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  Prologue


  Back in elementary school, Sakuramori Akane had used to hate Ishikura Himari.


  Whenever she sat down in class, Himari cheerily approached her for a conversation.


  “Ne, ne, Akane! Did you catch the 9 o’clock show last night?”


  “I didn’t. I’m not interested in romance movies.”


  Akane snorted and took the books from her desk.


  “Eh, it’s interesting. I recorded it, so we should watch it together sometimes.”


  “I told you, I don’t have time to fool around with you. I have to take care of my younger sister and study at home.”


  Himari eyes sparkled.


  “Akane is amazing! You must always get first place studying all the time!”


  “I, it’s just average. I’m sure no one in this world can beat me.”


  Akane flicked her hair aside.


  She tried harder than anyone else, so she would definitely not lose to anyone. Not then, and not any time in the future.


  “But but, you should relax to blow off steam from time to time. You’ll tire yourself out if you keep studying.”


  “I do relax.”


  “Then come with me! Two is more fun than one!”


  Himari followed after her, like an energetic puppy.


  Akane grimaced, then frigidly looked at Himari.


  “…..Ishikura. Sorry, but I have no interest in you.”


  She turned her down ruthlessly, however.


  “But I do! I’m really interested in you, Akane, a lot actually! So, we should definitely be friends!”


  Himari paid her words no mind and grabbed Akane’s hand tight.


  A blinding smile, displaying nothing but goodwill.


  “Oi, oi…”


  “When class is over, let’s hang out for a bit! I found a really good strawberry parfait store.”


  “Strawberry parfait!?”


  Akane was startled, and turned around.


  She immediately tried to hide her expression, but it didn’t escape Himari’s attention.


  “A~, Akane, you really like strawberry parfaits right?”


  She said with a teasing tone.


  “I, I am uninterested.”


  “You always lie. It’s written on your face.”


  “I, it’s not.”


  “I’ll treat you today, so please? Please?”


  Himari pulled Akane’s arm.


  “U uuu… Then, only if it doesn’t take too long…”


  “Woww! A date with Akane!”


  Himari put her hands in the air in delight.


  –I indeed hate this girl…


  Akane thought.


  Because, she could feel that her frozen heart might just melt if she stayed close to this girl.


  It was a strange, but comfortable feeling, which made her restless.


  Chapter 1: Homemade food


  The first lights of dawn peeked into the kitchen.


  Akane was busy presenting her food on the table.


  Salmon baked in aluminum foil, mushroom miso soup, and mixed rice . It is usually unthinkable one could prepare this much in such a short amount of time before class.


  Saito used his chopsticks to unwrap the aluminum sheet, letting the steam escape along with the sweet aroma. It had an exquisite taste, much different from normal salmon.


  There were a wide variety of mushrooms in the miso soup, from enokitake, to shiitake, to nameko, creating a great mix of taste.


  Meanwhile, every grain of rice in the mixed rice dish was thoroughly soaked with soy sauce, and the crispiness of gobo and carrot gave it a superb texture.


  “So? I want to hear your honest thoughts.”


  Akane asked with a smug face in her uniform and apron.


  “I don’t think it’s wise to try so hard for a mere breakfast like this.”


  “Which means, this is the best meal ever, right? So you admitted losing to me, and so, you have to listen to my every command, yes?”


  “Why am I a loser for praising your food?”


  “Of course. The dog that ate the kibi dango also followed Momotarou home.”


  “I’m not a dog”


  “Sorry, I’m mistaken. You’re more like a monkey.”


  “You…”


  It’s barely a new day and yet she was abusing him with words. He didn’t like this expression of hers with a touch of contempt. It’s as if the rare cute expressions she showed him lately were lies.


  While Saito was thinking to himself if that was just a dream, he asked.


  “Then what do you mean by ‘you already have a wife, so being so cozy with another girl is not okay’?”


  “…!!”


  Akane dropped her miso bowl, and Saito caught it.


  They were moments before the disaster. If his instincts were one instant slower, the food would be coated in miso.


  “Wh, wh, wh, what do you mean by what do I mean?”


  Akane’s eyes flickered, sweats gushing out.


  “Exactly what I mean… I want to know what’s in your mind when you said that.”


  “N, nothing special, I didn’t have anything special in mind! I didn’t know why I said such a thing! On the contrary, what did you have in mind when I told you that?”


  “N, no… I didn’t have anything…”


  Saito felt flustered for asking such an egotistical question.


  “I just… erm… yeah! I just want to say that – Don’t let our grandparents see you too close to other girls, else we will violate the terms of the marriage! Yes, it’s just that!”


  “That, that so… I see, so we should be careful…”


  “You should really be. Since you’re such a dummy!”


  Akane crossed her arms and turned away. The tips of her ears were a bit red.


  To summarize, the pair’s marriage was one born from vested interests, not one born from love.


  Their serious talk together and setting house rules helped ease the atmosphere in the house, but it didn’t mean their relationship now was a positive one. Saito also regretted digging too deep into Akane this time.


  “And more importantly! I have something to interrogate you!”


  “Not a question, but an interrogation…?”


  He could somehow imagine interrogation tools being used.


  “I have been growing some parsley in the garden… but it’s gone this morning… Surely you did not mistake it with grass and weeded it away?”


  “Ah, so you planted that? It sprouted, and looked nutritious so I ate it.”


  “Ate it? When? How?”


  “Last night. Raw.”


  Akane was shocked.


  “Just like that!? Are you a cow or a rabbit!? I was going to use it to make Italian food, so I tried hard to tend to it, yet you!”


  “Either way, it ends in the stomach.”


  “Completely different!”


  “But it’s bitter.”


  “Of course! Also…. The onions and vegetables I was in the middle of planting have all disappeared……Don’t tell me you already ate it?”


  “Thanks for meal,”


  “Are you a herbivore!!”


  Akane held her head on the table.


  In a marriage, caring for the other is an important thing to do, so Saito called out to her.


  “Do you have a headache? If you don’t feel well, take a break from school…”


  “My headache is your fault! You’re such a genius……But I can’t understand your tastes…The porridge I ate when I was sick also had a strange taste……”


  “I didn’t put anything filthy in there? To get you back on your feet quickly, I added a lot of supplements.”


  Akane looked at Saito with dead eyes.


  “That’s what I thought…It’s been a while since someone made me porridge so I’m not exactly complaining about that time……”


  “So was it delicious?”


  Saito showed a calm smile.


  “I told you it tasted weird!”


  “You should get used to it.”


  “I don’t want to get used to that!”


  “You will learn to accept it with a calm heart.”


  “I don’t want to accept it at all! Stop inventing weird things! Just focus on cleaning after the meal!”


  “That’s not fine. We have already agreed that we both will share the housework”.


  “Isn’t it fine to focus on what you’re good at?”


  Saito raised his thumb.


  “I am very good at cooking.”


  “Are you being serious?”


  “It’s true. While you had a cold, I had completely memorized 10 books on nutrition science. My head now contains information on all the nutrients required to sustain your body.”


  “I am not talking about nutrition!” 


  Akane was out of breath.


  Every time they thought they had become closer, the daily arguments like today proved that they had not.


  Saito ate his breakfast quickly and slipped out of the kitchen.


  * * *


  When Saito arrived at school and was walking down the hallway, he heard footsteps behind him.


  He turned around to see Akane chasing him with the expression of an oni. It was a face that looked like it was plotting Saito’s murder. Maybe there was something else she was angry about.


  Saito felt threatened, so he quickly created some distance.


  Akane also sped up and chased after Saito.


  The two of them played cat and mouse, creating a chase scene at school in the early morning.


  “Wait! I said wait!”


  “Wait for whom? I actually prefer living!”


  “I’m not going to kill you! But if you don’t stop, I’ll shoot!”


  “What are you using to shoot?”


  This was also the first time Saito has received such a threat pulled directly from a Hollywood movie. A serious person like Akane wouldn’t break the weapon ownership law, but there was a risk that she had invented an original weapon. 


  Saito stopped, and Akane smashed a box on his chest.


  “Guh……Take… That…!”


  Saito braced himself for a powerful attack, but the hit was much lighter than he thought.


  And what hit his chest wasn’t a gun, but a bento box wrapped inside a handkerchief.


  “Why didn’t you bring your bento along? Don’t just leave it on the table like that!”


  “Ah……Sorry. I forgot.”


  Due to his argument with Akane in the morning, he forgot about the existence of the bento box. Although Saito’s memory was scarily good, he didn’t have a robot’s precision on everyday trifles.


  Akane frowned.


  “Forgot it? Really……Or did you not want to eat the bento I made myself.”


  “No, I’m really glad for that homemade bento.”


  This was homemade food by Akane, a famous model-class beauty if she kept quiet. If he refused, punishment will immediately come.


  “T, that so……In that case, fine.”


  Akane averted her gaze. She nervously swayed her hips slightly.


  “I worked really hard to make it……so don’t leave any leftovers!”


  Her cheeks were flushed with the pale pink of cherry blossoms. 


  –Cute.


  Though annoyed, Saito had to admit it. The destructive power of the expression she seldomly showed had the power to make him forget the fact that she was his natural enemy.


  “If you put it in the fridge, you can eat it when you get home.”


  “It will lose its taste if left outside for such a long time! I want you to have it at its best!”


  “Want me…?”


  Akane quickly waved her hand.


  “Ah~, no, not you specifically! Who, whoever it is, I won’t forgive them for wasting the deliciousness of the food I’ve made! You are terrible, go to hell!”


  “That would be bad huh……”


  Although he didn’t believe in the supernatural, even Saito would prefer going to heaven rather than hell. And even if he didn’t, he was grateful for the bento Akane made, compared to buying dry bread for lunch.


  While walking down the empty corridor, Akane spoke.


  “There’s a super sale for eggs at the supermarket today.”


  “Even if we don’t aim for a discount, we still get the full living expenses paid for by our grandparents.”


  Saito was transferred an amount of money that was more than enough to shock him. Perhaps the current CEO of the Houjou Corp, Tenryuu, didn’t understand the standard of living of commoners.


  Akane raised her index finger. 


  “When we grow up, we would both need to earn money to pay for our daily lives. It’s not good to get used to a luxurious life.”


  “That’s deep.”


  “What’s wrong with being deep!?”


  “Just admiring you.”


  When Saito said the truth, Akane froze.


  “E, even if you praise me, I won’t give you anything!”


  “There’s no need to give me anything.”


  “I, if you want something no matter what, then I will go to the home economics classroom and make some food right now……”


  “You are doing it now? There is no need for something like that.”


  “Th, then what is it? What are you plotting……? I, if it is a request to do this or that to my body, it’s won’t not okay……”


  Akane stepped back, using her hands to protect her body. She glared at him while looking like a trembling small animal.


  “I didn’t ask for that!”


  Saito tried to lower his voice so that the other students wouldn’t hear.


  “Anyway, I’m going to go shopping today. We have to redeem ourselves of the disgrace of last time.”


  “We are going to be ripped apart.”


  The housewives were always scarily energetic whenever the supermarket had a discount, there’s no way mere high school kids can compete. However, he also felt that that moment was the turning point of his relationship with Akane, so maybe, not all failures were bad.


  Akane’s eyes lit up like a crimson lotus.


  “Unforgivable……This time we will win, no matter the costs or tricks we have to use……”


  “Costs and tricks huh.” 


  “Yes, you don’t have to worry… Which are more effective, darts or honeycombs?”


  “Don’t engage in guerilla warfare within a residential area, idiot.”


  There’s nothing but worries in his mind. He might have misunderstood her words, but he didn’t know what she would do once Akane lost her cool.


  “Saito has to help too. Meet me at the back gate after school.”


  “I didn’t expect the day of being invited by you after school to come……”


  Akane hastily.


  “D, don’t say stuff like that which invites misunderstandings! It’s just going shopping! Shopping for supplies essenscial for life!”


  “You didn’t even pronounce the word ‘essential’ properly.”


  “Y, you’re so annoying~! I just bit my tongue off!”


  “It’s fine if you bite it, but isn’t biting it off a bit too much?”


  Saito was taken aback.


  By that time, the two of them were already close to the third-year’s Class A.


  Akane put her hand on the door, then she turned towards Saito.


  “From here on, pretend to be a stranger! Our marriage must be kept a secret!” 


  She stuck her tongue out to tease him, and headed into class with a sour face like usual. As if she was a stray cat, refusing to warm up to humans.


  However, recently, Saito could feel himself warming up to the newly wed life with the girl he despised.


  Lunch break.


  When Saito opened the bento box on his desk, Shisei ran up to him.


  “Bro, I’m so hungry. Give me all the bentou.”


  “You know you just suddenly gave me a terrible request?”


  Shisei nodded as Saito was shocked.


  “Without a shred of hesitation.”


  “That, I know.”


  “No guilt, neither.”


  “That, I know too!”


  Saito grabbed both of Shisei’s hands who was trying to steal the fried egg, trying to defend so that she wouldn’t get close to the bento box.


  Two wild beasts were fighting. And this was their battlefield.


  “At this rate, Shise will starve to death. Brothers are obligated to provide food for their younger sisters.”


  “You already ate breakfast like there’s no tomorrow!”


  “As a matter of fact, I had three full servings of rice.”


  “See, you ate more than me.”


  “This and that are different.”


  “What difference~? You also brought bento from home, right?” 


  Even Shisei’s parents understood her extraordinary appetite. In order to prevent Shisei from being lured with food by strangers, they must have prepared a proper meal for her.


  “I brought it with me. However, what Shise wants to try is a bento filled with lo -mofumofumofu.”


  Saito used his palm to cover her mouth that was about to say the word ‘Bento filled with love’, then he held Shisei in a deadlocked position from behind.


  Shisei sat on Saito’s lap, looking satisfied as she let out a puff~ from her nose.


  Saito whispered into Shisei’s ear.


  “I told you not to say anything like that!”


  “Anything about what? Shise’s memory is bad.”


  “Lying as naturally as breathing…”


  As a member of the Houjou family, Shisei’s mental capabilities were unmatched.


  Usually, her math test scores were perfect, and she could do it all within 5 minutes and take a nap for the rest of the time. Well, it would be fine if all she did was nap. Saito didn’t know what to do with her when she pulled out some pineapple crackers in the exam


  Sitting on his lap and facing Saito, Shisei clenched her fist and brought it to her mouth.


  With her glittering jewels-like eyes, she whispered a cute line.


  “Big, bro, ther……Shise, wants to eat rice.”  (Shisei usually calls Saito Ani-kun / Bro, but she calls her o, ni, i, chan in this sentence)
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  This is Shisei’s full body tantrum pose.


  “Kuh~……”


  Even Saito, who was used to Shisei’s otherworldly beauty, was stunned.


  To their classmates who didn’t have immunity to Shisei, their morale was broken in an instant.


  “Shisei-chan, how pitiful~!” “Give her some food~” “Just give it all away!” “Saito-kun is so inhumane, daring to monopolize her alone!”


  He received reproaches from the class regardless of males or females.


  Saito couldn’t understand why was receiving insults to this extent just by protecting his bento box. He was even more upset when Shisei made a V sign in a place where people couldn’t see it.


  Normally, Saito wouldn’t object to sharing food with Shisei, but this was the bento that Akane made for Saito.


  Besides, Akane was sitting at her place and briefly glancing over at Saito’s place.


  If Saito gave Shisei the lunch box she made, he didn’t know what kind of war would ensue when he got home. He wanted to enjoy the peaceful atmosphere at home.


  “Alright fine……Just one bite..”


  ‘Okay?’~ he signalled Akane with a wink, but she tilted her head. There was absolutely no sign of communication being established. Telepathy was a tad bit too high level for this couple.


  While Saito was pondering, Himari looked at his bento box.


  “A-re? Saito-kun’s bento box……Isn’t that the same as Akane?”


  “…!?”


  Both Saito and Akane froze.


  Saito felt a constriction on his cheeks while trying to stay calm.


  “What, what are you saying? There, there’s no such thing…Are you hallucinating? You might be seeing a desert mirage.” 


  “I am not hallucinating~. The food arrangement and their portion sizes might be different, but the contents are the same!”


  Himari placed both hands on Saito’s desk and stared at the bento box.


  The class became agitated.


  “Really!” “Good observation Himarin~!” “So what does that mean?” “Did Sakuramori make this for him?” “As expected, the two of them are dating?”


  Stabbed by the gazes of many people, Akane blushed all over and shouted.


  “W,w,w, we are not dating!”


  “Is that so? But your face is turning all red, isn’t it?”


  Himari commented on the strange observation. The class also became excited.


  “My face has been like this since birth!”


  “If you always had such a red face, it would be a serious medical condition! Besides, you’re not always that red!”


  “That’s, I just bathed in blood……I……committed a crime……”


  “Turn yourself in, I’ll go with you! If you do it now, the sentence would be lighter!”


  Himari grabbed Akane’s hand and persuaded.


  That’s the proof of their close friendship……Saito once again thought, but this was not the time for admiration. He didn’t know what Akane would do when she was agitated and pushed into a corner.


  “Whatever. We are! NOT! Dating!”


  Akane slammed her hand on the table to drive the point clear.


  “Ah, ah. She’s speaking the truth.”


  Saito also assured.


  —Although they were already married! 


  There was no love between the two, nor did they feel guilty of not holding any affection for their partner.


  The two of them were just married.


  “But~, that’s weird~” “Houjou and Sakuramori, they look like husband and wife from the beginning~” “The bentos looking alike is evidence enough~”


  Their classmates were still pursuing relentlessly.


  “Th, this is because……”


  The number one in their grade, Saito, was about to launch into a grand argument when he discovered a terrible little thing.


  The lunch box was now completely empty.


  Sitting on Saito’s lap, Shisei’s cheeks were bulging like a squirrel while her mouth was moving.


  Saito knew for a fact that the culprit couldn’t have escaped yet.


  “I told you, you could only have one bite!”


  “Mogyugyu~? Mogyugyumogyugyu~”


  “That’s bad manners, stop eating and then talk!”


  “Mogyu……”


  Shisei chewed down the food in her mouth, then took a sip of tea from Saito’s water bottle and let out a sigh


  “I ate it all in one bite though?”


  “Are you a monster!”


  “I am not denying I’m not an existence beyond human understanding.”


  “Really……”


  Shisei whispered to Saito. 


  “I want you to thank me. Because of Bro, I erased all the evidence.”


  “Really……?”


  “I’m just bullshitting. I just wanted to eat.”


  “Knew it.”


  Since she technically did save him, Saito patted Shisei’s head.


  * * *


  After Saito and Akane finished their lunch, the two of them ran to the empty classroom, avoiding the attention of their classmates.


  An emergency meeting was called just for the two of them. The topic was about formulating a plan to prevent something like lunch break from happening in the future. If they didn’t, their school lives would be in danger.


  Akane rested her elbows on the teacher’s desk and held her head.


  “That was sloppy of me…Just to be sure, I changed the arrangement of the food, but I still got caught…Himari always had a very good intuition from the beginning…”


  “She is incredibly smart huh. She was definitely influenced by her resident local nerd, Akane.”


  “Don’t call me a nerd.”


  Akane protested in tears.


  “First of all, if the fact that we’re living together got out, it will be terrible.”


  “If our marriage gets revealed, it will be a big deal. I don’t know what would be written into my transcript if such a thing happened.”


  “Our relationship isn’t improper, if you explain the family situation, maybe the school won’t report it…”


  Akane banged her forehead on the teacher’s desk.


  “No way! They’ll definitely expel us for setting a bad example for other students! My pride will be in tatters if our marriage was known to others.”


  “Don’t say such horrible things.” 


  Saito’s pride took some damage.


  “About the contents of the bento, let’s say it’s because we accidentally used the same frozen product.”


  “My food can’t be compared to something so meagure.”


  Akane pouted.


  “Is there any other excuse?”


  “Wouldn’t it be better to say that Saito broke into my house and stole my bento box?”


  “That’s not a better excuse, I will be arrested.”


  “Just think of this as a life experience.”


  “Think my ass. I’ll get a criminal record, and potentially expelled from school.”


  And he would actually die of embarrassment from committing such a stupid crime


  “In that case, Saito and I go to the same cooking class… about it?”


  “What class? I can’t make such a good meal like that.”


  “Sakuramori Akane’s class!”


  “Your name is there! That’s like saying I’ve learnt from you.”


  Akane’s eyes shined.


  “You as my disciple……That means you’re below me……That’s fine!”


  “Fine my ass. Don’t let the imaginary authority blind you and forget the purpose of our talk.”


  And in the first place, the simpler the excuse, the less chances for it to go wrong. The more complicated the setting, the less their story will match.


  “In the meantime, I’ll have lunch in the school cafeteria.”


  “You mean you won’t eat my bento!?”


  Her mood plummeted, as if she was just told she couldn’t have any more strawberries. 


  “After today, people will definitely keep an eye on our bento. We won’t fool anyone if our food is similar for 2 to 3 days in a row.”


  “Then I can just make up a new menu for Saito’s bento, is that okay?”


  “Are you okay doing it like that?”


  “I will get angry if my food is looked down upon.”


  “Don’t suggest it just based on your feelings! As expected, eating in the school cafeteria is our best option.”


  “Well……There’s no other choice. But, don’t eat unnutritious food, okay? Even in the cafeteria, you’ll have to have at least 1 soup and 3 vegetables per meal, so don’t let your body collapse.”


  Akane raised her index finger and told him.


  “Are you my mother?”


  Saito smiled bitterly.


  “I, I’m not your mother! If the person I live with falls sick, then the one who should be bothered is me, right!?”


  “Ah, it’s true, when you had a fever, things were difficult.”


  When he tried saying it in a sarcastic way, Akane made an ‘oh crap’ face.


  “Ugh~……Ba,basically, that’s that! So as to not cause trouble for both of us, your diet must be managed properly! Understood!?”


  She gave him a decree with no room for rebuttal.


  “The worst thing that can happen now is people finding out about our living conditions. If we are seen living under the same roof, no amount of explaining can clear up the misunderstanding.”


  “It’s the same when going to the supermarket, so it would be better to go to a supermarket that is a little further away. Although it will be hard to bring the groceries back…”


  While they were talking to each other, the two heard footsteps in the hallway.


  The entrance door was casually opened.


  “……………!!”” 


  Their relationship was just suspected, and if they were discovered secretly meeting like this right now, the cat would be immediately out of the bag.


  Saito and Akane hid under the teacher’s desk. The two jostled each other to hide themselves somehow.


  “How many tables do we need?” “Eight of them, right?” “I heard we need more~” “Let me ask the teacher first.”


