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   Prologue


  He was married to a girl in class.


  Moreover, she was the one he disliked the most at school, as if she was his natural enemy.


  Marriages in normal stories are usually reserved for a happy ending.


  But to these two people, it marked the start of an unhappy story.

* * *

  While walking along the school’s corridor, Houjou Saitou stopped because he recognized the silhouette of a girl.


  Sakuramori Akane. A model tier beauty, she’s popular, even for students in different grades.


  However, his instincts are screaming “Keep silent.”


  When their eyes met, Akane raised her eyebrows.


  —This looked annoying.


  Saito planned to return to where he came from, but it was too late. Akane approached him with a loud noise.


  Saito’s tie was grabbed, and Akane brought her face close to his.


  Straight eyebrows to nose, a beautiful face.


  Sparkling round eyes, looking intellectual, moist pink lips.


  She tied her hair into braids, her body feminine and delicate, an undeniable cuteness – that’s just the outside.


  However, she was glaring at Saitu with a nemesis stare. Even demons in hell would have made a kinder face than hers. She didn’t relax her hand holding the tie, cutting Saito off of breath.


  Akane whispered menacingly.


  “If you told anyone in class about our marriage, I will kill you.”


  “If it’s just that then don’t go around threatening murder.”


  “It’s not ‘just that’… If people know I married you, my only choice is death. At least, my social life would be!.”


  “How much do you hate me?”


  But, the feeling is mutual.


  “I also don’t want others to know about the marriage. There’s no benefits in that, so I won’t tell anyone.”


  “I can’t believe you. You plan to tell the entire school about how you sleep with me every night?”


  “No.”


  Akane trembled.


  “Then,then… you plan to broadcast it to the entire world?”


  “Broadcast my ass. I’ll carry the secret to my grave.”


  After Saito’s announcement, Akane heaved a heavy sigh.


  “Understood. I will believe you.”


  “That would be good for both of us.”


  “In exchange, I will attach a recorder on you. If there’s so much a tiny hint you are talking about the marriage, it would detonate like a bomb within the radius of 1km.”


  “Then you aren’t believing in me at all!”


  Saito felt a chill down his spine.


  He never thought that he would be married in his 3rd year at High school, much less to the classmate that he despites.


  — How had it become like this….


  To understand the reason, let’s return to 4 days ago.


  Chapter 1: An unexpected marriage


  Akane’s angry yell exploded in the 3A classroom.


  “Did you write randomly in the class’s journal yesterday then left?”


  “I wrote it properly. That was my duty yesterday.”


  Saito replied while reading the class book. Class rotating duty was a wasteful and meaningless system, but teachers had no choice if they wanted the class tasks to be taken care of.


  The person on duty today, Akane, tossed the journal on Saito’s desk.


  “Then what’s ‘N/A’ in the ‘Today’s opinion’ column?”


  “Yesterday there was obviously nothing to comment on.”


  “You didn’t write anything in the subjects column! What do you mean ‘refer to the times table’?”


  “The times table wasn’t changed. Is it necessary?”


  Saito shrugged.


  “Of course it is necessary! You also didn’t erase the board thoroughly, didn’t write anything in the ‘contacts’ section! And why did you write ‘ghost and demons’ in the absentee column? Are there any demons in class?”


  “Ah~, I thought those kanji characters looked cool so I wrote it in. Is it not?”


  “It is cool.”


  “And also there’s a demon in this class, you. So I wasn’t particularly wrong in writing that.”


  Saito clapped his hands together as if praying.


  “You can prattle on all you want! But please don’t write bullcrap in the class journal!?”


  “There’s no problem since no one reads it.”


  “I do!”


  “You are so free.”


  “I’m not free!”


  Akane glared at Saito after gasping for breath.


  Saito heaved a heavy sigh.


  “…..Annoying.”


  “What do you mean annoying.”


  “If you have time to flirt with me, use it to read a book.”


  “Flirt my head! I’m trying to shape your rotten personality!”


  “No need. Leave it like that.”


  To someone who had never read the class journal like Saito, he would never understand why Akane was angry. No, it was more correct to say he didn’t understand any of Akane’s thought process. The two were in the same class since enrollment, yet had never stood on common ground since.


  Akane’s friend, Ishikura Himari appeared to console her.


  “Mou~, Akane~, this much is enough. Saito is crying.”


  “I’m not crying.”


  Saito would not yield on that front. Even though he was sick and tired of having Akane quarelling with him every day, there was no way he would cry in an argument with her.


  Akane pointed at Saito.


  “It’s this guy’s fault. He is too irresponsible in class duty works, and also as a human being in general.”


  “I am responsible as a human, and don’t point at others.”


  “That’s true, pointing at you will make my fingers rot.”


  “You are too much!”


  Even Saito had to shout.


  While Himari gave up and hugged Akane back, who was now like an angry growling dog.


  Himari’s appearance is definitely the gyaru type.


  Sunshine yellow hair, while her uniform is barely long enough to not break school rules. The skinny fit blouse accentuated her bountiful chest. She was also Akane’s close friend, whom he wanted to name as “The cute girl he would never approach #1”
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  “Akane, why do you keep arguing with Saito? You two have been at each other’s throats since the first year.”


  Himari asked while holding Akane back.


  “Why? Why…?”


  Akane eyes became unfocused. The same reaction as if she was asked why she was breathing.”


  “I didn’t think too much about the reason…. I get angry just seeing his face…like I want to slap him with my shoes….”


  “Can’t stand me? Thanks a lot.”


  Being treated as a cockroach, Saito glared straight at Akane.


  “Bro, are you arguing again?” (In JP: Ani-kun)


  Houjou Shisei approached Saito.


  She was Saito’s cousin, but grew up with him as if she was Saito’s blood sibling.


  She looked like a doll with a miniature body. Her skin was a delicate snow white, fitting of white tights.


  “I’m not arguing. I was just single sidedly dragged into this.”


  “Poor bro. Now now.”


  Shisei patted Saito’s head.


  “Only Shise understands me.”


  “Yes, only Shise understands Bro. Shise is sharing Bro’s pain.”


  She said this without a hint of embarrassment.


  Her appearance isn’t the only thing that resembles a doll, she was also expressionless and had a monotone. It seemed a lot of students couldn’t understand what Shisei was thinking about, and she was given the nickname spacegirl.


  Himari touched her chin and thought.


  “But think about it, does Akane actually care a lot about Saito? Since they keep interacting with each other.”


  And that made Akane blush furiously.


  “Ha, haaa? That’s impossible! Even if all boys in this world except for Saito disappeared, I would not date this guy!”


  Getting told so frankly, Saito got mad.


  “That is my line! Even if this world flips upside down, I would not date you!”


  Both Akane and Saito turned away.

* * *

  After class, while Saito was walking on the road back home, he received a call from his smartphone.


  The screen displayed “Grandpa (Houjou)”


  “Saito, are you free? Well no, even if you are not free. Let’s have some tea with me.”


  “Sorry grandpa, I don’t want to go on a date. I have a book I want to read today.”


  “You can read a book whenever. You will work at my place sooner or later. If you don’t flatter me now, you’ll regret it later you know?”


  He said flat out.


  “Gee, long live grandpa”


  Saito flattered him with a monotone.


  “Oi oi, don’t be so cold. I would be hurt.”


  “I know you can’t be hurt with something as simple as that.”


  “You understand me well. I also understand that someone as smart as you would not dare to go against my orders? I had my car over to pick you up.”


  A car horn sounded behind him.


  A black limousine pulled up from behind Saito. The driver was a familiar gentleman, hired to work at his grandfather’s mansion. He wore bland sunglasses and had white teeth. (beat me, I don’t know why they went from sunglasses to teeth).


  Saito quickly made distance with the limousine.


  “What if I ran?”


  “There would be a car chase sequence.”


  “Human to car huh.”


  There was no benefit for him in doing that.


  “Yes. When you are caught, you would receive 2 to 3 punches. I think it would be better for your own body if you obediently do what you are told.”


  “Are there any grandparents out there who would threaten their grandchild like that….”


  “He’s right here. Now, hurry up.”


  He hung up after finishing.


  There was no denying his grandpa when he was like this. He didn’t know if this was normal for successful businessmen or not, but his grandfather was always consistent and kept improving in the work he wanted to do.


  It wasn’t worth having a car chase sequence just for a book. Saito had a feeling he would be chased by a helicopter, so he had no other choice than to step in the car.


  The driver politely greeted him


  “You must be tired, Mr.Saito. Apologies on behalf of my employer for causing troubles for you this time.”


  “You don’t have to apologize. It’s my grandfather’s fault.”


  Saito tossed the backpack on the 10-people seat.


  “Please don’t be so disappointed with him. He isn’t an evil person…though he isn’t a particularly nice one either.”


  “I know he’s not a nice one.”


  The car locked itself, and the limousine started running. The windows could be opened automatically, but there’s some heavy furniture smell in the car.


  The driver made no accidents driving, while also talking with him.


  “Saito is loved by that man, unlike your father.”


  “I don’t know anyone who loves their grandchildren to the point of kidnapping him on his way home.”


  “It’s fine. Aren’t all geniuses like that?”


  Saito couldn’t deny it.


  46 years ago, in the crisis, the person who revived the great Houjou corporation that had fallen to the depths was no one else than Saito’s grandfather – Houjou Tenryuu. Despite criticisms, he readjusted the employees, mercilessly culled the old board of leaders, and carried out reformations.


  The result of that was, the Houjou corp had now turned into the top IT company in Japan. Saito’s grandfather was 60 now, but he hadn’t so much as weakened with age, firmly walking on the path of AI development he set out for himself. Tenryuu was obviously a genius.


  “So, where am I being led to?”


  “Look forward to it, sir.”


  “Huh?”


  “This is my order. I apologize for my employer’s arbitrariness.” 


  “Alright. I’m already used to it.”


  Saito leaned deeply on the seat.


  And the place you arrived at after stepping down from the Limousine was a luxurious restaurant deep in the mountains.


  This restaurant included a Japanese style garden, and the front was decorated with paper lanterns. Above the long row of chairs covered with red silk linings, there were Japanese style umbrellas to replace the roof, looking very colourful.


  Saito’s father was Tenryuu’s first child; however, he didn’t work in the Houjou corp, but rather, a regular office worker. So for Saito, growing up in the same environment as his father’s, this wasn’t a regular place he could set foot into.


  Since it looked like his grandfather hadn’t arrived yet, Saito waited outside. He would be shocked if he waited inside this luxurious restaurant.


  He sat on the long row of chairs, enjoying the mountainous atmosphere while reading a book, then suddenly hearing a nearby voice.


  “W, why, why are you here?”


  Saito looked up.


  “…..Ge”


  The person standing there was his archnemesis, Akane. She seemed to have just stepped down from the taxi, and pinching her eyebrows together while still holding the school bag and her purse. Just like Saito, she was wearing her uniform.


  “My grandfather called me here, that’s why…. You?”


  “My grandmother called me here. But, what does that have anything to do with you?”


  “It doesn’t have anything to do with me, but the person who asked it first was you?”


  Getting criticized by Saito, Akane could only growl while clutching her hand tight to form a fist.


  She walked to the gate and looked inside the restaurant, but she didn’t intend to step inside. From her anxious expression, she also didn’t seem to be used to places like this.


  She gave up and approached the rows of chairs. She picked a place that’s far away from Saito and sat down in the corner. Lifting her hair strands with one hand, she heaved a heavy sigh.


  “A~ah, it’s been such a while since I could enjoy a dinner with grandma, and now you are here, ruining my mood. Such bad fortune.”


  “That I wholeheartedly agree. Please don’t bother me while I’m reading.”


  Saito looked down on his book, while Akane pushed herself up by using her arms on the chair as support. Then, she glared at him at a close distance like their faces were touching.


  “Haaaaaa? I’m not bothering you! Please don’t say things that imply I care about your existence!”


  “Where did I say that? Since we both are unrelated, please keep silent.”


  “I don’t like your attitude! I won’t keep silent until you apologize! Forever!”


  “So you plan to follow me until I apologize?”


  “That’s right! I’ll follow you wherever you are!”


  If you just took her words at face value, it might seem cutesy, but actually, this girl was a full on stalker.


  “You are annoying…”


  “Your existence is annoying!”


  “No, yours. Could you just vanish within a 10km radius from me?”


  “That’s easily achievable if you vanished instead.”


  To Saito, it wasn’t like he hated Akane for no reason at all. He was attacked relentlessly like this every day, it would be a miracle if he wasn’t annoyed. Relatives like Shisei aside, the person who talked the most with him was Akane – well, more like arguing.


  While the two were arguing, a convertible pulled up next to the restaurant.


  There was a loud engine noise, accompanied by music. The car’s body was painted shiny.


  The gentleman in the driver’s seat wore sunglasses, while the lady in shotgun was sitting cross legged.


  They looked like party animals, but jazz was played instead. Both the man and woman were over 60 years old.


  “Grandpa?”


  “Grandma!?”


  Saito and Akane both stood up.


  Hand in hand with the old but stylish gentleman that was Tenryuu, Akane’s grandmother stepped down from the convertible.


  “Ara ara, they’ve already begun? Kids these days are too impatient.”


  “You can just wait for us inside. We wouldn’t mind if you ate before us.”


  Tenryuu laughed.


  “What are they talking about?”


  “No idea…?”


  Saito and Akane looked at each other.


  Leaving the kids behind, Akane’s grandmother and Saito’s grandfather quickly walked into the luxurious restaurant.


  “You two hurry up. How long do you plan to just stand there?”


  “‘You two’… you mean me and Sakuramori?”


  “W,wait, what do you mean? I don’t get it.”


  Saito and Akane chased after them. How did their grandparents get acquainted, and why they were riding with each other in that convertible, they had no idea.


  Akane’s grandmother turned around.


  “We will have dinner between the four of us today.”


  “Why!?”


  “There’s something important.”


  “I can’t have dinner with this guy! I’m confident I would puke eating with him.”


  “Same here. It would be disrespectful to the food.”


  Saito also stated his opinion.


  Akane’s grandmother giggled. She might look kind, but that was a laugh with hidden intentions behind it.


  “You should just give up.”


  “Fukyu~”


  Getting grabbed by the collar by her grandmother, Akane fell silent. She got dragged away like a cat.”


  –I didn’t think there was anyone who could make her silent.


  Saito was moved, but his shirt’s collar was also pulled by his grandfather.


  “I feel like I’m going to suffocate, can you let me go?”


  “I won’t let you die. Just as long as you don’t try to escape.”


  Even if I didn’t run away, his grip strength was enough to snap one’s neck. This definitely wasn’t a regular old man.


  The restaurant’s employees didn’t intervene, and paid their attention to other matters. Which made sense, because even if it’s a high end restaurant, if they made an enemy of Houjou Tenryuu, they wouldn’t exist for much longer.


  The place the 4 was led to was a separate room.


  It was a large Japanese style room, in which there was a table made from ebony. Outside of the room was a pond, with kois swimming inside. The sound of the shishiodoshi bamboo pipe was also very comforting, what a nice place.


  Saito and Akane were forced to sit next to each other, opposite of them were Akane’s grandmother and Tenryuu, sitting together.


  Appetizer and drinks were served first, which consisted of some wild vegetables and some fried dishes. Dried peppers were placed along the plates’ edges, making them look more colourful.


  Tenryuu held his wine glass full of Japanese up.


  “First off, let’s raise our glasses for today.”


  “…Cheers.”


  Akane pouted, holding orange juice on her hand.


  -Cheers….?For what….?


  Saito became fluttered. He became skeptical, partly due to the fact that the doors were currently locked tightly.


  A flurry of high quality dishes like seabreams, squid sashimis, steamed lobsters, grilled abalone were brought to their table. The aroma from the lobster steamed inside the clay pot was arousing.


  However, sitting next to the girl he hated, Saito couldn’t relax.


  “Can I have another cup please.”


  Akane gave the waiter her cup.


  “You, you have been drinking oranges from the very start.”


  Saito immediately poked fun at her.


  “I was hungry, but it seemed having you here made my appetite disappear.”


  “Me too. But did you puke out the part of your stomach that allows it to contract?”


  “What a pity, they all look so delicious. Can you please just reduce yourself to less than an atom for me?”


  “It would be faster if you were reduced to less than a quantum unit.”


  There were sparks flying between Saito and Akane.


  While the two old people laughed delightedly.


  “Wa~ha~ha. There’s nothing better than you two getting along.”


  “That’s true dear~. Reminds me of when we were young~”


  “”True where?””


  Both Saito and Akane shouted. Saito had a feeling that he had been arguing ever since coming to this restaurant. He was also very worried, maybe because that genius Tenryuu was weakening?


  “So let’s cut to the chase, what’s the important thing here? Why were we called here?”


  Saito cut straight to the chase and asked his grandfather.


  The two grandparents looked at each other and nodded. Then they looked at their grandchilds and said the same line.


  “”Get married you two.””


  “”……………..Huh?””


  The sashimi Saito and Akane were fighting over for fell down from their chopsticks.


  “I had a feeling I heard something along the lines of getting married….Is this a metaphor? No, symbol language. Did you give us some sort of signal?”


  “Don’t try to complicate my words. Get married.”


  Tenryuu repeated.


  Akane put her hands on the table and pushed herself up.


  “I, I don’t understand anything! Marriage!? What does that mean!? We, we’re still high school students.”


  “18 is enough for marriage. Get married.”


  Akane’s grandmother also clearly repeated. So it wasn’t a hearing mistake.


  Tenryuu sighed. He pushed his elbows on the table, then gave a faraway look.


  “Me and Chiyo used to be old friends…”


  “And Chiyo is…?”


  “Me.”


  Saito’s inquiry was answered by Akane’s grandmother.


  “When we were young, Chiyo and I were very close… or I think. However, we kept passing through each other, so we didn’t get together as a couple. I married my wife, and lived happily. She has passed away for more than a decade now, so I have finished my responsibilities as a husband.”


  “So that’s why you were enjoying your second spring with Ms.Chiyo on that convertible……?”


  When Saito was mumbling, Chiyo held her wrinkled cheeks and showed clear embarrassment.


  “My husband also passed away a while ago. So nowadays I’m always taken cared of by Tenryuu every night.”


  “I don’t need to hear that!”


  Akane shouted with a crimson face. Saito sympathized with her. He didn’t understand why she was straight up talking about his grandfather’s private life.


  Tenryuu cleared his throat.


  “That’s that. Even though we had happy lives, we still hold regrets ‘if only we got together from the beginning…’. That would be the best. So, to experience the emotions that we couldn’t have, we wanted to let you taste it.”


  Chiyo continued with a gentle voice.


  “Akane. For me, would you consider marriage?”


  “I wouldn’t! How can you be so arbitrary? Marriage means having the right to be with the one you truly love, getting a romantic proposal! Not something that’s decided on a whim!”


  “That’s awfully maiden-like”


  Saito was surprised.


  “W,what maiden-like~! Isn’t that something taken for granted!?”


  “I also decline! Marrying this girl will definitely lead to misfortune.”


  “Haaa!? What impolite slander did you just say about me? Marrying me will make anyone happy! More than any girl who will marry you!”


  “What do you exactly want…. To marry, or not to>….?”


  “I don’t want to! Especially you, definiteeeeeeeeeeeeeeely not!”


  Akane crossed her arms and turned away. She was red to her ears, due to anger.


  Saito slumped his shoulders and looked at his grandfather, Tenryuu.


  “This is why. We don’t have remotely any feelings for each other. You can’t force a marriage ignoring the other intentions in modern Japan. Sorry, but please give up.”


  “Kuku……kukukukuku….”


  “Fufu…….fufufufufufufu….”


  Tenryuu and Chiyo laughed. Their whole bodies were shaking, as if just hearing some terrific jokes. They really look like ancestors, looking down on their offspring from heaven.


  “Some,something wrong?”


  Akane shyly asked.


  “We predicted that you would say that. Actually, you two…. Look just like when we were younger.”


  Tenryuu mumbled, with a wistful voice.


  But, his serious face was immediately filled with evil intentions, especially in his eyes, then he clapped.


  Responding to the signal, the doors were opened.


  Tenryuu’s secretary led a dirty dog in. Its collared up, but its feet were full of mud, snot everywhere, this was obviously a wild dog.


  “Saito. If you won’t listen to me no matter what, I will let this dog freely inherit the Houjou corp.”


  “What do you mean that dog!?”


  “That dog was randomly picked up running wild around here. Truth be told, I’m still worried about our organization’s practical prowess, keeping us away from the leading position.”


  “It’s a dog! It can’t even stamp!?”


  Moreover, it seemed to be one of the worst kinds of dogs, and was now peeing all over the tatami mats in the luxurious restaurant. It was gluttonous, and launched straight on the table, devouring the sashimi and meats. The type that did whatever it wanted.


  “Oh it can take care of the stamps. If the operator spreads ink over its paw, it could validate documents with its paw prints. Prints are legal so there’s no problem.”


  “Before it can even stamp… can it even make agreements and contracts?”


  “Oh yeah. It may be the end for both me and the Houjou corp.”


  “Are you sane?”


  Saito glared at Tenryuu.


  “Did you really think it can man a company?”


  Tenryuu just smirked. His eyes were serious.


  —Is this a joke…..? He was willing to destroy the entire Houjou corp, just for something as stupid as this…..?


  Saito facepalmed.


  But, it might be possible for the genius Tenryuu. Even his first son, Saito’s father, was not only not granted a high position, but fired from the company due to his lack of skills. There’s a rumour that what’s running inside his veins wasn’t blood, but steel.


  “Akane, come with me for a bit.”


  Waved over by Chiyo, Akane approached her grandmother. Then Chiyo whispered something into Akane’s ears.


  “……..~!”


  Akane’s shoulder trembled, the colour from her face also changed.


  After confirming that, Tenryuu nodded looking satisfied.


  “Just think about it seriously. Do whatever is the most advantageous for you. Not being tied down by temporary likes and dislikes, but look straight at the truth. Give an answer after 3 days.”

* * *

  Tenryuu and Chiyo went mountain-seeing in the convertible, leaving Saito and Akane to go back themselves by taxi.


  Saito was deep in thought as the car seat shook left and right going along the road with night light.


  “M, mariage…”


  Akane clutched her hands tight forming fists on her knee.


  “What, do you plan to do…? Will, you marry me….?”


  She looked at Saito as if she was about to cry. He felt strange because, different from the one who always assaulted him everyday, this was a normal, cute highschool girl.


  “What do you plan to do?”


  “I don’t know! I have never planned for this!”


  “It’s also out of my expectations.”


  It’s more correct to say that this was out of every normal youths’ expectations in modern Japan. Since they were all taught that marriage out of true love was the only acceptable answer.


  “What did your grandmother tell you?”


  Saito asked, while Akane wiggled.


  “H,has nothing to do with you.”


  “It has everything to do with me. We both need to know what cards the other side are using to threaten us. If we don’t we would be pushed into that unfair agreement.”


  “Not necessary. Don’t try to see through me.”


  She crossed her arms as if trying to hug them tight. This was a defensive stance. It wasn’t easy to read someone who was being so cautious.


  “Then suit yourself.”


  “Suit myself indeed! It’s my future!”


  Then, both turned away in a state that no one would think there were any chances of marriage between these two in the future.

* * *

  Akane returned home and lied face down.


  Today, when receiving her grandmother’s call, she thought she would be spending everyday life as normal tomorrow and onwards. But, just from a several hours, everything flipped upside down for her.


  Moreover, she didn’t expect it was related to Houjou Saito.


  To Akane, Saito was a thorn in her eyes. Despite all of Akane’s efforts, Saito kept sitting on the top seat in maths, ever since enrollment. She would get unconsciously angry just seeing that unaware face.


  But, what was whispered into her ears by her grandmother was a very strong condition. If she was patient enough to listen to her, Akane’s dream would become reality. Her childhood dream was slowly becoming reality.


  Her brain would explode from thinking alone, so she called Himari.


  “Yes~ yes~, what’s the matter, Akane?”


  Listening to Himari’s bright voice through the speaker, Akane’s fractured heart was mended a bit.


  “Ah, ah, Say, alright. Imagine if Himari has to listen to your family’s order of marrying someone you don’t love, what would you do?”


  She apparently wanted consultation from her close friend.


  “Eh~? I would definitely not do something like that~. It sounds like something from the Joumon era.”


  “Y, yeah…..it’s really strange right….”


  Even though it’s not clear if the “family choosing marriage partners” existed back in the Joumon era.


  “But, if it’s me, I would probably decline.”


  “Why?”


  Hearing a shocking answer, Akane held the smartphone tight.


  Himari answered shyly.


  “……Because, I, have someone I like. I don’t want to marry anyone but that person.”


  “Himari has a crush? That’s the first time I’ve heard it! Who?”


  Akane sat straight up.


  “I thought someone like Akane would not be interested in things like this.”


  “Usually…I wouldn’t be….”


  Akane was embarrassed, and she rubbed her bare feet. After returning from the marriage fiesta, even if she didn’t like it, she had to think about love.


  “Who…I’ll keep it a secret.”


  “Tell me. Is it a classmate?”


  “…….Un.”


  A small voice, one that could be blown away with a small wind. An innocence that wasn’t imaginable coming from the usual Himari.


  —-People change in love?


  Akane felt a bit jealous. This was the taste of a normal highschool girl’s love. If she married without knowing about this taste, it would feel very lonely and boring.


  Himari asked as if to hide her embarrassment.


  “W,what about Akane? Do you have anyone you like?”


  “Anyone I like? Anyone I like….anyone I like…….?”


  Akane looked up and thought. Her brain apparently overloaded, now her head was completely blank.


  “It seems like you don’t have any!”


  Himari’s voice pulled her back to reality. It seemed she was about to fall asleep, drool was leaking out.


  “But I have someone I want to send to the grave right now.”


  “You don’t have to tell me who!”


  “Yeah….If only he died, everything would be solved……Are there any meteors out there that can fall on his head right this instant….”


  Akane bit her fingernails.


  “If you didn’t have anyone you like, you could just marry then.”


  “That,so?”


  “When you get married, the rent and the electricity bill would be split in half. And since you are making meals together, eating costs would be cheaper also. Isn’t it convenient.”


  “If you marry just for that, it’s kinda…”


  “Yeah, ha~, ahahah.”


  Himari laughed innocently.


  “But, even if it’s a forced marriage, wouldn’t there be any…?”


  “Eh? What?”


  “The, the thing boys and girls do…erm…”


  “I can’t understand you if you keep mumbling!”


  “The, t-th-the, e,ec,ecchi things!”


  Akane felt like she got a high fever. Even though Akane was an excellent student, she was completely vulnerable to the male-female matters, to the point she couldn’t look in the sex ed textbooks.


  “That, can you not do it?”


  “Supposedly….uuu….”


  She held her burning cheeks and sunk herself on the bed.


  “If it’s listening to family orders, wouldn’t they expect getting descendants? About 100 children.”


  “100 is impossible!”


