guevara’s thing… T-The Voynich Manuscript…”


    What the hell is he talking about?
 
 He’s the one who needs to see the psychiatrist. Dummy.

  


  
    Chapter 69 – Sakaki Sui is a Serious Person


    I’m fucked. Not only Yuudai-senpai but Arina was also here.


    I didn’t want to imagine what kind of torture Arina had in store if she ever found out that I went out with someone right after I dumped Shirona. This wasn’t a serious relationship of course, but she would definitely grill me if she found out.


    I could try to talk my way out of this but Yudai-senpai’s presence here cut me off that option. As I was looking for a way out, Yudai-senpai grabbed me by the shoulders and shook me.


    “You are the one who’s dating Kozue, right? Right?!”


    He asked in a rather aggressive tone.


    I sneaked a glance at Arina. Scary. What’s with her eyes? She was staring at me like a snake looking at its prey.


    Despite the commotion we were making, that didn’t distract the warriors from their quest for the cafeteria food. The girls were still going for each other’s necks, fighting for glory and supremacy. I regretted not joining them earlier, now I’m stuck in this sticky situation.


    “…Yes, I am…”


    I whispered that answer, hoping that Arina wouldn’t hear it, but it seemed like my efforts were for naught as she sent me a surprised look.


    “…I see… So the rumors are true… So, what did you do?”


    “…Huh?”


    “What did you do to get her OK? Tell me!”


    “W-Wait, what do you–?”


    “Look at me in the eyes!”


    “Ugh…”


    I wanted to make sure that I heard his question right. I mean, after getting rejected countless times and now his loved one found another man to settle with, one would expect for him to give up but, surprisingly, his willpower was something else.


    “Who was the one who confessed? You or Kozue? …No, wait, there’s no way that Kozue will confess to anyone, so it must be you, right?”


    “U-Um…”


    Neither of us had feelings for each other, so there was no way that either of us would confess. I admit that Kazawaguchi-senpai was a cutie but since I just met her and she always looked sleepy, she was nothing more than an ‘Unidentified Life Form’ for me.


    Of course, I couldn’t just say that out loud to him. I felt sorry for him, but he really should just move on from her and respect her wishes.


    “I-I don’t know, it just happened.”


    “What’s with that answer? …Whatever… Then, how far have you gone with her? Speak up! What kind of things have you–”


    Arina chided in at this point.


    “Senpai, can you just stop? You look so pathetic right now.”


    “…M-My bad…”


    Arina sent him her trademark murderous gaze and he took his hands off my shoulders in response. That murderous gaze was scary, I felt him. Those lifeless eyes of hers, whenever I gazed at those eyes, it always felt like I was staring at the abyss. In my case, she only ever gave me that look whenever she got really angry at me and it always made me feel a milligram amount of remorse.


    But in this case, it seemed like she was angry at senpai instead of me.


    “Alright, let’s do this… Are you free after school? Let’s talk this out properly.”


    “Yeah, sure.”


    “This place, after school.”


    “Got it.”


    “See you after school then. Also, don’t you dare run away.”


    No way I would run away. This was the moment that Kazawaguchi-senpai was waiting for after all. I needed to notify her later


    Yuudai-senpai then left me and Arina alone.


    After a short silence, I followed suit and ran the hell away from there. Arina had been glancing at me and it was scary. I went back to my classroom, buying tomato juice along the way.


    “Uegh!”


    –Or that was the plan. Before I could even walk away, she grabbed me by the collar and suffocated me. Her grip was strong, probably as strong as a gorilla.


    “Why are you running?”


    She wore the face of a murderer.


    Seeing her smile made me reminisce about a certain part of history.


    The Soviets in all its glory, being among the pioneers of humanity’s race to space. They managed to send the first animal to space, the dog Laika. I remembered the tragic story of Laika, who was sent on a one-way trip to space with the certainty of death.