  While talking to each other, the students that had just entered the empty room shuffled around. It didn’t seem like they would be leaving any time soon.


  Saito and Akane hid their breaths. The teacher’s desk was quite tight, so there wasn’t any room to move.


  The current posture was Akane was on one knee and being hugged by Saito.


  Her breasts were being pressed against Saito’s face.


  The sweet scent assaulted his nose.


  “Oi, oi……get away from me……”


  “I would if I could.”


  Saito also felt the blood rush to his head.


  “Nn, so ticklish~……Don’t talk……”


  “You stop talking as well…”


  As if trying to silence him or something, Akane used the sleeve of her uniform to wrap around Saito’s head tightly. Because of that, the distance between the two shortened, the soft sensation of a girl’s body tortured Saito.


  He could hear Akane’s labored breathing, and the sound of her heart beating faster. No, this noisy beating heart probably belonged to Saito himself.


  It was unimaginable to see the two natural enemies, Saito and Akane, glued together like this.


  Even Saito himself didn’t feel like this was reality, as if he was inside a dream. And if it was actually a dream, then he was surprised it didn’t feel as unpleasant as a nightmare.


  “Do we move the teacher’s desk as well?”


  Upon hearing the other student’s voice, Saito and Akane’s bodies froze. 


  —Shit


  If they were caught in this state, it wouldn’t be written off as a joke.


  If these students were their classmates, they would never hear the end of “As expected you two are dating!”, and even if they were students from another class, rumors would spread throughout the school.


  “What, what to do now……”


  Akane let out an uneasy voice.


  “Even if you ask me…”


  Saito’s normally flexible mind also grinded to a halt, as if it was covered with dust, unable to be used.


  The footsteps came closer.


  Saito and Akane nervously leaned on each other.


  Just when the two of them thought it was over, another student spoke.


  “The teacher’s desk is heavy, so let’s borrow it from another class.” “Ah, that’s right.” “Scram!”


  The door was closed, and the footsteps of the students faded away.


  After confirming the noise had died down, Saito and Akane crawled out from under the teacher’s desk.


  “Haa~……Haa~……T, that was an unfortunate event…”


  Akane cupped her cheeks with both hands and adjusted her breathing.


  Saito didn’t know what to do, but his whole body was burning hot. He loosened his collar and fanned it with his palm.


  Finding it impossible to speak face-to-face after that, the two talked with their backs together.


  “I, it would be bad to leave the classroom together.”


  “Yeah, erm. I’ll go out through the corridor, and Saito will come out through the window.”


  “This is the fourth floor!” 


  “Just jump, who knows, maybe you’ll live……”


  “Live my ass. The only thing waiting for me would be death.”


  “So I have to jump!?”


  “There is no need to jump. Just go back to class first. I’ll be back after you.”


  “G, got it! Then see you later!”


  And Akane ran out of that empty classroom.


  * * *


  ‘Then see you later’, perhaps this was the first time he was told that by Akane.


  Maybe it was her nerves getting to her, but this was a goodbye with the intention of meeting again. It was a big difference from their first two years of school, thinking they didn’t want to see each other ever again.


  Saito, feeling surprised, walked out of the empty classroom.


  Just to be sure, he took a quick look around, then, as he walked towards his classroom he met Himari on the stairs.


  “Ah, Saito-kun.”


  With a light gait, Himari ran down the stairs.


  She skipped down the last two steps, puffing her skirt up, and landed in front of Saito.


  “You’ll fall if you run down the stairs.”


  “It’s okay~ it’s okay! Because if I do then Saito will be there to catch me!”


  “Don’t drag me in. I will dodge with all my might.”


  “You’re so~mean! Girls wouldn’t like that!”


  “I don’t need to be liked or anything.” 


  “Ahaha, that’s such a ‘Saito’ answer.”


  Himari put her hands behind her hips and showed a bright smile.


  This close friend of Akane had reached out to Saito since their first year. She didn’t quarrel with him, however, unlike Akane. Their conversations consisted of all sorts of nonsense, making Saito feel comfortable


  “That reminds me~………”


  Himari said as if she just remembered.


  “Saito-kun’s bento box wasn’t really made by Akane, was it?”


  Saito was startled. He didn’t show any expression and shrugged his shoulders.


  “We’re just using the same frozen food. Well, there might be a possibility that she wanted to imitate me.”


  “…Is that the truth?”


  Himari asked him in a rare serious tone.


  She moved her face closer to Saito, as if to catch his every change of expression.


  At this distance, her nose almost touched the side of Saito’s. The scent of her mature-smelling perfume mingled with her enthusiasm and spread.


  “……It’s true.”


  “You two… aren’t dating, yeah?”


  Those staring eyes were twitching.


  Saito swallowed his restlessness.


  “……Of course.”


  “……Really. Is that so. Right, of course! mmhmm!”


  Himari nodded repeatedly.


  Saito let out a sigh. 


  “Sorry for the sudden and strange question! I’ll solve the misunderstandings with our classmates! Good bye!”


  Himari gave a flustered smile and left.


  Words from a popular person like Himari would surely convince everyone.


  Saito felt relieved to finally have his peaceful days return.
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  Chapter 2: Friend


  The wooden fan on the ceiling of the elegant cafe was spinning slowly.


  The menu on the table was handwritten in neat handwriting, the shelf in the corner was decorated with trinkets that looked very pleasing to the eye.


  Aside from the ringing of the doorbell as customers arrived, no commotions could be found in this space.


  Inside the shop, Akane was enjoying tea with Himari.


  Their school bags placed at their feet, they were munching on scones with condensed cream and strawberry jam, and drinking strawberry flavored black tea. She was having the time of her life with her best friend.


  But that peace was suddenly shattered by a question.


  “Akane, you like Saito, don’t you?”


  “……!?”


  Akane spit out black tea from her mouth. She coughed loudly, and got her back stroked by Himari. It seemed that she was at the right point, so even her tears flowed.


  “Are you okay?”


  “I, I’m okay, but… what’s up all the sudden?”


  “I just wanted to ask. What do you think about Saito?”


  “I, I hold no thoughts for him! Especially nothing about me liking him! Actually, if he didn’t exist, I would hold the top grade in our class.”


  “That so~”


  “Why are you asking me that?”


  Akane tilted her head. 


  Himari lowered her head, holding the cup of black tea in her hands. From her lips came a whisper. 


  “Me,… I… like Saito”


  “Eh~……”


  The unexpected words made Akane stiffen immediately.


  She thought her friend was joking, but it didn’t seem to be the case. Himari was someone who always looked energetic, but today she looked like a different person. She was biting her lip while her ears were red. This was her first time seeing Himari like this.


  “W, what’s so good about that guy?”


  While Akane was still confused, Himari replied shyly.


  “……Everything about him.”


  “Don’t everyone hate him?”


  “He has a lot of good points!”


  “That so……Or are you being tricked by him?”


  “I’m not being tricked!”


  Akane was anxious to save Himari from Saito’s palm.


  Ever since her freshman year, she was only ever annoyed by him, so she didn’t believe anyone would ever become interested in him. Worst of all, that person was her best friend.


  “Saito, he’s really cool.”


  As if becoming a bit serious, Himari pouted her lips.


  “Cool……? Are your eyes damaged……?”


  Akane is determined to find a good optometrist for her.


  “My eyes are not damaged! I’m not talking about his looks, ah~, of course he’s also cool on the outside, but he’s even cooler inside.”


  “Inside……?” 


  Akane tried imagining something else lurking from within Saito’s shell.


  “When I was preparing for the sports competition, I had a friend who collapsed from a heat stroke. Everyone was panicking because there was no teacher in the infirmary, yet Saito alone was calm.”


  Himari put some sugar in her cup of black tea, then stirred it with a spoon.


  “He quickly took that guy to a shaded place, asked some other students to take care of him, and even found a contact number for his parents to come pick him up…… Normally he was a calm, quiet person, but I felt like he was a prince at that instance, he was so cool~”


  “……He’s just a haughty guy though?”


  “That’s a good point of his~. He’s much more reliable than other boys.”


  “Uhm……”


  Somewhere deep inside Akane’s mind told her that it’s something she understood well.


  Just like when Akane had a high fever, Saito wasn’t in a hurry at all. He calmly took care of her, then carried her like a princess to the hospital……She couldn’t deny the reliable feeling she had of him while she was swinging in his arms.


  “I, have absolutely no confidence, so I admire someone with perfect confidence like Saito.”


  “Admire……”


  She also understood this.


  The thorn in front of her, Saito, holding the top 1 ranking in the grade, was like a shining wall to Akane. The words she whispered to him during that high fever were not born from delirium. Ever since entering this high school, Akane’s goal had been to chase after that wall and smash it to pieces.


  Himari raised her body from the table and spoke enthusiastically.


  “After that~, after that~, Saito is gentle beyond imagination! He’s normally so cold, yet when I was sad, he noticed and came to ask ‘Are you okay?’ too! He even gives me candy sometimes! I don’t know why he brought it, but it was delicious~……”


  While Himari was closing her eyes looking happy reminiscing, Akane flinched.


  She knew, Saito was a caring person.


  He even remembered her essay that even Akane couldn’t, and bought Akane a gift she liked. Although he was a sloppy guy, he wasn’t the type of man who trampled on other people’s feelings.


  “Himari……you know a lot about Saito’s good points, don’t you?”


  “Um!”


  Himari gave a strong nod.


  Himari had long known about Saito’s good points, those that Akane only learnt about after their marriage.


  Akane lowered her gaze, feeling a little uncomfortable.


  She didn’t understand why she was feeling upset with herself. It was as if there was a small thorn pricking inside her heart right now. Akane tried to drink it down with the black tea.


  Himari covered her mouth with her hand to hide her voice.


  “Besides, guys other than Saito keep gazing at my chest…..”


  “Is that so!?”


  Akane was startled.


  “They keep on staring. When talking to other people, it’s social norms to look the other person in the eye, and yet those guys…~”


  “That is not the problem! It’s sexual harassment! We have to gather those sexually harassing guys in the class and murder them!”


  “If you do so then your crime will be worse than theirs, Akane!”


  “You’ll come visit me, won’t you?”


  Akane was prepared for some tragedy.


  “If it comes to that, I’ll come visit you. But they’re boys, so it’s natural for them to look at girls’ breasts.”


  “I have never been stared at before……”


  Comparing her modest breasts with Himari’s, Akane felt complicated.


  “However, Saito is different. He never looked at me with perverted eyes, he didn’t even give me a glance in swimming class. His gentlemanly side, how charming~!”


  “That Saito isn’t such a gentlemanly saint……you’ll die in his hands if you’re defenseless.” 


  “Die!? What will happen to me!?”


  “That guy is well versed in the art of diversion, but he definitely does look at you lecherously! He definitely looks at you like he’s licking your whole body, Himari!”


  That said, ever since Akane got married to Saito, she knew that he had never once touched her indecently on purpose.


  There was also a time when she pretended to be asleep, to see if he would attack her, yet Saito didn’t turn to her, but read a book, drank water, then fell asleep. Not that Akane wanted to be sexually harassed, but being ignored hurt her pride.


  That boy certainly had no sexual desires. Or maybe, due to being close to an extremely beautiful Shisei every day, his sense of beauty was ruined.


  Himari whispered with rosy cheeks.


  “Well, I don’t mind being seen by Saito.”


  “You’re sincere, aren’t you?”


  “Um.”


  She nodded.


  “Now what……”


  Love talks existed in a different plane to her. Although she frequently watched romance TV series, for an Akane who used to think love had nothing to do with her, she could feel the wobble in her legs.


  Himari was fidgeting with her fingers.


  “That’s why……I think if I can get support from someone close to Saito like Akane, I’ll be happy.”


  “I, I’m not close to him!”


  “It would be better to say the distance between the two of you is very close. You are the person who talks to Saito the most aside from Shisei, Akane.”


  “Rather, I was just quarelling with him, that can’t be counted as talking?”


  “Please! Please support me so that Saito and I can become a couple!”


  Himari clasped her hands together. 


  “Erm…”


  Akane swallowed her words.


  There was no reason for her to refuse. Even though she was married to Saito, it was just an arranged marriage. Neither of them had a choice but to live together to fulfill their own dreams.


  There was no love between the two of them.


  Even though their relationship had been peaceful lately, but, as expected, there were still quarrels.


  Also, since she couldn’t think of a future where she would come to like Saito, it would be better to let Saito have his own freedom in his love life.


  Most of all, Akane didn’t want to see her best friend Himari get upset.


  “I understand. I will help you.”


  “Thank you~! I love you so much Akane!”


  Himari happily flew to Akane’s place.


  A really soft, comfortable hug.


  Ever since the ol’ days, Akane would do anything to get her best friend’s hug.


  “Specifically, what should I do? I don’t understand anything about love, so I don’t know how to help you.”


  “First of all, I want to get more information about Saito! I want to know all about Saito, like what he likes, what he hates, what his hobbies are!”


  Akane frowned.


  “Because those things will help you get closer to the one you like…or so it seems, right?”


  “Hmm~m……? Is that how it is…?”


  “That’s right! Akane has a childish personality so you probably won’t understand”


  “I, I’m not childish! I can eat spicy curry normally.”


  “It’s childish to be proud of eating spicy food~. You have to go super spicy and beyond!” 


  “S, super spicy is a bit……”


  That was still too early for her.


  Himari’s eyes shone with anticipation.


  “Information about Saito, Akane must have a lot, right? You two talk with each other every single day.”


  “Ara…?”


  Asked by Himari, Akane realized for the first time.


  That, even though they lived together, she herself knew almost nothing about Saito.


  * * *


  Saito was reading a book in the living room when he was startled sensing a murderous intent.


  —What is this, this feeling……? Am I being watched by someone……?


  He immediately turned around on the sofa and looked, but there was no one.


  Silence returned to the living room. All he could hear was the sound of water dripping from the kitchen area across the counter. Maybe when Saito got some water earlier, the faucet was loosely closed.


  —It’s troublesome, but let’s just leave it at that.


  Just when he thought that and was about to go back to reading, that intense killing intent struck once more.


  Saito had a bad premonition, so he got up and went to close the faucet properly.


  He wanted to avoid angering Akane when she returned home and hearing her say ‘It wastes money you know!’. He wanted to enjoy the leisure atmosphere at home.


  Saito once again returned to the sofa to read a book.


  However, no matter how much time passed, that killing intent did not disappear.


  Little by little, little by little, he felt it intensify. 


  The murderous intent silently approached behind him, and Saito gathered all his resolve to turn around.


  “……………………”


  Akane was looking at him with the eyes of a murderer. Her hand gripped a pen whose tip was glinting with sharpness. 


  [image: Image]

  “You, what are you doing……?”


  “Never mind me, just go on with your life.”


  Akane spoke in a voice that was completely devoid of emotion.


  “How the hell can I not mind you!”


  “Don’t mind it, your job is to carry on as usual.”


  “What the hell do you mean by ‘your job’!”


  “You just have to act like a professional monkey in a zoo, they do not feel ashamed when being looked at by many guests and still live a normal life. You need to have the pride of those professional apes.”


  “I am not a professional monkey!”


  “So an amateur monkey, then?”


  “But I’m not a monkey!”


  Saito felt unsafe so he left the living room.


  —This girl, did she try to assassinate me by stabbing the pen on the back……?


  That’s what he thought, and the possibility was definitely not zero.


  The slight relief from their new closer distance relationship was only his own imagination. Akane was just pretending to be gentle to let Saito let his guard down around her.


  —A strategist huh……!


  This house was indeed a battlefield. Provided a slight opening, his head would happily depart from his necks.


  Saito tightened his guard again.


  It was impossible to be defenseless in the common space, so he locked himself inside his own room. Of course, he didn’t use it to study, but locked it carefully and immersed himself in the book he liked.


  But still, that murderous aura. 


  Saito immediately looked around the room.


  Akane was not here.


  He checked under the table and inside the closet, but there was definitely no Akane. Ever since moving into the house, even while cleaning, the thoughts of going into Saito’s room never crossed her mind.


  However, the killing intent had not disappeared.


  Akane, was watching.


  —So, where was……?


  While Saito didn’t know what to do, he directed his gaze out the window.


  Then he saw Akane standing in the street, using binoculars to spy inside Saito’s room.


  Even though she had carefully put the hood over her eyes, covering her mouth with a scarf, it was pointless, she was only raising more suspicion for herself. He could still see her hair tied in a ribbon.


  Wordlessly, Saito closed the curtain.


  —I’m being stalked by my wife, so what can I do!?


  That was what he could say to the police, but he didn’t think he would be welcome at the police department at all. First of all, he didn’t even know if she was actually stalking him or not.


  He thought he had come to understand Akane’s feelings a bit, but that was purely arrogance on his part.


  —I will never be able to understand this girl!


  Saito thought, and dinner time quickly arrived.


  “What’s wrong? Eat it quickly or it will get cold.”


  Akane hurried him, but she didn’t even touch her food. Instead, she was pointing her smartphone’s camera towards Saito.


  “……Are you filming me?”


  “Yes, I’m filming you.” 


  “Let’s talk about photography privacy laws.”


  “This is a home video. The law has no place to interfere.”


  “Are you recording my last dinner!? Then send that video as evidence of assassination to a shady intelligence agency right!? And some money will be transferred to your account, right!?”


  Saito fell into a conspiracy theory pitfall born from distrust.


  Akane put her smartphone down on the table and frowned.


  “I don’t understand what you’re saying. Are you okay?”


  “I don’t understand what you’re aiming for either!”


  “It’s fine if you don’t understand. Just eat. I have to measure how many times you blink while eating.”


  “Could it be, you were watching me the whole time……? For what reason……?”


  “That…err……”


  Akane averted her gaze as if embarrassed.


  “Even if Saito’s mouth were cut open, I wouldn’t say why!”


  “Why would my mouth be cut?”


  “Now now, do you truly want to learn why……ufufu.”


  He was afraid of that dark smile of hers. Saito wields a knife and fork in a fighting stance.


  Maybe she was done with filming or whatever, but Akane also started eating her hamburger dinner. She sliced ​​open the hamburger as if it was Saito’s mouth, then put it in her own mouth and chewed.


  A suffocating silence. Saito couldn’t even taste the food going down his throat.


  When he somehow used water to push the hamburger down, Akane broke the silence.


  “……You, you like big breasts, right?”


  “!?” 


  Saito suspected mishearing her.


  “B, breasts…? What is your intention asking something like that……?”


  Akane’s cheeks burned hot.


  “There is no deep meaning. It’s just a small talk!”


  “How can it be considered small talk when you ask such a shocking question!”


  He had no other choice but to complain.


  Akane let out a sigh.


  “So, let me change the question. From A to Z, which cup size do you prefer?”


  “There’s no difference from before! And there’s no Z cup in this world!”


  She’s talking about breasts like she was talking about weapons.


  Saito hesitated to reply.


  Perhaps it would be the correct choice to say that he liked Akane’s size, which might restore his wife’s mood and make the atmosphere normal again.


  However, there was a risk that she would become extremely angry saying ‘So you were looking at me with those perverted eyes?’.


  Moreover, if he said he liked a size smaller than Akane’s, he would probably be looked at with scornful eyes, a ‘lolicon’, and if he said that he liked a larger size, he would be seen as a dirty ‘mothercon’.


  —I…what should I do……in this situation……~!?


  Saito held his head faced with a sudden dilemma.


  “Indecisive indeed. If you’re a man, make a definitive decision.”


  Akane looked at Saito writhing on the table as if looking at a pile of trash. As a result of his careful pondering, he earned some significantly negative points from her.


  “Then can you answer immediately!?”


  Saito glared at Akane. 


  “I like those with the same size as Himari’s. They give you a sense of security when your head is wrapped by them.”


  “Kuh~…, since you’re a girl, you can say whatever you want and it still won’t be sexual harassment huh!”


  If a boy like Saito said the exact same thing, Akane would smash this table, tell Himari about it, and then the rumor would spread throughout the school, ensuring his social death.


  “Erm……Then……Saito, what kind of girls do you like?”


  “Huh……?”


  Another unexpected question, with danger levels about the same as the previous ‘what breast size you like’ question.


  Akane wasn’t the type to talk about love, moreover, she wouldn’t talk about it with Saito. Because there was no such thing as love between the two of them.


  However, the current Akane was blushing and not meeting Saito’s eyes, but waiting for an answer. She put her hand on her thigh, her body fidgeting as if she were embarrassed.


  —Is she interested in me……?


  ‘No, that can’t be the case’ Saito brushed away the thought that flashed through his mind for a moment.


  Akane alone would never have such a thought. Saito and Akane were natural enemies. He never forgot their two years of war during highschool.


  “About that……I don’t have any particular interests……”


  “So, as long as it’s a girl, you’re fine with it.”


  “The way you say it is so misleading!”


  “Then you’re even fine with non-humans? Like guppies, for example.”


  “I definitely don’t see guppies as attractive females!”


  Akane raised her eyebrows.


  “That’s rude of you. You hurt the guppies’ feelings.”


  “How the hell did I hurt their feelings!” 


  “They give superficial smiles to pretend to be strong on the outside, but in reality, they are really fragile.”


  “We are talking about fishes, are we not?”


  Saito had lost his confidence. He knew it wasn’t nice of him to discriminate, but it was difficult to put himself in the guppies’ shoes.


  “So, what do you like to eat?”


  “Food preferences? Steak, or sushi for example. Oh, and I also like seafood sushi with lots of salmon roe on top.”


  “You eat some fancy food despite being a student.”


  “I can’t eat those by myself though? The only chances I get to eat those is when my grandfather invites me for a meal.”


  His grandfather couldn’t be underestimated. Despite his age, he had much more of an appetite than his grandchild. Whenever he stepped into the restaurant, he instantly ordered 500g of steak and finished it in an instant


  “You’re pretty close with your grandfather.”


  “We’re not close. I can’t refuse even if I wanted to.”


  “So basically, you really like it, don’t you?”


  Akane narrowed her eyes and teased him.


  “That’s a terrible thing to say. I was completely reluctant to get dragged around by my grandfather. After my elementary school graduation ceremony, I wanted to read books but I was suddenly dragged onto a helicopter……”


  “……And get killed?”


  “I’m alive and kicking here, thank you very much! I was kidnapped to the mansion, and was even forced to attend a party to celebrate my graduation.”


  “I feel like you’re just flaunting your grandfather’s love!”


  “Love my ass……that party lasted one week straight, I had zero time to read a book……”


  Saito shivered as he recalled those unbearably boring days.