  That number can fill 3 full classrooms.


  “It’s  possible. If it’s 5 at once…. Well no, if it’s 10 at once, you would only have to do it 10 times.”


  “I’m not that strong…”


  “Oh? Were we talking about Akane?”


  “It’s not about me! It’s just what if!”


  She watched her own words.


  “If Akane was worried about things like that, I can give you some referral documents! A few days ago I saw an article about ‘monopolizing your man’s heart ❤ A collection of night techniques’~”


  “No need! Because I will definitely, definitely not marry!”


  Akane threw the smartphone away and buried herself into the pillow.

* * *

  On the desk, the clock’s hand kept turning.


  Looking at it, Saito seemed deep in thought.


  Marriage and the company. Those were a strange set. He wanted to have his grandfather’s company in his hand, but the price for that was having his partner decided.


  Though he wasn’t that interested in love, he did have a desire. He understood that to have a meaningful student life, one should experience one or two loves.


  And the person shoved in his face was Akane. Just thinking about getting poked fun of at school was enough to make him annoyed. He would never keep his cool if they spent decades arguing under a house.


  Shisei was lying on Saito’s bed. She was his cousin, studying in the same year, coming by his home regularly since small, essentially being a part of the family.


  Shisei arranged stuffed animals on the bed, then poked them so they fell over like Dominos. Saito did not find any fun in doing that, but he didn’t mind when she played alone.


  “Bro, what are you thinking about?”


  Shisei sat on the desk and looked at Saito.


  “I’m not thinking about anything.”


  “You are. When bro thinks too hard, this wrinkles up.”


  Shisei scowled her face to let him see, but she was expressionless from the start, so there wasn’t any change. The toes from within that white tights were now poking Saito’s side.


  “There’s nothing big. Don’t sit on the table.”


  “Understood.”


  Shisei obediently followed, and sat on Saito’s knee.


  “How did it become like this?”


  “Because I’m worried for Bro. If you don’t speak up, I won’t leave you.”


  Her body was small, so he didn’t feel the weight. Her eyes looked clearer than a well, with long lashes like a doll, seemingly staring at Saito. A sweet and comforting aroma enters his nose from that thin nape.  
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  Saito heaved a heavy sigh.


  “I was assigned an unreasonable and difficult task.”


  “An unreasonable and difficult task? Like peeling your skin inside out?”


  “Not that kind of destructive. At least… I think.”


  His grandfather was quite unreasonable after all.


  “So what?”


  “He wants someone to inherit the Houjou corp, so he chose to essentially decide his grandson’s life. If I didn’t listen to him, he would let a random dog take over. Something like that.”


  “The old man went overboard this time.”


  “I know right?”


  Both the grandchild understood their grandfather too well. All of his family encountered some difficult situations when the genius Tenryuu was involved.


  “What does bro want to do?”


  “What do I want to do?”


  “Does bro prefer living freely? Or do you prefer the company?”


  “If possible, I want both.”


  “That’s greedy.”


  Shisei’s index finger gently touched Saito’s kips.


  “And living beings have never been free from the very start. This world is full of rules. Bro’s cells, and Shise’s cells, are all bound by instinctual rules. The best method is not running away from rules, but using them to your advantage.”


  “…..to get the company?”


  “It’s fine if you don’t get it. Even if bro falls, becoming a man who would scrounge for leftovers in trash cans, Shise would follow you.”


  “Please toss away that kind of useless man.”


  Saito was worried when his cousin seemed like she would be involved with some strange guys.


  “Shise knows. To achieve your dream, bro needs the Old man’s company. So Shise won’t stop Bro. Even if bro’s life was filled with thorns, Shise would be bro’s companion forever. Just count on me.”


  Shise leaned her forehead on Saito’s chest.


  Even though that body was small, it was surprisingly reliable.


  “……Thank you, Shise.”


  Saito put his hand on Shisei’s head.  


  Chapter 2: A new life


  

  The deadline for the answer soon arrived.


  After school, a car was sent to the school, picking Saito and Akane up to Tenryuu’s mansion.


  In the room full of luxurious hanging scrolls (google search kakejiku), Tenryuu and Chiyo were sitting in the middle, opposite to each other. Meanwhile, Akane was wearing an expression for a funeral.


  “So you both have decided, yes?”


  Asked Tenryuu.


  “”Yes””


  The two nodded.


  “Then I’ll ask. Which path do you plan to take your life on? The idiots’ path, or the wise’?”


  “I… “ “I….”


  Saito and Akane took a deep breath.


  “”Will marry.””


  The simultaneous answer echoed throughout the room, stunning him for a brief moment.


  “Is that fine?”


  He thought that even if he agreed, the chances of Akane turning it down would be high – and he was anticipating that – but her answer made Saito surprised and looked at Akane.


  “Th, there is no other choice… Marrying or whatever is fine, I’ll do it! But it’s not out of love! Definitely not!”


  Akane trembled and bit her lips, her face was blushing to her ears. 


  “Amazing!”


  “Congratulations, Akane. I am relieved now.”


  Tenryuu made a victory pose like a victorious war general, while Chiyo wiped the tears from her face with a tissue.


  “It is decided then. After graduating from university, we will prepare to register for marriage.”


  While Saito was standing up, Tenryuu laughed.


  “What are you talking about? You two would marry right here and now. I already prepared a new house for you two.”


  “What did you just say….?”


  Saito wasn’t sure of what he just heard from his grandfather.

* * *

  “Wait a minute! Put me down~! Forgive me~!”


  Akane slammed her fists into the limousine’s window.


  “Stop it Akane. Don’t hurt your cute hands anymore.”


  Chiyo held Akane’s hands and consoled her.


  Akane and Saito were imprisoned by Tenryuu’s bodyguards in the limousine, and were now heading towards the new house. The windows were locked, and were not harmed at all.


  Saito was glaring at Tenryuu, who was leaning one the opposite row of seats.


  “At least let me go home once. I currently only have a school bag.”


  “There’s no point in running. All of your luggages was moved to the new house.”


  “Since when…”


  “While you two were still in class. Youth is limited, so the sooner we do it, the better.”


  Chiyo gave a kind smile.


  “You students are busy right, so I already submitted your marriage registration on behalf of you two.”


  “You are an IDIOTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTT~!”


  Akane kneeled down in defeat.


  —-We’re now husband and wife, with this girl here….?


  This situation made Saito really confused. There was no love, no confession, no dating, no nothing. And somehow there was marriage. His heart definitely was not prepared for this.


  After a while, Akane sat up and she opened some videos on her smartphone. She looked at some cat videos with her dead eyes.


  “Aah…. Cute cats…. So soft and hairy… the world is filled with cats… there are no humans on this world, just cats…..”


  “Don’t run away from reality.”


  Understanding her emotions, Saito felt sad as well.


  “I’m not running away from reality… Hey, isn’t the cat sleeping on my thighs…. Keep quiet, don’t let it wake up…. Fufu~”


  “There ain’t any cats. Wake up.”


  His suggestion fell on deaf ears, Akane kept looking at her smartphone and mumbling. Apparently this was what would happen to youngsters sentenced to a lifetime in prison.


  —-Damn it, I can’t take it. Even if it’s just me alone, I have to keep my calm…


  Saito turned on the strategy game on his smartphone and played. Using his head for stuff irrelevant to reality made him feel a bit more relieved.


  The place the limousine stopped at was a completely new house.


  It had 2 floors, a parking lot, and blooming flowers planted in the backyard garden. 


  Saito and Akane held their bags tight, and looked up the house after getting down from the car.


  “Th, this useless house looks pretty nice….”


  “This, no way…”


  Getting stared at by Saito, Tenryuu affirmed his suspicion.


  “Sparkling new. I build it for you two love birds.”


  “What if we declined the marriage?”


  “I would do everything to make you accept it. No matter what kind of scheme I have to employ.”


  “Kuh~…”


  Saito gritted his teeth.


  He was angry at being treated like that by his grandfather, but there was no choice for him now aside from obey his words. He decided internally that after he got his hand on the company, he would immediately kick his grandfather out of it.


  “What an amazing house. Tenryuu and I discussed the layout of the house. We also imagined what two youngsters just starting to live together would need and designed accordingly.”


  Chiyo opened the door with an excited mood.


  The first thing greeting them after stepping through the gates was the new wood smell.


  The kids were led by their grandparent, into the corridors.


  There was a living room, connected to the kitchen, but separated by a counter.


  The thick carpet was laid over the floor, and a sofa placed on said carpet, seemingly comfortable. Sitting on a luxurious and heavy table was a big-sized TV, fully equipped with surround speakers.


  “Wow~….”


  All of those made Akane’s eyes sparkle.


  “What makes you excited all the sudden?”


  “W,who is excited! I’m dreading my new life in hell! If this was a place for me living alone then it would be amazing! But with you by my side, it ruined this perfect home for me.”


  “Aahh, that so. I’m also envisioning a dreamy single lifestyle!”


  Saito and Akane again quarrelled, sparks flying between the two.


  Seeing the scene, Tenryuu and Chiyo giggled. Saito, meanwhile, did not understand what was so interesting about this, and wanted them to stop.


  Leaving the bags in the living room, the two followed their grandparents to tour the house.


  “This is the bathroom”


  The room Tenryuu opened the door to was a bathroom, gorgeous to the point no one could think it was something built for a two-storey house. The bathtub was built onto the floor, with an array of water taps lining up on the flat and perfectly smooth surface.


  “Incredibly huge….”


  Tenryuu raised his thumb at the stunned Saito.


  “With a bathroom this big, there would be no difficulties if both of you entered right?”


  “B,both~?”


  Akane’s shoulders shook.


  Chiyo happily flicked a switch on the wall.


  “If you turn this switch on, the bathtub will be filled with bubbles~. This one changes the light all the way to red. I recommend purple, for the romantic atmosphere.


  “I don’t need that kind of atmosphere! There will definitely not be a situation where we enter the bath together!”


  Akane waved her hands with a crimson face.


  “I also prefer my baths alone….”


  Saito’s face was also heating up.


  The goals the grandparents are setting for the youngsters were way too overbroad. He wanted to say that if they wanted to relive their youth, then they should do this themselves, but in reality, they did so much that even their grandchildren were affected, so he just gave up.


  Tenryuu crossed his arms and said.


  “It took a lot to convince 2 younglings like you to live together, yet you chose to bathe alone. That’s the peak of idiocy. Washing each others’ bodies, hairs, making babies, there were many better choices you could have took.”


  “M, making babies….”


  Akane started stuttering. This was the pinnacle of embarrassment.


  The next place Saito was led to was the bedroom.


  A large, luxurious bed was installed inside, along with a clock. The windows were covered with curtains, and along the walls, there was a small fridge to hold water bottles, and a water dispenser. 


  It was a nice bedroom… but the issue was, there were no other bedrooms.


  Saito had a bad premonition.


  “Erm… why do I only see one bed….?”


  Akane said while trembling.


  Tenryuu nodded his head.


  “Of course, you two sleep on the same bed. It’s something obvious for a married couple right?”


  “No way!”


  “Even if you don’t want to, you have to listen. Using the sofa or sleeping on the floor is forbidden. You two absolutely have to sleep together at night. This is your condition for marriage.”


  “How did it come to that~….”


  Those unforgiving words made Akane shiver.


  Chiyo pressed the switch at the tray near the bed head.


  “This isn’t just a normal bed. It can move around with a press of just one button, and mirrors are also included. There are also a list of background songs to choose from to make your couples’ night more festive.”


  “I don’t need that functionality!”


  “It’s important. It’s something memorable for both you and Saito here, so try your best.”


  “What do you mean try my best~!”


  After getting her hands grabbed and hearing those words, Akane looked like she was ready to burst out of the window and make a run for her life.


  This kind of thoughtful service weirded even Saito out. Don’t talk about doing it with anyone else, he couldn’t even think about himself doing it with Akane.


  After that, the grandparents turned cupid continued to introduce them around the house.


  The design of the house would no doubt bring joyous tears to any normal newly weds. But, unfortunately, our couple here wasn’t exactly normal, on the opposite, they are like oil and water. The more tricks employed to strengthen their love, the more terrifying it is for them.


  After guiding the two around, it was time for the old people to leave.


  The limousine that drove them here was no where to be seen, in its place stood the convertible that Tenryuu usually used. The mansion’s driver must have driven it here.


  Just sitting into the car, Chiyo giggled.


  “There’s just you youngsters now so take it slow”


  “Wait! Grandma! Don’t leave me here! Don’t leave me behind~!”


  Chiyo swiped the hand that was grabbing her away and left her alone on the streets.


  “I told you to give up. So stubborn.”


  The gentle expression was nowhere to be seen, standing in her place now was a demon. Negative aura radiated off of her.


  Tenryuu sat into the driver’s seat and held the steering wheel. The sun was setting, yet he was still wearing his sunglasses, and parked his legs on the car’s body.


  There was the sound of engine revving and romantic songs, and the convertible carrying the old people left.


  (Yes, if you’re like me and you hate those grandparents, that’s the last time you’ll see them in the next 3 chapters wooh)


  “Aaaaaaaaaaaaa…..”


  Akane whimpered and could barely form a word, she kneeled down to the road and reached her hands out. That hand could not reach her grandma. This was an unfair would.


  They couldn’t just stay outside forever, so Saito and Akane stepped into the new house.


  Right after closing the door, Akane leaned her back on the wall.


  “D, do it…….?”


  Her teary eyes looked at Saito.


  “Huh….? Do what?”


  “You will do it right….? Ignoring my pleas and cries, you would follow your sexual instincts and do it with me right!? You’ll do me so hard we can’t go to school the next day!”


  “Like I’ve said, do what?”


  “Don’t pretend you don’t know! Th-the perverted stuff! Do you think I didn’t realize that you were looking at me with a lecherous gaze since the beginning!?”


  Akane trembled and held her body.


  “You are completely imagining it! I absolutely have zero interest in you.”


  “I, know… in situations like these, boys just think about one thing…. They just think about perverted stuff… That will not happen…”


  Akane took a defensive stance with a pencil as if it was a sword.


  Her defensive power wasn’t that high, but her conviction got through to Saito. Saito had never seen Akane pushed to the brink like this before at school, which gave him a sense of pride and accomplishment. Which was precisely why he wanted to try and threaten her a bit.


  “…..You know it well. I am also considering not letting you sleep tonight.”


  “NO_———————————!!”


  The pencil Akane was gripping exploded to bits. It seemed his attack was more destructive than imagined.


  Saito felt a chill down his spine.


  “C,calm down. I’m not a person who would coerce others like that.”


  “You are a human being?”


  “You are retorting from that!? Do I look like anything but a human to you?”


  “Who knows… there’s a chance you might be a shapeshifter….”


  “So I am a fox or tanuki then?”


  No matter how convincing Saito might be, Akane didn’t relax her vigilance. Leaning her back against the wall, she slowly moved to the living room.


  If the first day of their marriage was like this, he didn’t want to think about the future. Saito fell into a deadlock

* * *

  Just as Tenryuu said, Saito and Akane’s luggage were delivered to the new house. The carton boxes were packed tightly and placed along the hallway and the living room.


  Thankfully, there were separate study rooms for the two on the second floor so both had space to organize their own belongings. They had no choice but to listen to their grandparents. Even if they returned to their old houses, it wouldn’t be their homes anymore.


  When they were done, it was already late. Saito was so tired, he didn’t have the mood to make food, so he opened the fridge in the kitchen.


  There was delivered food inside. It seemed that Tenryuu predicted that the kids won’t have time to do housework on the first day. His grandfather was troublesome, but he was very observant in small matters like this.


  Saito put the pizza in the oversized microwave to heat it up. He sat down on the counter and was about to eat the pizza… when Akane’s figure entered his sight.


  Akane was hiding behind the door to the corridor, put her hands on her mouth and looked at the pizza. He could even hear her stomach growl.


  It would leave a bad taste in his mouth if he was the only one satisfied. There was no other choice so Saito started the conversation.


  “….If you don’t mind, let’s eat?”


  “I don’t want to do something that’s like being husband and wife!”


  ‘Husband and wife my ass’ – Thought Saito, but he didn’t want to retort so he stayed silent.


  “Even if we’re not, at least sit down and eat something.”


  “Even if we’re not a couple, you still want to eat me? You’ll undress me naked right here and now!?”


  Akane trembled.


  “Are you trying to twist my words?”


  “I’m not twisting your words. I heard it very clearly.”


  “I don’t know where you are hearing those sound waves.”


  “From a world without you!”


  “Unfortunately, that world isn’t real.”


  “I’m about to make it real.”


  “Please don’t. This is enough, else, you’ll starve to death.”


  Saito clicked his tongue “tsk tsk tsk” then he placed a slice on the plate and directed it at her.


  Akane’s eyes shone. She darted to Saito’s place, grabbed the plate and bolted out of the living room. Her footsteps echoed from the stairs.


  —Are you a stray cat that is afraid of humans or what?


  Saito felt exhausted.


  Even so, the truth was he felt more comfortable without Akane around. He put the Glatan and pasta into the microwave to heat it up, and dug in alone.


  —Nice. This is made by a quality store.


  He thought of leaving half behind for Akane, but greed won the internal battle, so he finished it all by himself.


  He quickly took a bath, and after preparing for school tomorrow, he went on the bed.


  Akane still wasn’t there yet. Did she intend to sleep in her own study room?


  Saito would have preferred sleeping alone if possible, but it would be dangerous to underestimate Tenryuu. It would not be strange if this bed was to be installed with a weight sensor, or a camera surveillance.


  And, if he didn’t fulfill Tenryuu’s condition, the dog will become CEO.


  He must avoid that at all costs. It was Akane’s problem if she ignored the condition, but at the very least, Saito had to follow it.


  What was placed on the bed was a Yes-No pillow. However, both of its sides were printed with Yes.


  “……………”


  Due to the inability to imagine the future where he uses “Yes” with Akane, Saito stripped the pillow case and threw it in the bin.


  He placed the smartphone near the bed top, and plugged it in. Electrical appliances were covered to minute detail so he could understand Tenryuu’s and Chiyo’s seriousness.


  He lied on the bed and closed his eyes. Immediately, the drowsiness assaulted him.


  A lot happened today. Including one of the most important events in a lifetime, and he didn’t want to revisit this day ever again in the future. While he was thinking about it.


  The bedroom door was opened, letting the light from the hallway in.


  “S, sorry to intrude…”


  Akane was wearing her pyjamas and stood in the hallway.


  Warmness radiated from her after taking a bath, and her hair was glossy due to wetness.


  Her cheeks were crimson like this was something unbearably embarrassing for her, and she was wiggling around restlessly.


  “Er, erm…”


  Saito immediately widened his eyes.


  This was a rare state not normally seen from a female classmate who’s now sharing the bedroom with him. Even if they argued like cats and dogs normally, this kind of offensive power is still unchanged. Especially for this young lady, whose outward appearance radiated perfect cuteness.


  “The bed, is pretty cramped huh…”


  “Those two must have bought the smaller one on purpose….”


  The bed was barely big enough to fit two adults lying face up. It seemed like the grandparents had come up with this to force the two to stick together, the more the better. There’s a limit to how much of a worrywart they could be.


  Akane took some awkward steps to the bed and got on it. The bed springs made some noise from her weight, making Saito nervous to the point he edged toward the edge of the bed.


  The aroma from her shampoo was fruit scented, blended with the sweetness smell from Akane’s body, and entered Saito’s nose. That smell made him stuffy.


  —This girl is dangerous…


  Even if he understood well in his head that she was the girl he despite, his body wouldn’t.  Even if he monopolized the number one position in his grade, it couldn’t get rid of the raging hormones from a boy in puberty.


  Akane lifted the futon and snuggled in the bed. She turned away from Saito. The distance between them was so close, a tiny wiggle would end up with their backs touching. The warmth from the freshly bathed young lady was transmitted to him through the blankets.


  Akane whispered with a fading voice.


  “I, if you do anything weird, I will be really mad. Even if I agreed to marry, I didn’t agree with the perverted stuff.”


  “…I understand.”


  Saito realized his tone was also an octave higher than usual.


  “You seriously, seriously can’t okay? I, have never done the perverted stuff before, and have never had a boyfriend before …. S,so I’m still a virgin you know…”


  And Akane whimpered in embarrassment.


  “No worries… I’m also a virgin.”


  Saito didn’t know what he himself was saying. He didn’t have the confidence to reply if asked what “no worries” meant.


  “I, if so, then it’s fine.”


  Akane was convinced by him for no reason whatsoever.


  Both leaned on each other’s back, unimaginable of a wedding night.


  He could hear his classmate’s soft breathing noise right next to him. It seemed Akane was also nervous and couldn’t sleep, since her breath was not rhythmic.


  “….You, why did you agree to marry me.”


  When Saito asked, Akane held her breath.


  “…….Not telling.”


  “I’ll tell you my reason so it’s best if you tell me yours right?”


  “I’m not asking you to tell me.”


  “That’s true, but….”


  He knew that he wasn’t trusted by Akane, but he wasn’t satisfied with it.


  “First of all, I have to marry you, and you have to marry me. Even though it’s on paper only, we need to act properly.”


  “It would be troublesome if our grandparents are suspicious.”


  “Yes. Even though I don’t like it, there’s nothing we can do but try our best. For my dream, I can take it.”


  It seemed just like Saito, she got into this marriage with the hopes of realizing a dream.


  “But….What if our grandparents added the condition of having kids?”


  “H, having kids~!? That~…..!”


  Akane wriggled around, letting her body touch Saito’s hand.


  —What’s this soft feeling….


  A round soft sensation, that fitted his hand perfectly. Following his reflexes, Saito squeezed that curvy feeling. This was…. The behind of his classmate.


  Akane shot up while trembling.


  She held Saito’s hand with tears in her eyes.


  “You dare to touch my b,b,b,b,butt!? How about I snap your fingers!!”


  “There’s no helping it, the bed is too tight!? And you were the one who touched me—!!”


  Their first night together started with the screams in pain of the newly wed husband.

* * *

  Now let’s return to the beginning.


  The early morning’s atmosphere was stressful along the highschool’s corridors.


  While the sun was shining on her sparkling hair, Akane glared at Saito.


  “First off, the fact that we are married is not to be told to any of your classmates. I will snap your head off, not just your fingers.”


  This was the ultimatum the morning after the marriage night. A sweet and romantic marriage life is still nowhere to be seen.


  “I told you I understand. Yare, I’ll keep my words.”


  “Moreover, no mentionings of marriages at school in general. It would be troublesome if we were overheard.”


  “You were the one who started this.”


  When Saito criticized her, Akane choked up.


  “….urk, that’s my bad! But watch out from now on!”


  “Especially you. Since you are such an idiot.”


  “I’m not an idiot! Aren’t you much more so than me?”


  “Not according to our academic abilities.”


  Saito laughed.


  “J, just sit on your throne without a care in the world, one day you’ll fall! Right… like at exactly midnight today for example….”


  Akane’s eyes were filled with darkness.


  “Can you be any more specific about when you’re going to do me?”


  “Don’t dare me. We sleep on the same bed every night, I can erase your existence whenever I want.”


  “Didn’t we just agree not to talk about it at school?”


  Saito hurriedly looked around.


  “Ah~……..”


  Akane covered her mouth.


  This young lady was serious to a fault, but she was also clumsy. Last night in the new home, she almost fell down the stairs god knows how many times. There wasn’t any point in meeting in the corridor here in the first place, they left at different times so no one would find out they were living together.


  Both stepped into the 3A class through two different doors.


  Himari, who was already in class, called out to Akane.


  “Morning, Akane. What did you talk about with Saito?”


  “N, nothing important.”


  “Eh~? Didn’t you get so angry you pulled on Saito’s tie?”


  “I’m not angry. It’s just my normal expression.”


  “Ah, Akane’s face always looks scary huh~”


  “R,really? Where?”


  Akane hurriedly touched her face.


  “How to say it, basically you’re wrinkling your eyebrows. Looking just like a demon.”


  “Isn’t it too much to call me a demon!?”


  Akane received a massive shock. Himari used her smartphone’s front camera to replace a mirror and gave it to Akane. Akane then tried to erase the wrinkle in her brows by poking at it. Those two were close as always.


  Saito had never seen these two argue with each other, so he thought they would never argue, ever. It was a stark contrast to Akane’s and Saito’s relationship.


  After Saito got in his seat, Shisei came over.


  She didn’t greet him, but suddenly brought her nose close to Saito’s head, then she sniffed it.


  “W, what’s wrong….?”


  Saito froze.


  Shisei brought her nose away and stared at him.


  “Bro, your shampoo smells different today. Where did you sleep last night.”


  She was too sharp. Saito tried to find ways to reply to her.


  “Erm… My father bought a strange shampoo.”


  “Not just the shampoo.”


  Shisei held Saito’s chest and brought her nose to his neck.


  The tip of her nose brushed with Saito’s neck, making him ticklish and curl up.


  “…And there’s a smell of a woman.”


  And Shisei bit Saito’s neck.


  “Ouch~!? Don’t bite!”


  “If you’re dating anyone, I want you to tell me clearly. As your sister, not hearing your daily report on your lovey dovey mating makes me flustered.”


  “What’s more flustering is having my sister ask about my love life.”


  Moreover, Shisei’s face showed no hint of flusteredness. As expressionless as always.


  “….Liar. Bro married, right?”


  “~…….Why…..”


  Before he could ask how she already knew, Shisei said.


  “Grandpa was doing some weird stuff so I investigated. I also found out your new home address. The one Bro married with is Sakuramori – mu gu gu~”


  Saito used his palms to cover her mouth, and picked her up. Shisei did not resist one bit, and just dangled around in his hand. Saito got to the balcony, put Shisei down and closed the doors behind him.


  “I’m kidnapped by Bro. Lolinapping is a crime bro.”


  Shisei used both her hands to cover her cheeks.


  “So you identify yourself as a loli huh…”


  In reality, Shisei’s appearance was indistinguishable from a primary school kid, so if they went to an amusement park, she would only need to pay the kids fee. Worse off, they might even give her the nursery children ticket.


  Saito put both of his hands together.


  “I’m begging you. Don’t tell anyone about the marriage for me, please.”


  “Why? Marriage is a good thing. You should tell everyone in class so they can give you their blessings.”


  He pulled Shisei back, who was intending to return to class.


  “Shise is imprisoned. This actually is kidnapping then.”


  “It’s not kidnapping. If the marriage story leaks out, especially at our age, it’s going to be a big deal. Moreover, it’s with a classmate no less.”


  “Shise has no responsibility to remain silent. Bro didn’t discuss with me before marrying.”


  “If you’re talking about discussing with you then I did.”


  “That’s a scam. Shise needs some silencing fee.”


  “What now…?”


  Saito felt stressed. Shisei was Tenryuu’s grandchildren, was she amining for half of the Houjou corp’s assets?


  Shisei put her index finger on her lips and thought.


  “Hmm~….silencing fee… silencing fee… silencing…”


  At that moment, a butterfly approached from the garden.