    I remembered the faces of the scientists who were heartbroken to send her off. I remembered how they made her go through weeks of rigorous training and she obeyed all their instructions without even knowing why. I would find myself glancing at the night sky, thinking of her departure from her motherland.


    The scientists, ridden with guilt and self-hatred, wished her goodbye before they sent her off to space. They prayed for her well-being but, deep inside, they knew that all their prayers were pointless, as the spaceship she was on wasn’t properly equipped for a two-way trip. Their faces bore resentment toward the unreasonable fate that the poor dog had.


    And that face filled with resentment was exactly how Arina looked like right now.


    Actually, no, I was just bullshitting.


    “…Because… reasons…”


    “Elaborate.”


    “I’m sorry, but I’m under a pact of secrecy–”


    “Elaborate.”


    “Um… The pact–”


    “Elaborate.”


    “…It was fake, our relationship was a fake one…”


    I could never win against her in an argument. Unless I hired a politician with a silver tongue, no way I was going to win against her.


    With a great reluctance, I explained everything to her.


    How Kazawaguchi-senpai was troubled because of Yudai-senpai’s persistence. This led her to think that if she were to go out with someone else, he would give up on her and she decided that I was the perfect man for the job.


    I didn’t mention the deal I made with her in exchange for my service because I didn’t want Arina to find out about it, but the deal made me think… How did Kazawaguchi-senpai know about Arina’s condition? Me, Akakusa-sensei and Arina’s mom were the one who knew about it and I failed to see that any of us would tell her about it. I haven’t asked her about this yet, but I will do it eventually since this whole affair seemed suspicious even to me.


    Arina listened to me quietly without moving a muscle. Just as I thought that everything would end peacefully, she punched me right in my chest. I could feel a few of my broken ribs penetrating through my lungs because of the impact.


    “Make sure that Shirona never finds out about this. Think of her feelings a little, will you? All her efforts were defeated by a dumb lie, can you imagine how hurt will she feel?”


    “…I’ll do my best…”


    “And you should. They might not show their weakness but girls are more fragile than you think.”


    “Wait, are you implying that you’re fragile?”


    “I am fragile. Fragile and cute to be exact.”


    “You might as well tell me that the Yellowstone National Park is in flames and humanity is going to go extinct soon (Yes, yes, you’re cute and fragile).”


    “Your soliloquy is leaking out from your mouth.”


    She sighed deeply, causing her large chest to shake a little before continuing her words.


    “So, you’re going to confront the senpai just now?”


    “Yeah. Well, this is all according to Kazawaguchi-senpai’s plan. She’s a sleepyhead but her brain works really well, surprisingly enough.”


    “Hmm…”


    “Kazawaguchi-senpai will confront him personally, I’m just a middleman between them. My duty as her fake boyfriend will end after that.”


    “Hmm…”


    “What? You got something to say?”


    “Not really.”


    “I don’t get you…”


    Lately, her murderous smile was starting to mix in with her normal one, so it was getting harder for me to tell what she was thinking.


    After that, we parted and I went to buy tomato juice. I took a glance at the deserted bread corner and bit my lip. I ended up as a loser again today, a total failure. I lamented that fact and returned to my classroom.


    Sui-kun was a serious person so he didn’t doze off even when class was in session. Obviously he was able to notice and act accordingly when he received a small piece of paper from the person who sat behind him. The small piece of paper had a message written on it, it was one of those things that non-serious students did for pastime during class. Those people were the ones who would sneak around under the teacher’s nose during the class, doing the act of treason and finding pleasure in the act of immorality.


    And the serious Sui-kun could relate to that sentiment. The teacher, basked in their nobility and glory, was teaching the class classic literature, something that Sui-kun despised. He always wished for this subject to go away, to disappear, to be reduced to atoms. This irrelevant subject taught the student nothing but the romantic comedy of aristocrats that lived more than a thousand years ago. 