  He felt it was a waste of time forced to talk to children who were his grandfather’s acquaintances or subordinates.


  —Ah, but……it was actually pretty fun at the time. 


  There was a cute girl, with long hair that suits her.


  She was someone that he fell for at first sight, and she was the only one with whom he spoke unreservedly.


  Her gestures, posture, scent, shy expressions, her echoing voice all made his heart skip a beat.


  And maybe the feeling was mutual, as she always gave him an angelic smile.


  However, he forgot to ask her name.


  Where was she now, what was she doing?


  Their time together was still too short to call it love, just a little childhood crush.


  “hmm~……I see. ‘Hate his grandfather’.”


  Akane was taking notes. And she was using the pen that Saito had misinterpreted as a weapon earlier this noon.


  Although its purpose was unknown, it really seemed like Akane wanted to know more about Saito. That didn’t bother Saito.


  “More questions, then. What kind of steak do you like?”


  “Rare.”


  Akane’s pen was gliding through the page.


  “Like, meat, raw, rare.”


  “Not raw.”


  Although rare steak looked red in general, it had been properly grilled with fire.


  “What do you like to use it with?”


  “Fried garlic, for example. The kind that’s not too crunchy.”


  “With raw garlic.”


  “I told you it’s not raw.” 


  This might mean Akane intended to make something that Saito liked. Since it’s Akane, the finished product would definitely be a delicious dish.


  Saito felt his mouth water.


  * * *


  In a corner of the classroom, Akane reported the results of her investigation back to Himari.


  “I know the kind of girls Saito likes.”


  “Really!? Tell me, tell me!”


  Himari inched closer to her with a happy expression.


  “It seems Saito doesn’t like girls who look like guppies.”


  “Guppies……Is that a tropical fish?”


  Himari blinked.


  “Right. He said he doesn’t see them as women.”


  “What is a guppy-like girl?”


  “I’ve tried to research, and it seems that the characteristic of guppies is a healthy body along with high fertility.”


  “Perhaps he doesn’t like sexy women~……?”


  “Maybe…?”


  Both of them tilted their heads. A boy’s heart was hard to understand.


  “Also, it seems Saito likes raw meat.”


  “Raw meat!? He’s wilder than I thought!?”


  “Looks like he likes raw garlic, too.”


  “That’s pretty wild……I thought he was the intellect type, but he also has a wildness running inside him……I see~” 


  Himari muttered as if brooding.


  “Why do you look so happy even though he’s so different from what you imagined?”


  “Because, I now know things that I haven’t known about Saito before. It feels like I’m getting closer to Saito-kun, and that makes me happy!”


  “That so…”


  Anyway, seeing her best friend happy made Akane happy too. It made her want to give her friend even more information.


  “Saito’s hobbies are reading books and playing games. Before he sleeps, he also reads a book in bed.”


  “In bed……? Why do you know him so thoroughly?”


  “Ah~……”


  Akane covered her mouth. She just made a terrible mistake. She would be suspected of sleeping in the same bed, revealing that they’re husband and wife.


  “E, erm, that~……I heard so while Saito was talking to Shisei……”


  “That’s why~”


  Himari was convinced by her stuttering explaining.


  “I wonder what kind of games he likes?”


  “Horror games……The kind where you use guns to take down zombies and ghosts, it’s full of gooey, sticky stuff……what terrible hobbies……Even with headphones on, the terrible sound still leaks out……”


  Akane clenched her fist.


  “That sounds like a very real hands-on experience, doesn’t it?”


  “Ah~erm, it’s just horror is a genre I despise! I think it’s better to play cute educational games! Yup, it’s just that! No deeper meaning to dig into!”


  “It’s just that~”


  Himari nodded.


  Akane let out a heavy breath. She didn’t have problems providing her friend information, but there’s a scary chance she might reveal something she shouldn’t be revealing, talking about Saito.


  Himari grabbed Akane’s hand.


  “Thank you! This information is all useful for me!”


  “Is this much okay?”


  Akane felt uneasy because she didn’t know if this helped her or not.


  “Yup! I will try going to the game center to play some zombie killing games! Then it will definitely be easier to talk to Saito!”


  “I don’t think you should play horror games……You’ll be cursed.”


  “I won’t be cursed from playing something like that! But anyways, thank you very much!”


  Himari happily returned to her seat.


  Akane felt relieved, and prepared for the next class.


  She took out her textbooks and notebooks and placed them on the table, then checked the leads of the mechanical pencil. She had prepared well the previous day, but had to reread the scope of today’s lesson. In order to defeat the seemingly invincible enemy – Saito – she must give her all to her studies.


  “I want to trade with Akane.”


  She heard a voice and looked up to see Shisei beside her. She placed both hands gently on the table and looked up, just like a small animal like a squirrel or a rabbit.


  “Deal……? What kind?”


  “I’ll give you Bro’s information, so I want Akane’s homemade bento as a reward.”


  Shisei was currently drooling. 
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  “P, perchance, did you hear what we talked about just now?”


  Akane stuttered. It would be awkward for her if Shisei told Saito that Himari wanted Saito’s information.


  “……?”


  Shisei tilted her petite head. It seemed her worries were excessive.


  “If it’s about Bro, Shise knows everything. The things he likes, the things he hates, his writing habits, his weaknesses, and the taste of his sweat too.”


  “Wait a minute, why do you even know the taste of his sweat?”


  “Because I lick him a lot.”


  “A lot!?”


  “Just enough to replenish the salt in my body. It actually fits my taste pretty well.”


  As if recalling, Shisei’s stomach let out a cute ‘grr~’ sound.


  —Saito would be eaten by Shise-san at some point, wouldn’t he?


  Akane shuddered at the thought. She wanted to avoid seeing cannibalism.


  “I don’t need any information about Saito though?”


  “Bro discussed it with Shise. He said ‘There is someone who wants to know more about me… I wonder why?’. Isn’t that, about Akane?”


  “W, why me……”


  “I know that much. Because Shise and Bro understand each other. Akane, are you curious about Bro’s backstory?”


  “Huh, huh!? Nothing of the sort!”


  Akane felt her cheeks grow hotter.


  “Bro even said that he was stalked by that girl. He said it with a smug face.”


  “I wasn’t stalking him! I was just……”


  She was about to say something, but stopped herself. She was upset at being misunderstood, but she couldn’t leak the fact that she was gathering information for Himari’s sake.


  “You don’t have to be embarrassed. Bro is a good person, it’s only natural for you to pay attention to him.”


  “I told you I’m not stalking him~!!”


  Akane swore in her heart that she would let Saito have it when she got home.


  Akane was walking in circles in the kitchen in the house.


  He saw her wearing an apron over her uniform, with her slender arm peeking out from the sleeves that she rolled up.


  “I’ll prepare dinner, so Saito, clean the bathroom and change the trash bag.”


  “Understood. And what’s on today’s menu?”


  “It’s fish.”


  “Fish……”


  When Saito let his shoulders down, Akane frowned.


  “Is there anything you want to complain about?”


  “No complaints, I’m just thinking about when we’ll have steak.”


  “I’m not making steak though?”


  “And yet you asked me how I like the steak cooked!?”


  Saito was shocked.


  “……Could it be, were you expecting me to make you some steak?”


  “I was! You even asked me for the details of side dishes I enjoy having with steak, so I thought you were going to make something I liked.”


  “Eehh…So that’s what’s going on……Well~, having someone desiring your food isn’t unpleasant……”


  Akane brought her hand to her mouth and mumbled. Her cheeks were dyed pale pink.


  “Eh?”


  “N, nothing at all~!”


  Akane waved her hand to clear the awkward atmosphere.


  She crossed her arms, narrowing her eyes at Saito.


  “You actually have a childish side that I didn’t expect.”


  “I’m not childish.”


  “You are. You are even feeling disappointed when I’m not making the food you like. A~ah, what a pitiful boy.”


  She giggled as if teasing him.


  “kuh~……”


  Saito felt his body heat up. He was annoyed seeing Akane all smug. He was at a disadvantage when it came to food because Akane’s cooking was just that good.


  Akane turned around, humming, and took her apron off.


  “It can’t be helped then. I’ll take the ‘responsibility’.”


  “Responsibility……?”


  Akane pointed at the confused Saito.


  “Since you’re undeniably lusting after my food, I’ll go buy the ingredients for the steak now! Be grateful for that!”


  “Now? If that’s the case, let me go buy it for you.”


  “Wouldn’t you mistake steak with toilet paper?”


  “You are underestimating me too much! I at least know the difference between meat and paper!”


  A wrinkle appeared in the middle of Akane’s forehead.


  “I don’t trust you……Remember, you’re the one who called protein edible food or something…”


  “Protein is food.”


  Saito wouldn’t give in on that front.


  “Just wait a minute. I’ll go buy some and return right away.”


  “In that case, I will go too. It’s already dark, it’s dangerous for a girl to go out alone at this hour.”


  “Huh, huh? Why are you suddenly treating me like a girl, what are you planning?”


  Akane was wary.


  “I’m not planning anything here. I’m worried for the steak, I’d feel miserable if it doesn’t come back.”


  “You worry more about steak than me? How badly do you want steak!?”


  “I’m dying for some.”


  “Mou~……Then do whatever you want.”


  Even though she said those curt words, there seemed to be a smile on Akane’s face.


  Saito and Akane walked out the door. Saito locked the door, while Akane carefully checked that the door was locked by turning the doorknob several times.


  The residential area was filled with a familial atmosphere after the sun had gone down.


  No one was in traffic, but he could hear cooking, and family conversations from nearby houses. The smell of the food again stimulated Saito’s empty stomach.


  “I, I really enjoyed this period of time.” 


  “Why?”


  “It gives me a light and fluffy feeling, or rather, it feels nostalgic. It reminds me of the time when I was still a child looking forward to the dinners that my mother made.”


  Akane said, and she looked happy.


  “……Really. I don’t like it at all.”


  “Why?”


  “This is a world that has nothing to do with me.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “No idea.”


  Saito shrugged.


  “Answer it properly. I’m asking you.”


  “Are you interested in me?”


  “N, no interest in you! Absolutely not!”


  Akane turned away.


  —I, I want to know a little more about you.


  Saito whispered in his heart.


  That was what he discovered after Akane’s fever. It felt like he was holding a book with the pages glued shut, and he wanted to read it more.


  It was a farcry to call his feelings goodwill, but his desire to know more about her wasn’t born from malice. Right now, he thought it was interesting that Akane enjoyed the family time.


  —Well~, I can’t exactly tell her that, can I?


  If he said ‘I want to know more about you’ when the two had been natural enemies for such a long time, the mood would definitely sour. He might even scare her into fleeing into her own room and barricading herself in there.


  The two of them left the residential area along the busway, and walked in the heat of the exhaust fume into an alley.


  There were people lurking about. They had  hoods over their heads, and held a strange looking luggage bag. These people would pass as ‘normal’ looking in broad daylight, but at night, they look nothing but suspicious.


  In front of the supermarket’s parking lot, there was a guy smoking a cigarette. His tank top revealed a muscular body, with an untidy beard. There was a no-smoking sign nearby, yet he showed no sign of caring about it.


  —As expected, nighttime policing is bad.


  Getting involved with people like this was a waste of time. When Saito was about to avoid the man and entered the supermarket,


  “Doesn’t this place have a sign saying ‘no smoking’? Do you not know how to read!?”


  Akane was arguing with him with all her might.


  “Wai~…”


  Saito tried to stop her, but Akane had none of it.


  “Ah? What’s your deal, kid?”


  She pointed her finger at the grumpy man.


  “Cigarettes are not only bad for the smoker, but the smoke also affects the people around it! This place has a lot of customers bringing their children along, what are you thinking!? Put the cigarette out right now!”


  “Children talk and babble! Do you want to be killed?”


  He rolled his eyes, then spat.


  “I, I am not afraid of your barbaric death threats!”


  Akane glared back at him.


  Saito thought that she also used those same barbaric threats, but kept his mouth shut. His mind wandered back to the line ‘If you tell our classmates about our marriage, I will kill you’ that Akane whispered a deadly serious expression.


  “My smoke, my business, not yours!”


  “Industrial waste has no business being here, go bury yourself under a volcano!”


  He was furious, as if he wanted to throw his fist out right now.


  Akane did not take a step back, bravely clenching her fist.


  But her knees were shaking. In fact, she was dead afraid.


  As expected of Akane, for the sake of justice, she deliberately plunged herself into danger. She jumped straight into the argument despite their differences in physique, and no guarantees that she would come out unscathed. Rather, it seemed like she didn’t plan that far ahead yet.


  —What a reckless person.


  There would be bloodshed at this rate so Saito stepped in.


  “Both of you, calm down. And you, stop forcing your rules on others like that.”


  He grabbed Akane’s shoulder to pull her back.


  “Are you on this guy’s side too!?”


  “I’m not on his side. I’m just saying there’s a better way to say all of this.”


  “What’s wrong with calling garbage, garbage?”


  “I told you to stop saying that.”


  Saito flicked Akane’s forehead.


  “Ah……”


  Akane cupped her forehead with both hands and stepped back. Then she glared at Saito with hateful eyes.


  “Y, you hit me…!…I’ll pay it back a hundred million times later……”


  “Okay then, wait until we get home.”


  Saito was already mentally preparing for death after returning home.


  A flick on a forehead didn’t hurt to the point of causing pain, but multiplying it by a hundred million times would most likely result in death.


  The man glared.


  “You ignore me after antagonizing me, and now you’re flirting right here? Are you looking down on me now?”


  “Th, there’s no flirting here! I’m also not looking down on you~! We don’t have that kind of relationship!”


  The way Akane acted flustered looked strange, but now wasn’t the time to worry about that.


  Saito immediately grabbed the guy’s fist that was squeezed tight.


  “What are you doing……”


  “It’s shaking hands, shaking hands. It’s an act of reconciliation. By the way……”


  He pulled the man closer, then looked directly at him.


  “If you touch this girl, you, your family, and everything around you will be ruined.”


  He grinned, as if it wasn’t a joke.


  The Houjou Corp was more than just an influential company. It had a tradition of usurping those who went against its interests, and its current boss, Tenryuu, had also taken some drastic actions before. Ever since he was a child, he was taught by his grandfather things that not even his father knew.


  Saito’s message must have conveyed it clearly.


  “……~!”


  The man harshly brushed off Saito’s hand, threw the cigarette on the ground, and left.


  “You forgot your stuff. Also, failure to properly extinguish the cigarette will result death penalty or forced labour for the rest of your life.”


  “Shut up chatty idiots!”


  He turned around to extinguish the cigarette with his heels, and finally walked away this time.


  Walking inside the supermarket, Akane pouted.


  “Just a little more and I can knock that thug out! You shouldn’t have done anything, Saito!”


  “Sorry then! I jumped in because I saw someone shivering!”


  “I, I didn’t tremble! I didn’t need your help!”


  The face that stubbornly turned away was burning hot.


  The Saito who chased away that thug had an alluring charm.


  He had a sense of authority that could break an opponent just as the rumours said.


  It was completely different from the atmosphere when he argued with Akane.


  The opponent had more physical strength than him, but was swallowed by Saito’s aura and had to run away.


  —Isn’t that……a really cool point of his as well.


  She was upset at herself for feeling that way.


  She couldn’t say thank you.


  Because if I said it out loud, it felt like I’d given up.


  Instead…


  “Today’s steak, I’ll give it my all!”


  Akane raised her fist.


  “I’m looking forward to it.”


  His look of anticipation tickled her.


  She was reluctant to tell Himari about how Saito was unexpectedly reliable today.


  But even she didn’t understand why she didn’t want to tell her friend about it.


  When they returned home and entered the living room, Akane requested Saito.


  “Sit in seiza, there.”


  “Seiza……? But why……?”


  “Payback for that forehead flick earlier. I told you I would pay you back 100 million times.”


  “So you were being serious about that?”


  Saito shivered.


  “Of course. I always keep my debts, by the way, the interest rate is 100 million percent per day.”


  “You’ll destroy the universe just to pay me back?”


  If he tried to delay this punishment, the interest rate would drive the repayment up exponentially, so it would be better if he settled it here and now. Saito braced himself and sat down on the sofa.


  Akane rolled up her sleeves and approached Saito.


  “Close your eyes, it will probably destroy your eyeballs.”


  “Please don’t flick my forehead to the point of destroying my eyeball.”


  “It’s okay, hora.”


  Akane readied a forehead flick. He could see her arm shaking, as the strength of her entire body was being poured into it.


  Saito quickly closed his eyes.


  He felt Akane’s presence approaching with a breeze.


  “Oi~”


  And he felt a small force on his forehead.


  When Saito opened his eyes, he saw Akane looking at him with a mischievous smile on her face.
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  “Why are you shaking so much? It didn’t hurt that much, did it?”


  “……I did not shiver.”


  Saito felt embarrassed since he took on a defensive stance.


  “You’re shivering, trembling with your teeth chattering, clacking, and your tears and sweat are all pouring out.”


  “That’s exaggerated!”


  “There is no exaggeration. Just when I was thinking you were a bit reliable, Saito is still Saito huh.”


  Akane nodded as if satisfied, then started preparing dinner.


  In the meantime, Saito was in charge of the housework.


  He cleaned the bathtub that was too big compared to a normal family’s bathroom with a sponge, then filled it with hot water. He also washed the toy duck that Akane always brought with her.


  He also changed the trash bags of the trash cans around the house like their bedroom and their personal rooms. Akane was running around with a knife in the kitchen, so it was dangerous, and he decided to leave it there for later.


  Doing housework right after returning from school was tiring back when they were just married, but he had now gradually gotten used to it. If Saito played games when Akane was working, there would be a ‘lover’s’ spat, so him working at the same time as her would be a safer choice.


  Finally, the food was placed on the table.


  Steak fillet, seafood paella, along with a mysterious soup that he didn’t know the name of. Oil and water was sizzling, and hot steam rised in the kitchen.


  That appetite-inviting scent made Saito drool.


  “So professional.”


  “Since I got serious, this much was a piece of cake! Hora, now eat!”


  Akane was observing Saito’s reaction.


  Saito clasped his hands together, then picked up his knife and fork. He was often taken by his grandfather to eat at high-class restaurants, so table etiquette was beaten into his body.


  He put the knife on the steak to find that the meat easily accepted the knife . He cut the steak into bite-sized pieces and brought it to his mouth.


  In contrast to the deliciously grilled outer layer, the meat inside was as soft as jelly. When bitten, the juicy flavor of the meat spread all the way to the throat.


  The food was delicious to the point he could feel his jaw drop. The rich, delicious taste made his empty stomach growl. His entire body was screaming at him to give it more and more meat.


  “……Crap”


  “Is it that bad!? Bad to the point you’d compare it to manuret!?”


  Akane bursted into tears.


  “No, I meant in that good sense.”


  “You mean you want to vomit in a good sense!?”


  “How does one vomit in a good sense?”


  “I don’t know either!”


  “I at least don’t feel any ‘good sense’ about vomiting……but we’re in the middle of a meal, let’s stop this topic.”


  “Weren’t you the one who started it!”


  “No, you started it, didn’t you!?”


  “You’re so stubborn!”


  “Have you looked in the mirror?”


  Both of them glared at each other.


  When he was about to praise her cooking, it turned into a quarrel. Well, it was to be expected, since they were natural enemies. Communication never went smoothly between the two of them.


  Akane looked annoyed as she sighed.


  “Anyway, you can throw up, but eat whatever you throw up later. I worked hard to cook it, and now it’s all cold.”


  “How can I eat what I vomited? I will eat it normally, thank you very much.”


  Saito peeked at  the seafood paella.


  He scooped up a large spoonful of rice and the paella and brought it to his mouth.


  He felt the tenderness of the squid as his teeth dug into the meat. As he chewed it apart, it was as if the ocean’s tide were washing over him.


  The rice grains carried the smooth feeling of olive oil, filled with the sea’s extracts. Not only that, there were some other diced meat, mixing really well with the aroma of the pepper.


  “This is……”


  Saito placed the diced meat on the spoon and stared at it.


  “I tried putting the diced beef from the curry in it. Since you like steak, I thought you’d be happier if I also put beef in the seafood.”


  “……So that’s what this is.”


  Her concern of suiting his tastes made him satisfied. Although his grandfather had taken him to eat Paella in the restaurant before, it was filled with ingredients that he was not satisfied with.


  However, Akane’s Paella was different. It wasn’t a convenient food aimed at satisfying the masses, but something that was tailor made for Saito’s tastes.


  “And what is this soup?”


  Saito looked down at the yellow soup.


  He shivered when he saw it was so mushy, there was a red vegetable floating in the middle of the swamp-looking soup that looked like it would melt his brain.


  “It’s Aho soup.”


  “Aho……what?”


  “It’s Aho soup. When I went online to look for a soup that would go well with Paella, I found its recipe. Maybe if you eat it, you’ll actually become stupid.” (Aho is dumb in Japanese, ie: aho girl)


  “That kind of thing won’t happen……”


  “If I let Saito drink this, his brain will surely regress to something like a plankton. And the top position of the grade will go to me!”


  Akane said bluntly.


  “Come on, drink. Drink the whole thing. Drink it all up!”


  She ordered him with sparkling eyes. It seemed she wanted Saito’s intelligence to drop.


  Saito thought that something like a bowl of soup couldn’t have such an effect, but he couldn’t read Akane’s intentions. He was wary of the possibility that it might have been poisoned, as he sipped the soup.


  Signs of poison……no.


  The feeling of intellectual decline……also not found.


  The mushy thing he saw was the soft bread. Its texture was almost similar to dry bread. It was held together by beaten eggs, similar to ojiya. The sweetness of the vegetables mixed well into the soup with chopped bell peppers to add a touch of sourness.


  Steak and Paella were texturally tough dishes, so the soup was a great side dish. The more he drank, the warmer his body felt.


  “This, you put garlic in, didn’t you?”


  “Correct. Since you said you liked garlic as a side dish, I chopped up plenty and put it in.”


  Saito recalled the contents of the dictionary he had read in his spare time.


  “In that case, Aho soup means garlic soup. In Spanish, garlic is called Aho.” (Well, no, it’s ‘ajo’, but the author kept using アホ, so I have no clue)


  “Wha~……Of, of course  I know about it! How could I not know the meaning of its name!”


  “Bulshit. You were really aiming to lower my intelligence, weren’t you?”


  “How could I do such a thing? I just teased you since I know the meaning! And you actually believed me there! A~a, how shameful~!”


  While shrugging, Akane’s face turned red from embarrassment.