  “Wow~”


  Shisei clumsily followed the butterfly.


  “Can’t come up with anything?”


  “I’ll come up with something soon. Bro’s life is in Shise’s hands.”


  Shisei opened and closed her palms. Even though she looks like a kid practicing for a school’s performance, it is very hard to read her thoughts.


  Meanwhile, Saito was terrified of the aspect of her giving him a terrible condition.

* * *

  The first period was volleyball, in the gym.


  Saito was sitting in the corner, looking at the competing teams.


  Shisei was standing in the middle of the field, oblivious to the balls flying around her.


  The balls hit her head, her face, her body, as if she was a ball black hole. Every time this happened, her petite body flew without a single scream.


  She was silent. A silent, flying young lady, terrifying people around her.


  “S, sorry! Houjou! Are you alright!?”


  The students from the opposing team worriedly chased after her; however, Shisei was,


  “No problem. Not dead yet.”


  She said without a care in the world. The one most similar to Tenryuu in the Houjou household had to be Shisei. But, even if she was indifferent, her body slowly accumulated injuries.


  —Is it seriously fine…..?


  While Saito was worried for her like a brother watching the match, Akane held the ball and approached him. She stood next to Saito, and asked him while averting her gaze.


  “This morning, what did you talk about with Shisei?”


  “…..Something.”


  Saito stuttered. If he told her that Shisei knew everything, it would be troublesome.


  “Say it clearly. You didn’t tell Shisei about the marriage, did you?”


  “I didn’t”


  He didn’t tell her himself, no.


  “Really? You can’t be trusted.”


  “I’m serious. What do I gain from telling Shise?”


  Akane hugged the ball tight and gave a faraway gaze.


  “Human beings are creatures that will do meaningless things when bored… It’s stupid.”


  “I can’t understand your philosophy.”


  “Am I not correct? 95% of humanity puts no effort into their lives, nor try to grow up, but keeps on doing meaningless things everyday.”


  “Apologize to the 95% of the population.”


  It is true that a lot of people are living inefficient lives, but Saito thought everyone needed some freedom in their own lives.


  The P.E teacher gave a red card because Shisei was hit by the ball one little too much – This was the first time he saw a red card being used for volleyball – Shisei was carried out of the field and the match concluded.


  “Shisei, try your best.” “There’s nothing scary left.” “Come with us to a safer place.” “Let’s come somewhere silent and protected from sunlight.”


  Some girls making the expression of guardians took Shisei away. It seemed Shisei’s petite body awoke their motherly instincts.


  Shisei directed her gaze at Saito while being carried away and put up her thumb.


  “Bro, the rest, I’ll leave to you.”


  “Yeah, rest in the infirmary.”


  He didn’t understand what she was leaving him with, but his team’s match was beginning so he stepped into the field. Even though P.E. isn’t his favourite subject, he understood that strengthening himself by exercising during his growth period is very important for business works in the future.


  Saito and Akane were the left and central midfielder, respectively, while Himaru was the central defender.


  Akane glared at Saito.


  “Bring it on. I’ll definitely not lose to you.”


  “We’re on the same team.”


  “I have never considered you to be a teammate of mine.”


  “Consider me one then! At least in this match!”


  While they were having that conversation, the opposing team served.


  “..~”


  Saito was trying to catch the ball, but,


  “Kya~!?”


  Akane used her entire body strength to tackle Saito. Their foreheads slammed together with great force, making a noise that reminds everyone of the bell rings in churches. Stars gathered around Saito’s vision.


  “What the hell were you doing!?”


  “That’s my question! It’s my ball!”


  “It’s not your ball! It’s mine!”


  “Huuuuuuuuuh!? Who gave you the right to decide that? Ever since the beginning of reality, it was already my ball.”


  Saito and Akane glared at each other through their tears of pain. Himari called out.


  “A, ano-, the ball is not yours~? It’s the school’s~?”


  “Now that you mention it….”


  Saito facepalmed. He was dragged along Akane’s flow.


  He usually was a calm person for his age, yet, whenever he was talking to Akane, he could barely contain his emotions. Moreover, he just didn’t want to have anything to do with Akane.


  The ball rolled out of the field, causing a point loss for his team.


  Himari giggled like she was having the time of her life.


  “You wouldn’t know from his looks but Saito is quite a dummy huh~”


  “Kuh~…..”


  What a blunder. The one who prided himself as the Top 1 of the grade was now being called a dummy. To not lose his calm, Saito inhales deeply to readjust his emotions.


  “Alright, bring it on!”


  There’s determination, for sure. However, they again smashed into each other hard trying to reach for the ball.


  His stomach got a mouthful, or should I say stomachful, of Akane’s head.


  -This chick is like a bullet…


  Though his senses were numb, he already flew off the field.


  Saito stood up while coughing out blood.


  “Do you really want to kill me!? Do you think that you won’t be convicted if you do that while in a match?”


  Blood was also forming on Akane’s lips. Both now had injuries all over their bodies.


  “It’s just because you were standing in the place that I was heading to! Don’t block my path!”


  “The one blocking is you!”


  “It’s your fault for standing in front of the bulldozer!”


  “Is it fine for you to call yourself a bulldozer?”


  It’s not something you would usually use to describe a cute female highschooler.


  “Can you please play properly next time? Or else I’d rather be substituted out to pick up balls.”


  “Uh grr….”


  Akane bailed her fists looking angry. This was her fighting stance. Saito got himself into a defensive stance, since if he wasn’t paying attention, he would be K.Oed by the menace as if this was a boxing ring.


  He silently declared that he wouldn’t fail if he got the ball.


  He focused all of his senses on the ball, utilized even the sixth sense, calculated the rotational motion of the ball flying from the opposing field.


  –Right now!


  The second Saito leaped up, his knee kissed Akane’s chin. The two got tangled together and fell down to the gym’s floor. Akane was lying face up, while Saito was on top of her. Their PE clothes were all wrinkled up, exposing her female softness. Her hair was all over the floor, while her breasts were moving up and down.


  “I heard a crack? Did you break a bone anywhere!?”


  Saito was definitely worried, and touched Akane’s chin. Meanwhile, Akane’s eyes were tearing up.


  “Y, you’re doing this in public….. Even if we’re hu-”


  Akane was going to yell out “Even if we’re husband and wife”, but Saito quickly shut her up.


  “Mmphh~! Mugamugamuga!”


  Akane squirmed around in shock but Saito didn’t let go. He was afraid of her revenge, but he was more afraid of her leaking their marriage out.


  Akane pushed Saito flying aside to escape from her prison. She gasped for breath and glared at Saito.


  “Y, you pervert… It’s a crime to engage in lewd activities during class.”


  “I didn’t do anything lewd.”


  “I was done by you! Just a little bit more and I can’t become a bride anymore!”


  Saito wanted to shout ‘Aren’t you a bride now!’ but he held it in. Akane used the volleyball as a shield for her body.


  Their classmates were looking from afar and whispered among each other.


  “They’re doing it again…” “Don’t they get bored~” “You guys are too close…”


  They were giving them warm and affectionate gazes.


  “What do they mean by “they’re doing it again?”?”


  Hearing Saito’s question, Himari answered.


  “You don’t know? Since Akane and Saito always quarrel, you two are now considered an item at school. You are named on the Real Couples list, and won top 2 for the most hilarious husband and wife couple at school.?


  “W, we’re not husband and wife——!!”


  Akane denied while blushing, but they were obviously husband and wife.

* * *

  Needless to say, if the two were already playing cat and dog at school, their house lives weren’t going to go well. 


  When Saito was reading a book in the living room, he could hear Akane’s shriek from the kitchen.


  “What’s wrong with you?”


  Saito looked over the counter into the kitchen. Akane had just returned from school so she was still wearing her uniforms and holding the groceries bought straight from the supermarket.


  “What’s this! Isn’t this just fruit juices?”


  The fridge was stuffed full of fruit juices carton boxes.


  “Ah, I bought them. Highly concentrated fruit juices.”


  “I can’t place groceries like this! Why did you buy so much, and why fruit juices?”


  “Because fruit juices are very good in balancing your nutrients. Full of vitamins, fruit juices are all you need.”


  “All you need my ass! You don’t only need vitamin, you need some form of starch”


  “Ah, those. I have it all prepared.”


  Saito opened the eating utensils drawer to show her. What met her eyes were instant noodles, filled to the brim of the drawer. The brain of the top student in the year was built on noodles.


  “Kya—!”


  “It’s good to the point of you exclaiming? That’s fine and dandy. Instant noodles are the perfect combination of the three aspects: Cheap, fast, delish.”


  Saito looked proud. Meanwhile, Akane made a serious face and hugged her head.


  “Let me ask you just this one thing… Where’s the protein?”


  “Protein is covered.”


  Saito held the protein shake bottle up. He also took some protein powders from the plastic bag on the floor out.


  “Take a look. The perfect protein combination between whey and casein. This is the pinnacle of nutritional balance, don’t tell me you don’t know about it.”


  “I don’t know anything about this!”


  “How about you try some?”


  “I won’t!”


  Akane turned down his suggestion. Without another word, Saito put some protein and fruit juices into the shaking bottle and gently shook it. Akane shuddered.


  “You….do you intend to live with just instant noodles, fruit juices, and protein from now on?”


  “This is the most simple meal I can make.”


  “This is not a meal, I refuse! Especially the thing you are making right now. It’s like wastewater.”


  Saito frowned.


  “How rude. Do you know how long it took me to appreciate the flavour of this atrocity?”


  “Don’t try to trick your taste sense!”


  “I’m not tricking it. I’m just numb.”


  He put his hand on his chest and proudly said. Akane crossed her arms, looked on the ground and mumbled.


  “The phrase ‘all geniuses have a screw loose’ is true… this is much more dangerous than I expect… If I left him alone he would die… And if he dies I wouldn’t receive the benefit from the marriage contract… that would be bad for me… That’s right! I have to do something! This is for my own good… not for him!”


  “Did you just recite a mantra?”


  “No?”


  Akane looked up. She pointed at Saito’s face and said.


  “The thing you are preparing right now isn’t food, but science waste! Let me teach you what real food is! Just sit there and wait a bit!”


  “No, I already have my all powerful meal….”


  Saito let Akane look at the special drink that had already blended between the green of the fruit juice and the cocoa colour of the protein powder. And it made Akane’s shoulders jerk.


  “Don’t put that poison near me! How disgusting, hurry up and dump it away somewhere!”


  “How can I dump it… You shouldn’t waste food.”


  “That thing isn’t food!”


  “How dare you ridicule my invention…”


  Saito grinded his jaws, while pouring the protein down the basin. One day, they would also need to clean the pipe that just drained the hatred of a liquid away. Akane wore a cute pink apron over her uniform. She bent over to tie the apron’s straps, tied her hair into a bun and laughed.


  “Don’t look so excited.”


  “Ah, I’m not excited at all! Just prepare yourself, because I’ll show you real foods that yours can’t ever compare to!”


  This seemed actually pretty interesting.

* * *

  In the kitchen, Akane was enthusiastically beating some eggs and pouring them into the mold to make rolled eggs. Since she had a little sister, she made a lot of nutritional food, so she was confident in her cooking ability. Though she couldn’t win academically against Saito, she was  much better at homemaking than him. Moreover, Saito basically lacked real world survivability. He called it protein, obviously implying he had never cooked seriously before in his life.


  Akane twirled her chopsticks to roll the fried egg into shape. Back when she tried it in primary school, the egg became all scrambled, but she was used to it now. The dish was fluffy and good looking. The aroma of the egg and sauce was carried throughout the room. If she used a knife to slice lightly at the tip, the cut would look shiny.


  “Alright.”


  Akane was satisfied with the result.


  She was aware that Saito was stealing a glance here and there. He was making the face of a hungry puppy. Akane felt proud of herself making her archnemesis listen to her and wait. He was waiting for Akane to feed him. Just for today, he was just like a pet dog. No matter how great a man was, someone with a hungry stomach could never bite the hand feeding it.


  Akane placed the boiled pork on the plate and decorated the sides with tomatoes and pickles. She also sprinkled some minced turnips, leeks and spinaches on top. Finally, she poured some ponzu sauce over. 


  This was Akane’s best dish. A high quality dish, easy to prepare, highly nutritious. It always received favourable evaluations from her sister.  Saito would definitely be flabbergasted tasting this dish. Then he would realize Akane’s amazing abilities, praise her cooking, and thank her from the bottom of his heart. She had lost to Saito time and time again, but this time she’d surprise him for sure.


  While daydreaming, Akane leaked out the laughter she’s holding back in her heart.


  “Fufufufufu….”


  “What are you laughing for, it’s scary.”


  “How tackless! I’m just making dinner for you?”


  “My last dinner huh…. I wonder if there’s poison inside…”


  Saito shuddered.


  —This guy always angers me!


  Akane braced her shoulders and kept on cooking.

* * *

  Dinner finally came. Saito was trembling looking at the food Akane presented on the table.


  Normally, a girl who considers Saito an enemy would definitely put poison in the dishes. Else, there’s no way she would ever serve her nemesis like this. With that thought, even though he was looking carefully when she was cooking, he couldn’t catch her inserting poison.


  —Did she put poison in when I wasn’t looking? No, she was definitely directing my line of sight to a blind spot? Or she might have been using magic tricks…


  Saito had zero doubts that Akane was trying to kill him. Though this was his first time eating a girl’s cooking, feelings of happiness were nowhere to be seen. Contrarily, anxiety and fear filled his heart.


  “Please dig in… I’ll definitely knock you out today…”


  Akane organized the dishes while saying dangerous things with a scary expression.


  There was pork with spinach, fried egg, Miso soup and rice.


  Saito used his chopsticks to dig around the rice. Though it seemed impolite, his life was more important.


  “Nails or bombs… none found, apparently.”


  “Of course not! Those are inedible!”


  “That means, the poison is designed for consumption….”


  “What are you saying? Hurry up and eat.”


  “You are rushing me as if you want to kill me off quicker…”


  “What do you mean killing!”


  Akane didn’t even touch her chopsticks, she was just observing Saito.


  —Since it’s poisoned, she didn’t want to eat it…?


  Half terrified, half trembling, Saito picked up the pork and put it in his mouth. He half resolved himself for death, took a deep breath and chewed.


  “What? Delish?”


  Akane supported her chins with both her arms, and looked at him with sparkling eyes. A gaze filled with expectations. 
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  Saito was surprised. His throat didn’t explode, nor did his tongue sting from pain, and he did not lose consciousness. It was completely normal. This was food made for human consumption.


  The boiled pork was okay, and the spices consisting of minced turnip, leeches and spinach accentuated hí tastes. When he bit the tomato, he could feel the sourness and the sweetness of the juice through his tongue.


  Though favoured by his grandfather, Saito was neglected by his parents, so he mostly had bento or cup noodles at home. But when he ate out with his grandfather, he was always invited to some luxurious restaurants or stores. There was a huge difference in his eating experiences.


  So, to Saito, a “normal family meal” was something very special. Different from his parents’ home where everyone was distant even if they were related, this gave him the atmosphere of a family.


  “……….Normal.”


  Even if he meant it as a praise.


  “Then stop eating!”


  Akane was angry and lifted the plate up.


  “Why! Why stop me when you have already done all of this!”


  It would be hell if he was told to return to that Protein shake after experiencing food like this. Saito’s tastebuds weren’t a robot’s, he also wanted to enjoy some real cuisine rather than that deadly combination of chemistry.


  “If it’s not good then you don’t have to eat it! I’ll feed this to the dogs.”


  “How wasteful! I didn’t say it’s not good.”


  “You didn’t say it’s good!”


  Akane took the dish and ran out of the living room, while Saito was in close pursuit. He didn’t understand why Akane got mad. He rarely gave praises like that, but when he did, it wasn’t appreciated at all.


  It was like this everyday. Saito and Akane both were outstanding and outlandish students, but always fighting each other tooth and nail ever since joining Highschool. No one knew how it became like this.


  Saito grabbed the plate from Akane’s hands and devoured it at max speed.


  “Hold up, why are you eating without permission!”


  “I will eat everything that you cooked! I won’t leave any behind even if it’s just a grain of rice!”


  He didn’t want to waste the home-flavoured food she painstakingly prepared.


  He devoured the rice, the egg, and slurped the Miso soup.


  Akane pulled on Saito’s wrists.


  “Return it! You burglar! You monster~!”


  “This was my first time being called a burglar for eating homemade food. Give it up, your luck ran dry the moment you served me food.”


  “You bastard~…..! I’ll hate you forever!”


  Akane glared at him with teary eyes, looking angry.


  This was also Saito’s first time being hated when he finished his food.

* * *

  “Wake…wake up….”


  A cute voice entered his ears, when he was sleeping on a fluffy mattress. The rhythmic but gentle shaking on his shoulders made him even more sleepy. He could feel the sunlight over his closed eyelids. The soft blanket was filled with a lady’s sweet aroma, gently wrapped around Saito’s body.


  He didn’t want to let this comfortable period end, so Saito kept his eyes closed and whispered.


  “Just a bit more…”


  “Can’t. You have to wake up properly.”


  The lady slightly slapped Saito’s cheeks. The sensation was also refreshing and comfy.


  The only one to ever do this would be his cousin Shisei. Ever since she was small, Shisei kept snuggling into Saito’s bed. With those hazy thoughts, Saito hugged the lady.


  “It’s fine. Let’s sleep together.”


  “Hya~!?”


  The lady froze. 


  The sweet aroma entered Saito’s nose. It wasn’t an aroma that he hated. Contrarily, it awoke his instincts. The lady’s body was a perfect fit within his arms, as if she was sculpted exclusively for him.


  “Y, you, you….”


  The lady was now trembling. Her voice was full of shyness.


  Something was off. When Saito realized that, he didn’t have time left to wake himself up.


  “I said wake up——————–!!”


  Getting pushed by her entire force, Saito fell down from the bed.


  “~!? ~!? ~!?”


  He rubbed his eyes in a panicking state, and identified the lady’s silhouette.


  The person standing there was not Shisei, but Akane in her apron. Her face was red and she was even tearing up.


  “T, there’s a rule in this house that states you will be pulled on the bed if you wake someone up…? Aren’t there no laws….?”


  “Calm down. I thought you were Shise just now…”


  “So you will pull her in if it was Shisei!? That’s the relationship you two have?”


  “I don’t know what’s our relationship, but it’s clearly not the one you’re imagining! First off, put the weapons down!”


  Did she intend to attack him in his sleep, why was she holding the kitchen knife like that. Saito rolled himself up in the futon to ensure his perfect defense.


  “This isn’t a weapon, I was just making breakfast.”


  “You said yesterday that you don’t want to make food anymore.”


  “I’m not making your portion!”


  The knife reflected the sunlight.


  “Alright. I’m sorry.”


  Saito shrugged his shoulders after he mistakenly expected too much. It’s back to the protein for breakfast for him. It’s fine, scientifically speaking.


  Akane turned aside and pouted her lips.


  “Uh, erm look? I accidentally made too much. If you said you want to eat it, I can give you some leftovers.”


  “I don’t need leftovers.”


  “Why!? You want to have my leftovers do you not?”


  “No matter whose food it is, I don’t need leftovers.”


  This is a matter concerning human dignity.


  “But you ate all the leftovers last night…”


  “That was a proper dinner you prepared though!?”


  Saito felt threatened when he was considered a waste food processing machine. He wasn’t fine with that.


  “And, I didn’t think you would even wake me up.”


  “AH~, I remembered! I wasn’t here to wake you up, but to get mad at you.”


  “Get mad…?”


  “Come here, quick.”


  Saito obediently followed Akane’s request. He wasn’t so as dumb as to go against his enemy who’s holding a knife in her hands in the morning like that. Especially not while he was barehanded.


  He was led to the kitchen.


  Sliced turnip and bacon was taken from the fridge and put on the table. A charming scenery. Akane’s phone was playing some background music on the table.


  “This!”


  Akane pointed at the basin. The dishes used for last night’s dinner were placed there.


  “What’s wrong with the basin?”


  “It’s not ‘what’s wrong’! Why are the dirty dishes still there!? I prepared dinner last night so you ought to clean it?”


  “It’s fine to leave it like that. We have a lot of spares, enough to pile them up to the ceiling.”


  “Fine my ass! It’s dirty, and negatively affects the aesthetics. Clean it now! We won’t have rice if the rice cooker isn’t cleaned.”


  “I didn’t think there’s anything wrong with it…”


  Whenever his parents were on vacation or absent from home, Saito brought a lot of pots and cookers to use a different one every other day, then washed them all on the weekend. It’s more efficient than washing individually.”


  First off, Saito finished his morning routines, then he cleaned the dishes. He superficially scrubbed the dishes so that he was done with it as soon as possible, then Akane came from the toilet.


  “Why did you leave the toilet seat up?”


  “Something wrong with it?”


  “It’s terrible! Lower it whenever you’re done!”


  “Isn’t it better for you to lower it yourself?”


  “I don’t want to touch it! Do I have to spell it out for you?”


  “No clue.”


  “Huh~? Unbelievable!”


  Akane displayed utter disappointment.


  Even if she said it like that, neither his parents nor Shisei ever complained about the toilet seat, so he couldn’t understand it. Even he got angry, getting yelled at like that in the morning.


  “The toilet paper cores are still there, as well as the soap case. Do you plan to make this amazing house into a rainforest?”


  “Trash can be cleaned one per month.”


  Seeing Saito shrugging his shoulders, Akane glared at him.


  “Y, you’re being serious….? Are you even human?”


  “I am human. So don’t run away from trash, but to learn to live with it.”


  “No, what do you mean live with it! I want a clean, pretty and proper life.”


  “Unlucky for you, I’m not as diligent. I’m even questioning the meaning of bathing and cleaning yourself up.”


  “I’m speechless of your awareness! There’s nothing to doubt now!”


  Akane trembled in fear.


  “I finished cleaning the dishes, that’s that.”


  “Wait, wait a moment.”


  “I’m getting a headache being rambled at in the early morning. Shut up a bit for me.”


  “Huh????? That’s not words you use to someone you’re cohabiting with.”


  “The cohabitation is for both of our own goods. Do not intervene more than that.”


  Then Saito left the kitchen. He heard some stomps from Akane, but his sanity would not stand it if he seriously faced her.


  Then Saito prepared for school.

* * *

  Not just homemaking matters, the two encountered various troubles in their daily activities.


  Living with a girl he hated pushed his stress levels to the absolute limit.


  The overloaded person, Saito, turned on his console after dinner. Truthfully, only games could dissipate some stress from him.


  Fortunately, this house has a large sized television and a set of speakers his parents house could not compare. He was gunning to play games on this monster ever since moving in but got no spare time.


  The screen displayed a close-up shot of a zombie army.


  Saito used weapons to annihilate those waves of zombies. The zombie’s scream echoed throughout the bloody battlefield. 


  After two hours of immersion, he heard Akane approaching when he was following the storyline. Saito felt his stomach burning just from that. He thought of arguing, or being grumbled at by her about some housework. It’s annoying to be interrupted when one was having fun.


  He was praying for the evil spirit to go away but in vain, Akane bolted right in the living room.


  “How can I concentrate on studying when you’re making such a ruckus! And, what weird game are you playing here!?”


  Saito explained clearly.


  “This isn’t a weird game. It’s a Community-based Zombie Hunting Action game. In this game you have to kill all the zombies appearing around the country using the public figures of each area. The mayor will guide you through the stages, and the stage locations will be based on the historical figure…”


  “I don’t care! You can explain it all you want! It looks disgusting, delete it!”


  Akane used her hands to cover her eyes.


  “This isn’t disgusting. I lowered the gore level to 40%. Since if it was any higher I wouldn’t see anything through the blood.”


  “I don’t care if it’s 40% or whatever, gore is gore. Your taste is disgusting.”


  “You also eat animal organs.”


  “I don’t want to eat it anymore after seeing this! I can’t understand people playing violent games. Those peoples are essentially criminals.”


  Saito felt annoyed.


  “Are you being prejudiced? Stop complaining about other people’s tastes.”


  “I’m saying stop playing this in my house!”


  “This is also my house!”


  “You are just a visitor!”


  “Excuse me!”


  Foreheads grinding at each others’ and glaring straight at one another. If one was to ask about their changes after marriage, the honest answer would be not only did their relationship not improve, but their battlefield only got wider.


  “Enough. I’m unplugging it.”


  Akane angrily approached the console.


  “Oi wait wait wait!”


  Saito quickly grabbed Akane’s hands.


  “D, don’t touch me! It’s cowardly to rely on violence.”


  “You are the one using violence. Do you plan to kill all the data I’ve grinded through in this 2 hours?”


  Akane tilted her head and put her index finger on her lips.


  “Grinded…data…? No idea, but I’m not killing it.”


  “You don’t even understand game data?”


  “Are you underestimating me?”


  “I’m not underestimating you! Have you ever played a game before?”


  “I have. I played the animal grabbing game. I even grabbed a large stuffed toy.”


  She puffed her chest out proudly, but this experience wasn’t something she could use to understand gamers.


  Akane pushed Saito’s hands away and ran to the console.


  “What are you trying to do!”


  “I’ll banish it into the drawers. Playing games in this house is forbidden!”


  “Are you my mother!”


  Saito held the console tight to take it back.


  “I have no recollection of raising someone with a problematic personality as this!”


  “The one with the rotten personality is you!”


  Both fought over the console, not yielding one step, their palms started sweating. It only took one misstep to drop it, so Saito used his fingernails to grab onto the console.


  Right that instant, the doorbell rang.


  “Ah~, a visitor.”


  “Oi kuh~….”


  Akane quickly let go, throwing Saito off balance. And off goes the power cord of the console and the screen’s. Saito watched as his game data turned into dust.


  “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA…..”


  Looking at the now black screen, Saito cried screams of pain.

* * *

  The one who rang the bell was the moving company. It seemed there was some belongings left behind in Saito’s parents house.


  It was grateful they sent it to him like this, but in reality, they were just trying to erase all Saito’s presence from his parent’s house, making Saito feel hurtful.


  —So I can’t return to my parents house anymore….


  Once again reminded of that, he opened the newly delivered luggage while sighing. He wasn’t having regrets, but it was still the place where he was born into and grew up, and anywhere was better than this current battlefield. To not see Akane’s face ever again, Saito was willing even to sell his soul to the devil.


  A new fierce war was waiting for him tomorrow morning. To mend his wound, Saito would soak himself in the baths.


  He stepped out of the room without bringing anything along,


  —That’s right. I must bring some clothes to change.


  He returned to his room, bringing his underwear and pyjamas along.


  Aside from occasions when Shisei dropped by to play, back in his parents’ house, there was no problem if he walked naked from the bathroom to his own room, so he just forgot it. But if he was caught naked by Akane, there would definitely be another lecture.


  Thinking such, Saito undressed in the dressing room.


  There was light coming from the bathroom, but there’s no sound coming from it.