    ‘Romantic comedy’ was a loose term to describe it, everything ranging from slice of life to rather passionate adult love stories were included in it.


    [Are you dating Kazawaguchi-senpai? -Ruka]


    The sender’s name surprised me. I thought it was Makoto trying to mess with me while killing time but it turned out his girlfriend was the one who sent it. My bad, Makoto, sorry for doubting you.


    To be fair, Makoto looked really surprised when Kazawaguchi-senpai appeared before, so I assumed that he had some questions to ask me. But of course, the one who was the most surprised by her action was me. We were supposed to keep this fake relationship a secret and she went ahead and blew it up like that without a care in the world.


    Anyway, I couldn’t ignore Ruka’s question, so I messaged her back, ‘I’ll tell you everything later, for now, I have to keep this matter a secret.’


    I glared at the blackboard and passed the note over to Ruka.


    [Understand. I wish you good luck. -Ruka]


    Writing her name in every one of her messages was such a Ruka-like behavior. Anyway, the story wouldn’t be a pleasant one for her to hear. It wasn’t about rewarding Yudai-senpai for all his hard work, rather, I was trying to deny it. It wasn’t a story filled with vigor and motivations, rather, a sad, tragic one. I felt sorry for Kazawaguchi-senpai that she had to go through this, but at the same time, I also felt sorry for Yudai-senpai. His passionate feelings were returned with hostility from his loved one.


    Anyway, about Makoto and Ruka’s relationship, I wasn’t sure about how far they had progressed. I knew that they went home together, so I could assume that it went along well, but who knows. After all, I knew nothing about relationships, I wasn’t qualified to judge whether a relationship was going well or not. 


    After that, I texted Kazawaguchi-senpai that Yudai-senpai would be meeting me in the cafeteria after school. Our final battle was about to begin.


    I drank my tomato juice, while tracing the movements of the clock’s hand with my eyes.


    Honestly, I didn’t feel good about all this. Sure, it was annoying to be confessed continuously to by someone who I didn’t have feelings for. If it was me, I would feel annoyed too, so I understood where Kazawaguchi-senpai was coming from. But at the same time, trampling over Yudai-senpai’s honest feelings left a bad taste in my mouth. I knew that it couldn’t be helped, but still…


    I was deceiving him. I was trampling over his feelings with lies and deceit, no way I could feel good about all this.


    After school, I went to the cafeteria five minutes before the promised time. Yudai-senpai was already there, and with him, Kazawaguchi-senpai too.


    When he saw me, he immediately approached me.


    “Why the hell is Kozue here?! I don’t remember telling you to bring her here!”


    “My bad.”


    “Yudai, don’t blame Sui-kun for this.”


    She had her usual sleepy look on her face.


    “I was the one who asked him to do this. Anyway, let’s have a little talk.”

  


  
    Chapter 70 – Two People Under the Setting Sun


    Yudai-senpai asked me whether there was a quiet and secluded place where we could talk, so I brought them to the old staff room, the Rose Garden. No one ever stopped by there, even the floor was deserted, so it fit his criteria. I repeat, I suggested it because it fit his criteria, not because I didn’t know a better place.


    This made me think though, wasn’t he a third-year? Shouldn’t he know more about this school than me? Though, I didn’t say those questions out loud, I didn’t want to complicate things any more than this and just wanted to end this farce quickly.


    “The door isn’t locked?”


    “It’s probably broken.”


    Akakusa-sensei just stopped caring about this place. I should probably threaten to break into her place so that she gained some awareness about how important it was to keep a door properly locked. I had to find her address first, though.


    We entered the room and took our seats, Yudai-senpai sat on his own while I sat in front of him with Kazawaguchi-senpai by my side. Kazawaguchi-senpai stared at Yudai-senpai with her half-asleep look, making him look away shyly everytime their eyes met. In the end, he gave up trying to look at her and focused his gaze on me instead. End my suffering already…


    “Yudai, do you know why I decided to go out with Sui-kun?”
 “…Because you like him?”