  Saito choked when he saw that she was so flustered, but if he laughed it would be adding fuel to the fire so he tried his best to hold back. However, maybe he accidentally showed a smile or whatever, Akane was glaring at him annoyed.


  Saito cut the steak and dug in, then enjoyed Paella with a mouthful of seafood, and savored the rich flavor of garlic in the Aho soup. A menu that ignited his body.


  “……Can you eat the whole thing without vomiting?”


  Akane asked him as she looked worried.


  —You really are……


  ‘An idiot’ – was what Saito was about to say before he held it in.


  If he said that, Akane would surely get angry again.


  Because of the abundant hostility, they weren’t able to convey any of their good feelings.


  Because the two of them were natural enemies.


  The only way for Akane to understand his gratitude was for him to speak his words of praise honestly. He wasn’t good at doing that, but


  Saito took a deep breath, braced himself, and spoke.


  “……Everything on this table, is absolutely delicious.”


  “Eh……You want to throw all the food on the table in the trash because it’s so messy……?”


  Akane shivered.


  “Are you trying to mishear me? I said it was delicious! Better than food made by a professional chef! These are some really great dishes!”


  “I can’t believe it……You are complimenting me……Eh~!? Is it a trap……?”


   Akane picked up the knife and fork. She made a dual wielding pose like a samurai. Her killing intent was merciless.


  “What trap? Honestly, this is on the level that I want you to cook for me every day!”


  As Saito poured his soul out for his praises, Akane became flustered.


  “What, what, …. this is like you’re saying ‘Please marry me’ ……”


  “N, no… I don’t mean it….. Also we’re already married ……”


  Realizing that his words were just like the Showa era proposals ‘Make miso soup every day for me’, Saito cringed hard. Even he was horrified at his own words.


  “Y, you finally realized how talented I am. Ehehe……”


  Seeing Akane fidgeting and looking embarrassed, his complaints disappeared into thin air.


  Akane rose from the table with determination.


  “Understood! With my masterful cooking skills, I’ll make as many dishes as you want! Anything else you want me to cook? I’ll feed you to your heart’s content tonight!”


  Due to being praised, becoming happy, and then losing control, she didn’t seem to even realize that she was so close to Saito.


  With her eyes sparkling, her cheeks dyed like a strawberry, Akane forced Saito to stare at her cuteness. He felt the sweet scent from her making his heart beat faster.


  Whenever she opened her mouth, she always spouted scornful words.


  But, occasionally showing these cute expressions, was foul play.


  “Erm……isn’t this a bit too close?”


  “Ah~”


  When Saito spoke, Akane quickly took some distance.


  “I, I just thought you wouldn’t be able to hear it if you were too far away……”


  “Uh, uh……”


  Akane gave an excuse in the difficult situation. She crouched down looking embarrassed.


  Even Saito felt embarrassed, and he didn’t know how to react. These two natural enemies were not used to this kind of male-female atmosphere.


  Saito said while scratching his cheek, as if to avoid thinking about this sweet atmosphere.


  “Then……Erm……Can I have more steak?”


  “OK! Knowing you might say that, I stocked up on meat! It’s cheaper than the beef just now, though.”


  Akane put the meat on the table with a slam as she took it out from the fridge.


  Not just any meat, but a gigantic piece of meat.


  He didn’t know how much this weighed, but it looked like it could kill if she swung it at someone.


  “Wha, this……when did you buy it……?”


  “I said I forgot my stuff and went back to the supermarket once, remember? I bought it then!”


  Akane held the knife and looked proud.


  “Heh, heh~……Looks like it could feed us for a month……”


  Akane blinked her eyes.


  “What are you saying? We have to finish this tonight though?”


  “I’m not a savanna lion!”


  He also didn’t have Shisei’s black hole stomach.


  “It’s 90% off and is about to expire, so I’ll just have to forcefully shove it into Saito’s body.”


  “Do you have a human’s heart?”


  “I’ll minimize food loss and protect the earth’s environment by all means.”


  “Then include my life in your protection!”


  “Saito is tough so he’ll probably resurrect from ashes, right?”


  “What am I, a phoenix?”


  His fleeting opinion that she’s a bit cute was now nowhere to be seen.


  —This girl is, as expected, a demon.


  Saito was once again reminded.


  Saito wobbled about in his chair, and was about to slip away nonchalantly, but Akane grabbed his shirt.


  She flashed a smile filled with goodwill.


  Or perhaps, filled with murderous intentions.


  Akane asked him in a joyous mood.


  “What did I say about cooked food~?”


  “Eat it all without leaving any behind!”


  Saito braced himself and sat back in his chair. Akane worked hard for him, so he couldn’t let her down.


  Akane excitedly raised her knife.


  “I will make as much food as you like! I won’t let you sleep tonight!”


  “Send help.”


  Saito’s small plea for life was buried in the steaks.


  Ever since elementary school, Akane was always detached from the class.


  She didn’t even know why it turned out like this. She lived a normal life like everyone else, talked normally like everyone else, so why didn’t her situation improve?


  It was as if she was the only one lost in a country speaking a different language.


  When Akane entered the classroom, her chattering classmates got startled and stopped the conversation. The excited atmosphere changed a hundred and eighty degrees, and everyone averted their gazes.


  Akane ignored her classmates and moved to take a seat, and there were whispers here and there.


  “Dammit……I think I’ve been heard” “It would be troublesome if Sakuramori-san found out……” “Every time I look at model students I get annoyed.” “I was told by my mother to follow Sakuramori-san’s example~” “So annoying~” “Cute, but she’s so brazen~”


  She was stabbed with malicious words.


  Akane was noticed by teachers and parents thanks to her top grades. It would be bad to become her enemy, so no one tried to argue with her, which made her so different.


  –What a bunch of idiots. If you have something to say to me, say it directly.


  Akane clenched her fists under her desk.


  Every single one of her classmates included, if Akane got angry, they would just laugh it off and apologize. They would not argue, nor did they dare to confront her directly. However, they insulted her behind her back with their friends.


  That made her even more frustrated and annoyed than just heads on arguments.


  Akane had hoped that someone would accept her anger and gladly accept her punch in their face. However, she thought that someone like that would never appear.


  “A~ka~ne~!”


  “Hya~!?”


  Suddenly hugged from behind, Akane jumped.


  “O, oi……I told you to stop it……”


   There was only one person who could do this.


  She broke free of her embrace and looked up, and saw Himari’s blooming smile.


  “Good morning~, Akane! You’re cute today too~♪”


  “So loud! Suddenly hugging someone from behind like this, if you weren’t a girl, I would have called the police!”


  “But I’m a girl so I didn’t get reported to the police……That’s great! So I can hug you without restrictions!”


  “I~already~told~you~to~stop!”


  Himari refused to listen and kept approaching, so Akane tried her best to push Himari’s chin away with her palm. Their classmates stood watching the two of them from afar and muttered among themselves.


  Akane said nothing and stood up, holding Himari’s hand.


  “Eh~? Akane, what’s wrong? This is the first time Akane held my hand! Are we going to skip school and go on a date like this?”


  “Just shut up and follow me.”


  She pulled the hand of the confused Himari and moved to the nearby empty classroom.


  In order to stop other students from eavesdropping, she locked both the front and back doors properly.


  Then Akane let out a sigh.


  “You~……we just changed classes, and you finally got some new friends again, but if you keep talking to me, they’ll hate you.”


  “Why?”


  Himari’s eyes widened.


  “Because I’m being hated by everyone.”


  “So I’m the only one who knows Akane’s good points huh! I’m so happy!”


  “It’s not that…you and I are not friends, so can you stop stalking me?”


  “I thought we were friends. I love Akane so much!”


  “Ah……”


  Himari’s smile was so bright as she said those words without hesitation.


  No matter how many times she was chased away, Himari still refused to separate from Akane. Harsh words did not reach Himari either.


  Himari was the opposite image of Akane, who could be sincere anywhere anytime.


  Akane was very jealous of such a Himari.


  “What about Akane? Do you like me?”


  With her eyes sparkling with anticipation, Himari grabbed Akane’s hand.


  Because she had such genuine affection, she couldn’t run away anymore.


  Akane felt her ears heating up as she leaned down and whispered.


  “…………like”


  “Yeah! I know! Love you so much~!”


  Himari exclaimed and hugged Akane tightly.


  “Aaah~, I know! Please loosen up a bit! Stop! I will get squashed!”


  Akane shouted.


  It took quite a while for Himari’s excitement to wear off.


  The two approached the window, holding hands and chatted.


  “We’ll be best friends forever, Akane.”


  “Yeah. If I have Himari by my side, I don’t mind being hated by everyone. I won’t even get married.”


  Akane said with confidence.


  “Eh~? But I want to get married~. When I’m a high school student, I want a boyfriend who’s both cool and intelligent~♪”


  “Traitor~!”


  “I’m no traitor~. A best friend and a boyfriend are two different things♪”


  “What do you mean ‘thing’~!”


  Akane got angry, and Himari laughed ‘Ahaha’.


  It was an innocent dream, in which neither had been involved with Saito yet.


  Waking up from the nostalgic dream, Akane sat up in bed and moped.


  For a moment, she didn’t know where this was.


  When her consciousness returned, she remembered that this was their bedroom, and that she was married to the boy she hated the most in class.


  It was something that not even she could dream about, but sadly, this was reality.


  She also recalled how fun dinner was. It’s rare to receive straight praises from Saito, so Akane got excited and stuffed him full of steak.


  “U, uu…Stop…It won’t fit anymore……”


  Saito slept beside her, seemingly having a nightmare. It looked like he was trying to run away from a devil, so much that he almost fell off the bed.


  “……Sorry.”


  Since Saito couldn’t hear it, Akane sincerely apologized.


  To make up for making him do unreasonable stuff, she tried to pull him up but……he was too heavy. A boy’s weight wasn’t something a girl can easily lift.


  Akane groaned loudly, trying to pull Saito up.


  By the time he was sleeping properly on the bed and covered with a blanket, she was out of breath.


  Saito didn’t notice Akane’s hardship in the slightest, but uttered a few words that seemed to be very unpleasant.


  “That girl……she’s the devil……Must bring strawberries to protect myself……If something goes wrong, I’ll just throw it at her and run……”


  “What kind of dream even is that?”


  When she was in elementary school, she didn’t think that she would get married in high school.


  However,for her best friend’s happiness, she would do her best.


  When Akane thought that, she heard strange noises.


  Something, like footsteps, like scraping noises on the floor.


  She could immediately feel its presence besides her.


  —There’s, something……


  Akane felt her heart beat faster. She wanted to run, but her legs couldn’t move. She didn’t want to look, but she had to.


  That presence slowly turned around.


  Inside the darkness, there was a shadow standing by the head of the bed.
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  Chapter 3: Attack At Night


  “Kyaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!!”


  Akane’s shriek reverberated through the living district that should have been asleep by now.


  “What happened!? Did someone from the Centaurus Star attack!?” Saito jolted up from the bed, his mind still in a haze.


  Akane sat on the bed, grasping her knees and rolled up her back, as she covered her head to form a completely defensive position. She resembled an armadillo cowering in fear from a puma’s attack.


  “A-A-A ghost! A ghost appeared!”


  “A ghost…? Where?”


  “Over there!” Akane pointed at the end of her bedside.


  “…Nothing’s there though?”


  “It was there a few seconds ago! A pale white face, muttering some nonsense that I couldn’t pick up! Was that a cursed doll? A revengeful ghost? Anyway, it was something dangerous!”


  “Really now. Well, good night.” Saito gave up on listening, and slipped back under the blanket.


  “Get uuuup! Get up! Don’t leave me alone!” Akane frantically shook Saito’s body.


  Naturally, this wasn’t an environment guaranteeing sound sleep. So, Saito showed his hand from beneath the blanket, and gave Akane a thumbs-up.


  “It’s fine, you’re not alone. Mother Nature and everybody in this world are giving you their strength.”


  “Don’t just give me some random answer so that you can go back to sleep! If we don’t keep our eyes open at the same time, that ghost will come closer!”


  “Like hell there’s rules like that! Get back to sleep already!”


  “I definitely won’t! And I’m not letting you sleep either!” Akane screamed, and pulled the blanket off Saito.


  It was a ‘we ride together, we die together’ type of self-abandonment. Saito planned on getting back to sleeping, but now he was wide awake. He had his own guesses back when they played the horror game, but this just confirmed it.


  “You…You’re totally scared, right?”


  Akane twitched in shock, and yet raised her chin in conceit.


  “I-I’m not scared!”


  “You’re shaking.”


  “Because I’m cold.”


  “I ain’t cold though?”


  “Girls don’t have the same muscle mass to keep up their body temperature like boys do, that’s why I’m cold! Also, do you even have any sense of danger here!? What do you plan on doing if that ghost just takes your soul!?” Akane’s eyes were serious, backed into a corner.


  “Even if you ask me that…”


  Since Saito didn’t even believe in the existence of ghosts, there’s nothing here to do, really. Of course, science having proven everything is a different matter, but there was not enough proof to support such occult phenomena. That being said, if he didn’t calm down Akane any time soon, this would be a long night without much sleep. He took out a memo pad from the drawer of the desk next to his bedside, wrote ‘Evil Spirit, begone!’ on it, and handed it to Akane.


  “Here you go, it’s an effective charm. Keep holding that, and go back to sleep. Night.”


  “Don’t make fun of me!” Akane was fuming with anger, and mercilessly ripped the paper apart.


  “The heck are you doing, I poured my heart into that.”


  “You didn’t pour even one bit of your heart into that, and it’s painfully obvious!”


  “So you figured me out.”


  “Of course I would! Now that it’s come to this, we need to offer you to it a living sacrifice, in hopes that it’ll quell the ghost’s anger.” Akane bit the nail of her thumb, and started thinking.


  “So basically, I’ll also turn into a revengeful ghost, right?”


  “You’ll probably be a weak one, so it’s fine.”


  “That’s harsh, alright.”


  As the two were having this banter in the dark of night, a rattling sound could be heard from the room next to theirs.


  “Kyaa!?” Akane didn’t hesitate to leap at Saito.


  “Wah, hey…!”


  As she clung to Saito’s chest, her usual thick-headed attitude seemed like a lie. Through her thin sleeping wear, he felt the softness of a young girl. Akane wrapped her arms around Saito’s back, tightly squeezing him. As not much time had passed since her bath, a thick, floral scent of shampoo drifted up to Saito’s nose.


  Since Akane was quivering in fear, he could feel her panicked breathing. It was quite the stimulating situation and mash of sensations to taste during a chaotic night like this. Seeing such a weak and fragile side from the girl who always acted tough, Saito couldn’t help but see Akane as cute.


  “I’ll go check what that was.”


  “N-No. Don’t. Stay here!”


  “But, if I don’t, then we’ll never know.”


  “Please!”


  So as to not give Saito any chance of escape, Akane clung to him even more aggressively. Realizing that he could not leave this girl alone, Saito sighed.


  * * *


  Skip forward to the night a day later. Saito was reading a book in his room, when Akane stormed inside, while carrying a reference book. She didn’t utter a word as she walked into the corner of the room, and sunk to the ground, embracing her knees.


  “No…I can’t…Moving…Exorcism…” She muttered, like she was chanting something.


  “Alright, what’s going on?”


  As Saito just reached a bedroom scene in the novel, he hurriedly closed the book. Since he wasn’t reading an erotic novel, there wasn’t any particular reason to panic, but he still felt reluctant to have a female classmate of his see him while reading that.


  “It appeared again…the ghost…When I was studying in my room, I heard footsteps in the living room…Tap tap tap, tap tap tap, you know…”


  “Really now, then go take a picture as proof.”


  “There’s no way I can do that!” Akane screamed, her face pale and devoid of any color. “I’ll get haunted, and the smartphone will explode!”


  “Man, ghosts nowadays have a lot of firepower, huh.”


  “It might just blow up the entire house…”


  “Is that ghost using missiles or something?”


  How could a ghost interfere with the material world in such an extreme and physical way? However, Akane didn’t bother much with Saito’s retort, and opened up her reference book to get back to studying. She even had her notebook and writing tools with her.


  “Why are you doing this here now?”


  “I-I’m on guard to make sure you don’t get attacked by the ghost!”


  “I’m totally fine over here, so you can go back.” Saito approached Akane in an attempt to chase her out, but she started hissing like a stray cat.


  “I’m definitely not leaving here! This is my room!”


  “This is my room, though.”


  “Starting today, I’m the landlord!”


  “Landlord…”


  Akane showed no signs of moving anytime soon. She held her reference book like a shield, and her pen like a sword. The sight of hers resembled a soldier about to head into battle. If Saito attempted to push her out like this, she would probably press sexual harassment charges. Seeing no chance of changing this situation, Saito returned to reading. Naturally, reading that bedroom scene was too much for him at that moment, so he skipped over it, and continued.


  —This is nerve wracking…


  Unlike the living room, which acted as their shared living space, this should be Saito’s one oasis. It felt like a female classmate of his came over to visit, and is now sitting in his own room. Since his personal study room was much more narrow than the living room, his distance to Akane felt shorter, and he grew more conscious of her.


  Akane sat on one leg, as she glared down at her reference book. The hem of her skirt was lifted up ever so slightly, which revealed her dazzling thighs. When she pushed up her hair that hung down her face, a faint scent drifted up into the air.


  “…Wanna use my desk?”


  When Saito called out to Akane, she showed clear hostility and tension, as she tightly embraced her reference book.


  “W-Why are you suddenly so kind to me? Do you want to lure me deeper in your room, and then assault me!?”


  “You barged into my room, remember!?”


  “You were desperate to have me around, so I stayed with you out of the kindness of my own heart.”


  What an awful fabrication of memories, really.


  “It must be uncomfortable to study on the floor like that, so I’m saying we can switch. I can read on the floor just fine.”


  “You say that, but you want to look up my skirt, right!?” Akane pulled down her skirt, hiding her thighs.


  “Like hell I would! I value my life, alright.”


  “T-Then…” Akane reluctantly stood up, and sat down on Saito’s chair.


  She carefully placed her reference book and own notes on the desk, and put down her pen next to it. Every single movement of hers felt awkward and uncertain.


  “Are you nervous or something?”


  “W-What about it!? T-This is my first time inside a boy’s room!”


  “I-I see…”


  “I-Is that bad…?”


  Akane grasped the skirt on her knees, and started fidgeting with her legs. Seeing her reaction in such a lively fashion, Saito felt even more awkward. He placed the book down, and stepped out onto the hallway. Akane jolted up, following him.


  “Where are you going? Overseas!?”


  “To the toilet! Stay in my room, alright!”


  “Then I’ll die! People who are alone will always be attacked first!”


  “You sure as hell won’t! It’ll be five minutes, just put up with it!” Saito ran down the stairs to get away from Akane, stormed into the bathroom, and locked the door behind him.


  Akane didn’t like that very much, and hammered on the door.


  “Open up! Leave it open until you’re done!”


  “As if I’d do that!”


  “Dogs finish their business in front of humans, right!”


  “I’m not a dog, damn it!”


  A scared Akane was cute alright, but there had to be a limit to this. Right now, Saito had no safe space in this home anymore, but for a different reason than before. When he stepped out of the toilet, he was greeted by Akane, teary-eyed, pouting furiously as she stood in front of the door. Even as he washed his hands, even as he walked up the stairs and returned to his room, she would not leave his side.


  —What am I supposed to do about this…


  Saito let out a sigh, and focussed on reading his book. Akane seemed to be worried about Saito leaving her, because she kept glancing over at him, thus not focussing on her studies at all. The night continued on like this, and it soon reached the time to prepare for bed.


  “…I’m going to take a bath.”


  “Yup.”


  Akane gathered her reference book and notes, and left the room. Saito sighed in relief, assuming he could finally get some peace. He wanted to read that previous bedroom scene, so he flipped back the pages—


  “Um…”


  “What!?”


  Akane suddenly returned, to which Saito slammed the book shut. Akane carried her sleeping wear, peeking inside the room from the door. Her face was beet red, as she reluctantly spoke up.


  “It’ll be too dangerous for me to take a bath alone, so…C-Can you…come with me…?”


  “Huuuuh!?” Saito was baffled.


  He never would have guessed that the girl who threatened to break his fingers at a single touch now begged him for such a thing.


  “Come with you…inside the bath?”


  “Y-Yeah…When I wash my hair, I need to close my eyes, so I’m defenseless…”


  “Nothing’s going to happen…”


  At the very least, Saito would be safe from her attacks for a while.


  “Is that…no good?” She looked up at Saito, asking him.


  If only she stayed quiet, she’d be a model-class beauty, so being met with this uncertain expression had overwhelming destructive power.


  “…Alright, just for tonight.” Saitou declared with a shaking voice.


  Five minutes later, Saito was standing guard inside the changing room. Only a door stood between him and the showering Akane.


  —Well…I knew. Okay, I knew this would happen!


  Saito nodded to himself, and frantically denied all the regrettable feelings inside of him. Even if the person in question was his archenemy, no boy his age could resist the temptation of joining a beauty like Akane during her shower. Across the door, he heard the sounds of Akane washing her hair, as well as the water from the shower hitting the ground. Through the frosted glass, he could see the silhouette of Akane’s naked body. Since he had actually seen her naked before, he couldn’t help imagining the scene beyond the door.


  “Hey, are you there? You’re there, right? You’re fine, yeah?” Akane asked from the shower room.


  Everything about this situation was far too stimulating for a healthy adolescent boy. Saito was trying his hardest to not feel any lustful desires towards his archnemesis. He started counting important historical figures inside his head from memory, and lined them up according to the year they belonged to. By doing so, he was freeing himself from his primitive thoughts.


  —I am the World. The World is Me.


  Right as Saito reached a mindset like he was doing yoga to relax his body…


  “Why aren’t you answering me!? I’ll get angry, okay!” Akane showed her face from behind the door, already half-crying.


  Her white skin still had bubbles of foam on it. Her shoulder was poking at Kaito, as well as her glamorous collarbone. Her two flushed mountains were shaking right in front of his gaze.
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  “Hide your body, will you!?”


  All his worldly desires exploded to create a big bang.


  * * *


  “Heeey, Saito-kun! Saito-kun! Earth to Saito-kun!”


  Being called out several times, Saito finally returned to the world of the living. Himari was resting her face on her hands on Saito’s desk, staring at him. The last memory Saito had was the math teacher standing in front of the blackboard. It was utterly boring to watch, but the rhythmical sound of tapping led Saito to fall asleep. Amidst his awakening consciousness, Saito muttered.