  Whenever Saito forgot to turn off the light, he was scolded “Stop being wasteful of electricity”, but isn’t Akane also being wasteful… He was angry, and opened the door to the bathroom.


  “…?”


  The scenery inside made him freeze.


  Akane was soaking inside the tub, in her birthday suit.


  She was lying face up in the large tub with closed eyes.


  Her usually modest chest under the uniforms, is now in view, and is frankly …. outside of all imaginations. The shape was accentuated by the waters, revealing the pink bit at the tip.


  Her slender shoulders, along with her legs under the clear waters looked so bright it blinded his eyes. Her signature tied hair was untied, letting drips of water flowing down her cheeks.


  Saito had to agree she was beautiful. Even if she was arguing with him every day, that was a fact he could not deny. There was no mistaking it, she was a beautiful lady. Saito was so immersed he forgot to return to the changing room.


  But, he immediately regained his sanity


  —-Crap.


  Primal fear radiated from his entire body. He knew he just committed a crime.


  That is trespassing his classmate’s bath.


  It wouldn’t be strange if he received a death sentence. No, Akane viewed him as a nemesis, she may even give him a punishment worse than death.


  However, luckily for him, Akane’s eyes were closed, it seemed she hadn’t noticed Saito yet. This was prime time to escape from the den of the dragon.


  Saito tip-toed out of the bathroom.


  Must not make a sound, this meant life and death to him.


  Even the sound of his foot leaving the sound could reach Akane, making Saito incredibly stressed.


  The heat from the bathroom makes his breathing difficult. Not many minutes had passed since he entered the bathroom, yet he’s sweating bullets, and he felt as if time was eternal.


  Somehow or another, he reached the changing room, but Saito was exhausted.


  He used the last remainder of his strength to slowly close the doors, then tried to run for his life with his clothes.


  But.


  “…..How strange.”


  Saito stopped at the corridor.


  Even if Akane was just closing her eyes, her not noticing Saito there meant she was too insensitive to her surroundings.


  Was she just simply closing her eyes? It would be severe if she had issues there. If he left her to drown, his wife, no less, would he be convicted?


  Naked in the hallway, Saito was seriously worried.


  Even if the person was his nemesis, he couldn’t leave her to death like that.


  “Damn it~…”


  Saito once again approached the den of the sleeping dragon.


  Firstly, he tried knocking on the bathroom.


  “O, o~i, are you still alive~…?”


  No response.


  “Oi wake up! You’re still alive! Don’t give up on yourself!”


  Even though he didn’t mean it, he couldn’t think of any better words to say, and he kept shouting randomly.


  The room responded with an unnatural stillness.


  There was no other choice, so Saito opened the door.


  Akane was still in her face-up position, closing her eyes. He feared her body seemed to have sunk to a lower position than before. Just a bit more and her mouth would go below the water.


  Saito approached Akane who was in the bathtub, and could hear her soft breathing sounds.


  —So you’re sleeping!


  His worry turned out to be in vain, but the dangerous situation still remained. There were a lot of fatal accidents due to sleeping in the bathtubs.


  Akane’s face was usually decorated with scowls, now vanished as if it was all a lie. An Akane without wrinkles on her brows looked so cute there were no complaints. Her lips were wet, and her nape just reflecting from the waters looked upre.


  “Wake up… wake up… Wake the hell up!”


  Saito approached to wake her up, but Akane didn’t open her eyes.


  Mumbles escaped from the cherry pink lips.


  “Munya munya… you finally admitted your loss… Good boy… If you kneeled down to apologize, I may be willing to let you live in the dog pen…”


  “…Apparently it’s better to leave her here huh.”


  Saito made an irritated expression.


  It seemed even in her dreams, Akane was picking a fight with Saito. Moreover, she was demanding some outrageous requests. She must hate Saito a lot.


  Even so, leaving a girl to drown in his house would leave a bad aftertaste.


  Saito shook Akane’s shoulders.


  “Okay that’s enough! You’ll die!”


  Akane kept sleeping.


  —Leaving her like this…isn’t okay.


  Saito decided to move Akane to a safe place.


  He held Akane’s arms and dragged her out of the bathtub.


  The naked part hidden under the water was now fully visible, bringing the offensive power through the roof. Her slender waistline entered his vision, making Saito immediately turn away.


  Her softness broke his balance, making Akane’s body lean on Saito.


  A soft feeling. His classmate’s breasts were now squished onto Saito’s chest. The sensation of the tips were felt by him vividly.


  The two were glued together through bare skin, Akane’s breath transferred to his skin. Akane’s face looked charming up close.


  Saito could feel his lower half raring to go.


  —This is just biological, this is just biological, this is just biological…!


  He couldn’t stand it when he had such a reaction to his sworn enemy, so he chanted such to calm himself down. He wasn’t doing anything wicked, this was to save her after all. However, guilt kept attacking him.


  “Uhn~…Saito is… an idiot…”


  Akane’s cute voice, and soft breaths, entered his ears.


  —-Do you want to kill me!


  Saito immediately chanted the integration formula he was taught at school, but no matter how advanced the formula is, he couldn’t win against a girl’s body. Gradually, Saito’s biological phenomenon got in full bloom, filled to the brim with energy enough to change the world.


  Right that instant.


  Akane opened her eyes.


  “Ah.”


  Saito frozen.


  Akane looked unfocused for a second, but after that, it started focusing until her face was snow pale.


  “Eh, wh,what’s this…? Why are we hugging each other naked….? Sexual harassment…? Sexual assault…?”


  “I’ll explain this clearly, so please calm down and listen.”


  Even if Saito wanted to calmly explain through his cold sweats, it’s hard to calm down to do so to a girl who just woke up in this situation.


  Along with a scream that could wake up the entire street, Saito was hit flying out of the bathroom.


  And the door behind him was slammed shut with a burning force.


  “I can’t believe it! You pervert! Get out of here now! Get out of this house! Get out of this planet———–!!”


  “At least let me live on Earth! I didn’t do anything wrong!”


  “You are saying that intruding a bathing girl is nothing wrong?”


  “That~…..”


  The situation was too complicated, he couldn’t immediately explain it.


  “You saw me naked right!? You also saw my breasts!? More importantly, the lower part…”


  “I didn’—-”


  He did, fully. And it reluctantly made him aroused. He couldn’t deny it nor explain.


  “You brute! Disappear! Don’t ever come into this bathroom ever again—–!!”


  Given a completely unreasonable request, Saito stepped out of the changing room.

* * *

  After getting out of the bathroom, Akane dried her hair in the changing room with teary eyes.


  This was the first time she was seen absolutely naked by a guy, and that guy was her archnemesis, no less. She thought she would die of embarrassment.


  Moreover…if she thought clearly about it, it might not have been an assault.


  The fatigue from housework and studies made her sleep in the bathroom. So wasn’t Saito trying to help… She was feeling that way.


  If that was the case, yelling at Saito would make her a terrible, ungrateful person.


  No face to talk with Saito now, she took more time to dry her hair than usual.


  Her heavy steps reached the bedroom.


  She would feel more relieved if he had slept, but Saito was still awake. He was reading as usual on the bed.


  “………..”


  Seeing Akane approach, he silently closed his book and covered himself with the futon. He was definitely angry.


  Akane lied down next to Saito and faced the opposite way.


  “A,ano~…”


  She didn’t know whether to apologize, or to offer thanks.


  “….What.”


  Saito didn’t turn back, and responded with a small voice.


  “Erm, so, about …. The accident.. I’m…”


  “I’m sleeping.”


  “…~!”


  Receiving such a cold reply, Akane’s cheeks burned hot.


  She was suddenly angry, and could not be honest with herself anymore.


  It’s always like this, ever since starting highschool and meeting Saito.


  “Oh, that so! Then just go right ahead? Because I wasn’t planning to say anything important!”


  Akane ground her teeth, and covered her face up with the futon.  


  Chapter 3: Understanding (Part 1)


  

  Everyday at the ‘battlefield’ wore Saito out, both mind and body.


  He wasn’t used to living with a complete stranger, so even if it was in his house, he couldn’t calm himself down, nor could he get any deep sleep.


  Moreover, because of their rivalry, quarrels kept breaking out as if on a loop. He felt as if his personal boundary was being breached, and felt annoyed at his opposition. This short marriage life of theirs was more brutal than even their two rivalring years at school.


  This morning, opening his eyes, Saito felt a wave of relief realizing that Akane wasn’t lying next to him.


  It would be better for him if she went to school first, but much to his chagrin he could still hear Akane cooking in the kitchen.


  Saito washed his face, mentally prepared himself at the corridor and stepped into the living room.


  The atmosphere was discomfitingly stuffed.


  There were toast and salads displayed on the table. No matter how badly they argued, she still prepared breakfast. He wasn’t sure if this was due to her seriousness or her kindness.


  “…Morning.”


  Saito greeted before getting in his seat, while Akane turned her head away sharply and started eating the toast.


  Well, she was more attacking the toast than chewing it.


  An uncomfortable silence.


  Akane annoyedly used the remote control to change the channel.


  Both parties were drained, even the will to get mad at each other was no longer there.


  The pressure gradually got the better of him, making Saito unable to even swallow the toast.


  He wanted to escape this battlefield. That was the only emotion left inside him.

* * *

  Just like him, Akane also reached her limits.


  She left the house earlier than Saito, sighing exhaustedly while walking.


  She didn’t understand why a senior highschool girl like her was in this position. Ever since they started living together, their relationship only got worse and worse. She couldn’t concentrate on her studies at home, and she could only think about Saito -about the despicable things she might do to him- when not at home.


  Furthermore, their heated arguments drained a lot from her. Physically and mentally.


  Since that day, Akane had lost 5 kgs. Normally, losing weight was a good thing, but she wasn’t welcoming of the sickness that might follow.


  She stepped into the class with a heavy mood.


  “Morning~, Akane. What’s wrong, are you feeling unwell~”


  Himari called out to her with an unchanging beaming smile as always.


  This was the only safe haven within the battlefield. Akane lunged herself at Himari.


  “Uuuuuuuuuuuuuuuu…Himari…Himariiiiiiii…”


  She buried herself into Himari’s chest and cried. Unlike Akane’s modest chest, Himari had a motherly figure, giving her a sense of comfort when hugged.


  “Wa,wait, what exactly happened? Did you get sexually harassed on the way to school?”


  Himari grabbed Akane’s shoulders and stared straight at her eyes.


  Akane whispered in a soulless voice.


  “Being sexually harassed…would be a hundred times better than this…”


  “It’s even worse~!? Then go to the police!?”


  “The police won’t be able to help…”


  “IIt’s more dangerous than the police? What can I do then?”


  Himari was seriously worried for her.


  She had always been Akane’s ally. Other people in class didn’t like Akane, and didn’t want to make friends with her, but Himari was the exception to that. She was saved by her best friend’s kindness god knows how many times, but especially now, she’s fully savouring that kindness.


  “If you have anything troubling you, just tell me all about it. I’ll listen to all you have to say.”


  “Uhm…”


  She could tell Himari since she was really trustworthy.


  But the situation was too complicated.


  Their unreasonable marriage was forced by their selfish grandparents, got pushed into a new home, having to live with a guy she really hated, quarrels in every daily matter.


  -How can I tell her that~!!


  Akane hugged her head in despair. This was beyond the counselling abilities of a high school girl.


  But if she talked about this with the school’s counsellor, there would be a lot of trouble, and if the news somehow made the school boards, she would be seen in a negative light.


  “E, etto…? If I have a very bad relationship with someone, but I am forced to be close with them, what do you think I should do…?”


  Akane chose her words carefully.


  Himari put her index finger on her lips and tilted her head.


  “Wanting to improve the relationship with someone you hate…? Are you talking about Saito?”


  “No! What does he have anything to do with this!? I don’t think I would ever want to be closer to him.”


  Just the mention of his name was enough to make Akane’s heart skip a beat.


  “It’s just, I can only think of Saito… Akane, ever since the first year, you seem like you only care about Saito.”


  “I don’t give a damn about him! It’s anyone but him for me!”


  Her ears were hot as if on fire. Something like liking a person she really hated (Saito) must definitely not happen. That was her nemesis. A force that Akane must drive down.


  “That so~. Well it’s good.”


  Himari smiled as if relieved.


  “Well, I’m currently at my limit. If we continue arguing like this, the stress will drive me funny. What should I do…”


  “This really is about Saito huh?”


  “I told you it’s not!”


  They were going nowhere with this. But, Akane didn’t want them to go too fast and reveal everything.


  Himari gave a suggestion.


  “Hmm~, that’s right~. If it was me I’ll hug that person maybe?”


  “H,hug?”


  “Right. Hugging tightly, because if both can understand one another’s breaths and heartbeats, they won’t want to quarrel anymore. And they will think ‘so this guy is just a human like me’”.


  “Hya~”


  Himari approached and hugged Akane, making her let out a pitiful noise.


  Her body was wrapped by a gentle aroma… Doing this with Saito? Just imagining it makes Akane embarrassed and exhausted.


  “I, impossible impossible! That’s not something I can do with him!”
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  “That’s your challenge!”


  “Impossible! There has to be another way!”


  Akane left Himari’s embrace.


  Himari’s maternal instincts were too dangerous. She felt like she was slowly becoming a degenerate staying in her hug.


  “So, how about having an overnight stay?”


  “Don’t wanna!”


  She couldn’t say she sleeps with him on the same bed every night.


  “What about having a meal together?”


  “That would ruin my appetite.”


  She also couldn’t talk about how she cooked for him everyday.


  “So, how about hugging each other naked? Do that on a hot spring trip?”


  “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAa…….”


  Recalling being hugged while naked by Saito, Akane used her palms to hide her face.


  Thinking back, him and her were doing some unimaginable things. These were some dark days no person studying in high school should ever face. 


  In front of a trembling Akane, Himari crouched down to meet her gaze.


  “If that also doesn’t work, then try first off to talk with each other?”


  “….Talk with each other?”


  “Uhm! I think people understand each other better when talking to one another.”


  “Doesn’t that only apply to you Himari…Himari, you are a superhuman, with the power to become friends with anyone you talk with.”


  ‘You even did so to me’, thought Akane.


  “It’s not like that. Even I have people I can’t befriend.”


  “You do?”


  Unimaginable. If it was Himari she could even hang out with aliens.


  “Of course! Compared to Saito and Akane, I’m just a perfectly normal high school girl. But listen to me, you don’t need a big brain, nor beauty, to become close with someone. The trick is knowing that to gain respect from others, you must first respect them.”


  “Respect…others..?”


  Himari laughed and nodded.


  “Accept others and listen to them. Try to guess what they are thinking, what they are feeling, why they are getting angry. The more you try to understand the other party, the more you can respect them. This was how I got closed with you, Akane.”


  “That, that so…”


  Akane became flustered being thrown a straight ball like that.


  It was true that she wasn’t exactly close with Himari from the beginning. It was thanks to Himari’s relentless efforts approaching Akane that she managed to break the wall surrounding Akane’s heart.


  “But… can I do it?”


  “Of course you can!”


  “Whenever we talk, I feel like snapping the other person’s neck in half…”


  “Don’t! Try to hold it back!”


  “There will be a bloodbath…”


  “You are talking to each other! Not murdering each other!?”


  Akane clenched her fists.


  “…….I’ll, I’ll try my best. By any means possible, I’ll definitely make that person… understand my request!”


  “You’re not forcing them to understand you, but you’re trying to understand them!? You’re not being mistaken are you?”


  Himari worriedly reminded her.

* * *

  Lunch break.


  On the stone bench at the school’s garden, Saito was drinking some milk coffee. That good-for-nothing artificial sweetener entered his nervous system, giving him some energy.


  Sitting next to him was his cousin, Shisei.


  She was holding a melon break the size of both her hands, munching on it. She looked more like a hamster than a high school girl. To someone scarred by a hand of a girl, her figure healed him a bit.


  “That’s Bro’s entire lunch? You weren’t able to buy bread?”


  “It’s not like that…”


  “Shise will give you half. You taking it?”


  The bread offered to him had Shisei’s adorable little bite marks. There existed a crazy fan base in the school – no matter male or female – who would want their hands on that no matter the cost, but unfortunately Saito only considers it some leftovers.


  “I’m not in the mood to eat. Just drinking is fine by me.”


  Shisei used her two fingers to poke the area near Saito’s eyes.


  “……….!”


  Saito instantly pulled back and narrowly avoided the dangerous piercing power of those fingers.


  “You, you, you, what are you doing!?”


  “Bro, you have some dark rings under your eyes.”


  “So I’ll get my eyes pulled out if I have rings under my eyes?”


  “I was thinking of giving you a massage.”


  “Ahh, that so… I’m a bit relieved.”


  Saito placed his hand on his chest. His heart was pounding.


  “Eyeball massage.”


  “I knew I can’t be relieved!”


  Saito kept a distance from Shisei when she’s trying to approach him with her fingers.


  He wanted to think it’s just an eyebrow massage, but Shisei’s way of thinking is abnormal, so he couldn’t trust her. He would like to avoid the tragedy of getting his eyes yoinked out of their sockets.


  “Bro, why aren’t you in an eating mood?”


  “Home is hell. Do you think I would have any mood to eat when I’m living with someone who argues with me whenever she has some freetime?”


  “Aa…What about a divorce?”


  “I can’t do that.”


  “Even if Bro’s a divorcee, Shise will still take good care of you. You don’t have to worry.”


  “Aww. Thanks.”


  Saito patted Shisei’s head who was consoling him. Her hair was silky smooth, like rubbing a cat’s fur.


  “…muuu~”


  Shisei pouted.


  “First of all, it’s hard for me to file a divorce. If I run from this place, I’m basically leaving my fate in my grandfather’s hand. I need to seize control of the Houjou corp.”


  “But, Bro will die.”


  “It does seem like that doesn’t it… but I’ll overcome this, somehow or another.”


  Saito gave a dry smile.


  Shisei stared at Saito.


  “Shise doesn’t want Bro to be in pain. If a divorce isn’t an option, the only one left is to become closer to Akane.”


  “That’s impossible. I’m not compatible with her. You know that much don’t you, that girl is out for my blood. We’re polar opposites.”


  “Humans are animals after all… I think, there would be some rivalries within some specific species.”


  “See?”


  “But, this, is just Bro being lazy.”


  “Lazy…? Why?”


  Saito pinched his eyebrows together. Why was he called such when he had to endure to the point of crying on the battlefield.


  “People are born and raised in different conditions, we can’t just be magically compatible. We all have different likes, different ways of thinking, tastes… How about if Bro just yield to Akane a bit?”


  “That…”


  He didn’t think about that. Because outside of arguing over every little thing, he didn’t do anything else to interact with her.


  “It’s selfish to want to have your real self accepted by others without putting in effort yourself. If you are looking for someone perfectly compatible with you, you’re looking at a clone of yourself. And that’s a boring world. An interesting world is one with diversity. That’s what Shise thinks.”


  “You…think a lot before you speak huh.”


  “Shise is thinking. Shise is different to everybody, but never argue with anyone. I’m also different to Bro, but I still love you.”


  There was a noticeable raise in Shisei’s lip corner. He felt as if it was a smile.


  “So, to be closer, the only way is to yield. If you can understand the other’s feelings, manipulating it is a child’s play. When you become the CEO, you can’t not know how to do just that.”


  “That is definitely true… If you argue with your subordinate due to some petty little thing, the business would become a whole mess…”


  Saito again looked at Shisei.


  She was thought by many to be an alien, or a weird creature treated as a baby by the girls, but it appeared her mental age was much higher than initially assumed.


  “All of this discussion leads to one natural conclusion”


  Shisei pinched her brows together.


  “…what conclusion?”


  Saito straightened his backs. Advice from his smart cousin was worthy of receiving properly.


  Shisei made a serious face and said.


  “Bro, you should give Shise a princess carry.”


  “Why!”


  He suddenly have doubts about his cousin’s intelligence.


  “Bro, you never had experience with princess carrying?”


  “Experience… I don’t.”


  “A majority of girls will fall for you if they were given a princess carry. Bro should practice giving Shise a princess carry.”


  “I don’t think things are as simple as that… There are some creatures out there who wants to snap my fingers if I was so much as to give her even the slightest touch.”


  Shisei stared at Saito.


  “That’s because Bro touched her boobs.”


  “I did not touch her boobs!”


  “Or was it an even worse location?”


  “I definitely did NOT touch THAT place!”


  “Sure…?”


  “Nono, I definitely did not touch anywhere. There’s no mistaking it.”


  Saito felt chills down his spine.


  They were glued together during the bathroom accident, but it was an accident, so him touching doesn’t count.


  “Bro needs to understand a maiden’s heart more. Just trust Shise.”


  He couldn’t deny now that his little cousin has said it like that. Through Shisei’s eyes, he could feel she wasn’t lying.


  Saito nodded gravely.


  “….Understood. I believe you.”


  “Banzai.”


  Shisei pushed herself up from the bench using her arms.


  Her white socks covered up to the knees, and her tiny legs seemingly sucked into her skirt.


  Her long hair covered the petite body.


  That absolutely still posture perfectly mimics a western doll.


  Saito placed his left arm under Shisei’s knees, while using his right hand to support her back. He lifted her up carefully so that she didn’t get dropped and shatter.


  “Fuh~hah…”


  Shisei let out a small voice from her throat. 


  That body was as light as a feather. Seemingly scared of being off the ground, Shisei shrunk her body and wrapped her arms around Saito’s neck. The aroma coming from her snow white body was sweeter than milk. 
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  “Is this…okay?”


  “More than okay. Bro has evolved into a princess-carrying pro.”


  “It was too soon to be promoting me.”


  “But, there’s still not enough love.”


  “Love…?”


  “Uhm. Whispering gentle words into my ear. Something like ‘I love you’”. 


  “Whisper my ass!”


  “If you don’t, you won’t become a princess-carrying master. Don’t you trust Shise?”


  She shot him an accusing gaze.


  “Kuh~…”


  Saito grinded his teeth. Even if it’s just practice, he couldn’t say something as cheesily sweet as that. But since he was the one asking for advice here, he should follow it to the bitter end.


  “I love you.”


  “……!”


  Shisei’s ears were now dyed red.


  “Shise can get embarrassed sometimes huh.”


  “Of course. Shise is also a maiden.”


  “Sorry, that’s the first time I’m aware of it.”


  However, once he was aware, this situation became a tad bit worse.


  “Next, say ‘I want to make your everything mine’”


  “I, I want to make your everything mine.”


  “Next is ‘I won’t let you sleep tonight.”


  “I w- I won’t let you sleep tonight.”


  “…..Ecchi bro.”


  Shisei exclaimed “Kya” and used her hands to hide her face.


  “Didn’t you tell me to say that!”


  Saito was aware his cheeks were burning.


  Even if they grew up like siblings, it was still unacceptable to do things like this. (Yes, the raws said “even if”)


  Shisei used her fingers to point at her lips. Such an alluring action.


  She directed her gaze at Saito, as if asking for something.


  “Next, Shisei’s lips…”


  “Hya~!?”


  There was someone’s voice coming from nearby.


  Saito lifted his face up, and saw Himari standing there with widened eyes.


  “You two, are in that sort of relationship!?”


  “No, this is for practice—”


  Saito was trying to explain, but Shisei confirmed her suspicion with a smug face.


  “We’re in that sort of relationship. Bro has a habit of princess carrying Shise whenever wherever”


  “Stop trying to cause more confusion!”


  Saito tried to throw Shisei down, but couldn’t due to how strong Shisei was holding on to him. She was fully utilizing her two arms and legs, reminding him of an onbu obake.


  “I, I saw nothing… but I need to talk with Akane a bit!”


  “Wait! Anything but that, wait!”


  Himari ran away, while Saito used everything he could to chase after her.

* * *

  When Saito returned home, Akane was already standing there with arms crossed.


  She hadn’t changed out of her uniforms yet, and she looked several times more serious than usual. With deep wrinkles on her brows, she was staring at Saito as if piercing through a boulder.


  “I, I’m home.”


  “……”


  She was silent at Saito’s greeting.


  ——-Unbelievable!


  This wasn’t the atmosphere to give her a princess carry.


  But the atmosphere where one wrong movement would lead to him getting punched and knocked to the floor.


  Even though he was given advice by Shisei about yielding to each other and trying to understand each other, there wasn’t a single gap for him to do so. The only thing he knew was that she’s mad.


  He was going to return to his room and plan things out. Thinking such, when he passed by Akane, 


  “Wait.”


  Akane held Saito’s shoulders. A force used to crush bones.


  “So you finally decided to kill me then!”


  “I’m not trying to kill you!”


  “Then, what…?”


  He didn’t understand what’s happening, but it’s definitely not anything of good faith. Saito was finding a route to escape. He regretted locking the door earlier.


  Akane kept gripping Saito’s shoulder and whispered in a tiny voice.


  “……with each other.”


  “EH?”


  “It’s like this! L, let’s talk, with each other!”


  “….A divorce agreement?”


  Saito swallowed his breath.


  “Not that! Talking with each other, to, maintain the marriage between me and you! I want to talk about how we can have a more peaceful life!”


  Akane looked down and bit her lips. Not sure if she reached her limits or not but she was red to her neck.


  Saito never thought that the two words “peaceful life” would ever come from this lady’s mouth. Ever since they met, the only thing they did was quarrelling.


  “You want to get along with me?”


  “N, not that I want to~, but if things keep going like this, we’ll reach a divorce sooner or later!”


  “Yeah…. I do feel awkward.”


  “Right?


  “First off, let’s just calm down and speak to each other.”


  If he didn’t say that, his arm might never be let go.


  The two came into the living room.


  Akane made some tea, poured into the small cups and placed it on the plates on the table. She also brought a strawberry shortcake full of cream. It looked like it’s hand made by her. She must’ve made one to sit down and talk with him.


  Akane sat next to him, while Saito was having some silly thoughts in his head “This feels like having a teacher come to your house…”. The atmosphere was strange, which made him think about irrelevant things.


  Akane gripped her fists on her knees.


  “I… think. Even though I despite you, since we’re living together anyways, making our life be more comfortable for both of us would be preferable.”


  “Same feelings here. I also don’t want to live in a living hell.”


  “So you mean living with me is like hell? That’s impolite.”


  “And you’re implying something else?”


  “Erm…. not really.”


  Akane annoyedly looked down.


  “But, I can’t relax with you here, so I don’t know what to do…..”


  “How about letting me princess carry you?”


  “Huuuuuhh? Why do you want to do that?”


  He saw her make a genuinely disgusted face.


  –Yup, your tip is useless with this one, Shise!


  Saito complained to his wise sister who gave him this advice.


  Humans have a concept of distance, if they were suddenly approached by someone whose emotional distance is a galaxy away from them, it was obvious they would be cautious.


  But, for Akane to suggest a talk between themselves, it was a huge improvement. Since the other party was willing to compromise, Saito had to also step forward.


  “That’s….so. So that our stress doesn’t accumulate more than this, how about deciding rules?”