    “Nope. To make you give up.”


    “Then, there’s nothing going on between you two?!”


    “Yeah, senpai, there’s nothing going on between us. I’m only helping her out and have zero interest in her whatsoever.”


    “Sui-kun, that’s mean. Are you implying that I’m not attractive enough?”


    “You are attractive, senpai. If you’re an art piece, you’re pretty enough to be put in the British Museum.”


    “Thank you.”


    Seeing our exchange, Yudai-senpai’s face soured. I guess my attempt to reassure him backfired, huh?


    “I thought if I were to date someone else, you would give up on me, Yudai.”


    “…Do you think that would be enough to make me give up on you?”


    “No, but at least it will restrain you somewhat. After all, if rumors were to spread that you’re trying to take me away from my boyfriend, it will affect you in one way or another.”


    “That won’t be enough to make me give up on you!”


    I want to go home…


    Dear sister, I miss you… I want to watch TV with you again…


    “Seriously, can’t you just give up? I even went this far to make you give up. It should be clear to you that I don’t want to go out with you. Ever.”


    “Why do you keep rejecting me?…”


    “Because you’re Yudai.”


    “That’s not a real reason.”


    “It is.”


    “It’s not!”


    I want to go home!!


    The outside world was scary. No one told me that those random drama scenes that mom and Ugin loved so much were actually real. Being involved in this didn’t feel good at all, though Ugin might love it.


    Seriously, I felt so uncomfortable. At a first glance, they might seem like they were on bad terms, but from the way they talked to each other, they sounded really close. I mean they were on a first name basis already, that meant they were close enough to do that and they seemed to know each other well to banter like this. At least, from my point of view, they seemed close. Anyway, I hope that this dumb shuraba will be over soon.


    “Okay, fine. Then, can you at least stop confessing to me every month? It’s annoying.”


    “That just shows how much I like you, Kozue.”
 “I don’t care. We’re going to graduate soon, stop messing around like an idiot.”


    “It’s because we’re going to graduate soon that I’m doing this!”


    “Both of you should calm down a little…”


    “It’ll be over soon Sui-kun, don’t mind us.”


    “Don’t interrupt us.”


    Yeah, I should just go home after all. What was the use of me being here anyway? As a humanoid mascot? CO2?


    “I’m going to tell the teacher about this… Also your parents too…”


    “Do it then, I don’t care.”


    “…You’re seriously pissing me off…”


    “If you hate me so much then, why did you accept my feelings back then?!”


    Huh? Accept whose feelings? When? Were those two dating before this? What?


    “I was just following the mood at that time.”


    “That’s a lie. You looked so happy back then.”


    “It isn’t a lie, you just remembered it wrong.”


    “It’s a lie.”


    I didn’t understand what was going on. Seriously, what?


    “…I liked you okay?! Back then, I liked you!! It was hard on me back then too! I had to hold my feelings back… It was painful…”


    Suddenly, Kazawaguchi-senpai started crying. Tears started dropping to her knees and her soft sobs echoed through the room. She was unable to continue the conversation. Meanwhile Yudai-senpai turned over while hiding his eyes, I could hear him swearing in a low voice.


    Both of them looked really sad and there was me, staring at them with my mouth open.


    What the hell was going on? This turned messy really quickly.


    Am I the only normal human being left on this planet?


    *   *   *


    After they calmed down, I took Kazawaguchi-senpai outside with me. I needed an explanation after all, or else, I wouldn’t be able to help them.


    “What happened with the two of you?’


    “…Sniff…”


    “Yes, yes, wipe your tears first.”


    “Idiot…”


    “Don’t take it out on me, explain to me properly. You two were dating?”


    “…Mhm, back in middle school…”


    “So you both came from the same middle school… How long did it last?”


    “For years… I loved him so much back then… I think… Sniff…”


    “‘I think’?”