  “Did the…world end?”


  “Nope, still going strong. Classes ended though. We have to move to the extra classrooms now, remember?”


  Barely any students were left in the classroom of class 3-A.


  “Thanks for waking me up. I’m just lacking a bit of sleep lately.”


  “You’re probably watching porn until late at night, right?” Himari put her hand over her mouth, giggling.


  “Am not.”


  “Ehhh, you’re lying~ I know, okay? A boy your age is always about lewd stuff, right?”


  “…Not true.”


  However, since the reason for his lack of sleep was Akane after yesterday’s events, he couldn’t exactly disagree with her. No matter how long Saito kept on chanting classical literature excerpts, Akane’s naked, wet body would not leave his mind.


  “So? What kind of stuff do you usually watch?”


  “Just said that I’m not, right?”


  “Then, what kind of girl do you like? Someone told me that you’re not a big fan of the sexy type at least.”

“Who?”


  “Ahh, well…that’s a secret~! It’d be troublesome if I lost my source of information if I snitched now~!” Himari put her index finger on her lips, and winked.


  That gesture was annoyingly cute, but she wouldn’t be popular in this class if not for that.


  “I don’t really get it, but is love really something you categorize with types?”


  “So like the person you have feelings for is your type?”


  “Not at all. I mean, a type is just a limited pattern, right? But, people aren’t that simple, you need to learn more about them, and come to like them for who they are. Outer appearance, talents, just falling in love with someone’s looks is childish.”


  Saito was speaking from experience, because even though the girl looked perfect, she acted like an alien, such as Shisei, or an aggressive dragon like Akane. The man who will fall in love with Akane solely based on her looks will surely go through hell. Even Saito was exhausted to the point he feared going bald.


  “Haaaa…I knew it…So nice…” Himari muttered with a drowsy tone, as her eyes seemed above the clouds.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Ah, never mind! I was just thinking about how wonderful your viewpoint is, Saito-kun! All the guys who confess to me don’t even know me in the slightest. It just makes me go ‘What do you even like about me? My breasts, huh!?’, you know.”


  “Must be rough being a beauty like you.” Saito shrugged innocently, but Himari blushed.


  “G-Geez, calling me a beauty! You’re so bold, Saito-kun!”


  “Just my impression. Are you not?”


  “You ask me that!? If I said yes, then I’d be outed as a narcissist, right!?”


  Saito listened to this, and broadly declared.


  “I think of myself as a genius, what about it?”


  “He’s a narcissist?!”


  In the eyes of the general public, that would have been the overwhelming consensus indeed. However, being able to objectively evaluate one’s abilities and limits was just as important, or that’s what Saito judged at least. In Japan, modesty is seen as a virtue, but that was nothing but mere hypocrisy. Himari cleared her throat, and looked at Saito.


  “You seem pretty well-informed regarding love and all that, but…Saito-kun, you’re a virgin, right?”


  “W-What about it!?”


  “Ahh, so you’re not denying it then, I knew it~”


  “Is there a problem with that, huh?”


  “Nope, I’m happy.”


  “You’re having fun looking down on me, huh…” Saito grew suspicious about her every word.


  Himari just shrugged her shoulders, and grinned.


  “You’re wrong~ I’m happy that we’re the same!”


  “The same…?”


  Saito started thinking about the meaning behind her words, only to feel awkward after reaching the answer. At the same time, he felt confused as to why he was talking about something like this with a classmate before noon.


  “Let’s stop with that, we gotta move or we’ll be late.”


  “Ah, one last question! You don’t fall in love because of your type, but if it’s someone you got to know and learned a lot about, you know at least your preferences, right?”


  “Well…I guess.” Saito nodded.


  Himari put one hand on the desk, and approached Saito’s ear with her lips. Her long blonde hair tickled his neck, as the sweet scent of perfume reached up to his nose. With a voice about to disappear any second, Himari whispered.


  “What about…me then?”


  “Eh…?” Saito’s body twitched. “What do you…” He was baffled as to what just happened, when Himari already moved her body away from him.
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  “Just kidding! I was joking~ Come on, you’re blushing so much, how adorable~”


  “You…”


  “Sorry, sorry! Anyway, see you later!” Himari walked away, but her earlobes were red as well.


  —What are you getting embarrassed for…?


  Saito didn’t have the foggiest as to what she was thinking, or what her plans had been for this. If this was just a means of teasing Saito, then she at least should keep her composure more than that. Saito began to fan air at his reddened face, when he heard a voice below him.


  “Getting horny at school, hm.”


  Shisei had snuck up to him from beneath the desk, placing her head between his knees.


  “Nobody is horny.”


  “You are. The scent of your hormones running wild is so thick.” Shisei pushed her nose towards Saito, audibly sniffing his scent.


  Saito however didn’t give her free roam, and stopped her with a harsh iron claw to the forehead.


  “We’ll continue this conversation after you come out of there…”


  “Firmly denied. Shise will forever live inside Brother’s crotch.”


  “That is not a suitable place of habitation for a human being!” Saito forcefully pulled Shisei up from between his knees.


  * * *


  Ever since the whole ghost ruckus, Saito and Akane ended up fighting less, but it was exhausting in a different sense. Whenever Akane ended up in a panic caused by the ghost, she completely forgot all sense of distance they previously kept. In order to heal his exhausted soul, Saito evacuated up to the rooftop during lunch break.


  It was only Saito and Shisei up on the rooftop, creating an atmosphere far more peaceful than what could be possible at his home. Saito had a pack of milk in his hand, and started grumbling like a regular at a bar.


  “Recently, she’s just…”


  “Grumbling about your wife?” Shisei complained, as she gulped down some milk through the straw in Saito’s pack.


  “I’m not grumbling. How did you know I was talking about Akane anyway?”


  “From the tone of your voice. When you’re exhausted because of your wife, you take refuge in Shise’s chest. Shise is a seductive and devilish woman who heals you that way.”


  “Don’t make me sound like some deviant.”


  “Am not. Every single person needs their own place of escape, a safespace. You need Shise, Brother, and Shise needs you.”


  “You’re not wrong, but…”


  To Saito, who had been cast aside by his parents, Shisei was an existence closer to him than anybody else, a family above family. Even before this whole marriage with Akane, she had already been there, supporting Saito.


  “Don’t hold back, just rely on Shise. With Shise’s overflowing softness, she’ll embrace your everything.” Shisei gently opened her arms.


  Her expression was as gentle as a wax model’s, giving off a devilish and almost eerie radiance. She resembled an adorable fairy, but if you gave in to temptation, you’d sink deeper into the fountain of water.


  “It’s dangerous on the handrail, so get down.”


  “Fuwah.”


  Saito grabbed Shisei, who stood on the handrail, and gently put her down. No matter how charming she may be, she was still young, so the world can’t fall into her arms just yet.


  “So, what about your wife?” Shisei asked.


  “Akane is talking about some ghost that supposedly appears in our home. She’s saying that someone occasionally standing next to her, or she can hear footsteps, which leaves her terrified. She’s not even taking a bath alone anymore.”


  “Lewd Brother.” Shisei gave Saito a sharp gaze.


  “There’s nothing lewd about this! We’re not actually taking a bath together!”


  “But you wanted to, right?”


  “H-Hell no!” Saito panicked.


  It was hard to admit it, but it’s not like he didn’t have any wicked thoughts during these times.


  “Closet pervert Brother.”


  “I’m not a closet pervert either!”


  “Shise knows…Brother is the kind of man who’s willing to throw his life away just to see a girl naked…That you’re the type of man who would peek into a high-rise building window only for that…”


  “That guy is way too desperate, alright.” Saito preferred to live with his legs on the ground.


  “Did you see that ghost, Brother?”


  “No, not at all. I’m sure it’s just a rat, but no matter what I say, Akane isn’t listening to me. She’s full of suspicions, saying stuff like ‘Are you an ally of that ghost!?’, I have no idea what to do anymore.”


  Shisei rolled up her hand, and started thinking.


  “…It might be an actual ghost.”


  “Please…”


  “It’s not entirely impossible. Gramps was hated by a lot of people, so it might be the ghost of someone who killed themselves after the restructuring, or someone who lived on those grounds before. They won’t allow Gramps’ grandchild to live happily, and are now trying to curse and kill you.”


  “Then they can just move on directly to Gramps himself, alright.”


  What an awful way of venting out anger. Also, Saito and Akane weren’t even living together as happy as it may seem. Rather, they only ended up closer as a result of those attacks.


  “There’s no way ghosts even exist.”


  “They do. Shise has seen one before.” She said without batting an eye.


  “Seriously!?”


  “Seriously. Gave Shise melon bread.”


  “I don’t think that was a ghost.”


  “Said they didn’t need any thanks and told me to accept this, and one even pushed money on Shise while crying.”


  “Once again, those weren’t ghosts at all, but your fans.”


  Of course, receiving presents of money from random people was quite likely more terrifying than a normal ghost, but having strangers act out of order like that is Shisei’s devilish quirk.


  “You better have given that money to the police, right?” Saito confirmed, but Shisei shook her head.


  “Nope, used that to play with Brother.”


  “Urk…to think I was a partner in crime…!” Saito held his head in despair.


  He realized that he needed to keep Shisei’s income and expenses of money in check in the future. He wanted to avoid using dirty…or rather, scary money.


  “Either way, it’s a fact that ‘Something’ is at your place, Brother. Even if it’s not a ghost, you probably shouldn’t just leave it alone for too long.”


  “Well…you’re not wrong, I guess.”


  Saito thought about it again, and for a rat, these sounds he heard were far too loud. If it was some burglar or criminal of any other sort, both Saito and Akane were in grave danger.


  “Shise will look into what exactly is plaguing you. Since Shise isn’t as dense as Brother, she should see through the identity of that ghost.”


  “But, that would mean that Akane finds out about you knowing everything.”


  Akane constantly warned Saito about not leaking anything regarding their marriage.


  “It’s fine, just leave that to Shise, she’ll do something about it.”


  “And what do you have in mind?”


  “Something is something. You don’t worry about anything, Brother. Shise will protect her important Big Brother from any dangerous invader.” Shisei showed a dependable expression.


  * * *


  Upon returning to the 3-A classroom with Saito, Shisei immediately walked towards Akane’s seat.


  “Akane, Akane, do you have a minute?”


  “Eh…Me? What is it?” Akane showed a dubious reaction.


  Although they had been in the same class since they enrolled at this school, they barely had much to do with each other, and Saito rarely saw them talk with each other. Now, Shisei put her hands on Akane’s desk, and spoke up.


  “Akane, you’re married to Brother, right?”


  “!?” Akane froze up.


  —Why is she saying that here!?


  Saito was baffled. Shisei’s approach was too much of a straight ball. Akane’s gaze immediately shot over towards Saito, looking at him like she had him on a hit list.


  —You told her, right!?


  —I’m innocent!


  Saito frantically waved his hands in denial. Normally, they were rivals and enemies, but at times like these, eye contact was enough to convey their thoughts. Shisei however didn’t even register their reactions, and continued.


  “Shise knows everything. You and Brother are living toge—”


  “Alright! How about we go take a walk, hmmmmmm!?”


  “That’s right, a walk together sounds nice!”


  Saito covered Shisei’s mouth, carrying her head, whereas Akane grabbed her legs, and they both worked together to evidently abduct her. The students in the hallway even sent them off with warm gazes, going ‘Same as usual, huh…’. Saito and Akane stormed into an empty classroom, locked the door, and confined Shisei.


  “Flawless teamwork…So this is the power of a married couple…” Shisei sighed in admiration.


  “If you’re going to talk about that, at least consider time and place!”


  “Did that. Nobody was close to us, so Shisei wasn’t worried that someone might hear us.”


  “You’ll never know when someone walks by, right!?”


  “That is part of the thrill. Life is a gamble.”


  “Nobody needs a thrill here!” Saito protested, to which Akane slammed her fist into the blackboard.


  “Saito, you…” She pushed up her bangs in clear irritation, as you could see a vein pop on her forehead.


  She was greatly enraged, no doubt.


  “Didn’t I tell you not to leak our relationship to other people!? What are you thinking!? Do you want to be crushed!?”


  “Crushed where!?” Saito jumped backwards to create some distance between him and Akane.


  Shisei raised her fist.


  “Shise recommends his crotch.”


  “Don’t recommend anything!” Saito hid his lower body in the shadow of a desk. “You seem to have the wrong idea about this, but I did not tell Shise! She looked into it herself! Right, Shise!?” Saito looked over at Shisei to ask for her agreement, but she stopped him with the palm of her hand.


  “Wait, Shise is busy right now. She’s having trouble remembering the punch line of that comedy act she watched yesterday.”


  “Who cares about that right now!? My life depends on this!” Saito begged.


  Shisei however put one hand on her forehead, groaning as she thought about this.


  “Brother’s life or the punch line…which one…”

“Don’t hesitate!? Are you with me, or against me!?”


  Saito felt the arrival of a bad end which concluded by him getting stabbed in the back. Akane readied blackboard erasers in both her hands, slowly but steadily closing in on him. He wasn’t fully clear on what kind of attack she could pull off with those, but he instinctively knew that this was a dangerous situation.


  “Calm down, Brother wasn’t lying. Shise found out about your marriage herself.”


  “Really…? Saito didn’t leak anything…?” Akane’s expression was still half dubious.


  “No matter who you are, you can’t fool Shise’s eyes. Shise is a seeker of truth, and the original embodiment of truth.”


  “You’re talking like some religious cult…At least avoid creating any of those.”


  With Shise’s charisma, it wouldn’t be weird to turn her existence into a religion for the people in this world.


  “Gramps knows about your marriage, so there’s no way he can hide it from Shise. Even his subordinates listen to whatever Shise says.”


  “Are you sure you’re not trying to overtake the Houjou Group?” Saito grew anxious.


  “Shise is free of avarice. All she wants is Brother’s soul.”


  “Are you a demon!?” Saito didn’t remember forming any contract with Shisei, which made him even more worried.


  “I see…I guess it makes sense that Saito’s own family wouldn’t realize…I’m sorry about keeping quiet with all of this, Shisei-san.”


  “No worries.” Shisei showed Akane a thumbs-up.


  —This woman…She’s willing to apologize to anybody but me…?


  Saito was filled with a dubious feeling, right as Akane glared at him.


  “But, why did you hide the fact of Shisei-san knowing from me!?”


  “Because I knew you’d get angry at me…”

“I wouldn’t get angry because of that!”


  “You’re angry this very moment, don’t you even realize!?”


  “Can you blame me!?” Akane looked like a demon reincarnated.


  Shisei watched this, and shook her head in disbelief.


  “Shise knows you’re married, but do you really need to flirt around at school?”


  ““We’re not flirting!””


  Saito and Akane screamed at the same time. Shisei hopped onto a desk, flapping her legs wrapped in white tights up and down, and continued.


  “I heard from Brother, there’s a ghost plaguing your place?”

“T-That’s right! Not to mention that this guy doesn’t even believe in ghosts! He doesn’t understand how grave the situation is!”


  “Shise knows. That house…is haunted by an evil spirit after all.”


  “I knew it!?” Akane pushed her body towards Shisei.


  “Shise can feel unfathomable evil energy from you two. Because your will is so strong, Akane, you managed to withstand the evil spirit’s attempt at encroachment. You did well on your own.”


  “Hicc…Shisei-san…” Akane began weeping as she rubbed Shisei’s head.


  “H-Hey, you two…”


  Saito felt like the situation just took a turn for the worse. This definitely is the pattern where someone is backed into a corner because of physical and mental stress, and then falls into some scheme, starting to blindly believe whatever the other person says. Because she’s lacking sleep, and with the stress on her shoulders, Akane is failing to do proper judgement of the situation.


  “If we don’t get rid of this ghost soon, the catastrophe will come eventually. You might even start to lose 50 points in grades in every subject.”


  “What a terrifying catastrophe!!” Akane’s shoulders shook in fear.


  “It’s really not that big of a deal…”


  However, as Akane was entranced by the skilled exorcist in front of her, Saito’s words didn’t reach her ears.


  “What should we do, Shisei-san!?”


  “Shise just has to ‘look’ at your home. By doing so, she ‘will know’ what you’re dealing with, and how to get rid of them, so believe in Shise.” Shisei gently placed her hand on Akane’s shoulder.


  “I’ll believe you! How much do I have to pay!?” Akane’s eyes lit up.


  “Stop offering money!” Saito broke between his wife and little sister to stop the exchange of monetary goods.


  * * *


  The way home, Saito, Akane, and Shisei all walked together. It was a long walkway with trees growing on the sides. Students on their bikes drove past the three, as their uniforms shook in the breeze. Shisei’s expression was devoid of any emotion as always, but since her steps seemed lighter than usual, Saito figured she must be in a good mood.


  “It’s been a while since Shise got to go home together with Brother. And this might be the first time she goes home with Akane.”


  “Y-Yes…” Akane awkwardly looked around her surroundings.


  She must be worried about running into one of their classmates.


  “Maybe you should have gone home separated from us, Akane?”


  “No! Shisei-san stands out a lot, so somebody might be following us. I need to be around and stand guard in case someone we know is around us!”


  “I seriously doubt anybody would follow us.” Saito shrugged his shoulders, but Shisei shook her head.


  “Shise often is being followed. Before, a girl came with her to her house, and smiled with ‘Welcome back’ when they entered Shise’s room.”


  “That’s way too terrifying! Were you okay after that!?”


  “Totally fine. Gramps figured this would happen, so he told Shise to hold this.” Shisei smiled, and took out what looked like a magic wand.


  However, at the tip of the electrodes, sparks kept flashing up.


  “This is the Special Houjou Self-Defensive Invention—The sure-fire trial win stun gun, leaving behind no traces!”


  “Despite having such a fantasy-esque look, it sure has a fiendish name alright…”


  “Nobody ever managed to stand its ground against that. Even that girl came begging for more the next day.”


  “Does this really help with self-defense, I wonder?” Saito retorted.


  Rather, it sounded like it could become a habit for certain people. Despite that, Akane looked at it with great interest.


  “A stun gun…It’s my first time seeing it with my own eyes. It looks cute.”


  “Shise has two of those, so you can have one, Akane. You can use it when Brother is sexually harassing you.”


  “Really!? Thanks a lot!”


  “Hold on, don’t enforce any of this.” Saito picked up Shisei, and dragged her away from Akane right before she could hand over the stun gun.


  His own home was already far too dangerous, so he’d rather not turn it into a living hell.


  “Shise has exorcised many spirits with this stun gun already.”


  “Stun guns work against spirits!?”


  Shisei nodded confidently.


  “It works. Ghosts are like a disturbance in the magnetic field, and the electrical signals in their brains start separating and act independently, so electricity works really well.”


  “I see…Shisei-san is so well-informed…” Akane’s gaze was filled with respect, pointed at Shisei.


  I guess this is what the saying ‘A drowning man will catch at a straw’ truly means. Usually, Akane is clever and wise, but she’s in disarray, unable to think properly. Saito whispered towards Shisei.


  “Don’t delude Akane too much, will you? I’m worried she’ll completely fall into this pithole, and go out to buy some pot of luck or whatever.”


  Shisei responded with a quiet voice.


  “It’s fine, this is all just part of Shise’s operation. If Akane thinks of Shise as a professional exorcist, she should calm down once Shise declares that ‘There are no ghosts in this house!’, right.”


  “Well…you might be right…”


  Shisei tapped herself on the chest, brimming with confidence.


  “Shise is always Brother’s ally. She won’t do you bad.”


  “That’s exactly what someone who will backstab me would say…”


  That being said, Saito knew that she wouldn’t try to hurt him, so he should be safe putting his faith in her. Shortly after this conversation, the three reached their home. Akane opened the front door, and Shisei set foot inside the place.


  “This is…”


  “What do you say, Sensei…” Akane’s respect towards Shisei grew to the point she called her ‘Sensei’ now.


  —Now, tell her, Shise! Say that there aren’t any ghosts here!


  Saito looked at Shisei with hope and aspiration, and Shisei continued to do her part.


  “Several ghosts are resting in this house…Soon, it will fall into the hands of the Underworld.”


  “Shiseeeeeeee!?” Saito doubted his ears.


  Akane grew pale.


  “U-Underworld!? So is it already too late!? Maybe we should just burn down the entire house!?”


  “Now hold your horses, alright!” Saito frantically stopped Akane, who was off running towards the kitchen.


  He couldn’t allow a classmate of his to commit a severe crime like arson.


  “Don’t worry, this is why Shise came here. She’ll find the core of this problem, and scatter the spirits that caused this.”


  “Please, Sensei…!” Akane looked at Shisei like she was the messiah.


  At the same time, Shisei took off her shoes, and entered the house. Acting like this was her own house, she nonchalantly walked towards the kitchen.


  “I feel the presence of a ghost here.” She opened the fridge, and stood on her toes.


  Using both of her hands, she took out a plastic container.


  “That’s…the kinpira gobo I made…”


  [TN: Chopped burdock root (and sometimes carrot) cooked in sugar and soy sauce]


  “It gives off a dangerous scent…if we don’t do something about this, we might all collapse at any moment…”


  “No way! I just made this last night!” Akane looked at the plastic container in shock and disbelief.


  “There is one method to resolve this problem. Since Shise has resistance against ghosts, if she eats all of this, then…”


  “You can seal the ghost inside your stomach…!? But, what will happen to your body…!?”


  “It might explode…”


  “Explode!?” Akane’s eyes opened in shock.


  “However, that’s no problem. If Shise can protect you two, then no matter what may happen…”


  “You just want to eat that, right.” Saito grabbed Shisei’s arm, who was about to open up the lid.


  Shisei was unable to hide her desires, as drool ran down her cheek.


  “Sensei, please take this seriously!” Even Akane threw in a complaint.


  “Hmpf…” Shisei reluctantly returned the container inside the fridge.


  Following that, the trained exorcist broadly and confidently looked around the open kitchen and the living room.


  “Where did you see the ghost?”


  “I couldn’t see it too clearly, but I heard footsteps from the living room. I think it was at around 8pm in the evening.”


  “Oh…?” Shisei blinked.


  “Did you realize something, Sensei…?” Akane looked at Shisei in hope.


  “Hmmm…Hmm?” Shisei put her index finger on her cheek, and tilted her head together with her entire body.


  “Is something there? There must be the ghost of a small child, right! I bet it’s looking at us right now!” Akane panicked as she hid her body behind the counter of the kitchen, taking out a knife from the drawer below the sink.