  “Rules?”


  “Rules aren’t negative things, but rather, an agreement to cater to people with different life philosophies. By drawing a clear line between me and you that we can agree on, there won’t be situations where we get angry anymore, right?”


  “Makes sense…. You are smarter than I thought.”


  “Please stop mocking me while praising me.”


  Saito was annoyed. He was mocked even though his academic abilities are the top of the grade.


  “First off, let’s divide the chores. I had a feeling ever since our marriage, only I ever did any housework.”


  “I planned to let them pile up and wash everything at once. More efficiency.”


  Akane slapped the table.


  “If you let it pile up, insects will get attracted to it!”


  “Insects are perfectly natural in nature.”


  “I don’t want to live in nature! If you don’t wash your things, it will be infested with bacterias and will cause diseases, even if it’s troublesome, wash up every day!”


  Akane was adamant with this policy. She gripped the table firmly, and threatened him like a growling cat.


  She won’t yield on this no matter what. So Saito’s only choice was to step one step backwards so they can step two steps forward in achieving a truce.


  “…I understand. I’ll try to do the wash up daily.”


  “T-that’s so? That’s good then.”


  Akane said, relieved. She must’ve thought there was no way Saito would yield so easily like that.


  “So about you, do you have any requests?”


  “You are willing to listen to my requests…”


  Saito was moved to tears.


  “I’ll listen to fair requests! Don’t talk as if I’m a hard headed person!”


  ‘If you aren’t stubborn then who is?’-Saito wanted to retort, but this wasn’t the place to be querelling. The important thing now was to understand each other, and shorten their heart’s distance.


  “Okay… I want you to put up with me touching you on the bed.”


  “So what you mean is for me to forgive your sexual harassment!? Pervert!”


  Akane’s face reddened. She hugged her body, and trembled while making a distance with Saito.


  “How can you sexually harass your wife! The bed is cramped, so our bodies accidentally touching can’t be helped!”


  Akane pouted.


  “Won’t it be fine if you shrunk yourself? To around 50 cm would be fine.”


  “Fine my ass! First of all I won’t have enough fingers for you to snap when I accidentally touch you with them. I only have 20 fingers and toes in total. Just understand that.”


  Saito begged with all of his good will.


  This was the first time he begged someone not to snap his fingers away, but there’s a first experience for everything.


  “U, understood…. You can, touch my … body.”


  Akane shrunk away as if trying to hide her embarrassment.


  “B, but… just on the clothes. If you put your hands inside my clothes, …. I won’t forgive you…”


  “Huh? Why would I?”


  “You will!? You will touch me here and there when I’m asleep.”


  “I won’t! Stop accusing me of things I’ve never done before!”


  It would be suicide to do those things to someone who can snap your fingers as easily as folding origami.


  “Next is your request. What do you have for me?”


  “When you play horror games, put on headphones.”


  Saito was surprised.


  “You are quite an experienced player, wearing headphones to make the experience more horrifying. I wasn’t aware you were the headphone type of person… Do you enjoy horror games?”


  “I hate it! I don’t even want to look at the cover art!”


  “You’re scared?”


  “N, not like that~, I just found it disgusting! I can’t concentrate on studying, listening to the zombies’ screams.”


  “That’s so?”


  Akane cleared her throat.


  “Don’t suddenly open the horror game while I’m washing the dishes. It will enter my field of vision.”


  “So how about blindfolding yourself?”


  “Then the kitchen will become the setting of a horror game when I drop dishes and cut myself.”


  “Ah, erm…. I understand. I’ll play the games in silence.”


  Saito agreed, but he couldn’t understand.


  Saito didn’t believe in myths, so he was just enjoying the horror titles like a simple action game, but if his housemate wasn’t comfortable with it, he’d put up with using headphones.


  Saito and Akane discussed more details of their daily life, like dividing chores and deciding rules.


  If they could list all the things that cause stress to the other party, they will feel a bit closer to each other.


  To someone who prioritized efficiency over everything like Saito, Akane was a sensitive and serious person.


  Those two people couldn’t concede over minute details, regularly quarrelled, so it was natural to find the atmosphere in the house stuffing.


  After a few hours speaking with each other, the tea cups were emptied.


  –This must be the first time I spoke with this girl for such a long time…


  Saito thought while looking at the hanging clock.


  She was his classmate ever since the first day of highschool, but there would be a quarrel between them just seeing each other’s faces. Never once did they try to exchange opinions without one jumping into another’s throat. It’s partly due to the fact that these two were like polar opposites.


  But, today, that two people are discussing for the sake of one common goal: “to maintain their marriage”.


  If they had this common goal, there won’t be big arguments between themselves anymore.


  “There’s something else… I read a book the other day, it said something like, if you don’t forget to express your gratitude, your human relations will be better.”


  “So you mean we should say thanks to each other?”


  “Even if it’s just a small thing yeah.”


  If you thought of the other’s actions as their responsibility, then you would feel annoyed when they didn’t do it, and wouldn’t feel any gratification with what they had done for you. All in all, it would be pure negatives.


  On the other hand, if you didn’t take the things others do for granted, and instead express thankfulness to whatever they do for you, positive impressions will be amassed. Or so wrote the book.


  “So…”


  Akane pinned her index fingers together, expressing nervousness.


  “You had my food, so tell me it’s good.”


  Her cheeks were faintly red.


  Saito blinked his eyes.


  “Even if it’s just okay?”


  “Even if it’s just okay!”


  “But, if you asked me for my honest opinion, then wasn’t that a praise?”


  Akane glared at Saito.


  “How long do you think it takes to make a meal? No matter how hard you put efforts in your cooking, having it be called “okay” makes that enthusiasm drop.”


  Saito recalled Akane getting angry when he stated his opinion about her food.


  “To me, ‘okay’ is a praise…”


  “Huh…? Why so?”


  Akane made a dubious face.


  “Ah, it would take a while to explain it…. Would take something like an hour or so.”


  “That’s too long!”


  Akane crossed her arms.


  “So. Even if ‘okay’ means a praise to you, to me a praise is at the very least ‘delicious’! Try to remember your Japanese!”


  “But my kanji has better scores than you?”


  “I-irrelevant! You can’t use it in normal daily lives anyways!”


  “…Understand!”


  He was also told by Shisei to try and understand a maiden’s heart more.


  Saito recorded how to praise Akane into his brain.

* * *

  Their long talk was finally over.


  Akane was exhausted and lay down all over the bed.


  Her throat was completely dry, her mood was going straight to the gutters. Finding an agreement between each other was as exhausting as arguing. Envoys negotiating for peace must also feel like this.


  With no energy left to cook, she had bread for dinner. She didn’t enjoy a non-nutritious meal, but there was no other choice today.


  There’s a call coming from Himari, so Akane grabbed her smartphone from the top of her bed.


  “…Hello.”


  “Yahho~. You don’t seem well, are you okay? Did you become buddy buddy with the one you hated?”


  Hearing Himari’s energetic voice, she could finally relax her stiff shoulders due to stress. Until Saito finished with his baths, this was her time to enjoy talking with her friend.


  Akane sat on the bed hugging her knees.


  “Being close… I don’t think we could be like that yet.”


  “So it’s no use then~”


  “But, we could now speak with each other. A grand total of 5 hours, I’m now exhausted.”


  “You’ve tried your best! That’s good that’s good!”


  She was praised like a little kid. But since this was HImari, she wouldn’t get angry about it.


  “I tried my best. I couldn’t even count how many times I wanted to flip the tables.”


  “You want to flip the tables like those old men in the Showa era?”


  Akane puffed her chest out and reported proudly.


  “But I held back. And I even promised not to snap fingers.”


  “So you snapped fingers before?”


  “Almost.”


  “That’s~…..”


  Himari talked as if in shock.


  “But, to be able to speak to each other is a good thing. That’s a whole step forward.”


  “That might be a step forward to an all out war though….”


  Akane couldn’t be optimistic. If they could actually reconcile by speaking with the person she hated the last two years, she wouldn’t feel so pitiful like this.


  “Something like that won’t happen. If you two are willing to talk, it means the other party is also trying to be closer to Akane right? If your feelings are the same, it will be smooth sailing.”


  “That guy… wants to be closer to me…?”


  She repeated in a whisper, and had no idea why her body temperature was rising.


  “What happens next depends on you two’s efforts.”


  “Uhm… I’ll try my hardest. From now on I’ll… let that guy touch my body. My butt for example, or breasts.”


  “What does that mean!? Wait up. The other party is a girl right!? Explain to me right now!”


  Himari hurriedly asked her.


  Akane cut the call hearing footsteps in the hallway.


  Saito stepped in after taking a bath. It appeared he was also, since he didn’t bring his book along.


  Akane mustered up her courage and lied down on the bed.


  “H,here… you can touch me wherever you want.”


  “There’s no way I’m touching you on purpose!”


  It appears she didn’t need to prepare herself anymore.  


  Chapter 3: Understanding (Part 2)


  

  Afterschool, Saito decided to wander around the marketplace near school.


  He went with Shisei, through countless stores, from Udon restaurants, to Western clothes stores, to general shops.


  Shisei was munching on her meat dumpling she bought along the way. Even though her body was as small as a cute bird, she ate a lot.


  “It’s been a while since I went on a walk with Bro. I’m happy.”


  Or so she said, with an emotionless face.


  “There’s always war in my house, I can’t relax”


  “Did you make peace with Akane yet?”


  “No end in sight…but I’m here to buy some reconciliation gifts.”


  “This?”


  Shisei rubbed her thumb and index finger together to do the money gesture.


  “Giving money as gifts is bad faith, be realistic.”


  “Not money, superballs.”


  “I don’t think she’s so childish as to be happy to receive a superball.”


  “Shise will be happy.”


  “Next time, I’ll grab you plenty at a festival.”


  “Hooray. Promise.”


  Since Shisei was already devouring the napkin that came with the dumpling, Saito had to take it out for her.


  He couldn’t forget the time when Shisei was young – well her body still looks small now but that’s irrelevant – she ate so much paper she had to go to the hospital. It was some origami coloured paper. Shisei pestered him for some at the stationery, to which he optimistically thought that she just wanted to fold some origami.


  But, to his horror, he caught Shisei chewing on the final origami paper. Saito immediately took her to the bathroom to get her to puke out the paper, and was luckily found by their relatives due to the ruckus they’re making.


  First of all, he wanted her to realize that she’s a human, not a goat.


  “I’m planning to buy some cakes as a gift. I’m not sure, but aren’t sweet shops popular with girls?”


  “I don’t understand women’s emotions.”


  “Didn’t you just talk about understanding the maiden’s heart the other day?”


  “Understanding the maiden’s heart is one thing, but Shise is shoo’ed away when trying to talk with others about sweet food….”


  Dark clouds gathered around Shisei.


  “Aahhh…”


  Saito was convinced. She was judged as not having a sweet tooth and fashion sense due to being an alien.


  “That must be sad. Shise must want to talk with your friends about sweet food right?”


  “No. Shise wants to spread the religion of cannibalism.”


  “That’s why you are thought of as an alien.”


  Saito regretted pitying her.


  When they reached the food court area, there’s an aroma ahead.


  The two walked forward as if charmed.


  A store painted with a bright shade of yellow met their eyes. Though it’s a small store, there was a long line of people waiting. The menu was hung outside, depicting pictures of pancakes and cupcakes.


  “This should be fine. Let me order some home.”


  “Shise wants to eat inside.”


  “It would take a while for an empty table.”


  “I wanna. You are terrible, always go on and on about Akane. Shise also wants Bro’s treat.”


  Shisei used both her arms to pull on Saito’s chest. She was like a cat, Meowing for food.


  “I’m giving up on you… what do you want?”


  “A gateau cake. Huge.”


  “How is that going to fit! You literally just had a dumpling earlier!”


  Saito stopped her.


  But 30 minutes later, Shisei sat at the table and cleared the huge sized chocolate gateau. Not only that, she finished her yakisoba and her fruit juices.


  “Done!”


  Shisei looked proud.


  “I thought there wasn’t yakisoba on the menu….”


  This was a sweets shop.


  “I pestered the employees saying I wanted to have Yakisoba at all costs so they made some for me.”


  “The employees are too easy!”


  But he could understand her yearn for being spoiled. Shisei’s figure with chocolate stuck on her cheeks looked innocently cute, just like a descended angel.


  “Where did that huge gateau go…. Is your stomach a blackhole or something?”


  Shisei used her fingers to wipe the chocolate off her mouth, then licked those fingers.


  She asked Saito shyly in a whisper.


  “Do you want to try and get eaten by Shise?”


  “Spare me.”


  If he was so easy as to agree, there was a high probability he would be devoured in the real world.

* * *

  When Saito returned home, it was already twilight.


  A long, thin veil of darkness covered the entire street, save for a single house.


  When Saito came through the door, he could smell the aroma of food through the hallway. He could hear the sounds of the kitchen utensils bouncing off each other, and Akane’s footsteps around the room. That girl was actually pretty serious.


  Saito felt nervous holding the elegant box.


  He prepared a gift thinking it could make her feel less annoyed, but wasn’t this too straight? Won’t she hate it if she found the cake disgusting? That’s his worries right then.


  He wanted to check on the way home if the cake was tipped over or not, but he stopped himself. The box was sealed with a nice looking seal, it would be a waste opening it.


  Saito went to the kitchen and gave Akane the box.


  “I bought some gifts. It’s the gateau you like so much.”


  “Eh….A gift? For me!?”


  “Aah.”


  “How do you know what I like?”


  “You wrote it in your essay back in the first year.”


  Akane received the box, looked down and whispered.


  “So you remember something like that, that’s a bit creepy….”


  “Don’t say it’s creepy!”


  Saito didn’t want to stay here anymore. He shouldn’t have done this, something that he wasn’t used to. Poking his head where it didn’t belong might’ve widened their distance.


  “Because, it was just written in a corner of the essay, and… even thought I wrote it, I don’t even remember it now…”


  “Sorry then! My memory is just too good!”


  Even within the genius Houjou family, Saito was special for his memory. He never forgets something he reads, even if it’s just once.


  “B,but,…”


  Akane’s cheeks were dyed in a shade of red just like an apple.


  From those lips came some flustered words.


  “…….Thank you.”


  And, she gently hugged the cake box.


  -Kuh~………That’s adorable.


  Saito flinched since he felt that attack directly.


  Akane was a demon, there’s no way she could make that kind of expression. He thought if it was the Akane he knew, she would’ve returned the box along with some complaints.


  But no, the expression she was showing him now carried a huge destructive power.


  Saito was confused on who this person actually was.


  Akane in her joyful expression brought the box to the kitchen table. She gently removed the seal, opened the box and exclaimed happily.


  “A delicious looking gateau! The cream layer looks so fluffy~! And the strawberry is huge!”


  “Rest, then enjoy it.”


  Saito was about to take the fork from the cupboard for Akane, but she used her arms to hold his waist back and scolded.


  “You can’t, we still have dinner. It would be troublesome if we couldn’t eat the food that I prepared, right? Wash your hands and wait for me a bit.”


  “Roger”


  Her way of scolding him was a bit different than usual, the thorns in her words were nowhere to be seen. Akane joyfully closed the box and placed it in the refrigerator. It seemed like his plan of giving a present was a success.


  Saito was surprised, he went to wash his hands and put his bags away.


  While he was waiting on the sofa, Akane brought the food out.


  Today’s dinner was Omurice with cream topping, vegetable soup and herbal baked chicken. The olives fragents linger around the room.


  “So today is Western styled…. It seemed like you put a lot of effort into it.”


  “I’ll let you understand my skill. Let’s eat.”


  Akane observed Saito’s reaction.


  —She didn’t put poison in, did she…?


  Saito scoop up a spoonful of the omurice and put it in his mouth.


  The runny egg blended into the cream sauce, resulting in a delicious taste.


  The rice was enriched by thyme and pepper, and not some cheap ketchup. 


  The dish was a masterpiece, unrivalled even by professional restaurants, and the fact that this was made by a high school student made it even more unbelievable.


  “So? Did you fall yet? To my cooking? It’s good right? Delicious?”


  Akane leaned on the table and brought her face to point blank, and asked.


  “……Very good.”


  That was his honest opinion.


  “T,that so…. That’s great.”


  Akane held her chin up with the arms on the table and gave him a blinding smile. The gentle aura from that smile once again assaulted Saito.


  “Who….are you?”


  He suddenly asked that question.


  It made the girl blink.


  “What do you mean who? It’s Akane, Sakuramori Akane.”


  “No, it’s strange. That girl is someone who’ll say something like ‘I don’t like being praised like that’ and flip the dish on my face when praised!”


  “What kind of terrible person is that! I don’t want to do that kind of stuff even if it’s just once!”


  Akane angrily held up her dish.


  “See? You’re trying to do it! And there’s hot soup in there!”


  “There’s no difference eating it from the plate or from your face.”


  “There is a huge difference! Alright fine, drop your weapon, I want to enjoy your meal in peace.”


  Listening to Saito’s plea, Akane placed the plate down.


  She turned away, her shoulders shrugged anxiously.


  “Er, erm… If you really want to eat it, then hurry up. Or it will go cold.”


  “Oh, yeah…”


  He wasn’t exactly sure who he was talking to. Maybe there was an illegal trespasser wearing the skin of Akane.


  —If so, then Akane must’ve…


  Saito was cautious, and looked down at the vegetable soup. Bubbles were forming in that heat-sealed bottle of tomato soup.


  He used his spoon to scoop some soup up and put it in his mouth.


  The taste of onion blended in well with the sourness of tomatoes. The different kinds of vegetables were cut neatly and evenly, giving the body all the nutrients it needs.The crispy pork belly also gave a satisfying feeling.


  “…this is also delicious.”


  “Right? I’ll never let you say ‘normal’ ever again!”


  Akane looked victorious, took a big sip of soup and got burnt.


  “Hot~”


  And she drank some water. She was also rushing that, and the result was the water flowing out of her nose.


  “Are you alright?”


  Akane glared at Saito who was getting worried.


  “Of course I am! Don’t think you’ve won!”


  “I’m not thinking about anything…”


  But her hate to lose personality was still unchanged.


  And Saito was relieved to see that it was still the Akane that he knew.

* * *

  The rare dinner ended in peace.


  Saito planned to return to his room for reading, but he suddenly realized something stepping out to the hallway.


  He recalled back when they were talking, Akane was mad that he left the washing piled up. He really wanted to relax after dinner, but he also wanted to improve his relationship with Akane.


  Saito sighed softly and stepped into the kitchen.


  Unlike his previous life filled with cauldrons and flasks, cooking normally required more utensils. Looking at the heaps of dishes and bowls made him go overload, but his will pushed him forward.


  Saito let the water flow and washed, as Akane walked into the kitchen.


  “It’s your washing duty today, but I’ll give you a hand.”


  “What are you planning?”


  Her unexpected kindness gave him suspicion.


  “I don’t have any! I was just thinking that it looked tough for you having to handle so many!”


  “Are you the type to care what others think…”


  “You are saying something very rude, you know that!?”


  “Ah no, I get it. You lost your motivation to throw the dish earlier on, so you want to take revenge now and throw it at me now… pointblank.”


  “I won’t throw it at you! Just obediently accept my goodwill!”


  Akane gripped the sponge and glared at Saito. She looked like she genuinely wanted to help. It seemed that even Akane was also trying to be closer to Saito.


  This unexpected goodwill from someone whom he argued with ever since first year made Saito tear up.


  “Hey, wait, why are you crying!? I’m, I’m not doing anything bad! I’m just stating my goodwill!”


  “So you’re the type who can do it if you try…”


  “How were you looking at me before?”


  “Nothing much. Let’s try our hardest from now on.”


  “You are definitely looking down on me!? If you don’t want it, I won’t force my help on you anymore!”


  Saito giggled.


  “You’ve helped me out. Thank you.”


  “Fu fu~, it’s fine!”


  Akane proudly smiled.
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  The only face this lady ever shows him was her annoyed face, but when she was smiling, she looked really cute. Her eyes were sparkling, and her cheeks were faintly red.


  She was a beauty when silent, and very popular in the school.


  But now, Saito knew, that this girl was the cutest when she smiled.


  He was shown such, after all.


  “Let me wash it with soap, you just need to rinse it. The bubbles you made look annoying. If you leave some dishwashing liquid inside you’ll get sick.”


  “Ah, okaaay.”


  Saito gave his spot to Akane who’s now standing next to him.


  The kitchen area was big, but if two people stood at the sink at once, it would be cramped. Faced with the situation of standing in the touching distance of the girl who’s washing the dish, this was the first time Saito realized that he’s “living together with this lady”.


  This was an amazing feeling. This wasn’t their first day cohabiting, but, maybe because of their daily arguments, he could never see her as a member of the opposite sex.


  But, once he was made aware of it, the change was very apparent.


  He silently glanced at the side profile of Akane while she’s washing the dishes. Akane was seriously concentrating on the dishes, while blushing a little. This girl always gave her all for everything she did.


  “….What?”


  Realizing Saito’s gaze, Akane glared at him with suspicion.


  “No… I just thought that you were pretty adept at housework.”


  “So so. My parents are always busy so I’m the one who’s in charge of all the chores and cooking. I could even make curry since my first year in elementary school.”


  “That’s cool.”


  Getting praised by Saito, Akane’s ears flushed.


  “W, what do you mean cool? Curry only involves chopping the vegetables, and cooking them all together. Even an ape can make it.”


  “How can apes cook? As a matter of fact, I can’t make it.”


  “You are worse than an ape then.”


  “Don’t over exaggerate.”


  “That’s not an exaggeration. An ape can even peel its own banana.”


  “Damn they’re smart.”


  They spoke while continuing to work.


  This might be the very first time he could speak normally with Akane that doesn’t involve any form of quarrelling. If they can keep this up, their time together might not be as painful.


  –Contrarily….


  While Saito was thinking about this, the dishes were already fully cleaned.


  “It appears two are better than one.”


  Facing the sparkling clean dishes, Akane affirmed with a satisfied face.


  Saito recalled. Even at school, Akane would always responsibly do her duty work. Whenever she finished thoroughly wiping the black board, she always gazed at it with satisfaction.


  While others only half-assedly did their duty work, he had never once seen Akane shirk from hers.


  –This girl is quite responsible huh.


  Saito once again felt it.


  For someone with such a hot-blooded personality, she always made others around her get angry. But for someone who knows of all her good points, like Himari for example, they can enjoy their time with Akane.

* * *

  After reorganizing the dishes, Saito could finally spend time on his books.


  He didn’t understand why, but today, he was reading in the living room rather than locking himself in his own room. It may seem that he didn’t mind staying a bit longer in this shared environment.


  And Akane entered that environment.


  She held her hands behind her back and peeked at Saito.


  “H,hey. That book, do you, really have to finish it tonight?”


  “I don’t exactly have a plan for it…But why?”


  Saito looked up to meet Akane’s face.


  Akane nervously shrugged her shoulders.


  “E,etto… like? I found an interesting disk at the movie rental store, so I kinda rented it…”


  “You want to use the TV? If you mind me then I’ll just return to my room”


  Saito stood up.


  “Aa~, it’s not that! You can stay here no problem!”


  Akane pulled him back.


  “I can’t concentrate with a movie playing.”


  “That’s why, like, etto,…this!”


  Akane held out the bluray for Saito to see. Her momentum was so great she almost smashed Saito’s nose in half so he took one step back.


  There almost was a disaster. Saito’s heart was beating loudly.


  “No, unless… you want me to watch together with you?”


  “I, it’s not like I want you to watch it together with me or anything!”


  Akane turned away.


  “So, what? I don’t understand.”


  “But~, it’s important for us to understand each other, right~? If you watch the movie that I like, you might be able to understand me more, you may even be able to drive my stress level down? We don’t exactly have to watch together, but since I’m watching it now anyways, wouldn’t it be more efficient if we both watched it separately?”


  “That’s what they call ‘watching together’.”


  “Uwuuuu”


  Akane’s face reddened, and she hugged the box tight. She seemed embarrassed to have invited Saito to watch the movie together.


  But, this was a huge growth in her, for thinking about spending some time together to deepen their bonds. Good-will must be met with good will.


  Saito excitedly closed his books.


  “Alright, let’s watch it. Also, what film is it?”


  Akane handed Saito the bluray box.


  “It’s “Follow! 24 hours with the kitties~ the uncut version”


  “……….~”


  Saito shuddered.


  “What? So you don’t want to watch it after all”


  Akane instantly turned gloomy.


  “N,n,no, It’s not that I don’t want to watch it…. But surely they didn’t record the entire 24 hours in here right?”


  “Of course they did. It’s a steal at 100 yen.”


  “That’s 1440 minutes in total!!”


  Akane squinted looking at the disk.


  “Ah~, they also included a best selection. It’s 3 hours long with the significantly cute scenes.”


  “Then please play that instead…”


  Even then, it’s still terrifying to know that it lasts for 3 hours.


  Saito and Akane leaned on the sofa and began watching.


  What was shown on the large screen in front of them? Cats, cats, and lots of cats.


  The title of the disk said everything, there wasn’t any plot or acting, it was a faithful record of a day of a kitten. There were no signs of humans.


  —-This was a movie…?


  Saito questioned, while looking over to Akane. He could see her eyes sparkling, as she was fully concentrating on the TV.


  “The one with his ears down back then was so cute, but this American cat is also adorable! I wonder which cat they’ll show next!? I can’t wait!”


  She was on the edge of her seat waiting for the next scene.


  It’s literally just a movie with cats walking and jumping around, how could she ever feel nervous waiting for the next clip. Far from understanding Akane more, he found it harder to know what’s going on inside of this girl’s mind now.


  This was their rare time together, so Saito took the gateau out and brewed some tea. It’s been a while since he had some tea that didn’t come prepared from a bottle.


  Akane used the fork to gently cut a small slice and put it in her mouth.


  “Fuwa~, yummy~! The cat is so cute~! I’m in bliss~!”


  A smile bloomed on her face, with the force great enough to melt him. This was the first time Saito saw Akane this happy, and he felt great about himself for buying the cake.


  Akane ate the gateau while watching the movie, but she left the strawberry behind. She carefully avoided the area under the strawberry.


  “That strawberry, if you don’t like it, I can eat it for you.”


  Saito held up his fork to pluck away the strawberry, but Akane quickly covered the dish.


  “I didn’t say I don’t want it! I just want to leave the best for last!”


  “But shouldn’t you eat the more delish parts when you’re hungry so you can feel it more.”


  “For food you like, it will taste better if you’re not in a rush. Even looking at it would make you satisfied.”


  “You looked at it for long enough, I’ll have it then.”


  “Don’t you have a heart? I’ll kill you here and now!”


  Because Saito was reaching over with his fork, Akane extended her arm holding the dish away. She must like strawberries a lot, because she’s now fully on alert.


  The screen was indifferently playing kitties running around.


  They were chasing butterflies, or playing with petals, a peaceful scenery.