    “…Along the way, I found another person that I really loved…”


    Ah… That was rough, Yudai-senpai…


    “I fell in love with that person when I was in the third grade, we were in the same class after all, there were a lot of chances for us to talk to each other. I kept telling myself that I had Yudai already, that having feelings for another person was wrong… But I couldn’t help myself… Bottling up those feelings felt bitter and nauseating…”


    That didn’t count as cheating, right?…


    Well, since they were still in middle school, one could still see it as cute or even romantic somehow but if they were adults in the same situation, things would get messy really quickly. I could see at least one of them getting stabbed.


    “I kept telling myself that I loved Yudai more than him but everytime I did that, I ended up hating myself more and more… And since Yudai failed to realize how I felt back then… I ended up hating him…”


    “I see…”


    This was too much of a mess for me to solve. Well, I’ll just act like a good listener for now.


    “In the end, I hit my limit. I told Yudai that we should break up without giving him any reason whatsoever… And since then, he kept asking me to get back together…”


    “I see… The person you fell in love with, what happened to him?”


    “He went to a different school. I entered this school without much thought… I didn’t know that I would find Yudai again here… Anyway, in the end, I couldn’t bring myself to tell my feelings to that person, but I still love him so much… I still dreamt of him occasionally… Sometimes, I even went to the street randomly to look for him…”


    A maiden-in-love, that was what people would call her, I guess. I didn’t know for sure though, since I couldn’t relate to her sentiment. Anyway, I felt sorry for Yudai-senpai, but at the same time, I couldn’t really blame Kazawaguchi-senpai.


    It couldn’t be helped that she fell in love with someone, there was nothing she could do about it. To explain ‘love’ in a single word, it was ‘unreasonable’. Like Ugin said, ‘You couldn’t explain love theoretically, if you could, then it’s nothing but a conspiracy!’ or something along that line. She was probably quoting a random TV drama, but what she said was pretty much on point, so I agreed with her words.


    When it came to love, it was pretty much impossible to answer simple and common questions like ‘Why do you like X?’ One could throw out words like ‘X is cute’ or ‘X is kind’ but those words couldn’t express their feelings properly. This wasn’t a bad thing or anything, it just showed that words weren’t versatile enough to explain about love.


    Anyone could blame Kazawaguchi-senpai for her feelings, but I think they should try to put themselves in her shoes first. Were they sure that they wouldn’t fall into the same pit as her?


    If I were in her shoes, I probably would.


    “You have to tell Yudai-senpai everything. He deserves to know this… Tell him everything that you’ve hid from him… Put an end to this whole affair…”


    And let’s go home afterwards, I’m thirsty.


    “…Mm… I’ll talk to him…”


    She went back to the Rose Garden. I didn’t follow her as there was nothing I could do to help them out anyway. I should leave everything to them to solve their own problems, they should be able to do it as long as they put in the effort to understand each other’s feelings.


    And so, my role had ended. Time to go back home.


    *   *   *


    “Welcome home.”


    “I’m home, dear sister.”


    My sister was greeting me while huddling herself in the kotatsu. I put down my bag and immediately let my body fall face first into the floor. I felt like dying.


    “What’s wrong, Bro?”
 “I’m sick of everything…”


    “Don’t stay there, you’re blocking the way. Go to the sofa or come here. Mom is going to hit you if you stay there.”


    “What about you? Will you hit me?”


    “No, but I’ll step on you at least.”


    “You’re terrible…”


    I mustered all my strength to get up, walked to the sofa and let my body fall there.


    “You know, Ugin… Sometimes you say some wise words…”


    “Huh? What are you on about?”
 “I remembered something you told me a long time ago… It was quite inspiring…”


    “I don’t remember saying anything to you.”


    “Some quotes about love.”


    “Yep! I don’t remember anything~”


    “I know you got some, tell me one or two, c’mon!”