  Or rather, she attempted to take one out, only to be frantically stopped by Saito, who used up all of his strength.


  “Shise is lacking information to give proper judgement. Further investigation is needed.” Shisei left the living room, followed by Saito and Akane.


  “You must have some kind of clue right? Any idea what’s going on?”


  “Until Shise knows for certain, it’s best to not tell any amateur.”


  “Amateur…”


  Shisei wasn’t a professional exorcist either. However, Akane was too busy to embrace her own quivering body to realize.


  “I’m sure that an endless amount of ghosts have been filling this house from the fridge…The door to the Underworld has opened…”


  “Why did our house turn into a hotspot for ghosts? If so, that’d be pretty awesome.”


  “Why!? Are you a servant of the Underworld!?” Akane screamed in disbelief, as she glared at Saito.


  “Who the hell are you calling a servant of the Underworld? I don’t believe in any of this stuff, but encountering the unknown gets me excited.”


  “No, it’s not exciting in the slightest! How can you feel that way!? Are you even human!?”


  For some reason, Saito fell under doubt of even being the same race as them. At the same time, Shisei walked up the stairs with confident steps, and stopped in front of a door.


  “What is this room?”


  “My study room. Since I don’t use it for that though, it’s more like a place to read.”


  “So you use it when reading lewd books?”


  “Saito…?”


  The two girls were staring at Saito in disbelief.


  “No, I’m not reading any lewd books!”


  Shisei pointed at Saito, sounding like a detective.


  “Shise knows. The books you read have a lot of lewd and indecent scenes. When Shise wanted to have a look, you would always frantically close it.”


  “H-How…”


  “Shise can tell. She remembered the thickness of the book at the page you stopped at, and went back to reading that page later when you were gone.”

“Urk…” Saito grit his teeth.


  At the same time, Akane was flabbergasted.


  “Reading lewd books in my home, I won’t forgive you! Disgusting!”


  “They’re normal novels! Even movies have bedroom scenes, right!”


  “Shise needs to have a look at Brother’s lewd book room.”


  “It’s not a lewd book room!”


  “Any indecent books will get confiscated!”


  Both Shisei and Akane were brimming with curiosity and the urge to find out more, as they stormed into Saito’s study room.


  “Didn’t your goal change, oi!?” Saito protested, but the girls didn’t slow down at all.


  Shisei first stuffed her small body into the narrow closet.


  “Ohhh.”


  Inside the closet, she let out a surprised voice.


  “Did you find something!? Lewd book ghosts!?”


  “You’re mixing up stuff now! Get your priorities straight!” Saito grabbed Shisei’s leg, pulling her out of the closet.


  “Spotted Brother’s underwear.” However, she managed to grab hold of a pair of Saito’s underwear, waving it around.


  “W-What are you showing to me!?” Akane blushed furiously, covering her eyes.


  At the same time, Shisei buried her face in Saito’s underwear, sniffing it thoroughly.


  “Doesn’t smell like Brother, but detergent. So you’re properly washing it.”


  “Of course I am!?” Saito tried to steal back the underwear, but Shisei easily evaded that attack.


  “First treasure of the day was found. Shise will take this home as hers.”


  “Shisei-san, your hands will rot! Throw that away right now!”


  “Do you want me to end up with no underwear!?”


  “Brother wearing no underwear has enough strength to solve all problems of society.”


  “Like hell I do!”


  “Not wearing panties, you’re such a deviant!”


  “You were planning to throw them away, right!?”


  It took a lot of time to chase those two girls out of the room, and safely recover his underwear. As a result of that, Saito was gasping for air, and made up his mind to put his underwear in a drawer locked with a key. Having Akane see his underwear was awfully embarrassing.


  “Next, Shise will investigate Akane’s study room.”


  “Wait…Shisei-san…there’s no ghosts in my room…nothing there…so…” Akane showed an expression like she walked right into hell, as she grabbed Shisei’s shoulder.


  Shisei tried to walk on ahead without responding, but she couldn’t move an inch.


  “Don’t want your panties revealed to the world?”


  “Of course not! Look for the ghosts!”


  “Panties sound more interesting though.”


  “It definitely doesn’t!”


  Unable to make it past the iron guard, Shisei was dragged away by Akane. Saito and Akane stood to Shisei’s left and right, not allowing her to escape. There was no knowing what she would do or where she would wander off to next. The three walked down the hallway, and reached their bedroom. Akane drew back her body, clearly afraid.


  “When I slept in here, I saw a shadow standing next to me.”


  “What did it look like? Something like a chupacabra?” Shisei tried to gain as much information as possible.


  “I have no clue what a chupacabra is supposed to be, but the shadow looked small, like a child’s.”


  “Did it bite you?”


  “No. When I screamed, it vanished.”


  “I see…” Shisei crossed her arms, and started thinking.


  “Did you figure something out?”


  “…………”


  “Shisei-san?” Akane tried to shake Shisei’s shoulder, but Saito stopped her.


  “Wait a second. It might not look like it, but she’s clever. There’s a good chance her brain cells are working at mach speed to figure out what’s going on here…Knowing Shise, she’ll come up with the truth in a heartbeat.”


  “R-Right…If it’s her…”


  Saito and Akane decided to watch over Shisei. Finally, Shisei raised her head with an abrupt motion.


  “Shise figured out the identity of the ghost.”


  “Really!? What is it!?” Akane pushed her body forwards.


  “A cat, right!? Maybe a rat!?” Saito also urged Shisei for an answer.


  Silence filled the bedroom. Once the tension reached its height, Shisei raised her index finger, as she announced.


  “The identity of the ghost is…Shise!!!”


  ““…What?””


  Both Saito and Akane let out dumbfounded voices.


  “U-Um…What do you mean by that?” Akane asked, confused.


  “The location where the ghost appeared, the time it appeared, and the patterns it showed, it all points to the fact that Shise is that ghost. After all, Shise came here to play several times before.”


  “Then tell us sooner!”


  “Mnnn!”


  Saito didn’t hesitate to grab Shisei’s cheeks, pulling them left and right.


  “I see, so it was Shisei-san…Thank god. You should have just told us though!” Akane swayed between relief and anger, as she scolded Shisei.


  Now they had figured the perpetrator, it was questioning time. Saito pulled on Shisei’s marshmallow-like cheeks, and asked without hesitation.


  “I made sure to lock the door, how did you get in?”


  “Mhwaa.”


  “I’m glad it’s just you two kept entering our place, but why did you keep it a secret from us?”


  “Fuwaaah.”


  “You do not have any right to call for a lawyer, you know that right?”


  “Mnnwaah.”


  “Saito, let go of her cheeks, will you. She can’t even speak properly.” Akane broke between the two.


  “Alright then, you have five minutes.” Saito freed the convicted criminal.


  [image: Image]

  Despite that, Shisei showed no signs of this whole thing even hurting her cheeks, and instead smiled.


  “Shise will answer you every question. First, the key she got from gramps.”


  “That old man…” Saito’s expression was distorted in disgust.


  Shisei was loved by every person in this entire world, so of course his grandfather Tenryuu was no exception. He clearly loved to spoil Shisei, unlike Saito, so it was no surprise that he would listen to a request like this. To continue, Shisei showed a peace sign.


  “The second question. The reason Shisei kept it a secret from you two is because she thought that she couldn’t interrupt your lovey-dovey newlywed nights.”


  “W-We’re not lovey-dovey!” Akane blushed furiously, and protested.


  “You were lovey-dovey. Brother was about to fall from the bed while he was sleeping, and you desperately tried to keep him up by—”


  “Gyaaa! Waaaaaah!” Akane screamed to drown out Shisei’s words.


  “When I was about to fall from…what was that?”


  “I-I tried to kick you off the bed since you were already about to fall off!”


  “Why do you hate me so much!?”


  “It’s your fault for letting your guard down! Die if you show your back, that’s the rule of this house!”


  “I hate it here then! I want to live in a normal house!”


  “Akane wouldn’t do something like that. In fact, she—” Shisei brought up something, but Akane covered her mouth before she could finish her sentence.


  “Quiet, okay! Let’s stop talking about that for now, shall we!? And while we’re at it, forget about everything we just talked about!”


  “Just what are you doing to me while I’m asleep…” Saito’s doubt and anxiety grew even worse.


  He couldn’t come up with anything more cruel than being kicked off the bed. If he didn’t know any better, he would have assumed to have already died.


  “Everything was resolved neatly, so Shise wants to eat dinner as a reward.”


  “You were both the detective and criminal in this case, Shise!”


  What kind of scam was this supposed to be?


  “Shise ate Akane’s homemade food before, that was super delicious. Shise is jealous that Brother gets to eat Akane’s cooking every single day. It’s a luxury.”


  “R-Really…?” Akane’s shoulders twitched.


  “Shise felt like crying, that’s how delicious it was. Akane’s cooking is the best in the world.”


  “W-Well, yeah! I’ve put more research and effort into it than anybody else! People who know just can tell. There’s nobody in the entire Milky Way…No, in every possible parallel world who is a better cook than me!” Akane raised her chin in confidence.


  She’s clearly letting this go to her head.


  “Shise wants to eat Akane’s cooking. She’s hungry…” Shisei pinched Akane’s clothes, and looked up at her with a gaze as sweet as chocolate.


  It was a gesture that could kill so adorable it was. Only Saito would be able to survive this kind of attack. Naturally, Akane’s eyes were spinning.


  “O-Okay! I’ll make as much of your favorite food as you want!”


  It didn’t take a minute for Akane to fall.


  * * *


  “Delicious…Tastes like heaven…” Shisei carried the rice bowl, shaking furiously.


  Lined up on the table were several dishes, still steaming. Yakisoba, grilled chicken, grilled fish, meat and mashed potatoes, pancakes, and so on. This lineup was needlessly extravagant for the three of them, but this all resulted from the fact that Akane prepared whatever Shisei asked for.


  “I’m glad you enjoyed it. If there’s anything else you want, just tell me!”


  “Then…Stew and curry and hashed meat rice and ramen and cold Chinese noodles…”


  “You hold back a bit, will you!” Saito landed a chop on Shisei’s head.


  It was honestly terrifying that she probably would manage to eat all of that as well.


  “Shise doesn’t need to, she can treat this like her own home.”


  “You shouldn’t be the one to say that, Shise.”


  “Don’t worry, Shisei-san, the happier you are, the more worthy all of my efforts have been. Unlike a certain someone who didn’t even say ‘It’s delicious’ in the beginning.” Akane gave Saito a reproachful gaze. “Look.” She pointed her chin at Shisei.


  “Urk…” Saito formed a fist in regret.


  However, eating dinner with more people than usual wasn’t half bad either. It gave the dinner a more comfortable and familial feeling.


  “Brother, break the fish into pieces for me.”


  “Yeah yeah.” Saito took out the bone from the fish.


  Shisei put this on the mountain of rice, and shoved it into her mouth. Even so, because of the otherworldly beauty she possessed, it wasn’t an embarrassing sight by any means, and rather alluring and charming.


  “Delish.” Shisei resembled a squirrel, stuffing its cheeks before hibernation, as she bit into the grilled fish and white rice.


  As a result of that, she had rice grains all around her mouth, exactly where it doesn’t belong.


  “You have some rice stuck to your cheeks.”


  “Mm…”


  Saito grabbed the rice with his fingers, and Shisei gave in to that. She looked like a small animal being washed with shampoo.


  “Wha…” Akane let out a baffled voice.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “…No, it’s nothing.” She said, showing a reluctant expression.


  —Maybe she’s angry because Shisei’s table manners are just that awful…?


  As Saito pondered about a possible reason, Shisei grabbed some grilled chicken from his plate, using her bare hands.


  “Hey, don’t eat other people’s stuff like that.”


  “Mmmnn nom nom! Nom nom nom!”


  Saito was too late in recovering his own food, as it had already disappeared down Shisei’s throat. In the face of that, Shisei seemed quite satisfied.


  “Brother’s stuff is Shise’s stuff.”


  “Like hell it is.”


  “It is. It states in the constitution that the little sister has right on everything the big brother possesses. Shise looked it up.”


  “Don’t make up nonsense just to prove your point.”


  Saito sure as heck didn’t want to live in a country that allowed a younger sister to step on their older brother’s rights like that. He really liked Akane’s grilled chicken too.


  “Can’t help it. Since Shise is so kind, she’ll give her selfish Brother some of her yakisoba.”


  “Stop grabbing it with your hands!”


  Shisei held some yakisoba in her hands, pushing it towards Saito. Naturally, there was nothing kind about the sight of yakisoba dangling down her hands. She however didn’t bother much with that, and stuffed the food directly into Saito’s mouth, as she tilted her head, asking.


  “Is it delicious?”


  “I mean, it is, but…I would have wished to eat it normally.” Saito chewed on the yakisoba with a complicated expression.


  Looking over at this side, Akane’s own expression started to grow more and more disgruntled.


  —This is bad alright…


  Saito felt like the peace and tranquility of this family was in danger, so he quietly whispered into Shisei’s ear.


  “Can’t you work on your manners a bit? Akane’s pretty diligent when it comes to that.”


  “Shise has perfect manners. She hasn’t started dancing on the table yet.”


  “I haven’t ever seen you do that, and if I did, I would be reconsidering our current relationship.”


  “It’d be trouble if you cut off Shise. Don’t cast her aside.” Shisei clung to Saito.


  Another wrinkle appeared on Akane’s brow as she saw that.


  “See, Akane is angry now. At least stay calm during dinner, okay?”


  “Okay. Shise will swallow her embarrassment, and act like a well-mannered young lady.”


  “You are an actual lady, what are you talking about?”


  Saito’s father may be an average salary man who was kicked out of the Houjou Group, but his little sister, namely Shisei’s mother, is now acting as the company president of a subsidiary business. Unlike Saito’s boring and mundane house, she lived in a flashy and luxurious residence.


  Shisei fixed her seating position, and straightened her back. With dignified movement, she held the knife and fork, quietly cut the pancakes, and carried a piece into her mouth. She truly looked like a noble lady. Add her innate beauty to this, you’d think you were looking at a painting rather than reality.


  “…See, you can do it.” Saito voiced his admiration, to which Shisei put one hand in front of her mouth.


  “Naturally, ohoho.”


  “Ohohoho…?”


  With that one sentence, things started to look bad for Saito again.


  “If you were to give me your order, dear big brother, I shall fulfill your request no matter how embarrassing it may be. Please, order me to relieve your wild desires tonight again.” Shisei showed a polite bow.


  At the same time, Akane started quivering in rage.


  “S-Saito…You always force Shisei-san to do such things…?”


  “It’s a misunderstanding! Shise, don’t feed her this kind of nonsense!”


  “Ohoho.”


  Saito shook Shisei’s shoulders, but she just continued to let out a provocative laugh.


  * * *


  Dinner ended, and Saito worked on doing the dishes. Shisei sat on her knees on the same chair as before, watching Saito doing the work.


  “It’s rare to see Brother do housework this earnestly.”


  “I can’t have Akane do everything after all. She’s doing the cooking, I’m doing the clean-up.” Saito spoke with a loud voice to show his appeal towards Akane.


  Since Akane evidently was in a bad mood, he had to attempt whatever method possible to cheer her up. However, she didn’t even catch on to this, and simply focussed on her studies in silence.


  “Normally you’d keep the cups standing until they start rotting.”


  “Cups can’t rot no matter how long you keep them dirt.”


  “Shise can see Brother smiling innocently in a mansion that turned into a giant trash bag…”


  “Can you not treat me like I’m a lost cause?” Saito turned off the faucet, wiped his wet hands dry with his shirt, and sat down on the sofa.


  Shisei naturally followed him. She dove onto his knees, sprawling out.


  “Since Shise is staying the night, she wants to play lots with Brother.”


  “Fine by me. What do you have in mind?”


  “A game. Guts Hazard 3, co-op.”


  “Guts Hazard!?”


  Hearing those words from Shisei, Akane’s gaze shot up from the reference book she was previously focussed on.


  “Do you like guts, Akane?”


  “I sure don’! Anything visceral is too much!”


  “But, guts are so squishy and cute.”


  “Cute…?”


  It appeared as if an average person failed to understand Shisei’s values of beauty. Naturally, Saito had no idea either.


  “Let’s not play GuZard today.” Saito whispered towards Shisei.


  “Why? Don’t you love GuZard, Brother? That’s why Shise even…”


  “Akane is bad with all this horror stuff.”


  “Then she can just go to her own room to study.”

“That’s now how this works…”


  If Saito did anything close to chasing her out of the room, he had reason to worry about their future married life together. Especially with someone like Akane, who could be dangerously ill-tempered, he wanted to not instigate anything.


  “Then, you choose, Brother. Shise is fine as long as it’s with you.”


  Shisei sat on Saito’s lap, looking up at him. She had no expression as always, but having been raised together with her, Saito felt like he saw a faint smile amidst that.


  “I bought a new puzzle game about cats. Though rather than a puzzle, it’s more like an action game. Wanna play that?”


  “If you thoroughly teach me the ropes, Brother.”


  “Gotcha.”


  Saito kept Shisei seated on his lap, as he booted up the game with the controller. On the screen appeared several hundreds of cats. Wearing clothes, wearing hats, they all had their own distinctive features.


  “It’s a game where you have to catch cats who came from space to go around playing pranks. It’s basically a game of catch. I originally bought this so that Akane and I could play it together since she likes cats, but…” Saito directed his gaze over at Akane, who however shook her head.


  “I’m fine, I need to prepare for tomorrow.”


  “You can play this with up to four people, you know.”


  “Don’t try to push me into some weird roleplay!”


  “This isn’t some weird roleplay, it’s a videogame!”


  “I’m saying that I don’t have time tagging along with your childish games!”


  Even the sound of Akane’s pen hammering onto the paper was terrifying. It was evident that she was in an exceptionally bad mood, although Saito didn’t know for what reason.


  “Brother, Brother, let’s hurry and play.” Shisei flapped her legs covered in white tights up and down.


  “Y-Yeah…”


  Saito selected the mode and stage, and handed the controller to Shisei. It was a wide open stage with cats running around freely and utterly uncaring, as Shisei chased after them with the playable character. However, she didn’t make much progress in catching the cat aliens.


  “They’re quick to run. Do you have items like a flamethrower?”


  “What do you plan on doing with a flamethrower!?” Akane complained from the table.


  “By setting the player on fire, Shise was planning on catching any cats that were worried and approached her.”


  “Alright, let’s maybe try to catch them with more peaceful measures. You just have to use the environment and terrain to your advantage.”


  Saito put his own hands on Shisei’s to operate the controller with her. Following that, he swiftly caught the cats that got lost in the earthen pipe, or one that walked into a dead end street.


  “Ohh, you’re good.”


  “Right? Try it yourself.”


  “Wait, help Shise out a bit longer.”


  “You figured out how to do it, right?”


  “Shise did, but having Brother hold her hands feels good.” Shisei rubbed her cheek against Saito’s hands.


  Her snow white skin felt as smooth as silk. At the same time, Saito felt like he was caressing an adorable cat. Right there, Akane slammed her reference book shut, her hands on the table, and looked at Saito with a beet red face.


  “L-Listen, you two…”


  “W-What do you want…?” Saito felt tension fill the air, and readied his body.


  “…………It’s nothing.” Akane opened up her reference book again.


  “Like hell it’s nothing! Haven’t you been angry for a while now!?”


  “I’m not angry!”


  “You definitely are! Your face looks like a demon’s right now!”


  “How dare you call a girl a demon like that! Should I pull out all your front teeth for you!?”


  “Scary!”


  Undoubtedly, she was a demon. Saito couldn’t afford to lose his pride as a man in front of his little sister, but he really wanted to run away and lock himself up in his room. Now that it has come to this, he decided to evacuate from this place, but keep his honor. For that, he stood up.


  “It’s gotten late already, so I’ll be taking my bath now…”


  “Shise will join you.” Shisei followed him like it was the most natural thing in the world.


  “Hold on!? Shisei-san, you’re the same age as us, right!?” Akane jolted up from her chair.


  “To be perfectly honest, we’re not the same age. Brother is 18, and Shise is 17.”


  “That’s not the problem here! I’m saying that you are definitely not at an age where you should be taking baths together, right!?”


  Shisei just clung to Saito’s waist.


  “Shise always takes baths with Brother.”


  “Always!?”


  “But not that many times as of late, make sure you add that!”


  “As of late!? Not that many!?” Akane’s eyes were spinning in confusion.


  Shisei just tilted her head.


  “If we two can’t, why don’t we all go in together?”


  “Never!! You both take a bath each, separately! Get on with it!”


  “Yessir!”


  Saito ran out of the living room before the ticking bomb known as Akane would explode.


  * * *


  When Saito was reading a book on his bed, Akane entered the room right after she finished her shower. As always, despite being at home, she showed not a single opening in terms of her outfit. She put her smartphone and water bottle on the small desk, and sat down on the bed.


  “Where’s Shisei-san?”


  “Still playing a game. I prepared a guest futon for her, and put it down in the living room, so she’ll eventually slip into that once she’s tired.”


  Not to mention that Saito found sleeping wear the size of Shisei, so his grandfather probably predicted that Shisei would come to stay over eventually. Akane let out a sigh.


  “So we can finally talk as just the two of us.”


  “Hm…? Did you want to talk to me?” Saito was surprised to hear that, but Akane quickly corrected herself.


  “N-Not at all! I just have an endless amount of complaints to throw at you! Those are hard to say in front of Shisei-san after all!”


  “You’re constantly picking fights with me at school, even if it’s in front of Shise, right?”


  In Akane’s dictionary, the word restraint should not exist.


  “S-S-Shut up! Stop talking back to me about every small thing, or I’ll get angry!”


  “You’re already angry though?” Also, Saito wasn’t talking back at all, he was merely asking obvious questions. “Well, whatever. Just get in.” Saito lifted one side of the blanket.


  “Wha…Stop with that nonsense!” Akane blushed furiously.


  “Why?”


  “Because it’s indecent!”


  “How is this indecent?”


  “It sure is! N-Nonchalantly inviting a girl…next to you in bed…” Akane seemed even more embarrassed now, and covered her cheeks with both her hands.


  Getting this unexpected reaction, Saito grew flustered himself.


  “I-I wasn’t inviting you! I just figured that you wouldn’t stop complaining once you started, so I was urging you to hop in bed before your body gets cold right after your bath!”


  “W-What are you plotting, suddenly being so kind to me…?” Akane grew suspicious.


  “I’m not plotting anything either! I just didn’t want to bother with nursing you back to health in case you caught a cold again!”