  He was awake while eating the cake, but now that it’s gone, he felt extremely tired/


  But, he couldn’t doze off here. If that happened, trying to be closer to Akane would be pointless. It would make Akane disappointed and angry.


  —Welp, this leaves only one choice.


  Saito bit his lips, using pain to fight drowsiness.


  “Wait up? Your mouth is bleeding?”


  “No worries. It’s just blood.”


  “I’m definitely worried. What’s wrong? Allergies?”


  “There’s a pin in the cake.”


  “But I ate the entire cake!?”


  Akane was flustered, but his sleepiness was worsening making her voice feel further and further away.


  It may be of the momentary peace in their rocky relationship that made him feel so relaxed like this.


  “Damn it~, how can I sleep here like this! Wake the hell up me!”


  Saito pierced his left hand with the fork he’s holding.


  “What are you doing!? Did your brain finally go heywire?”


  And Akane nabbed the fork away from Saito’s hand.

* * *

  It had been 3 hours since the movie started, and Saito was deep in his sleep.


  But, to his unyielding conviction, his eyes were wide open. His eyeballs were now dead dry.


  “Ha~, that was interesting~. Let’s watch the full 24 hours next time!”


  “……~”


  Instincts told him some horrible words entered his ears, knocking Saito wide awake. Due to his relentless biting on the lips, now his mouth tastes iron.


  “W, where is this…? The Alpha Centauri constellation….?”


  “This is Earth. Are you seriously fine?”


  “Really…. I was saved then…?”


  Saito wiped the blood from his mouth. He accidentally fell asleep, but luckily Akane didn’t realize it. Akane joyfully took the disk out of the player.


  “You watched a film that I like, so I’ll watch yours next time.”


  “If it’s not a film, but the game then it’s fine by me.”


  He couldn’t take it anymore just watching the screen without doing anything.


  “But I rarely play games…”


  “What did you play?”


  “Some pre-installed games on the computer. The mine sweeping game.”


  “Then you might as well say you don’t have any experience.”


  Akane furrowed her eyebrows.


  “I always detonate the mines on my first try, so I hate it. It always startles me.”


  “It won’t be fun if you knew when it would explode.”


  “I know, but I don’t like it. I don’t like when games play me.”


  Same old Akane. Only she could antagonize a game.


  “Try some other games maybe. I’ll show you some that you might like.”


  “Even if this world was flipped upside down, I wouldn’t get sucked into games.”


  Akane giggled as if looking down on games.

* * *

  30 minutes later.


  “W,wait! You just played dirty! Shooting me while I was climbing up is cheating, foul play! Fight me with dignity!”


  Akane was directing 100% of her focus on the controller.


  The game that’s playing on the TV was a fighting game where different characters from many different series came together and fought in a chaotic battlefield. The swordswoman Akane chose was shot by a gunman and was knocked out of the board.


  “In a cruel battlefield like this, there’s no rules or reason. Give up.”


  “…..~~!!”


  Akane trembled with tears in her eyes. The controller she was holding looked as if it was going to break any time soon.


  “You’re tearing up, I think it’s time to rest.”


  “I’m not crying! It’s low trying to leave after winning!”


  “I’m not trying to leave, but you don’t have a chance to win against me.”


  “Don’t talk from your arse! One more! One more round!”


  Saito tried to take the controller away from her but she didn’t bulge. Even though she confidently declared that she wouldn’t get sucked in, how the turn tables.


  Him beating her up black and blue like this might make their husband and wife relationship take a turn for the worse so Saito gave her a tip.


  “This game has items. Pick the ones that spawn next to you and use it.”


  “I can’t do it if you pick them up first! Let’s divide the items so it’s more balanced.”


  “Nono…. It’s no longer a game if we divide it. Also, new players should use stronger characters, with stronger abilities and mobility. There are those that can take others out in one punch.”


  Akane pouted.


  “There’s no fun in winning with an advantage. You must win through your own skills.”


  “It’s precisely because you have none that I’m offering you the chance!”


  “I, I have skills! It just hasn’t sprouted yet!”


  She angrily rebuked and continued fighting him.


  Even after 1 and 2 hours have passed, she couldn’t win but one match, and her mood is taking a turn for the worse.


  “hic ~..hic~… I, I’m not giving up yet…”


  She used her sleeves to wipe her tears, with no intention of stopping.


  “Ne~, do you plan to continue this until morning skipping sleep…?”


  “How can I sleep like this… How can I do that if I’m beaten up like this…”


  “Seriously…”


  Saito was at his limits, he was the one to suggest playing games, so he couldn’t just unreasonably end it midway.


  His vision blurred for looking at the screen for too long, and drowsiness attacked.


  His consciousness wandered away for an instant.


  When he came to, Akane’s character was shining rainbow and was rapidly comboing Saito’s character.


  No, this can’t be called combo-ing.


  It was some rage button mashing. Carried by the torrent of rage.


  She mashed all the buttons together, performing attacks that while simple, has escalating damage.


  “Kuh~, since when!”


  “Too slow!”


  Saito tried to block, but Akane’s character’s sword glowed and swung the last slash in the combo. Saito’s character was blown away onto the screen, and fell down with a glorious fire.


  “Hooray~! I did it! I finally won! I won!”


  Akane excitedly jumped around. She was like a kid celebrating a birthday.


  “What terrifying conviction…”


  Saito gave a bitter smile. He didn’t feel annoyed after losing. More like, he felt relief. He’s finally saved, he can finally go to bed now.


  Akane leaned on the sofa, satisfiedly gasping for breath.


  “Haa! … That was fun…”


  “How does it feel, having fun playing games.”


  Getting teased by Saito, Akane made a ‘whoops’ face.


  “I, I didn’t have fun! I only felt miserable!”


  “Then, it would be better if we didn’t play anymore from now on?”


  “We must absolutely play some more! Until our next battle, I’ll research new tricks, practice my combos solo, and will become so strong that I will hand you the perfect lost the next time we play.”


  “Do you want to break my heart?”


  “I want to shatter it. To the point you can’t even stand up anymore.”


  Akane stretched her shoulders. Her cheeks were radiating excitement.


  Saito collected the controllers.


  Despite being treated horribly, the controllers were still fine. No wonder why they advertised it as unbreakable even after getting rolled over by a tank. Just that, the controller had the bite mark of Akane when she was annoyed and bit on it.


  Akane brought the cake dish into the kitchen.


  “I’ll wash the dish.”


  “I can do it if it’s only that much. You can take a bath.”


  “I take a bath so you can peek?”


  “I have no intention to do that!”


  “Who knows? Not just peeking, you even barged into the bathroom once…”


  Akane narrowed her eyes and glared at him.


  “That was an emergency!”


  Saito felt miserable. He was completely innocent, but his mind was now reliving the image of the naked lady, making him incredibly disappointed in himself.


  Akane looked annoyed and shrugged.


  “About that…well…”


  “Well what?”


  “N,nothing~!”


  And Akane scrambled away. Her ears were now crimson.


  Washing the dish at the sink, Saito was surprised seeing himself humming a tune.


  The fact that he had to play games with Akane another day made him feel anxious, but he wasn’t displeased. Seeing an Akane that was a sore loser smile after winning made him look forward to her next match.


  He didn’t expect to have such a good time with his arch enemy like that.


  It was a new discovery – a rather scary one, for one way or another.

* * *

  The bedroom was illuminated with an orange light.


  Saito suddenly opened his eyes, unfocusedly looking on the ceiling.


  He could hear Akane’s gentle breaths next to him. It seemed like she was tired out from the movies and the enthusiastic gaming session, that Akane immediately fell asleep when she laid down on the bed.


  He had finally started living together with his classmate, even though it had only been a short while, their time spent together would increase from now on to the rest of their lives.


  He directed his gaze over to Akane, and found that her body was not fully covered by the futon. Her small hands looked cute. Normally Saito would leave her to her own devices, but today,


  —Won’t she catch a cold like this?


  Or so he thought.


  To not wake Akane  up, he gently covered the futon over her body. He turned away, his back facing hers, trying to fall back into the world of dreams.


  But, then, he could hear a shy whisper coming from behind him.


  “…….Thanks.”


  “Y, you’re awake?”


  “…uhm. For a while now.”


  “That so…”


  Embarrassed of getting caught doing things he normally didn’t do, Saito’s face felt hot.


  Both were now shyly wriggling on the bed.


  —Today was a weird day…


  Saito could feel his heart beating faster.


  Aside from Shisei who he considered a sister, he was sure this wouldn’t ever happen with someone like Akane. He wondered if some of his internal screws were loosened due to his tire.


  And apparently Akane felt the same way, this was a crazy situation.


  “I’m thirsty. Want some water.”


  She whispered, as if throwing a tantrum.


  “Ah, sure.”


  Saito sat up on the bed, went to the water tap and filled a glass.


  Akane sat on the edge, and stroked her bare feet on the floor, seemingly bored.


  Her hair was disheveled, and she was wearing a pyjamas with a button opened to let some air in.


  “Here. Don’t let it slip.”


  Saito sat down besides Akane and gave her the glass.


  Akane received it with both hands and drank the water.


  He heard the water being gulped down by his classmate.


  The night was utterly silent.


  In this large bedroom, Saito was made even more aware of Akane’s existence beside him.


  “Why, are you staring at me like that.”


  “No…nothing.”


  Getting caught staring by Akane, Saito turned away. That action earlier was something even he himself couldn’t explain. It was rare for someone like Saito to be flustered at his own actions.


  “Thank you, for the water.”


  “Yeah.”


  Then the two returned to the futon.


  Their backs overlapped, but Akane didn’t complain once tonight. Through the futon that was wrapping them both, her warmth and aroma was being transmitted to him.


  The light from the smartphone went out. They could hear the sound of water in the tap.


  It seemed like they wouldn’t be able to fall asleep immediately, Saito said something to break the silence.


  “Next time, you can buy a game that you like. I’ll also find a film that I enjoy.”


  “….Not ‘you’.”


  She said, dissatisfied.


  “Eh?”


  “I feel being looked down upon for being called ‘you’. Call my name…properly.”


  “Sakuramori?


  “Not my surname.”


  Saito took a gentle breath. He felt hard to breathe for some reason.


  “…Akane.”


  “What, Saito.”


  Her voice was filled with part sweetness, part embarrassment.


  “…Nothing.”


  “…Okay.”


  Their backs were touching, it was hot.

* * *

  During break time, Saito was sleeping on the desk.


  Even with others around, he was sloppy, drool was coming out of his mouth. From the corner of the notebook on the desk, pencils and erasers were falling down.


  Without a word to describe that sloppiness, Akane came over and picked them up. With a bit of annoyance, she used those pencils to poke Saito up.


  “You dropped this.”


  “Un~….? Ah, thanks.”


  Saito blinked and said thanks.


  “……”


  Akane said nothing, passing over Saito and returned to her desk.


  She couldn’t calm herself down.


  Recently, when thanked by Saito, no clue why but her heart kept fluttering.


  The first time being thanked by Saito, the one whom she kept arguing with, she felt strangely comfortable. And she wanted to be thanked by him more and more.


  She definitely hates him, but what’s up with this emotion. Akane couldn’t even understand herself, and she used her hands to cover her burning cheeks.


  Himari sat down in front of Akane.


  “Akane, have you quarrelled with Saito yet?”


  Even though they were arguing less than less, that was a strange question.


  “Nothing changes if we just keep on arguing like that…”


  Akane’s confused answer made Himari think.


  “No~, no it’s not like that~. I had a feeling that the few recent arguments were different from normal. Akane, I felt like you are poking at him less and less. Didn’t you use to hate even talking to him?”


  “Ah…”


  Because they normally were always fighting, they would raise suspicion if they stopped. Something completely unimaginable. Akane felt guilty for not arguing with him everyday to stop suspicion.


  “No…It’s not that I hate him or anything, it’s not like that…”


  “So you two became close?”


  “No, I definitely didn’t get closer to S, Saito~!”


  “Then, what’s wrong with you? Did you get a fever?”


  Himari put her hands on Akane’s forehead to check. It was a bit much to be thought of as being sick, just for not arguing.


  Realizing that her own face was definitely hotter than Himari’s cool hand, Akane covered her forehead and took a step back.


  “I don’t have a fever! Now…That’s right! I’m saving up for our next quarrel! It looks peaceful on the surface, but it’s actually just a cold war period!”


  “So what do you plan to do the next time you argue?”


  “I haven’t decided yet… I’ll let him taste all the depths of despair for ever being born!”


  “Saito, run~!”


  Himari paled.


  —Somehow or another, she managed to fool Himari…


  Seeing Akane breath a sigh of relief, Himari tilted her head.


  “Wait…? Akane, have you always called Saito by his name?”


  “………!!”


  This time, it was Akane’s turn to go pale.


  “What suddenly happened with you? Something with Saito?”


  “N,n,nothing at all…”


  “There definitely is something? Unless, the thing earlier about someone you want to grow closer to, it was with Saito after all?”


  “No~…eto…erm~…”


  She used all of her brain power to find an excuse, but came up with nothing. Her head was spinning, her body temperature was rising, breathing was difficult.


  “I, I’ll go home now! See you tomorrow!”


  “Akane? The first period just ended~!?”


  Leaving Himari’s words behind, Akane ran out with her full speed.  


  Chapter 4: My wife (Part 1)


  

  The smell of old books filled the school library, giving it a unique atmosphere. It was like a sanctuary, separated from the rowdiness of the corridors or classrooms.


  Within that sanctuary, Saito was crouched over the books piled in front of him.


  “It’s this one…!”


  He felt excited finding the description he was looking for.


  “Guess who?”


  At that moment, Saito’s eyes were covered by someone’s hands from behind.


  That alone wasn’t a problem, but that pair of hands were dripping wet, wetting his eyes as well. The water flowed from his face straight down to his chin.


  “The one who harrasses me like this can only be Shise, so Shise’s guilty”


  “Oh~, Good job bro. You saw straight through Shise.”


  Shisei separated her hands from Saito.


  “What do you mean seeing through you? I still don’t understand why I’m now dripping wet.”


  “I wanted to help with bro’s dry eyes. Feel free to express your gratitude.”


  She said with a proud voice, yet her expression was still unchanged.


  “I’m grateful of your pestering”


  “A fatal flaw of modern society is the inability to express your gratitude honestly.”


  “Modern, ancient, whatever. The books are now dripping wet.”


  Saito put the book he was reading on the shelf.


  Since he wasn’t carrying a napkin around, he took Shisei’s from her pocket and wiped her hands for her. Shisei was airheaded as always, and she let him do so without moving a single finger.


  “What were you reading?”


  Shisei took the book out from the shelf.


  Its title was ‘How to communicate, from zero to hero’.


  Shisei put her hand on Saito’s head.


  “From zero huh, that suits bro pretty well. Try your best.”


  “Getting consoled by someone who has no friends doesn’t make me happier!”


  “It’s not that Shisei doesn’t have any friends. I have a lot of guardians looking out for me properly.”


  “Long story short, you have no friends!”


  “Just a few days ago a girl in class gave me some allowance, I to…declined it.”


  “Return it to her!”


  Shisei shook her head.


  “Unpossible. I used it to buy some food, and spent the whole 10000 yen in a day.”


  (10000 yen is round about 100 bucks)


  “How the hell did you spend 10000 yen on food…?”


  “Dumplings.”


  “How many did you buy with 10000 yen…”


  Saito was worried about Shisei’s future. Even people of the same gender were attracted to this little girl, if she was able to realize her own influence, it would be a huge problem.


  Shisei sat down on the mat and stretched her legs wrapped in white leggings. She raised the book up and stared at it.


  “But it’s surprising. I never expected bro to care so much about communicating like this.”


  “It’s not like I don’t know how to communicate. I just wanted to improve my relationship with Akane.”


  “Wouldn’t brainwashing her be a better plan?”


  “Can we drop the subject?”


  “How can we drop it? I’m sure even Akane wants that.”


  “What do you know about Akane!”


  “She can shoot ultrasonic waves from her nose to destroy her enemies?”


  “That doesn’t sound like the Akane I know.”


  Akane was a serious girl. If he used any dirty tricks, he would lose her entire trust he had built up during the last few days.


  “So, what did you learn from the book?”


  “Ah, it said something like ‘people get along more when they work together’. So I just need to work with Akane for some tasks.”


  “What ‘some tasks’?… destroying the world?”


  “I already told you she doesn’t have a weapon of mass destruction.”


  “So copying sutra?”


  “What kind of romance comes from a couple copying sutra together?”


  Shisei put her hands together in a praying posture.


  “You can cleanse your sins together.”


  “I don’t want to die yet~….”


  Saito’s life only just started.  Even though his marriage life was like a rocky boat, he found a glimmer of hope. He wanted to seize that chance.


  Shisei nodded.


  “Understood bro’s line of thought. Shise will rob a bank around here, so Bro and Akane can go catch Shise together. The suspension bridge effect will amplify your emotions.”


  “Is that really necessary?”


  Saito stopped his reckless cousine from executing her plans. Even if he let Shisei go, people won’t even think of her as a bank robber, but bring her some free money.

* * *

  Their next class was Chemistry.


  Akane was carefully holding the textbooks and her pencil case.


  It was unsure whether she was focusing on not letting anything drop, or if she was vigilant of someone playing a prank on her. Either way, her defense was impenetrable.


  Saito watched until no one else was around, then approached Akane.


  “Can we talk?”


  “What? I thought I told you not to talk with me at school.”


  Akane glared at Saito. A harsh expression that gave no hints they were husband and wife.


  Saito thought the distance between their hearts shrank a bit, but apparently that was a pipe dream. Her expression was even colder than before. Even if he suggested doing some chores together, she wouldn’t listen.


  “Etto… are you free after school today?”


  “I’m not. I have to go home and study.”


  “That’s not what I mean. I was asking if you had a plan to hang out with your friends or not.”


  “Eh? Ah… Himary said she had to work part time today…”


  She gave him an answer with suspicion.


  Saito cleared his throat.


  “Then… After school, can we meet and buy some“……..”


  Akane stared at Saito. She looked like she hadn’t managed to swallow Saito’s words yet.


  A while later, Akane’s face became crimson.


  “So that’s a da–”


  Saito immediately dragged Akane into an empty classroom before she yelled aloud.


  His palm was now covering Akane’s mouth, and they hid behind the wall.


  “Un~~! Un~!”


  Akane was struggling with her dear life to escape, but Saito wasn’t about to let her. A group of their classmates just passed by. Letting them hear what Akane was about to say would only spell trouble.


  Only after confirming that the group’s voice was far away, Saito let Akane go.


  Akane breathed a heavy sigh, she hugged her own body with teary eyes.


  “P, pervert! You led a girl to a dark corner and forced yourself on me!”


  “I did not lead you to a dark corner, nor did I act violently!”


  “You will be now! ‘Gehehe~ Time to dig in! Grandpa already gave his permission so I’m free to do whatever I want, no matter how you beg or cry’ is written on your face!”


  “How big must my face be to write such a long sentence? I only did this because you almost said the date word!”


  Akane was about to run out to the hallway, while Saito was blocking the door.


  “But, but, wasn’t that dating… A guy and a girl meeting up like that…”


  Seeing Akane shyly looking down, Saito also felt second-hand embarrassment.


  He hurriedly explained to Akane.


  “No such thing as a … date! It’s just the groceries. We don’t have anything left in the fridge, so bringing the food from the store home alone would be tough right?”


  “That, that so~, just the groceries! Yes, of course, there’s no way Saito would invite me on a date!”


  “Hahaha, isn’t that obvious~. Don’t misunderstand again~”


  “I didn’t misunderstand! Don’t misunderstand my misunderstanding!”


  Both broke out in cold sweat. Their smiles forced as if trying to forget the thought of going on a date with their arch enemy.


  “T,then, where do we meet?”


  “At the hamburgers near school?”


  “That’s off limits. There’s a lot of students from our school going there. Even I get invited by Himari from time to time.”


  “Being seen would be troublesome…”


  Saito and Akane’s relationship was like a cat and dog’s. If they were to be seen walking together outside of school, the rumours would never end. There wasn’t but a slimmer of romance between the two, they were just married through an arrangement.


  U~n, Akane put her hand on her face.


  “I think the entrance at the back of the school would be fine. Only teachers were allowed to use it.”


  “Understood. Then, let’s meet after school.”


  Both nodded and stepped out of the empty classroom.

* * *

  The homeroom ending also marked school’s finishing. In the classroom where the students were leaving one by one, Akane was shuddering. 


  Even though this wasn’t a date, going shopping with a guy like this was still her first experience. She didn’t know what terrible experience awaits her. Even if they had established that this was definitely not a date.


  Saito was reading a book at his desk.


  Usually, this guy would not stay back in class. He was creating a gap in their time of leaving. Noticing Akane’s gaze, Saito nodded as if to say ‘just go’.


  Akane picked her bag up and headed to the corridor. 


  Her friend Himari was working today so there shouldn’t be anyone holding Akane back.


  Or so he thought, but.


  “Akane~~! Let’s go home together~~!”


  With a blooming smile, Himari chased after her from the classroom.


  “Himari!? Don’t you have work today?”


  “Ah~ It got suddenly cancelled~. It’s been a while since I last hung out with you so I wanted to go all out today Akane, the timing is just perfect!”


  “T, that so…”


  Well the timing just couldn’t be worse for me!~ that was what Akane forced down her throat.


  “Ah there’s more, the parfait store that Akane likes, they have a special menu tonight!”


  “Really!? The 1 kilo all-you-can-eat strawberry parfait?”


  “Yes~yeys~, Akane, you told me earlier that you want to have some right? I just got my salary today, so it’s my treat!”


  Himari put her hand on her chest to show off her trustworthiness.


  “Uh, guh~….”


  Why now!~ Akane was wailing on the inside.


  Perfait was something that was very attractive, there might not be a second chance if she missed this. There was no reason to turn down Himari’s attractive offer.


  But, she already had plans with Saito. Breaking the promise was unforgivable. If their positions were reversed and Akane was the one betrayed, she would definitely be very disappointed.


  “E, eeto… sorry? I’m a bit.. Busy today…”


  “Knowing you, you would just study at home right?”


  “U, usually that’s the case, but I have plans with someone today…”


  “Eh~, who’s that who’s that? Your new friend!? Introduce me to them!”


  She desperately tried finding an excuse, but Himari is clinging onto Akane with her dear life. Those eyes of her were sparkling.


  “You don’t need an introduction, that’s someone Himari knows.”


  “The person I know that is close to Akane, I can only think of Saito…. Is it a date?”


  “It’s not a date~!”


  Akane shouted on the top of her lungs. She can yield on any matter but that.


  “But whatever! It’s a rare event so let’s go with all 3 of us. I also want to get closer to him!”


  Himari gave a perfectly innocent suggestion.


  Akane absolutely did not have any evil intentions, but her heart was filled with guilt.


  Going with three people sounded wrong to Akane for some reason. Which meant she wanted to go shopping with Saito alone after school, and she felt that’s also what Saito wanted… It’s just she wasn’t sure why.


  “I’m really sorry! I can’t today! Invite me some other day!”


  Akane brought her hands together to apologize to Himari and left hẻ behind.


  She held on the stairs handle for almost falling over, and kept flying down the stairs.


  -I’ll make some cookies as an apology for this time…


  Akane gasped for breath while walking along the corridor.


  “Fu-mi”


  She heard a weird sound under her feet and felt some softness.


  She looked down and realized she just stepped on Shisei who was lying on the floor.


  “S, sorry! Are you okay? And why are you lying on the floor like this!?”


  Akane pulled Shisei up and brushed away the dirt on her uniform.


  Shisei gave her a peace sign.


  “I was waiting for you Akane. This was just to trap you.”


  “Putting yourself in pain just to trap another person…?”


  “I didn’t expect there to be anyone brave enough to stand after stepping on Shise…. That’s good. I respect your courage, take this legendary sword in return.”


  “I’m busy now, can I go…?”


  Shisei being cryptic in her speaking was nothing new, but right now she didn’t have the time to decode what Shisei was saying. She had to go to the back gate before Saito, and if she met Himari, things would get complicated again.


  “Before you go, Shise has a question. This lady over here, do you have the will to work together?”


  “Work together…?”


  “Conquering the world, copying sutra, stopping evildoers. Choose one.”


  Fu-mu, Shisei put her hands on her hips and exhaled a big one.


  “There are only choices that I don’t want to choose.”


  “Whatever. Don’t think too much about it, I want you to choose with your intuition.”


  “I don’t want to pick any even if by intuition.”


  “Muh~…Akane is selfish. So, what do you want to do together with Bro?”


  “What….. Why, why did it become Saito’s business?”


  Akane felt a cold sweat.


  “No special reason, just wanted to ask. Whatever’s fine even if it’s a job that will take a long time like making all the underground ice melt.”


  “Why does Shisei only give me the choices that I don’t want to do?”


  “I want you to let me know. Until you answer me, I cannot let you leave this place.”


  Shisei blocked Akane’s path by raising up both her arms and a leg, creating a very strange posture.


  She might be standing in some kind of special stance. But the aura she’s giving out wasn’t a fighter’s aura, but a hamster’s. Basically, very weak.


  What was with her luck today, that she kept meeting obstacles on top of obstacles. She needed to hurry to the meeting point.


  “S, sorry, but I have something important to do~!”


  “Ah”


  Akane ran at full force through a Shisei full of openings.


  Shisei fell on the ground and ran after her. The scary thing was that her running posture looked like a haunted doll, but her speed was slow it’s impossible for her to catch up.


  Akane swapped her shoes at the shoe locker, and followed along the shaded path while being vigilant of others.


  She could only breathe a sigh of relief when she finally reached the back entrance. Saito wasn’t there yet.


  –Why, did I say that it was an important business…


  Akane finally got flustered.


  If this had come to this then wasn’t this practically a date?


  Wasn’t she looking forward to going shopping with Saito?


  –W, we already established this wasn’t a date! This was a chore! We’re just buying necessities for the house!


  She once again affirmed internally.


  However, she felt really strange. She didn’t want to meet him with her sloppy attire so she readjusted her clothes, and checked on her hair.


  –Even if this wasn’t a date, this would look better right? This is definitely not a date!


  Akane took the lipstick from her bag and began applying it to her lips.

* * *

  Saito grabbed his shoes before the cleaner started cleaning the classes.


  He easily passed through the hallways to step outside, and got to the back entrance.


  The clear blue sky comforted him. Outside the school, there were art club members happily sketching their assignments. The navy blue from their jerseys filled his eyes.


  Saito felt worried while walking.


  They already made a promise, but he wasn’t sure if Akane would wait for him. She would most likely hate doing chores together like this, and might have already returned home.


  —Mou, that might just be fine.


  The only fate waiting for him with their shopping trip would be some mental exhaustion and arguments due to difference of opinions. It would be way more efficient if he went alone.


  But, even Saito did not understand why, he himself had a desire to be waited on by Akane.