    “I don’t have any though?”


    “C’mon, just say it.”


    “Fine… Only those who fell in love without expectation know the meaning of true love, Friedrich von Schiller.”


    “As expected, Ugin-sensei is so cool!”


    She suddenly made a serious face as she said that quote out loud.


    She looked cool, but at the same time, I was worried that she would turn like me. 


    *   *   *


    Next day. I met Kazawaguchi-senpai near the shoe lockers.


    “Good morning.”


    “Morning, Sui-kun.”


    She looked as sleepy as usual. After greeting me, she let out a yawn, followed by a groan as she stretched her back.


    “Thanks for yesterday, I talked it out with Yudai.”


    “I’m glad to hear that.”


    “You can explain to other people that there’s nothing going on between us. Just tell them everything, it’s fine. Good luck.”


    “I’m used to doing this… Anyway, senpai, about Arina… How did you find out?…”


    “Her double personality?”


    “Yes.”


    “By eavesdropping, of course~”


    “…Are you for real?”


    “Woah, calm down~ You don’t need to glare at me… But, yeah, I happened to hear it. I was running away from Yudai and overheard you guys talking inside the old staff room.”


    “You haven’t told anyone, right?”


    “Of course I haven’t, why would I do that? Anyway, about the cure…”


    Here it comes. The reason why I cooperated with her was for this moment.


    “Such things don’t exist.”


    “…What?”


    So she lied to me?


    “Stop glaring at me, I’m not done yet. This is mental illness we’re talking about, there’s no such cure to mental illnesses to begin with, even more so in the case of double personality disorder. Let me ask you a question first, you’re looking for a cure to her illness, but what do you think is a ‘healthy’ state for her?”


    “…When her other personality disappear?”


    “Are you sure that’s the right answer? Let me tell you this, the other personality born from this disorder is by no means a fake one. They have emotions and thought processes too, if you try to erase them thoughtlessly like that, they might rebel against you and make everything worse. Besides, you won’t even know if the personality is completely gone or not.”


    I understood where she came from.


    “Trying to cure her is the wrong way of dealing with this, what you should do is to make her adapt. The cause of dual personality disorder is always similar, unable to fit in with society, identity crisis, messy relationships and unstable psyches. What she needs is someone to lean on to ease her anxiety, someone who’s able to understand her, someone who’s able to treat her normally. Trying to make her overcome her trauma won’t help her, that method is too risky and there’s a huge chance that you’ll just make her even more mentally unstable than she already is.”


    This was the first time that I’ve seen Kazawaguchi-senpai look this serious.


    “Do you understand what I am trying to say?”


    “…I need to support her?”


    “Naturally. Not only do you need to support her, you also need to make her open up to you, make her able to discuss her anxieties and worries with you. You don’t need to do anything else, talking sincerely with her will do it. Things like trying to erase her other personality will just make it worse, so don’t even try to do it.”


    In other words, I almost made a terrible mistake.


    I always tried to make her other personality disappear, that was what Arina and the others wanted, but it turned out to be a terrible option. We were lucky that we hadn’t made a proper plan to do it, we almost did something irreversible.


    I really should make her go to the hospital, doing this on our own was too risky.


    “Thank you very much, senpai. But, how do you know about all this?”


    “One of my relatives is a psychologist, so I asked them about this. See, I wasn’t lying to you. You just need to listen to me properly.”


    “…Sorry…”


    “It’s fine. Well, I hope that this could help her. Arina-san is a good girl, so, make sure to help her out properly, okay?”


    “Of course. I abandoned my going-home club for her. I won’t do a half-assed job to help her. Anyway, senpai, if you need me again, just ask me, I’ll try my best to help you out.”


    “Okay, thanks in advance~”


    She poked my chest with her finger as she said that and walked away. I wish that she would be reunited with the person she loves someday. Also, I wish that Yudai-senpai would finally drop his unhealthy obsession toward her.
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