  “I wonder…Maybe I should have bought some bombs for self-protection…”


  “That’s not self-protection but overkill!”


  “You wouldn’t die from an explosion like that.”


  “I think you’re putting too much trust in me, okay.”


  Despite complaining on and on, Akane still snuggled into the bed. Saito used the remote to turn off the lights, and the nightlight shone down on them with a comfortable orange color. Akane’s hair was still a bit wet, as it covered the pillow.


  “I’ll hear out your complaints.”


  “Yeah…Um…this morning, you forgot to bring out the trash, right?”


  Saito heard this, and showed an invincible smile.


  “Hehe…I haven’t forgotten. I just wanted to see what kind of phenomenon would occur if I kept the trash stored up for a week.”


  “Stop that, you’ll just cause a tragedy.” Akane was horrified.


  “You’ll never know if you don’t try. Did you ever confirm it with your own eyes?”


  “I really don’t want to either!”


  “I do. It’s the secret of life.”


  “Then don’t try it! You’re just trying to come up with a believable excuse, right!”


  “Found me out, huh.”


  “Of course I would, geez…” Akane sighed in exhaustion.


  “Sorry, I’ll do it next time.”


  “Please do.


  Normally, Akane would be much more agitated than this, but she was oddly docile that night. It’s almost like her main goal wasn’t to simply complain, but actually just talk with Saito.


  —Nah, I’m thinking too deeply about this.


  Saito felt embarrassed at how overly self-conscious his thought process had turned.


  “Anything else?”


  “Hmm…That cat game, if you really bought it for me, I wish you would have told me sooner.”


  “You’re always busy studying, so I didn’t want to get in your way.”


  “You wouldn’t have. Even I need a break from time to time. Not to mention…I wanted to play it first.”


  “You wanted to get better than me, all to completely stomp me? So malicious.” Saito grumbled.


  “No! That’s not what I meant. I wanted to play it before Shisei-san…” Akane played with the blanket while awkwardly muttering these words.


  “So you wanted to crush Shise as well…Pure evil.”


  “Again, that’s not…Um, well…Ahh, I don’t get it! Why did I want to play it first!?”


  “How am I supposed to know!?”


  What kind of outburst was that supposed to be? Saito had no idea.


  “Then understand it! Are all those good grades for nothing!?”


  “What’s that supposed to mean!”


  “I’m saying that nothing would change even if you attached a brand new computer to kamaboko!”


  [TN: Steamed seasoned fish paste, usu. in a semi cylindrical shape on a strip of wood and sliced to go in soup, etc.]


  “I don’t remember being that!?”


  “Ahh, how regrettable, your memories have been played with…You undoubtedly are a fine portion of kamaboko.”


  “Nonsense!”


  Despite it being late at night, those two were fighting as always. Even amidst this heated atmosphere, there was something intimacy and familiarity to be found. Akane stretched her arms in satisfaction.


  “Phew, I feel refreshed now…”


  “Because we fought? You crazy.”


  “I need to at least throw one complaint at you per day, it seems.”


  “Can you stop making it sound like I was some punching bag you needed to hit at least once a day?”


  However, Saito equally felt a lot more relaxed. Letting out your pent-up tension and displeasure in a banter like this might be the best. It made him feel like they had gotten closer as well.


  “Was that all?”


  “Ah…One more thing.”


  “What is it?” Saito asked, to which Akane awkwardly averted her gaze.


  “U-Um…Well…about Shisei-san.”


  “Sorry that I let her stay over out of the blue like that.”


  “That’s fine! I wanted her to eat my dinner anyway. She’s very cute as well. But…how do I say this…aren’t you looking after her a bit too much?”


  “She’s the type of person to start eating stones from the side of the road if I don’t pay attention. Is that a problem?”


  “Not…really…But…Hm…? Why was I complaining…Urk…” Akane grit her teeth.


  “Hey now, don’t leave me hanging like this.”


  “You don’t need to know! Enough about that!” Akane rolled around on the bed, turning her back towards Saito.


  “That won’t do. I want to know more about you.”


  “M-More about me!? W-W-W-Why!?” Akane’s shoulders jolted up.


  “Now that we’re living together like this, it would be best for us to know more about the other, right? Would make things go more smoothly.”


  “Ah, t-that’s what you meant! I see!”


  “Why are you panicking like that?”


  “I’m not panicking at all! Don’t act all arrogant now!”


  “How am I acting arrogant…” Saito was bewildered.


  “But…I don’t really get it myself…Why am I feeling so conflicted…”


  “Conflicted? Got a heavy stomach?”


  “Not that…It’s just…Eeek!?” Akane raised a shriek, turned over towards Saito, and scowled. “Y-You…you just touched my butt, right…”


  “Huuuuh? There’s no way I would…Whaa!?” Feeling something tickle his thighs, Saito screamed as well. “You just touched my thighs as well, right!?”


  “What would I gain from doing something so sinister!?”


  “You’re the sinister one! I’m not so stupid to lay my hands on a dragon!”


  “How am I a dragon!? I’ll burn your hair to a crisp so that not a single strain will be left over, you hear me!?”


  “That’s exactly what I mean!”


  They sent sparks at each other, when…


  “Be quiet, Shisei can’t sleep like this.” Shisei pushed out her face from beneath the blanket.


  She apparently had snuggled into their bed without them knowing.


  “Shisei-san!?”


  “Since when!?”


  “Before human civilization began.”


  “Hell no you didn’t!”


  “Right around the time Brother started talking to himself with ‘He he he…once Akane comes back from her bath, I’ll get a good taste of her butt!’, Shise thinks.”


  “Saito…I knew it…”


  “That’s a lie as well!”


  Being met with a gaze full of killing intent, Saito frantically denied Shisei’s nonsense. Betting his life on the line for a girl’s behind, the imbalance was too great for him to risk anything like that.


  “Shise will also sleep with Brother. That’s how we always do it when she stays over at his place.”


  “Always…Not only taking a bath, you also sleep together…?” Akane’s brow furrowed in suspicion.


  “Not always! Just when Shise doesn’t let up, like today…”


  “Shise’s always been with Brother ever since she was a child, so being with him is the most relaxing.” Shisei’s slender legs clung to Saito’s.


  He felt the sensation of skin directly on his. Burying her face in Saito’s chest, Shisei let out a satisfied sigh.


  “B-But, he prepared a futon for you in the living room, right?”


  “Being alone is too lonely. Not fair that Akane gets to stay with Brother all the time.”


  “I-It’s not unfair at all! I’m not doing this because I want to or enjoy it!”


  “Really?” Shisei looked directly at Akane’s face.


  “Really! This marriage was just decided because of my grandparents! That’s why…yeah! If there was another person added now, they would get angry!”


  “That should be fine then. Shise called Grandpa and got permission. He told Shise to ‘Do whatever you want’.”


  “He really is spoiling you rotten…”


  Knowing that he probably would give Shisei an entire company if she asked for it, Saito shuddered in fear. So that she wouldn’t attempt anything foul, he once again made up his mind to properly feed her whenever she asked for it. The moment she realizes that she can get as many steamed buns as she wants simply by taking over the Houjou Group, it’ll be over for Saito.


  “If you want to keep Brother for yourself that badly, then it can’t be helped.”


  “I-I’m not desperate for that or anything!”


  “So that Shise isn’t in the way during your lovemaking, Shise will sleep on the floor.”


  “We never did anything like that!”


  “So you had plans tonight? Shise is sorry for interrupting you.” Shisei got off the bed.


  “There were no plans either! Don’t make up your own story like that! Let’s just all sleep together, okay!?” Akane frantically pulled Shisei back into the bed.


  * * *


  Saito eventually fell asleep, leaving Akane awake with conflicted feelings. Since Shisei slept between the two of them, she was safe and sound from any potential sexual harassment, but even so…Having two girls, two classmates of yours, sleeping next to you, and fall asleep even faster than Akane herself, she wondered what kind of mental resistance and strength this man had. Hearing his faint snoring only agitated Akane even further.


  “Akane, your breasts are surprisingly big.”


  “Kyaaaaaa!?”


  Feeling small hands energetically fondle her chest, Akane let out a shriek. She pulled herself up on the bed after rolling off, and covered her chest.


  “You were awake!? Also, why are you just assaulting me like that!? Are you into that sort of thing!?”


  “It’s not sexual assault, Shise is just touching the breasts that fate put in front of her.”


  “If that logic worked in court, then molestation would be forgiven by the law!”


  “Other girls desperately beg for Shisei to touch their boobs.”


  “I think you should maybe talk to your teachers about that.”


  Akane started to feel concerned for Shisei’s safety. She understood that Shisei was very mature, and that everybody was fawning over here, but some things just went too far.


  “So you’re jealous, Akane.”


  “Eh, what are you talking about?”


  “About Brother. When Shise and Brother were flirting around, you got angry, right?”


  “H-Huuuh!? I wasn’t angry at all!”


  Shisei pressed the tip of her finger against Akane’s chin.


  “Lies. You tried to stop Shise from taking a bath together with Brother. Same with sleeping together.”


  “T-That’s…It would be weird for a boy and girl your age to take baths together! Of course I would stop you if you tried to do something so indecent in my home!” Akane rattled on and on, as she felt her blood boil.


  —I definitely wasn’t…feeling jealous.


  She had no feelings or affection whatsoever for Saito. She just felt embarrassed to be misunderstood, which is why the blood rushed to her head.


  “You can’t deceive Shise’s eyes.” Shisei gently put her cool palm on Akane’s burning cheeks.


  As if to confirm Akane’s warmth, she gently ran her hand along her face, neck, and earlobe. With her eyes that shone brighter than a starry night sky, but with an expression devoid of any emotion, she looked at Akane. She felt like her soul was being sucked deeper into Shisei’s being, unable to let her escape.


  “Akane, are you flustered?”


  “Not in the slightest!”


  “Since Brother is as dense as a brick, he won’t get it unless you tell him.”


  “Tell him what!?”


  Shisei let out a faint breath.


  “Shise is a bit relieved now. She was worried if Brother could live happily here.”


  “…What do you mean?” Akane asked, but received no answer.


  Shisei simply snuggled up into Saito’s arms, and rubbed her face against his chest.


  “Night.”


  “Hey, don’t leave me hanging like this! Also, you’re way too close! Do you not have any shame!?”


  Akane tried to pull Shisei off Saito, but Shisei fell asleep soon after.
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  Chapter 4: Pent-Up Feelings


  Confirming that Saito was still engrossed in his horror game, Akane quietly closed the door to the living room. She really wished he’d stop playing these eerie games once and for all, but if she meddled with him too much, another fight would break out, and she didn’t wish for that. Since Saito was fine with Akane’s interests, she had the duty to compromise with him.


  With these thoughts, Akane entered her own study room, and locked the door behind her. It was time for a strategy meeting. She booted up her messaging app, and gave Himari a call.


  “Sorry for the wait.”


  ‘I wasn’t waiting at all~ If anything, I should thank you for making time for me when you’re busy like this.’


  “I can always make time for you, Himari.”


  ‘I went to the gaming center, alright. I tried these games where you have to defeat the zombies, but they’re pretty difficult. I immediately got a GAME OVER, so it might be cheaper to just save money and buy a console.’


  “Then, you can come over and…” She started her sentence, only to grow quiet a second later.


  That won’t do. If she invited Himari over to her place, it’d be hard to hide her relationship with Saito. If Himari found out about Akane’s marriage with Saito, she might never talk to her again, and Akane wouldn’t be able to bear that.


  “U-Um…if you want to find common topics with Saito, why not read some of the books he likes?”


  ‘Oh, that does make sense! I wonder what kind of books he likes?’


  “Lewd books for sure.” Akane spoke solely according to the image she had of Saito.


  ‘Well, he is a boy after all. Guess I’ll buy some lewd stuff from the convenience store, and read those!’


  “Wait, how do you even plan on striking up a conversation with that?” Akane felt like her friend started running in the entirely wrong direction.


  ‘For example, “Do you like this kind of stuff, Saito-kun?” or “How about we try this out as the two of us?”, you know?’


  “I feel like you’re skipping several steps there!”


  ‘Right! He’ll probably just be grossed out instead!’ Himari laughed with not a single worry in the world.


  Simply through hearing her energetic laugh, Akane’s cheeks relaxed. Even though they were only connected through this phone call, it felt like they were talking with their backs to the other. Suddenly, Himari muttered with a bashful voice.


  ‘Not to mention…I don’t want to start with lewd stuff, but go on an amusement park date…and stuff like that.’


  “…Yeah.”


  Hearing Hiimari’s serious feelings, even Akane couldn’t help but nod. Her best friend was serious. She was in love with Saito, and wanted him to love her back. Akane never experienced these kinds of feelings herself before, but she did think of it as something wonderful and beautiful.


  “I’ll look into the kind of books Saito likes.”


  ‘Thanks! Sorry to ask so much of you.’


  “It’s fine. I’m in it to win it now, so leave it to me!” She responded brimming with confidence, cut the call, and left her study room.


  —But, I wonder why…


  She held her smartphone in one hand, and started thinking. Asking Saito directly like that wouldn’t be any problem, but she didn’t want to be misunderstood, and give him the wrong idea that she might have feelings for him. Even worse if he’d start seeing her as a stalker.


  —That guy immediately gets on a high horse…Though him being childish when he didn’t get the stake was a bit cute.


  Akane reminisced, and smiled. However, she immediately returned to her senses, and shook her head.


  —He’s not cute at all! That guy is my enemy!


  Akane judged that secretly looking through his bookshelf was the safest method, so she quietly approached his study room. She faintly pulled the door open an inch, and looked inside. Saito didn’t seem to be around. She carefully opened the door, snuck it inside, and closed the door behind her. She looked around the room, searching for the bookshelf, only to find a notebook on the desk. Written on the cover, it said ‘Super Secret Notes’ in big and black letters.


  —Super Secret Notes…? I wonder what he’s written in there…?


  Curiosity grew inside of her. It reached a point it was hard to contain. These notes should contain valuable information about Saito, which he kept hidden all this time. What was he plotting? Knowing Saito, it couldn’t be anything upright. If she didn’t find out now, she might regret it later down the line of their cohabitation.


  —A quick glance should be fine, right?


  Akane gulped, and flipped over the page. There, it said—


  ‘Are you that interested in me?’


  “………!” Akane almost instinctively threw the notes away, only barely stopping herself in time.


  If she did that, Saito would immediately figure out that she had invaded his room. However, that phrase like he had seen right through her, and the self-portrait of him next to that sounded so narcissistic, it stung even more. It didn’t help that the self-portrait he drew made him look really handsome.


  From the second page onward, it turned into a flip book, showing Saito asking ‘Are you that interested in me?’ while he pushes up his hair.


  —Does he have that much free time!? He’s not even studying in his own room, instead making a flip book like this!? While I’m studying like my life is depending on it?!


  Akane tightly grasped the ‘Super Secret Notes’ (Flip book version), her shoulders quivering in rage, when she heard a sound behind her.


  “Turned out pretty great, right?”


  “Kyaaaaaaaaa!?” Akane jolted up.


  Turning around, there stood Saito.


  “W-What happened! There’s no need to be this surprised, right?”


  “Wait! You’re wrong! I don’t belong to any intelligence agency!”


  “Intelligence agency…?” Saito was confused.


  “I won’t be deceived this easily! Rather than falling into your hand here, I’ll jump out of the window and escape!”


  “Hold on, calm your horses, why are you panicking like that?” Saito grabbed Akane, who already moved over to open the window.


  “Don’t play dumb! You prepared these dummy notes, and predicted that I would sneak into your room, right!?”


  “Those notes were just supposed to be some doodles, but…since they really aren’t for anybody to see, I wrote ‘Super Secret Notes’ on it.”


  “Eh…So then, you haven’t realized?”


  “Realized what?” Saito blinked in confusion.


  In the face of that, Akane sighed in relief. She seemingly thought too much into this.


  “Well…I wanted you to tell me some interesting books you know. Anything you read recently and liked will do.”


  Akane felt stupid for not just asking this right away. She didn’t want Saito to one-up her, so she took a rather troublesome detour.


  “Well…I read ‘Human History From The Viewpoint of Food And Soldiers’, and that made me laugh.” Saito put a heavy specialist book into Akane’s arms.


  “So heavy! You’re supposed to laugh at this!?”


  “I was rolling on the floor, yeah. Looking at a part of human history that did absolutely nothing during the harsh war, it’s all written in there.”


  “You’re looking down on everything, huh! Just who do you think you are!”


  “The observer of this world.”


  “Ob…server…?”


  Akane was a bit lost, but she could tell that Saito was acting like the messiah again. She felt like shoving this heavy book right back into him, but it could be helpful for Himari’s research, so she put up with it.


  “Anything else? Something a bit more…light and feasible?”


  “If you want something to pass the time, I recommend ‘The Conflict of an Ubermensch and Ressentiment – Journey of the Winner’.”


  Yet again, Saito pushed a thick and heavy hardcover book on Akane. Ubermensch and Ressentiment? Oh yeah, you like this hero stuff, right.”


  “No, not exactly. This is a book arguing about actual history and modern problems in relation to Nieztsche’s ideal of an Ubermensch.”


  “That’s not light at all!”


  “What, don’t even know about Mister Nietzsche?”


  “I do, I learned about him in philosophy class!” Akane felt like Saito looked down on her, so she protested.


  “Right. Talking about Nietzsche and his thoughts are pretty rough, but being able to have an overview of society is awesome, and it makes me laugh every time.”


  “Why are you laughing at society…Also, what do you mean Mister Nietzsche? You really like him, huh.”


  “Much more friendly than just calling him Nietzsche, right?”


  “Why are you so friendly towards a famous person you have never met?”


  Akane once again failed to grasp Saito’s train of thought. He however didn’t catch on to this, as his face lit up.


  “I’ve always wanted someone to share my impressions with, see. Perfect timing. Go read it sometime and tell me what you think.”


  “I’ll try my best…”


  Akane’s head started to hurt just because of the thought of it, so she quickly retreated from Saito’s study room with the books in hand.


  * * *


  Seated in the classroom of class 3-A, Himari let out a sigh.


  “I borrowed the books you told me about from the library, but I didn’t understand anything. It feels like I’m reading a book in a foreign language~”


  “It’s almost unnecessarily complex, right…Those aren’t books you would read to pass the time…” Akane fell over her desk, exhausted.


  She felt it unforgivable that there could be something she didn’t understand, so she’s been spending her recent late nights reading the books, and figuring out what they said. Hearing Akane’s words, Himari blinked in confusion.


  “Huh? You’re reading those books as well?”


  “Y-Yes…”


  “Why?”


  “Why…I mean…” Akane’s words got stuck in her throat.


  —Because I didn’t want Himari to be the only one to read it.


  Of course, there’s no way she could say that. She didn’t even know why she felt so again towards that idea. As she desperately tried to find this answer inside of her, all she was greeted with was a gloomy, and uncertain feeling.


  “I’m sorry for not being able to help you. I should have asked for some simpler recommendations.”


  “No, it’s fine! You really helped me out! If I don’t understand the meaning of what’s written in the book, I can just have Saito-kun teach me directly!”


  “Eh?”


  “I’ll be right back! Thanks for giving me a topic!” Himari carried the book at her side, and walked towards Saito’s desk.


  Akane respected her ability to act and skill in communication. Admitting her defeat and asking for help from Saito is something she couldn’t ever hope to do.


  “Hey, hey, Saito-kun, you like this book, right? I tried reading it, but it’s way too hard for me, so could you help me a bit?” Himari put down the book with the size of a rock onto Saito’s desk.


  In response, he dubiously raised one eyebrow.


  “You…can read?”


  “Isn’t that a bit too cruel!? I may be an idiot, but that’s taking it too far!” Himari pouted in protest.


  “Well…sorry. I was just so surprised. I figured a gal like you wouldn’t be reading stuff like that.”


  “I read stuff that looks and sounds interesting, you know?”


  “‘The Conflict of an Ubermensch and Ressentiment – Journey of the Winner’ sounds interesting to a gal?”


  “Eh? Well~ It sounded so weird, I was interested, I guess?” Himari panicked a bit as she searched for an answer.


  Akane felt like her heart was about to burst in panic because Himari constantly glanced over at her. This definitely wasn’t a situation where she could come to her aid, and if the fact that she looked for information regarding Saito were to be revealed, then he would also find out about Himari’s feelings.


  “Weird…?” Saito grew a bit cautious.


  Himari slammed her hands on the desk, and pushed her body forward.


  “A-Anyway, what does this ‘Ressentiment’ part mean?”


  “Look it up in a dictionary?” Saito returned to his own reading activities.


  He held no restraint even towards the popular girl in class. Akane felt like screaming “What kind of attitude is that!?”, but she also didn’t want to break between the two and make matters worse. Himari just showed a wry smile.


  “I looked it up for an entire hour, with online dictionaries and explanations, but I still haven’t fully figured it out.”


  “An entire hour? You really tried, huh.” Saito raised his head from the book.


  “It talked about something that the weak feel towards the strong…but when they say strong, do they mean those who are physically strong in fights?”


  “You’re probably talking about enmity?”


  “Eh, that’s what that was!? Is that something to eat, like a carrot?”


  “It’s not. Why is it immediately about food?” Saito let out a sigh, but he seemed to be enjoying himself.


  [TN: This whole conversation is built on Himari being unable to read a kanji, but conveying that in English in direct meaning is pretty much impossible, so I changed it up a bit.]


  He closed the book he was reading, and looked directly at Himari’s face.


  “For example, there’s a student who’s not exactly the smartest.”


  “Talking about me, right?”


  “No, anybody is fine. They feel anger and aggression towards a clever student, thinking ‘Why is he so smart? It’s not fair that he was born with so much talent. The reason I get scolded for my bad grades is because excellent students like him exist. It’s not because I’m studying, it’s his fault. Let’s all kill him together’, you know.”


  “That’s way too self-centered!”


  “This is ressentiment. You don’t work hard to overcome the strong, but think of them as the bad guy, and make yourself, the weak one, seem just and righteous. It’s the same as going ‘All rich people are at fault!’ or ‘It’s not fair that she’s so beautiful!’, you know.” Saito shrugged his shoulders.


  Hearing this explanation, Himari’s eyes lit up.


  “Ahhhh! I see! That’s so easy to understand! You’re so good at teaching others, Saito-kun!”


  “I am a genius after all.” Saito bragged, but he showed a faint smile.