  Passing through the teachers parking lot and approaching the rear gate, Akane’s figure entered his view. She was carrying her bag on one side, looking nervous and playing with her bangs.


  Saito felt relieved seeing that figure.


  “Kept you waiting.”


  “Uh erm.”


  Akane nodded, and they left the school.


  Since this wasn’t the official entrance, the negligence was apparent. The iron fence was rusted, and weeds grew everywhere on the path.


  Saito turned around just to make sure. They weren’t being seen by any other students. If this goes well, they can avoid the main road to school and walk safely.


  “So what do we do about the shopping?” – Saito


  “I always buy from the shop near our house.”


  “That so.”


  “Uhm.”


  “……………….”


  “…………………”


  An awkward conversation.


  Even though they were walking together, their distance was gradually increasing, currently separated by 1 meter.


  Akane was staring straight down, her ears dyed in red, and desperately tried not to meet Saito’s eyes.


  Today was the first day they tried going somewhere together. Saito was flustered not knowing how to interact with her.


  Passing through the bushy path, they reached the bus station, and saw more and more people. There wasn’t as much space as before for them to keep such a wide distance to each other. They were instantly pushed together to the point of shoulders touching.


  “W, wait! Don’t stick to me like that!”


  “But you were the one who touched me.”


  “Huuuhh? You were the one that touched me! And I told you not to refer to me as ‘you’!”


  “You are also calling me ‘you’!”


  “Then let me say it again! Saito was the one who’s touching me!”


  “But Akane did it first!”


  “Good!”


  “Good what?”


  Other pedestrians looked at the two arguing with curiosity.


  Their relationship was bad as always, but Saito felt relieved. If Akane was acting timid and nice it would also drive him mad.


  The supermarket Akane frequented was around 5 minutes from their house on foot.


  It was in an old building, and the different stores signs taped to the wall are showing wear and tear. Even being generous, you couldn’t call this a clean mall, but the parking lot was packed to the brim, and the front door was filled with a matrix of bicycles. 


  Next to the automatic doors were toilet papers and bleach, and the housewives holding on to their children were taking the goods one by one and went further in.


  To someone who was aiming to become a businessman, Saito was observing the customers with great interest.


  “There’s a lot of people for such a shabby mall.”


  “Ridiculous. Even though the building might be old, their product hygiene is top notch. The products are cheap too so it’s very popular with the nearby housewives.”


  “You heard that from the customers?”


  Akane shook her head.


  “How can I talk to someone I don’t know like that. When we moved here, I searched for reviews online.”


  “Huh~…..”


  Saito was surprised because he never cared about supermarket reviews when he went shopping. If that was something common, it would be worthwhile to consider his future company’s policies.


  Saito held a basket and went into the supermarket.


  There were a lot of stalls for fruits and vegetables.


  Along the wall was the tofu, natto and potato stall.


  “First of all, we don’t have onions, natto and eggs.”


  Saito took some and put it in the basket, and was met with Akane’s complaints.


  “Don’t put whatever in the basket without consideration! You must look at the price!”


  “The price…?”


  “The eggs Saito just put in, it’s 20 yen more expensive than the eggs here! And the expiry date is shorter!”


  She took a different pack of eggs from another shelf.


  “You can still eat it if it’s past its expiry date.”


  “You can you! You’ll get a stomachache.”


  “We’ll cross the bridge when we get there.”


  “Cross it now! Egg is valuable and always cheap, and is always a family’s trustworthy companion in meals. You’re wasting money if you buy it overpriced.”


  Akane took Saito’s pack of eggs and put it back on the shelves. She also swapped the natto and onions with their cheaper counterparts. Even the products shoved around on the shelves by other customers were reorganized by her.


  “I even put in the effort to choose them…”


  “You didn’t choose anything. You just shove them in on a whim.”


  Akane was standing in the spices area.


  She took the different fish sauces from the shelf and stared at it.


  “This one is 398 yen for 450 ml, this one is 442 for 500… so 1ml is worth… It’s hard to do the calculations in your head.”


  “You’re being too nitpicky. There’s not a lot of difference in the price so just take whichever has more.”


  “I’m not being nitpicky. Not being strict with your finances would lead to a horrible life. When you shoulder a massive debt, only then will you say ‘If only I bought the cheaper fish sauce…’, but by then it would be too late.”


  “There’s no way you can get a debt from a bottle of fish sauce.”


  “Columbus got into debt for looking for spices. So getting into trouble for a sauce isn’t something new.”


  Or so she said, but this wasn’t the age of exploration no more.


  “You wait there, let me take my phone out to calculate.”


  Akane was going to take her phone out from her bag. She was holding the sauce in both her hands so it would be dangerous if she dropped it.


  Without another choice, Saito had to hold the sauces for her, while Akane was fiddling with her phone.


  “Both come out to be approximately 0.884 yen per ml. Since the 500ml one is cheaper by 0.0004 yen, I’ll get it.”


  “That’s way too exact…!”


  Akane was serious to a fault. Even though he was made aware of this when they were dividing the house chores, this tiring round of nitpicking has reminded him of the fact.


  When the two were touring around the store, they found a crowd at the butcher stall.


  “What’s going on there…?”


  “Not a clue…”


  The two stopped.


  The crowd – full of housewives – were full of murder intent. It felt as if they would annihilate anyone who stood in their way. There seemed to be exercises involved as well, considering there were high school girls warming up their legs.


  From inside the preparation room, the employee brought a trolley full of product out.


  The product piled up in the trolley was chicken. The eye-catching red text wrote “Time sale: Chicken breasts. 50 yen per tray.”


  “We still have plenty of meat at home so it’s fine if we didn’t get any…”


  Saying such, Saito jolted seeing Akane standing besides him


  Her pupil was burning with fighting spirits, while her fists were bawled tight.


  “This place Time sale always becomes a battlefield…. One blink of an eye and everything is gone, and I never got my hands on its products once…. This is the day for me to redeem myself…”


  “Oi, we still have more than enough meat at home…”


  “We can put it in the freezer. This is a matter of pride.”


  The highschool girl put her pride on the supermarket’s Time Sale.


  She seemed to have put on her serious mode, and gave Saito her bag.


  “Watch me fight this fight. The new legends will start on this page…!”


  Akane had seriousness drawn on her face, and approached the butcher stall.


  At the same time, the employee rang the bell, and the crowd raised their battlecries.


  “UOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”


  He didn’t mishear it, but this was reality. Saito really heard some animal roars coming from those fragile housewives.


  No, the fragileness was Saito’s imagination.


  Those housewives were – full of firm muscles. They were trained by driving a rag through their houses everyday, and by carrying heavy groceries home with one hand. 


  With that much battle prowess, the housewives engaged in tug of war. They used their body muscles to steal the chicken from others’ grasps, in a bloody battle where rules are useless.


  Akane’s thin body was instantly swallowed by the crowd.


  “Pl, sto~” “Sorry eve~” “Let me thr~” “Spare m~”


  He heard Akane’s interrupted cries for help.


  While Saito was still in shock over the rapidly disappearing chicken, Akane stepped out of the crowd in a tattered form. He thought she was attacked by a dragon, messing up her hair and clothes.


  “S, somehow or another… I got it…”


  What Akane was holding on was not chicken. But the Time sale label. After realizing that, Akane’s shoulders trembled.


  “U, u~…….”


  “W, wait, don’t cry! I’ll go this time!”


  Saito bravely joined the fray.


  From inside, the employee pushed out a new trolley. This time it was pork, 25 yen per tray. The eyes of the Amazonesses housewives were like a starving wolf’.


  Obviously, there was no way a highschool boy would lose out to some highschool girls out there.


  Or so he thought, as he stepped in.


  “This isn’t the place for you kids to hang out…”


  His body was squeezed, and he heard the whispers next to his ears.


  He was crushed by the pressure the housewives released surrounding him.


  While his body was still unable to move, those housewives shoved Saito aside. Saito was pushed, stepped on, crushed, but he still inched forward.


  Saito focused his defense on his weak spot, but even that was too hard, he became tattered and was shoved out by the crowd.


  After the crowd left, only Saito and Akane remained, lying helplessly on the ground.


  A resounding defeat. There was no chance of victory against that violence. A smile bloomed from that unreal experience, rather than becoming depressed.


  “We really couldn’t do it huh.”


  “What, are we doing exactly huh.”


  The two looked at each other, then laughed. Akane was laughing so hard she teared up.
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  That was, the first moment they laughed with each other from the bottom of their hearts.


  Failing together trying to do something together. Their hair and clothes were all messed up, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. “Laughing together with Akane” surprised Saito for feeling so comfortable.


  Then Akane stood up, and patted the hems of her skirt.


  “We shall give up for today. Let’s absolutely win next time.”


  “You still have the motivation?”


  “Of course. This world is decided by the strong.”


  “I’ll stay out of this.”


  “Not allowed. Saito has to join.”


  She narrowed her eyes and looked down at Saito. The naughty glint rarely seen from Akane made Saito unconsciously nod.


  The two continued their shopping trip, and finally got to the prepared food section.


  There, the aroma of food made him crave for some. Apparently it came from a stall owner frying sausages on a hot pan. The sample food was presented with a toothpick on a small tray.


  Akane was also staring at the direction of the sausages.


  “…..Want to try some?”


  “N, no!”


  “But, your drool is leaking.”


  “….~!”


  Akane instantly used her hand to wipe her mouth. After realizing she had been had by Saito, she pouted and glared at him.


  “…..liar.”


  Her sulking was exactly like a child’s.


  “They already went through the trouble of making it, there’s no harm in testing it.”


  “I, it’s embarrassing!”


  “Embarrassing? Why?”


  “Like, it makes you look like a glutton! You’ll be left with no dignity. And those foods are expensive as well, if you eat it you’ll really have to buy it.”


  “It’s fine. Just say ‘it’s not that good so I won’t buy any’”


  “You’ll hurt the employees!”


  “The sample foods are made to try the flavour, if it’s not good then you don’t have to buy any.”


  Saito pulled Akane’s arm and led her to the food stall.


  He put the sausage in Akane’s mouth who was hesitant.


  “Ah hot~… uhm uhm…”


  Akane hurriedly ate the sausage. She swallowed it down and instantly her face beamed.


  “This is good…! Saito try some!”


  “Oh”


  Saito also put some sausages in his mouth. The meat was tender, along with the juice flowing in his mouth. The aroma came from the exquisite use of spices, creating a rich taste.


  The employee laughed refreshingly.


  “This would still be good if it was left to cool down a bit, so you can use this for bentos. 300 for 1, but 3 packets will cost you only 800.”


  “Uh~ … I knew it, that’s expensive…”


  Akane was hesitating. Apparently she liked it a lot, and was now looking at the price with consideration.


  “Don’t hold yourself back too much.”


  “Ah~”


  Saito put one packet in the basket and immediately left.


  Akane hurried behind him.


  “Wait, don’t just decide on your own.”


  “300 yen is a cheap price for Akane’s smile.”


  “W, what… I’m not such a cheap woman.”


  Akane’s cheek blazed crimson, and she muttered shyly.


  In fact, Saito was more than happy if the sausage would make the atmosphere gentler. After seeing Akane’s gentle smile, he really did not want to return to how they used to be.


  The two stood at the cashier.


  Akane smugly presented her loyalty card to the employee.


  “So you’re the type to have membership cards?”


  “Of course. I made it right after moving. I usually buy ingredients and detergents here, so it would be wasteful if I didn’t have one.”


  She took a shopping bag from her school bag and put the groceries in. That shopping bag was decorated with hand drawings of adorable looking bears and rabbits.


  Each held a bag and left the mall. They returned on the road by the wide river.


  The shopping took more time than intended, and the road was dyed with sunset colours.


  The amber colour of the setting sun was reflected by the river, creating a beautiful scenery.


  “Akane’s pretty serious huh.”


  Saito voiced his honest opinions.


  Akane glared at Saito while walking beside him.


  “You want to say I’m a miser right?”


  “No, not that. You will surely become a great wife in the future.”


  “Huh, haaaaaa!?”


  Her ears were dyed red.


  Saito could feel her expression changing rapidly. He just recently discovered this girl’s full array of emotions, always hidden under her anger.


  Akane turned away, shyly whispered.


  “…We, are already married.”


  “Ah, that’s right…”


  Saito covered his mouth with his hand. He just realized what he said was very embarrassing, and felt hot himself.


  The two couldn’t look each other in the eyes anymore, and kept walking along the road home.  


  Chapter 4: My wife (Part 2)


  

  Saito woke up lying on his bed.


  Some tiniest glimpse of morning snuck past the window curtains, but dawn was still some time to come, and the night’s chill was lingering around.


  Saito became confused. Why did he wake up at this time, thought Saito as he tried to take the clock next to the bed to check the time.


  However, he found himself unable to move. He briefly thought he was constricted by Akane’s interrogation tools, but no. Akane was just clinging on to Saito during her sleep.


  –And here she was, saying she would snap my fingers off if I was to touch her in the slightest!


  This world is unfair. However, he wasn’t angry about it.


  With only a thin layer of clothing wrapped around her, she was like a fluffy dream.


  Her smooth and bare legs were wrapped onto Saito’s, while her hand was gripping on his shirt.


  Her chest heaved up and down matching her breath. 


  The sweet aroma from her skin and the flowery scent from her hair assaulted Saito’s sense of smell.


  That attack, to a boy in puberty like him, was super effective. For a moment, he completely forgot that she was someone he despised.


  –If I were so to move…she, will wake up right…?


  It was like the guilt of waking a cat sleeping on your lap. He braced himself and stayed still.


  Akane had an angelic sleeping face up close. Her half-closed lips had an innocent charm to it.


  Saito unconsciously touched her defenseless cheeks that would normally be off-limits to him.


  Just as he touched it with the tip of his finger, Akane opened her eyes.


  She unfocusedly looked at Saito. With a hazy consciousness, she rubbed her cheeks on his chest, just like a cat.


  It tickled him both physically and mentally, and Saito spoke out loud.


  “O, oi…”


  “………!”


  Akane was pulled back to reality.


  She sent Saito flying away. Blood drained from her face, she hugged her pillow in place of a shield.


  “Y,y,you planned to attack me?”


  “You were the one that hugged me out of your own volition!”


  “I’ll never do anything like that!”


  “You did! I was like a hugging pillow for you!”


  “I’d rather have a porcupine as my hugging pillow than you!”


  “So you want to get skewered alive? I am absolutely confident I did not do anything to you! I was just staying still to not wake you up.”


  Saito explained.


  Akane looking at her phone frightened him. It would be really troublesome if she called the police now. They would have to explain why two highschool students were living together first and foremost, which would complicate everything.


  Akane’s innocent sleeping expression earlier was now completely gone, replaced with one of utmost caution glaring at Saito.


  “You said you didn’t do anything? Liar. Didn’t you want to use your fingernails to drill a hole in my cheek?”


  “Why would I want to do something so violent?”


  Saito got chills down his back.


  “So what did you do?”


  Akane hugged the pillow tight and looked straight at Saito. This wasn’t the time to play dumb.


  Saito breathed a heavy sigh.


  “….Your sleeping face was so cute, and I was lost looking at it. I couldn’t resist the urge to touch your cheeks. Sorry.”


  “What~…”


  Akane furiously blushed.


  She hid her face behind the pillow, and said with a tiny voice.


  “R, really,…?”


  “Aah”


  “C, cute, to what extent…?”


  “To the point one couldn’t stay sane looking.”


  Saito couldn’t keep insisting his innocence so he confessed everything honestly.


  Akane trembled, maybe to her anger.


  She peeked out from her pillow, and whispered.
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  “…If it’s just a tiny bit, then fine.”


  “Eh?”


  “I just told you! My sleeping face! I said you can look at it for just a tiny bit!”


  Akane plopped down the bed. She turned to face Saito, and shut her eyes. Just as she had declared, apparently she wanted to show him her sleeping face. Ridiculous, but also responsible to a fault.


  Saito laid down beside Akane.


  But the sound of his beating heart made him unable to go back to sleep.


  And it seems Akane was having the same problem, wiggling around. She seemed tense as well.


  The atmosphere inside the futon was stuffing, and neither could go back to sleep after that. Dawn gradually came.


  When they were about to fall asleep, the alarm clock rang and snoozed. This repeated several times until it was 30 minutes later than usual.


  Saito was the one to stop the alarm. Akane, sleeping next to him, was pulling the futon to cover her shoulders. Her pyjamas disheveled, revealing her collarbones.


  “G, good morning…”


  A flustered smile.


  A sweet atmosphere, polar opposites to their usual cat and dog relationship.


  –What are we, newly weds?


  Or so Saito thought, but in actual fact they were a new couple. 


  For someone so inexperienced with love, Saito didn’t know how to respond to this sweet atmosphere.


  “….Good morning.”


  First of all, to get himself fully awake, he went to the bathroom to wash his face. He had a vague feeling he would lose himself if he kept staying in the bedroom like this.


  Saito turned the tap, and splashed the cold water on his hand to his face, but couldn’t correct the sloppy expression wearing on his face right then.


  “Kya—–!?”


  “What’s wrong?”


  Hearing the scream, Saito darted to the kitchen.


  Akane was holding the rice cooker, with tears in her eyes and trembling hands.


  “The rice…isn’t cooked yet…. I forgot to push the button…”


  “Can’t be helped. We also bought some toasts.”


  “That… I wasn’t careful so they were all burnt…”


  The toasts were on fire being put directly on the gas stove.


  “It’s not that burnt!”


  Saito was planning to take the bread and put it into the sink to douse it, but the flames on the bread were too strong to hold directly.


  He also found mushroom and bamboo shoots being cooked, or rather burned. Did she plan to have a party?


  Saito took an empty pot and put it upside down over the burning toast.


  The fire was put out, but the smoke spread across the entire kitchen. Caught in the smoke, the two coughed.


  “What’s wrong with you? You have been acting strange since morning!”


  “Aren’t you also acting weird? You aren’t wearing any clothes!”


  “What are you talking about, how can I walk around the house without wearing clo…”


  Saito looked down on his body. His entire upper half was completely naked. Well, completely naked except for a tie, which made it look even more ridiculous and perverted. 


  “First off… let’s hold off on breakfast. We are both acting weirdly so there’s a good chance we might burn the whole house down.”


  Akane nodded solemnly.


  “That’s true… I accidentally spread butter on my clothes trying to iron them…”


  “Please calm down!”


  Akane was acting really strangely for someone who was normally very serious.


  She connected a hose to the tap and started to spray water onto the gas stove.


  “What are you doing!”


  “Putting the fire out.”


  “The fire was already out ages ago! You’ll flood the kitchen!”


  “Even then. I won’t change what I’m doing.”


  Akane said with an unyielding expression.


  “It’s better if you don’t do anything for now! Stay still over here.”


  Saito led Akane to the living room and told her to sit.


  “It’s rude to tell me around like this…”


  Akane pouted and hugged her knees, but strangely enough, she obediently stayed put.


  Noticing his own exhaustion despite it being only morning, Saito quickly finished cleaning the kitchen. He put the burnt and now wet toast in the trash bag, and dried the wet stove and sink.


  By the time he finished, it was time for class.


  Saito and Akane held their school bags, and just to be sure, they checked one another’s uniforms.


  “No problems here, your uniforms are fine.”


  “Yours, too.”


  “Why are we doing this again…”


  “It can’t be helped when the both of us are this sleepy. There’s no helping it.”


  However, Saito had a feeling it might not have anything to do with sleepiness.


  There was no time to quarrel, so they hurriedly left the house.


  When passing by the convenience store, Akane slowed down. She looked longingly at the poster hanging at the front. It depicted an image of the new strawberry cake.


  “Are you hungry?”


  “Yeah…. But, there’s no time to buy it and savour it.”


  “You can’t concentrate on studying without breakfast, can you?”


  Ignoring Akane trying to stop him, Saito went into the store.


  He took a strawberry cake and vegetable juice, and hurriedly checked out and left the store. It wasn’t expensive, and it’s 3 times bigger than the normal gateau.


  “I can’t finish it if it’s this big!”


  Akane widened her eyes. It looked a lot bigger than advertised.


  “Then, let’s share it?”


  Saito split the cake into half and gave one to Akane.


  “Half…”


  “…The cream looks artificial. It doesn’t look like strawberry at all. The manufacturer has no love for strawberries.”


  “If you have time to say something so useless, just let me eat it.”


  Sensing Saito reaching for her cake, Akane held it far away from him.


  “This one is mine! I won’t give it to you even for just a bite, Saito!”


  “But I was the one who bought it!”


  “It’s mine when you gave it to me. You don’t have the right to take it back.”


  Akane ate the cake with enthusiasm. Despites her grumblings, she looked like she enjoyed every bite.


  Next to Akane, Saito was also eating the cake.


  “So? It’s not that good right?”


  “It’s definitely not.”


  However, it wasn’t terrible. Sharing a cheap cake, and criticizing it while walking together wasn’t a bad thing.


  While the two were walking to school,


  “Are? Saito? Akane?”


  They heard a surprised voice. Himari with her charmingly long blond hair ran up to them.


  “”—————–!””


  Both Saito and Akane froze.


  “This is rare~, seeing you two together outside of school like this. Are you two going to school together? What’s wrong what’s wrong~?”


  Her innocent eyes looked at them questioningly with enthusiasm.


  –This is bad…!


  This was a critical error. Saito could feel his cold sweat gushing out and his lifespan shortening.


  Thanks to the chaotic morning and his brain missing all the required screws, he absolutely forgot to go to school later than Akane. He had always been careful about this, but it’s all meaningless thanks to today.


  Looking at his walking partner, Akane’s face was also pale. She was like a mermaid on land, gasping for air. Whenever Akane was pushed to this point, she always acted dangerously.


  “There’’s, there’s no way we would go to school together! This is, this is. This is Saito stalking behind me! Please call the police for me!”


  “Hold on.”


  The accused, Saito, voiced his objection.


  Himari tilted her head.


  “This doesn’t look like a stalking situation~…. You two were talking together happily, and even shared a cake with one another.”


  “Kuh~….”


  Akane let out some indiscernible noise. The only thing he knew was that she received some heavy mental damage.


  “This, this, this is, is,…”


  Akane was deep in thought. Her brain processing power was way faster than the rest of her body. She could only manage some incoherent blabber, her eyes darting around, hands trembling.


  “That’s, that’s right! This, this is just my leftovers thrown to the side, and Saito picked it up to finish it!”


  “Saito…?”


  Himari looked at Saito with concern in her eyes.


  “I’m not a dog.”


  “Right, Saito isn’t a dog…. He just enjoys things like that… Everytime I throw something away, his urges take over.”


  “Can I sue you for slander?”


  Saito was disappointed. It was as if their peaceful moments together was just an illusion.


  Himari fliced Akane’s forehead.


  “Oi~”


  “Hya~!? W, what are you doing…”


  Akane held her forehead with teary eyes.


  –She is going to scold this girl as her best friend for bad-mouthing me? That’s great, be brutally honest.


  Saito was looking forward to it, however.


  “You can’t throw food on the street like this. You should finish your food. Else, the crows, wild dogs, or Saito will pick it up.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  Akane stood in a daze.


  –That’s not what I meant!


  Saito wanted to retort to defend himself, but they managed to change the topic away from them walking together, so he endured it.

* * *

  Thanks to both of their efforts, their life together was taking a term for the better.


  They regularly went shopping together, divided the chores properly, and even had time for recreation, making their time less stressful.


  Though they couldn’t fully stop quarrelling, the frequency of the heated ones was way lower than what it used to be before, and they managed to enjoy life much more.


  And thanks to that, Saito was able to see something for himself.


  That was Akane’s usual expression, feelings, and her strengths. Things he couldn’t observe before in their battlefield.


  Another thing he realized was her conviction.


  If it’s past midnight and Akane still hadn’t returned to the bedroom yet, chances were she’s in her study room. The door used to always be locked, but it’s opened slightly tonight, light spilling through the doorway.


  “It’s already late. What are you doing?”


  Saito peeked inside.


  The room used to be filled with a wooden smell just like all other rooms in the house, but now a girly fragrance could be felt inside it. Reference books and thick encyclopedias lined up neatly on her table, alongside a teddy bear.


  Akane turned around to see him.


  “Revising. We have a quiz coming soon so I want to revise all the topics we’ll cover in the test.”


  Saito shrugged.


  “It’s just a quiz, there’s no point in learning. You should save your efforts for the real one.”


  “So you say, but you always get a perfect score for those quizzes.”


  “I just did the quiz normally, I didn’t revise for it.”


  “Urghhh… How can you get a 100 so easily…”


  Akane bawled her hand into a fist.


  “I always remember what I was taught in class. It’s actually harder for me to forget about it.”


  “Are you mocking me? You want to say that someone who spends effort in learning like me is just dumb right?”


  “I didn’t say that… But it looks tough huh.”


  Saito wanted to pay his respects for her efforts, but it had a negative effect.


  “…..~~!! Get out now! Don’t bother me!”


  Akane threw the teddy bear to shoo Saito away.


  Saito thought “crap” while scrambling out. He let his guard down since their relationship was a lot better recently. But it appears he stepped on Akane’s landmine somewhere.


  The door to her room was slam shut, and locking noises can be heard. If he didn’t do anything, tomorrow’s atmosphere would be unbearable.


  –I have to do something…There must be a way to improve Akane’s mood….


  Easier said than done. If he knew of such a way, he wouldn’t be fighting with her for 2 years straight. The path to Akane’s heart is way more twisted than some simple studying.


  While Saito was pondering, he suddenly remembered the strawberries he just bought.


  He confirmed it by opening the fridge.


  All the strawberries were still there. It might be fine to give this to her, but there was a decent chance she would tell him off for the unprepared strawberries.


  It would be better if he made it more presentable. Akane liked strawberry cakes the most, so he should be making something of the like.


  There was some emergency bread in the fridge. Saito thought he could use this with cream and strawberry to make some strawberry sandwiches, but there wasn’t any cream in the fridge.


  –Is it possible to replace cream with well-shaken protein?


  Saito had a sudden bright idea.


  However, he could immediately hear Akane’s angry “stop”, so he put the protein shake back in the fridge. On second thoughts, protein was prone to become clotted so it’s hard to recreate the smooth texture of cream in your mouth.


  He did another sweep of the fridge, and found yogurt. The colour and the texture fits the requirement, so this was ideal as the replacement of cream. In actual fact, there was some sour cream in real life made by letting cream ferment with acid lactic.


  Saito poured the yogurt into a big bowl, added sugar, and whipped until it’s thoroughly mixed. Then, he spread it on the bread slices and put the strawberries on top.


  He put the now finished sandwich on a plate, and planned to decorate it with some mint, but ….there was none. No herbs for decorating purposes, aside from parsley.


  There was no other choice so Saito put some parsley on the sandwich. The green from the herb, the white of the yogert-cream and bread, and the red from the strawberries mixed together, creating a very appetizing dish.


  Saito was satisfied with his creation, and he brought the sandwich to Akane’s room.


  There was a cute looking wooden board with the words “Akane’s room” hung outside the door, but there was nothing cute about it constantly being slammed shut. It wouldn’t be hyperbole to say there was a demon queen living in here.


  Saito sighed, then knocked on the door.


  “What?”


  Akane hadn’t cooled off from before, so she replied with a curt voice.


  “I made you some midnight snacks, how about having some while studying?”


  “Midnight snack…?”


  The door opened slightly and Akane peeked out from behind it.


  There was a slight chance she would get annoyed and say ‘I don’t want it, stop wasting strawberries!’. And if that happens, their relationship would get a lot more strained.


  Saito worriedly presented her the dish.


  “Strawberry sandwiches!”


  Akane’s eyes widened with glitter.


  Good, it seemed like she liked it. And that made Saito relieved.


  “Why, why did you make this for me…? Do you have a hidden motive…?”


  “No schemes, no nothing.”


  “There definitely is a scheme here. If not, you’ll never do anything like this, especially not after a quarrel.”


  Akane suddenly exclaimed.


  “I got it! You put some sleeping pills in this sandwich didn’t you? You think you’ll make me get a 0 by not letting me revise, don’t you?”


  “I didn’t put anything in. However, if you think you’ll get a zero just for not revising, then you should reconsider your studies in class.”


  Akane was full of suspicion. She glared focusedly at the sandwich.


  “So….what….? Is it some kind of plastic sample, and my teeth will fall off with a bite..? You want to shatter my heart along with my jaws trying to eat something I like…?”


  “I’m doing nothing so complicated. It’s just a normal strawberry sandwich. Eat it.”


  “Kya~”


  Saito handed her the plate as if tossing it away, and Akane hurriedly caught it. No matter how suspicious she was of the dish, she was a serious person, who wouldn’t waste food no matter what.


  “That’s that. If you don’t want it, just throw it away.”


  “W, wait! Don’t leave it behind on your own accord.”


  Saito left the room and Akane’s complaints behind and walked away.

* * *

  Finally, Akane could continue with her studies after the troublesome guy left. She noted down the scope of the quiz in her notebook, memorized it, restructured it in her head and printed it deep so as to not forget it.


  She couldn’t forgive anyone not taking studying seriously. She had to beat that indifferent guy who didn’t even study for the quiz – Saito.


  However, she couldn’t concentrate at all.


  She placed the sandwich dish on the table since she didn’t have the heart to throw it away. She kept glancing at it from time to time, losing some precious concentration in the process.


  –It looks so yummy…


  Akane gulped.


  But, it’s strange. With how coldly she treated Saito, he still made her some midnight snack. That kindness didn’t seem plausible for him.


  Or, he was targeting her suspicion, and let the hunger assault her. It was psychologically impossible to endure not eating your favourite food sitting next to you. If that was his plan, Saito was a devious schemer.


  –Just, just a tiny bit. It will be fine if it’s just a small bite right…?


  Akane carefully bit a sandwich.


  The cool and sour cream, and the juicy strawberries were swirling in her mouth.


  Mixed with the fluffiness of the bread, creating a refreshing taste straight down her throat.


  “…..It’s delicious.”


  Akane whispered, unbelieving.


  She couldn’t feel the effects of the sleeping drug, or any protein shakes inside it. It’s a completely normal midnight snack, made with Saito’s thoughtfulness of her likes and dislikes.


  What if this was something he made after regretting over their quarrel, and wanted to give her this to make up?


  When she thought about it like that, Akane felt a strange feeling in her chest. It was warm, ticklish, and made her unable to calm down… however, it wasn’t a bad feeling.


  “If, if it’s like this, I won’t give you any mercy in the quiz.”


  With flushed cheeks, Akane ate the sandwich.


  Delicious.


  With her energy refilled, her motivation was overwhelming.


  It was higher than it had ever been.


  — I have to try hard till morning!


  Akane once again grabbed her pen and faced the notebook.

* * *

  Akane suddenly lost her consciousness walking in the hallway.


  “Akane? Are you alright?”


  Akane heard a voice, and realized she was being held by Himari.


  “Ah…I was just dozing off.”


  “What do you mean dozing off! It’s dangerous falling asleep while walking.”


  Himari could feel her cold sweat.


  “Sorry. Next time I feel sleepy, I’ll just sit down beforehands.”


  “Passing out while sitting is also nothing to write home about… Akane always seems weird recently. And your complexion isn’t good, are you alright?”


  “I’m staying up late every day to revise so I’m not getting enough sleep, that’s all.”


  Himari led Akane into the cafeteria.


  There were a lot of students in the cafeteria today. Usually, Akane never used the cafeteria, but there was no other choice today since she didn’t have time to prepare bento.


  The two took their trays and stood in line.


  “There should be a limit to your studying~? Else your body won’t be able to stand it”


  “Even if my body crumbles, it’s a fine price to pay for getting top 1 of the grade…”


  “It’s not fine at all! Akane’s body is more important than those achievements! And regardless, you aren’t Saito’s opponent~!”


  Akane pinched her eyebrows.


  “Not… Saito’s opponent…?”


  “Ah~”


  Himari covered her mouth.


  “I’ll definitely win against Saito! Even if it takes hundreds, no, thousands of years. I’ll definitely have him experience crushing defeat against me and accept that I’m above him.”


  “It doesn’t matter if you spend another hundred years training, you’ll graduate way before then~… You only have one year of highschool left…. Let’s say you won’t be able to beat him before then, will you chase after Saito to university?”


  “I, I’m not chasing after anyone! If I do that, won’t I be admitting that I have feelings for him?”


  Akane’s cheek felt hot. She also felt it’s hard to breathe, was it because the cafeteria was too crowded?


  Himari got omurice, while Akane got some strawberry. Then they searched for available seats.


  Saito and Shisei were sitting by the entrance. Those two were really close. Their atmosphere and even appearances resemble each other, so it would be easier to mistake them as blood siblings than cousins. Saito was stopping Shisei while she was trying to cut steak with her bare hands.


  “Saito and Shisei are sitting over there~. Let’s eat together!”


  “No we cant!”


  “Why?”


  “No matter what!”


  Akane and Saito’s interactions recently were too suspicious, even for Himari. If they sat at the same table, one mistake may lead Himari to figuring out the truth.


  The fact that she married a boy in the same class, and even slept with him on the same bed every night needed to stay a secret. If Himari was to know it, she would most definitely be disillusioned. Akane didn’t want to lose her only friend.


  Akane and Himari searched for another open seat away from Saito.


  The cake on her plate was well baked. There was plenty of cream and decorative chocolate. Akane loved the perfection of the cake that seemed out of place in the cafeteria’s menu.


  However… She didn’t enjoy it as much as she did before. Whenever she thought about Saito’s midnight snack, it was several times more delicious. 


  “Akane is so admirable~”


  “Eh? What for?”


  “If it was me, I couldn’t stand studying every day. Even I know that I should be more focused on studying because my grades are always below average. But I always lose my focus on random videos on my smartphone.”


  Akane placed her fork on the plate.


  “Erm, I don’t particularly dislike studying. Also…There’s someone rooting for me this time”


  “Who who~! Is it a guy? Did you get a boyfriend?”


  Himari leaned over the table with sparkling eyes. She was very interested in this story.


  Akane realized she left some unnecessary words slip.


  “I, it’s not like that! That person just made me some midnight snack while I was studying.”


  “Your mom?”


  “It’s not my mom.”


  “Then your father?”


  “My father can’t cook.”


  Himari put her hands on her chin, mimicking the pose of a legendary detective.


  “Not a guy, not your parents, but willing to make you a midnight snack as a form of encouragement…?”


  Then, she pointed her index finger in the air.


  “I got it! The culprit is Miss maid!”


  “Good deduction. Yes, it’s the maid that I hired to fully support me in my studies.”


  Akane relaxed her shoulders and laughed.


  “Mou~, you’re teasing me aren’t you~. You can’t teasing me just because I’m dumb okay?~”


  “I’m not teasing you.”


  “Then tell me~ Akane~”


  Himari shook Akane’s arms.


  –I didn’t expect Saito to be the one supporting me like this.


  Thinking back about it, Akane became flustered. Never did she envision this, considering her interactions with him consisted solely of arguments and quarrels.


  To not waste Saito’s effort supporting her, she will absolutely beat Saito in this quiz.


  That was what Akane swore.

* * *

  Akane kept studying past midnight. Akane collapsed on the bed, waking Saito up. When he checked the clock, it was already 3AM. And this happened again and again.


  Saito thought that her studies would get worse and worse the more she let her fatigue accumulate, but it would be easy if she listened to his advice.


  This evening, he was also preparing strawberry sandwiches for Akane.


  He knocked on the door, but there was no reaction.


  “I’m bringing your snacks.”


  Saito called while opening the door.


  Akane had collapsed on the desk, with no sign of waking up.


  “Are you sleeping? If you are, lie down properly…”


  When he drew closer, he noticed Akane’s attire was very strange.


  Her breathing was irregular, with every breath looking painful.


  Her forehead was drenched with sweat. Some dripped down to the chair.


  “….Are you feeling unwell?”


  “It’s fine… I’m completely fine… I’m just resting…”


  Her voice was deprived of energy.


  Saito put his hand on Akane’s forehead. Akane didn’t push that hand away, and let him measure her temperature. Her forehead was burning.


  “You have a bad fever… Go to bed tonight.”


  “Er, okay…”


  Drained of her usual vigor, her reply was honest.


  She fell onto the bed after Saito led her to the bedroom.


  Her head was placed on the pillow, all limps laid straight. Though usually acting tough, she was now exhaling some painful breaths.


  Saito covered Akane with a futon.


  He went down to the living room to get the thermometer from the first-aid box.


  “It’s better if you check the temperature properly.”


  “……………….”


  Despite being in front of Saito, Akane was trying to unbutton her pyjamas.


  However, she didn’t have the strength to do it.


  “Open your mouth.”


  Listening to Saito’s words, Akane slightly opened her mouth.


  Saito gently put the thermometer in the slip between her lips that was giving off some weak breaths.


  Akane didn’t even have the strength to hold the thermometer properly so Saito supported it for her. The thermometer displayed a number that was slightly higher than 40 degrees after no time.


  “40 degrees is tough… Give me a moment.”


  Saito found the fever sticker and some fever medicines from the first-aid box. He then pasted the fever sticker on Akane’s forehead. Then he went to get some water.


  She was too weak to take the medicine, so he supported her to sit up, then pushed the pills into her mouth. His fingers touched her tongue and were slightly wet as a result.


  Saito held the cup at Akane’s mouth and let her drink the water. It was hard to let her drink it all so he gradually poured water in through the cracks in her lips.


  “Haa~…haa~…..haa….”


  It seemed even drinking water was too exhausting for Akane, as she leaned on to Saito and breathed heavily. This level of powerlessness was unusual. 


  “It’s sweaty… uncomfortable.”


  Akane’s nape was drenched, her pyjamas were also soaked with sweat. If she’s left like this, she would also catch a cold and take a turn for the worse.


  Saito wetted a towel in the bathroom, and returned to the bedroom.


  “I’ll help you wipe.”


  “Okay.”


  Akane’s eyes were now unfocused. She undressed her pyjamas, her bare slender waist was in full view, then her bra also became visible.


  “Wait wait wait, you don’t need to take it off.”


  Saito hurriedly stopped her. Though it would be easier to wipe her off naked, when Akane was fully conscious again, god knows what Akane will do to him.


  Saito used the wet towel to wipe Akane’s nape.


  “Uhn~…”


  Akane let out some comfortable noise.


  Saito also used the towel to wipe the sweat away from her face. He rolled her sleeves up to wipe her arms. He put the towel into her pyjamas and wiped her belly and waist.


  “Mou~…that place….hngg~…”


  When Saito’s hand was touching her bare skin, Akane let out a ticklish sound.


  A rare defenseless Akane.


  This act of putting his hand into a maiden’s shirt made Saito’s heart beat faster.


  After wiping her body, Saito let Akane sleep on the bed.


  Due to the terrible fever, Akane couldn’t sleep.


  It was already late, but Saito was debating against sleeping. He was inexperienced with having fevers of over 40 degrees like this. If it was a serious one, he couldn’t stay calm.


  –Why am I panicking like this…..?


  Even Saito himself was surprised.


  This girl was his archnemesis, someone who would make him angry just by meeting her at school.


  She’s always rude, could turn everything into a taunt or competition, without a shred of honesty.


  Or so he used to think.


  But now, Saito was in this quiet room, watching over the girl on the bed. Unlike his usual self, he was tending to her carefully.


  Akane whispered annoyedly. 


  “Study… I have to study, but…”


  “It’s because you studied too much that you fell ill like this. You always stay up late, it’s not good to try too hard.”


  Saito was shocked. Ever since the day they lived together, he hadn’t once seen Akane turn away from her studies.


  “Even if it’s pointless… I have a dream I must achieve no matter what.”


  “A dream?”


  Saito asked.


  Akane said with a weak voice.


  “I…want to become a doctor. Someone who can help others when they are hurt. I hate myself who couldn’t do anything. I want everyone I love to always be healthy.”


  This was probably her honest thoughts, without a single lie and deceit.


  Saito patiently watched as Akane opened her heart.


  “But, my family isn’t wealthy enough for me to pursue a career in medicine. And I was told that if I agreed to marrying you, then all the fees would be paid, so…”


  “So that’s why…”


  A dream – The adults would surely laugh at such a feeble dream.


  But to Akane, and to Saito, even, a dream is worth even a life’s gamble.


  Even if that would result in part of their lives being constricted, like having their partners decided.


  Even if they had to sacrifice freedom and romance, something that almost everyone strived to protect.


  Saito married for the sake of his dream.


  Akane married for the sake of her dream.


  The two of them were fundamentally similar.


  “You are remarkable. Always indifferent, but still getting good scores. I couldn’t beat you no matter how hard I try. It’s vexing, but I can’t win at all.”


  Akane was more talkative tonight, due to her fever.


  “Each person is good at a different thing.”


  “I don’t like that!”


  Her glare wasn’t as sharp as usual.


  And she let out some words.


  “…And, I admire you a little bit as well.”


  “Admire…..?”


  Saito couldn’t understand its meaning.


  He didn’t expect her to feel that way considering that she usually despised him.


  Akane jolted.


  “W, wait! I don’t feel anything about you now! I’m definitely not admiring you or anything! If any, I actually despise you!”


  Her panicking made her earlier statement even more real.


  Saito felt a loud beat in his heart.


  Seeing the true face of the girl whom he used to think of as an enemy, his body felt hot.


  Akane was flustered, and turned away from Saito, covering her face with the futon.


  Then, she had a severe coughing fit. Every breath sounded painful.


  “Was the medicine effective?”


  “…..No idea.”


  When Saito put his hand on her forehead, Akane wriggled.


  “It’s even hotter than it was before. We should call an ambulance.”


  “Stop. Don’t make a huge showing. An ambulance is reserved for emergencies.”


  “A 40 degree fever should qualify as an emergency. You should know this, considering you are aiming to become a doctor.”


  “I know… but if another sick person passes away because of me, I won’t be able to forgive myself.”


  “You…”


  Even when she’s being sick and uncomfortable, she still thought about strangers. This girl may seem selfish on the outside, but she was scarily benevolent.


  Saito used his smartphone to search for the taxi’s number and called.


  However, for some reason, the call didn’t connect.


  They must have their hands full driving the late night party-goers home.


  He would have much preferred them to drive a sick person than some wasted people.


  “Damn it~, this line is dead too!”


  Saito hurriedly put his phone away.


  The nearest hospital was 10 minutes away by bus. But, there were no busses operating at this hour.


  Akane said.


  “It’s fine, just go to bed. You have classes tomorrow.”


  “I can’t.”


  “Kya~!?”


  Saito lifted Akane from the bed.


  He felt like the princess carry training with Shisei was worth it in the end. He didn’t envision it would be effective at a time like this.


  “Y, you…. What are you doing…”


  “I can’t ignore my wife in pain.”


  “….~.W, wife….”


  Akane’s eyes wavered.


  Saito carried Akane and darted out of the house. He could feel Akane’s warmth in the middle of the cold night. If taxis weren’t available, the only choice was by foot.


  “You are stronger than I thought, huh…”


  Akane whispered, and held on tight to Saito.


  Saito ran along the dark empty street.


  The night encroached the two.


  The only things he could hear were his own steps and Akane’s ragged breaths.


  Her body was lighter than what he initially thought.


  Her arms slender, and her legs frail.


  As if she would shatter being dropped to the ground, like a customly forged glass.


  She always challenged him with this petite body of hers. In his eyes, she looked like a giant, purely from her abundant energy and mental fortitude.


  But the reality is… this girl was much frailer than she normally behaved.


  If she wasn’t held like this, if she wasn’t watched carefully, she could easily disappear. Her soul was like firecrackers, bright and explosive, but dangerous.


  Saito lifted Akane up.


  “……That was, the first time I listened to you talking about your dream.”


  “You must be mocking me because of how impossible my dream is.”


  “Why should I do that? If it’s you, I have no doubt it’s achievable.”


  “Why?”


  “You try your utmost best for whatever you do right?”


  “Ah… yeah. Right. I, hate giving up midway.”


  Akane smiled in his arms.


  Until now, Saito had never told Akane of his dreams, or the future he envisioned sleeping inside his heart.


  Ever since the start of highschool, or them living together, he didn’t understand anything about Akane. Something laid beneath her that was even more beautiful than her looks.


  If he lost Akane here, everything would end with him being in the dark. If you lost a book when you had just barely read the first page, your curiosity would kill you.


  –I want to know more. About Akane.


  That’s what Saito felt.


  He poured all of his motivation into his legs and ran.


  He could feel the air thinning as he breathed, so he opened his mouth wider.


  His heart was racing, his lung hurt as if threatening to burst.


  His arms were sore from carrying Akane, and his legs ached.


  But Saito didn’t slow down. Rather, he can’t.


  He even had more motivation, the more tired he grew. He held Akane tight and headed to the hospital.


  Saito’s white breaths danced in the frosty night.


  I married a girl whom I really dislike.


  Even then, even if it was unfortunate.


  But for sure, one day, I would turn this marriage into one with a happy ending. 
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  Epilogue


  

  And thus, morning came for those two.


  The sunlight shone into the room, making Saito cover his face with the futon.


  The futon dyed with the sweet fragrance of a certain girl was now firmly wrapped around his body, inviting him to the comfortable dreamland. He was sleep deprived nursing Akane the past few days, all the more making the bed irresistible.


  When Saito was planning to go back to sleep, he heard Akane’s voice nearby.


  “How long do you plan to sleep. Wake up.”


  “Un…I know I know.”


  Saito replied half-heartedly, then buried himself deeper into the futon


  “You don’t know squat. We’re going to be late.”


  “Fine… I’ll just skip class for a month.”


  “What are you saying, mou~, I said get up.”


  Akane shook Saito’s shoulder’s but her way of shaking was so comfortable it made him even more sleepy. Just when he was about to doze off, he heard Akane’s whispers.


  “If you don’t get up now, I’ll wake you up with the pan I just used to make bacon and egg.”


  “……………..!?”


  Saito sprung straight up. He opened his eyes wide, and looked around to confirm his safety.


  “Good morning.”


  Akane was giving him a smile in the corner of the room. She was wearing her uniforms with an apron on top. And she didn’t carry a pan with her.


  “…..Demon.”


  “Ara, I even spared the effort to come here and wake you up, it’s rude for you to call me a demon. Thank me properly.”


  “….Thank you.”


  “Where’s the gratitude?”


  “I am grateful from the bottom of my heart!”


  “Good.”


  Akane laughed out loud.


  She was incredibly docile back when she had a fever, but this was what happened when she felt better. It had been a few days since that night, and Akane was as healthy as ever.


  –But~, this also calms me down.


  The honest Akane made him feel strange, and the sick her made him uncomfortable. He was worried he himself had caught some weird sickness that he would only feel relieved when she was talkative.


  Akane glared at Saito who was stepping down from the bed.


  “You came to school yesterday without washing your face didn’t you?”


  “It was raining yesterday, so I thought it’s fine if I used the rain water to wash it.”


  “It’s not fine! Are you a neanderthal? I was shocked seeing you step into class drenched! What if you caught a cold?”


  “Then just have some cold meds/”


  Saito announced unwaveringly.


  “That’s not something you can say with pride. Washing your face is a human’s necessity!”


  “Then you don’t need to wash your face if you forfeit your human rights right?… Actually that sounds promising.”


  “There’s no such thing! The only thing you have going for you is your studies. The rest is unacceptable. If you keep this up, mushrooms will grow on your body.”


  Nagging, and loud, as if she was his mother.


  Saito turned around and shrugged, signalling her to stay quiet for a bit.


  “Is it fine for you to say that to me?”


  “Huh…? What’s this, why do you look so smug…?”


  Akane pinched her eyebrows.


  “You said it yourself right? The person you admire… something something?”


  “………~~!!”


  Akane’s face flushed.


  She waved her hands frantically while making excuses.


  “T, that’s my mistake! I was just babbling nonsense under the fever!”


  “But I don’t think what I heard was a mistake though~? I also recorded you saying it, how about we play this in front of class and let them be the judge.”


  “How about I throw you and that phone down the lava—-!”


  Saito ran into the toilet seeing Akane charging. He just wanted to make her shut up for a bit, so he didn’t expect her to go even more berserk.


  After finishing his business, Saito closed the toilet seat properly. He didn’t want Akane to get mad like before. He wanted at least a moment of respite in his own house.


  Saito went to the changing room to wash his face.


  While he was using the towel to wipe his face, he suddenly saw Akane standing behind in the mirror.


  Akane was hiding behind the wall and stared straight at Saito.


  Saito felt threatened having no way to know how long she had been standing behind him.


  “W, what….? I didn’t bring my phone along, and the recording was just a joke.”


  “…sauce”


  “Eh?”


  “The salad sauce, do you want the French style or the onion one?”


  “Erm… onion is fine.”


  “Understood. Hurry up, then have breakfast.”


  Akane turned away and left.

* * *

  Shisei beelined straight to Saito the moment he stepped into the classroom.


  She still looks like a doll. The girls in class were enjoying her sight and praising her like “Cute~” or “So adorable~”.


  Shisei dived headfirst into Saito’s chest, then sniffed.


  “What are you doing?”


  “My morning routine, checking Bro’s smell”


  “You don’t need to do this every morning.”


  “It’s very important. I need to investigate if you are with any strange girls.”


  “How can you know based on the smell alone?”


  “I know. If there’s a rotten smell, then she’s a zombie.”


  “I don’t have a fetish of dating a zombie.”


  Saito felt chills down his spine. “Won’t she smell Akane’s fragrance?”


  It’s fine if only Shisei knew about it, but they were surrounded by their classmates, so if she randomly blurted it out, it won’t end well for anyone.


  In order to prepare for an immediate gag order, Saito positioned his hands in front of Shisei’s mouth. He was also ready to block her nose to prevent breathing.


  Shisei grabbed Saito’s hand and sniffed.


  “I can smell bacon and egg, seaweed salad with onion sauce, corn soup and cheese-grilled sandwiches.”


  “How do you know? I washed my hands!”


  “It’s useless even if you wash it. The molecules of eggs and bacon have fused with Bro’s cells.”


  “How the hell…”


  Saito sniffed his hands, but could only smell soap. Shisei’s intuition was scary.


  Shisei puffed out her flat chest.


  “This leads to only one possible conclusion…. The only one Bro is dating is bacon and egg!”


  “There’s no chance.”


  Saito stroked his chest realizing his worries were for naught.


  “Shise also wants bacon and egg. Next time, I’ll bother Bro at your house… And will intrude you right upon lunch time.”


  “Don’t do it.”


  “And if I don’t get what I want, I’ll resort to violence.”


  Shisei assumed the boxer’s pose, but since her fists were too small, he didn’t expect anything from those punches. It might even lose to elementary kids.


  “You are hungry aren’t you? Did you skip breakfast?”


  “I ate properly. But Bro’s smell is making me hungry again.”


  Shisei drooled.


  “Don’t make a face like you are planning to eat me.”


  “I won’t eat you. It took every ounce of my brain power to convince myself that you’re not food.”


  Shisei bit Saito’s nape.


  “I don’t care if you can’t control yourself! Stop biting me!”


  Saito pulled Shisei away, but Shisei didn’t let go. She turned into a cursed Western doll and was now hunting Saito.


  The girls in class were now surrounding them with sparkles in their eyes.


  “If you’re hungry, I’ll give you snacks!” “You want some bread?” “I have pudding too!” “Shisei, do you want dried fish?” “I just bought some limited edition juice!”


  A barrage of questions, treating her like a pet.


  “A~re?”


  Shisei was invited by the girls in class. Those girls satisfied their maternal instincts, and Shisei’s love for food was also satisfied. It’s like a win-win relationship.


  Saito could finally take a break, he put his books on the desk.


  The classroom was too noisy for his liking due to the girls squirming over Shisei, so he went out to the hallway.


  The sky was clear and blue.


  Standing besides the window, the wind carried a comfortable flowery fragrance, making him unable to resist a yawn.


  And Himari arrived at school.


  “Saito, good morning!”


  “Good morning, you look well today.”


  Saito bowed.


  “Fitness is my virtue!”


  Himari let her long hair sway freely and stood next to Saito.


  “I heard it from Akane, Saito, you got another perfect score for the quiz yesterday right? You are amazing. I’m super dumb so I admire you a lot.”


  “Yeah, admire me. You can also worship me whenever you like.”


  Saito put his thumb up.


  “Ahahah~, you are also pretty ridiculous!”


  “Ridiculous, me…? It makes more sense if you were describing Shise…”


  “You are also ridiculous yourself Saito. You are good at studying, but clueless at everything else. You are super dense~”


  Himari gave him a naughty smile and looked at Saito’s face. It might be her outgoing personality, but their distance was a bit close. He could touch Himari’s hair at this distance.


  “Please move away from me.”


  “Ah~, what’s that what’s that~? Saito is embarrassed?”


  “Anyone would be”


  “You are flustered~. Saito is also a guy huh!”


  “I told you I’m not flustered.”


  “Ahahaha, I’m just joking. See you later!”


  Himari went into the classroom, while Saito felt exhausted. Being sociable was a boon, but he was hopeless with the teasing types.


  When Saito was sighing out loud, Akane approached him.


  She was stomping her shoe to the ground to create noise, and grimaced as if in a bad mood.


  –Are we having another quarrel…?


  Saito prepared himself. He didn’t want to waste any more energy in the morning.


  Akane silently pulled on Saito’s shirt.


  “W, what’s wrong?”


  Saito was confused.


  He could feel this was their usual bout, but it was a bit unlike normal.


  Recently, her attitude felt different.


  Akane’s cheek was painted pink, looking flustered.


  “You, you already have a wife, so being so cozy with another girl… is not okay alright?”


  –I don’t know why, but recently, my wife seems so adorable 
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