  —Acting all arrogant again…


  Watching from afar, Akane felt anger build up inside of her. If she had been standing there instead of Himari, she would have given him an earful right about now. However, Himari showed no anger towards Saito’s cheeky attitude, and just asked the next question with a smile. Saito also seemed satisfied giving answers each time.


  “Himari’s good.” Shisei whispered, who had appeared next to Akane without her even realizing.


  “Good…in what way?”


  “Dealing with Brother. He likes teaching others, and being relied on. That’s why he’s been taking care of Shise ever since she was young.”


  “That makes sense.”


  “You should learn from her, Akane.”


  “W-Why am I part of the conversation now!?” Akane faltered.


  “You don’t rely on Brother, right?”


  “O-Of course…My pride won’t allow me to rely on him, and I don’t want him to think that he’s better than me.”


  “Brother would be more happy if you did.”


  “W-Why do I have to make him happy!?”


  “You don’t get it?” Shisei tilted her head.


  “I sure don’t, yes!”


  She didn’t understand why her face started to grow hot.


  “That’s fine then. Bye.” Shisei moved away from Akane’s seat, and was dragged out of the room by a group of girls.


  They even stuffed a steamed bun into her mouth so that she couldn’t scream for help.


  * * *


  Recently, the gal of his class came asking Saito for explanations regarding books a lot. Today as always, Saito stood in the hallway, trying to give an answer to the question Himari asked.


  “So basically, this ‘Ubermensch’ as Nietzsche calls him isn’t actually someone with superpowers, but rather a person who focusses on what he wants to do, and doesn’t shy away from putting the needed effort into it, carving their own way no matter what.”


  “So someone like Akane?”


  “I guess you could call her an ‘Ubermensch’, yeah.”


  Losing against Saito two years in a row when it came to grades must be demoralizing, and even demotivating. However, Akane doesn’t give up. She swore to one day beat Saito, and is working hard for that every single day.


  —Now that I think about it, she really is amazing.


  If Saito was in the same position as her, he might have thrown the towel already. He would put himself on the righteous pedestal, saying something like ‘This is just inefficient’ or ‘Can’t overcome the gap of talent’. Since Akane did not make these excuses to herself, she was a strong person, no doubt. Though it must be exhausting all the same.


  “I pretty much understood everything I was confused about last night! Thanks a lot!”


  “Why are you even reading this book? Picture books would be a much better fit for you.”


  “Ahh, you’re treating me like an idiot again!” Himari pouted.


  “I’m trying to be considerate here. I figure that reading a book with only letters like this must be exhausting.”


  “No problem at all! Though my head starts spinning after about five minutes of reading!”


  “That sure sounds like a problem to me, you know?”


  “Easy peasy! Sometimes I feel my consciousness just blank out, but that’s no biggie!”


  “Take better care of yourself, will you.”


  Saito still could not grasp Himari’s intentions with all of this. This most definitely wasn’t the kind of genre a student like her would read, and yet she seems so excited and delighted at every explanation Saito gave her. Even though she was clearly forcing herself, it didn’t seem that way at all.


  “W-Well, you know, sometimes I want to read a bit more of a serious book, it’ll surely give me valuable life experience, right? Maybe it’ll help raise my grades a bit?”


  “Even if you sink your teeth into a book like this, I doubt it’ll help with high school exams.”


  “Anyway, thanks! Sorry for always bothering you!” Himari clapped her hands together, and lowered her head.


  She may look like a lousy gal on the outside, with flashy looks you’d expect, but unlike the other gals, she was caring, and very polite.


  “You’re not a bother. Talking to you is fun.”


  “Eh? R-Really…?”


  “Really.”


  “A-Ahaha…It’s a bit embarrassing to hear you say that.” Himari scratched her cheek.


  Her neck, which had the necklace hanging down from it, turned faintly red. Saito had no particular intentions when saying that, but seeing that reaction from her made him feel bashful as well.


  “But, always teaching me must be a bother, right?”


  “I don’t dislike teaching others. And, I am in your debt after all.”


  Himari stared at him in confusion.


  “Debt? Did I save some relative of yours without knowing? Saved someone’s life?”


  “It wasn’t that big of a deal…Though, I guess you saved my life.” Saito directed his gaze towards the classroom.


  He met eyes with Akane who glanced over at them, only for her to avert her gaze again.


  “When Akane and I fight, you always come to stop us, right?”


  “I just can’t watch people fight…”


  “Thanks to that, you saved me many times. Without you, I probably would be dead by now.” Saito felt pure gratitude as he explained.


  “R-Really now, you don’t need to thank me for that!” Himari grew flustered, and pulled her body backwards.


  Because of that, she bumped into a student who walked down the hallway. Dodging the next one, she now bumped into Saito’s shoulder.


  “Ah, s-sorry.”


  “It’s fine…”

“Ahh, geez, what am I doing! So embarrassing~” Himari put her palms on her reddened cheeks, as she giggled.


  Normally she was always brimming with energy, but Saito realized that she had her girly sides and expressions. She put her hands together, and continued.


  “But, Akane isn’t a bad girl, you know? She told me about the books you like.”


  “Why would she do that?”


  “Ah…Well, I just wanted to talk with you some more. I thought that I might be able to understand you more if I read the books you liked.”


  It appeared as if Himari was interested in becoming friends with Saito. Feeling a bit flustered, Saito scratched his cheek.


  “I’m happy about that, but…you don’t need to force yourself or anything, okay?”


  “I’m not forcing myself! I may be a dummy, but I’ll understand it just fine if you explain it to me. Not being able to see the things you do…would be sad.”


  “Is that how that works?”


  “That’s how this works…With that kind of person, you want to see the same scenery.” Himari put her hands together in front of her chest, and whispered something with her head facing down.


  When she looked up at him again, her gaze felt passionate, and enticing. The scent of her perfume, Saito became much more conscious of it. Himari panicked a bit, and returned to the topic at hand.


  “A-Anyway, Akane is a nice girl! When I was bullied in grade school, she was the one who saved me.”


  “There are people who would bully you…? I feel like they would get beaten up by the entire class instead…”


  “Who do you think I am, huh?” Himari gave Saito a bothered gaze.


  “The ruler of the class?”


  “That’s not true! Right now, I might get along with everybody, but back then I was bad at dealing with others. Since I looked different from them, I stood out in a negative way.” She put one hand on her beautiful blonde hair, as she showed a wry smile.


  Just as she said, if you were to use this kind of fashion as early as grade school, you would stick out from the crowd, and be treated as an outsider.


  “I don’t dislike your appearance, though.”


  “Eh, r-really?”


  “Yeah. There’s a lot of people who wouldn’t look good with blonde hair, but it fits you really well. Your fashion sense is great too, so you know how to make yourself look more appealing.”


  “T-Thanks…”


  “Well, I doubt it’ll mean much, coming from a guy who has no sense at all.” Saito shrugged his shoulders.


  “No, being praised by Saito-kun…makes me happy.” Himari’s cheeks turned into a faint pink, as she smiled.


  [image: Image]

  Saito really wished she wouldn’t say something like this so nonchalantly. It was easy for a boy to misunderstand her joy, and twist it into some potential romantic affection towards themselves.


  “You and Akane really resemble each other.”


  “How?”


  “When I was bullied, Akane also said the same thing. ‘Ishikura-san’s hair color is beautiful’, see. ‘All those people who talk badly about it have no sense’, she said.”


  “To the bullies?”


  “Directly in the classroom. It was like a declaration of war, and so cool…” She spoke like she was admiring a hero who saved her.


  “I’m sure she just said what she thought, though.”


  “Probably.” Himari let out a snicker. “Because she protected me, Akane was bullied as well, her desk full of doodles and written insults, but she searched for the criminal herself, and gave them an awful earful later.”


  “That sucks…”


  “Yeah, Akane had it rough.”


  “I’m actually sympathizing with the criminal.”


  “Them!?”


  “Knowing them, Akane probably made them regret they were born into this world, so harsh of an earful it must have been.”


  “Ahh, I wonder…Ahaha…”


  It was pretty much exactly what Saito was imagining.


  “Eventually, they all were too terrified to ever bully someone again, but Akane also ended up isolated. Thanks to Akane, I was saved. That’s why…Akane is my precious saviour. I want her to be happy, no matter what.” Himari looked at Akane sitting in the classroom with the gaze of a caring older sister.


  Saito once again thought that Akane was straightforward and uncaring when it came to her own misfortune. She also can’t hide her own feelings. Whether that was towards the people bullying others, or those who make people suffer. She just gives in to this energy, to this belief, and clumsily makes her way forward. She’s like a reckless dragon, and crimson red like her name suggested.


  [TN: The ‘Aka’ in Akane is written with a variation of the kanji for red.]


  “…Yeah, she’s dangerous if you don’t stay around her.”


  “…Yep.” Himari lined up her shoulders with Saito, and muttered.


  Akane furrowed her brow. For a hot minute now, these two were almost too close. They were talking with each other, smiling at each other, their shoulders about to touch. They looked close enough to be lovers even.


  —What are these two talking about…


  Akane couldn’t hear their conversation from inside the classroom. Since she didn’t want to get in Himari’s way, she couldn’t approach them either.


  “Are you curious about Brother and Himari?”


  “!?”


  Shisei suddenly asked her with no warning whatsoever, leading to Akane almost falling from the chair. She put her hand on her racing heart, and fixed her posture.


  “I-I don’t, no…I was just thinking that I’ve never seen that face on Himari before.”


  It was a flustered maiden’s face. Her cheeks were colored in a faint red, caused by the embarrassment, and her eyes locked drowsy, yet filled with heat. Himari’s face when she was talking to Saito was much cuter than anything she showed when talking to Akane. It must be the color of love that changed her like this.


  “It’s not the first time. When Himari looks at Brother, she also has that kind of face.”


  “Really?” Akane gave a surprised reaction, to which Shisei nodded.


  “Himari has been like this ever since our first year. Did you never realize, Akane?”


  “I-I had no idea…” Akane had no words to return.


  She felt a bit betrayed to learn about her best friend from someone else.


  “Brother and Himari are a good fit for each other.”


  “A-Are they really? I feel like a good girl like Himari is wasted on that guy.”


  “Since Himari is kind and gentle, she’ll accept Brother’s selfish parts, and their affinity is great. Shisei never saw the two fighting before.”


  “That…is true.” Akane reluctantly had to admit that.


  “Do you not like how they’re a good fit for each other?”


  With a gaze that could see through everything, Shisei closely inspected Akane.


  “I-I don’t care.”


  “So why are you in a bad mood then?”


  “I’m not!”


  She felt glad that Himari was getting along with Saito, deeply from the bottom of her heart. With this, she helped Himari. She managed to make Himari happy. And yet, what were those gloomy feelings deep inside of her? This feeling of discomfort that grew inside of Akane left her restless, and bewildered. It was the same kind of feeling she had when she saw Shisei cling to Saito. Just as Shisei stated, might these be feelings of jealousy?


  —T-There’s no way! We’re talking about Saito, you know!? We’re enemies, and I hate him more than anybody else in this world! Why would I feel jealous because of someone I can’t stand!?


  Akane frantically shook her head. This had been her imagination, nothing more. Accepting it to be any more than that…she was too scared of doing so.


  * * *


  Classes ended for the day. After Saito left the classroom, Himari jumped at Akane with no hesitation.


  “Thank youuuu! I got to talk a lot with Saito-kun today!”


  “G-Good for you…”


  While she got a good taste of Himari’s well-endowed breasts pressed against her, Akane let out honest words of blessing. She thoroughly enjoyed assaulting these breasts herself, but being choked by them was an entirely different matter.


  “Saito-kun said that I saved his life, and he even praised me for my looks, saying he liked them! Isn’t this going great? Hey, what do you think?” Himari urged Akane as her eyes were radiating with excitement.


  “Praised your looks…Saito did that?”


  Knowing that ruffian and thick-headed guy, Akane had trouble imagining that these words could come out of his mouth.


  “Yup! He even said that my blonde hair looked good on me, and mentioned I had a stylish sense!”


  “…………”


  Saito never told Akane anything like that, or so she caught herself thinking. Naturally, she didn’t want him to do so either. It was just…Akane herself was pretty conscious of looking stylish, and she spent a lot of time on her hair. Even at home, she never let down her guard once, always ready so that she would show no shame in front of Saito. Yet, Himari was the only one to receive this kind of praise from him. Why? The feelings of jealousy continue to grow inside of Akane.


  “Isn’t this a good sign? Right? What do you think?”


  “Um…well…I don’t really understand love that much, but on a scale of like and dislike, you’re definitely towards the like spectrum.”


  “RIght! I knew it! Ahh, I like him so much! I love him!” Himari embraced both her arms, twisting and turning her body.


  “Hey, you’re screaming way too much. What if somebody hears you?”


  “Ah…sorry, I was just so happy.” Himari showed a bashful smile, and lowered her voice.


  Seeing her lose herself in the heat of the moment was a rare sight.


  “Since you helped me out a lot, I need to repay you for this, Akane.”


  “You don’t need to, I didn’t do much.”


  “No, it’s all thanks to you! I’ll buy some ‘Philia’ strawberry tart, so let’s chill at your place a bit and talk!”


  ‘Philia’ was the name of a sweets shop Akane had taken great liking to, especially the strawberry tart they were selling there. Reflexively, Akane leaped at Himari.


  “Sounds nice! It’s been a while since we got to hang out a……Oh.” She put her palm over her mouth in shock.


  Saito now lived at her home. She had the option of kicking him out during the time Himari stayed over, but the second she saw any of Saito’s private belongings, it was over. That being said, if she called Himari to her former home, all of Akane’s private belongings were now gone, so Himari would catch on soon enough by seeing Akane’s empty room.


  —W-What should I do about this!?


  Akane was driven into a corner. The blood rushed to her head, and she didn’t know what to do. Even her quick thinking and studying ability didn’t help much here. In the end, she desperately came up with an excuse.


  “Right now…my place turned into a bottomless swamp, so I can’t invite anybody over.”


  “How are you even living there right now!?” Himari screamed in shock.


  Akane didn’t think that far, so she panicked.


  “A-A barrel…”


  “A barrel…?”


  “Breaking the barrel in two, I’m using that like a boat while I’m floating above the water…”


  “You’re lying to me right now, aren’t you!?”


  Akane’s eyes were going all over the place.


  “It’s true…When it rains, the inside of the barrel is full of water, and I get close to drowning…”


  “You don’t even have a roof!? You should move soon, you know!?”


  “It’s my beloved home I’ve lived in for years…I won’t lose against the incoming eviction…” Akane herself didn’t even know what she was saying anymore.


  Himari just showed a saddened expression.


  “Do you not want me to come over that badly? Shisei-chan came bragging about how she visited your place before…”


  “Eh!?” Akane was baffled. “S-So then…did you also hear…about him?”


  “Him?”


  “That’s…um…”


  “All she told me was that she went to your new place, and that you treated her to some delicious dinner, that’s about it.”


  Akane sighed in relief. Apparently Shisei didn’t leak anything regarding her marriage with Saito to Himari.


  “I’m sorry, it’s just that I don’t want you to come over…things are just a bit messy right now, and everything is being renovated except the living room, so it’s just a bit embarrassing.”


  “Am I…a bother?” Himari showed a troubled expression, as she looked at Akane.


  At this rate, her friendship with Himari was under danger of breaking apart.


  “You’re not! I’d be happy if we got to hang out! We can only use the kitchen and living room, so if you’re okay with that…”


  Himari’s face lit up.


  “Of course! Let’s buy some strawberry tart on the way home too!”


  “I’ll send you my address later…so could I just go home first?”


  “Eh? I don’t mind.”


  “Thanks…”


  Before Himari came over, Akane first had to discuss everything with Saito, and do some cleaning up. If she had Saito stay in his study room, the chances of him running into Himari should be low.


  —It’ll be fine, things will work out.


  Akane formed a fist, and convinced herself.


  * * *


  “Huuuuh!? Himari will come over to hang out!?” Saito screamed, initially doubting his ears.


  “I just couldn’t say no…Since I was busy with the marriage, we didn’t have much time to do stuff together, and I didn’t want Himari to think that I got tired of her or anything like that…”


  “Are you even aware of what you did? The world is going to end.”


  “It’s that big of an incident!?”


  “Our world will end. Himari has lots of friends, so the entire school will soon know that we’re married.”


  Saito didn’t see Himari as the type of person to just spread something private like that, but people make mistakes, so if she was careless even once, there’s no turning back. Akane knew this, and grabbed the hem of her skirt.


  “Shisei-san was bragging to Himari about having visited me before, so she ended up jealous…I can’t give Shisei-san special treatment either…”


  Saito let out an exhausted sigh.


  “If Shise’s the reason for this mess, then I’m partially to blame as well. I should have made sure she didn’t open her mouth.”


  “A-Are you going to kill her…?” Akane audibly gulped.


  “I won’t do something so violent. Just going to bribe her with daily steamed buns.”


  “Will she be satisfied with only one…”


  “She might be hesitant to, yeah.”


  Shisei’s gluttony is on an entirely different plane of existence. She could probably eat a thousand steamed buns every day. Saito would go bankrupt if he actually went along with that. Akane’s expression stiffened.


  “I’ll clean up all of your stuff from the living room so that she doesn’t get suspicious. I’ll also use deodorant to erase all of your scent lingering around.”


  “Is my smell the root of all evil or something?” Saito started feeling depressed.


  “If possible, I’d love for you to stay in your room, but I don’t know when Himari will go home…Not to mention that you’d have to sleep outside if she stayed over.”

“I ain’t sleeping outside. I’ll stay over at Shise’s place if that happens.”


  “At Shisei-san’s home…You’ll take a bath together and sleep together, right?” Akane gave Saito a harsh scowl.


  “If Shise’s parents asked me to, how am I supposed to decline there?”


  At the same time, Shisei’s parents could not reject any of her beloved daughter’s wishes. As long as Saito received help in that residence, he was bound into a position where he could not say no to whatever Shisei’s request may be.


  “That’s a no then! It’s a crime to sleep together with a girl so small!”


  “She’s the same age as you.”


  “That doesn’t have anything to do with body size! No sleeping outside! Until Himari goes home, you’ll stay in your study room on the second floor!” Akane’s shoulders went up and down in anger.


  “Alright then. I’m a bit worried about going to the toilet, but…with this, everything should work out.” Saito picked up an empty water bottle he just finished drinking from.


  “Hold on, what do you plan on doing with that?”


  “Use it in an emergen—”


  Akane covered her ears.


  “Nevermind, I don’t want to hear it. Just give me a signal regarding the toilet, and I’ll make sure that the air is clear.”


  “I’m counting on you. The success of this mission is on your shoulders. If you were to fail…”


  “I won’t fail, I swear!” Akane showed an expression full of determination.


  She evidently feared the potential arrival of this failure Saito talked about. She swiftly stole the plastic bottle from Saito, and threw it in the trash.


  “Himari said she’ll be here at around 5pm, we still have time. We just have to clean up a bit, and—”


  Right as Akane was in the middle of the sentence, the doorbell rang. The two froze up like ice figures. A faint hope burned up inside of them, the two begging that the storm would pass as long as they didn’t move. However, the doorbell rang once again, utterly crushing the small spark that was left.


  “Maybe you should…answer?”


  “Y-You go, Saito…”


  “What if it’s Himari, huh!?”


  “R-Right…” Akane slowly and carefully pressed the monitor button on the intercom.


  Shown on the screen was Himari, flashing a brimming smile.


  “I got so excited I came earlier than we decided! Maybe I should not have?”


  “All okay, really.” Akane responded with a robotic voice, and pressed the monitor button to turn off the screen.


  Silence filled the living room. Saito and Akane looked at each other, their faces pale and in disarray. The brains of the top two ranking students in the student year beautifully froze up, and stopped working. The first one to move was Akane, as she started running.


  “H-Hurry up and hide any traces of you living here! While I’m at it, I’ll just erase your entire existence!!”


  “Don’t just kill me off!” Saito protested as he picked up the books he left on the table.


  Trying to dash towards the bathroom, Akane slammed into a wall, returned to the kitchen to take out Saito’s cups and rice bowls from the tableware shelf, only to trip there as well. Leaving her alone as she was in a panic could end fatally. In the worst case scenario, she might destroy half of the house.


  “I’ll do the cleaning up! You keep Himari at bay!”


  “G-Got it!” Akane leaped towards the entrance.


  From there, Saito quickly enough heard voices and words exchanged between Akane and Himari. At the same time, Saito picked up everything he could find that could hint at his existence, such as the game console, and his wallet. Since he didn’t have time to run up the second floor and come down again, he just shoved everything into the closet of the living room.


  “It’s so beautiful. Is this a new building?”


  “Y-Yes.”


  “Your mother and father must have worked hard!”


  “My grandparents…gave them the money…”


  The two girls’ voices were approaching the living room.


  —Why did she let Himari inside already!?


  Saito panicked even further. Either she had assumed that Saito already finished cleaning up everything, or she couldn’t hold Himari at bay for much longer. If Saito wanted to move up to the second floor and his study room, he would have to pass through the hallway outside the living room. In doing so, he would run into Himari and Akane. He had the option of escaping to the garden, but the entrance door is locked, so he wouldn’t be able to get inside again.


  Even as he pondered on any possible way of escaping, the girls’ footsteps moved closer and closer. The doorknob of the door was turned, and Saito used his last resort and jumped into the closet. He hit his body in several places while doing so, but he managed to keep the closet standing.


  He closed the door from the inside, and tried to get his panicked breathing under control. Now that it had come to this, he was forced to wait inside the closet until Himari left the living room. From the small opening between the door, he peeked inside the living room. Upon entering, Himari put down a white box on the table.


  “It’s rare that I didn’t have to line up for the strawberry tart from ‘Philia’. That allows me to spend more time with you though, so I’m lucky!”


  “Maybe today was just not that busy of a day…” Akane showed a troubled expression.


  She clearly considered this more than unlucky. She started preparing some tea in the kitchen, but her movement was awkward and clearly uneasy. You didn’t have to be as sensitive as Himari to realize that something was off. After taking a bite from the strawberry tart, Akane’s expression melted.


  “So delicious…!”


  “It really is~!”


  Akane and Himari smiled at each other.


  “The cream tastes the best. It’s so thick and sweet, but it doesn’t get in the way of the strawberry’s light taste. They’re also using delicious strawberries, I can feel the love for them.”


  “You’re really strict when it comes to strawberries huh, Akane.” Himari grinned as she narrowed her eyes in joy.


  In response to that, Akane pushed up her chin.


  “Of course. The basis of all sweets are strawberries…No, of all cooking, I dare say! It’s not an overstatement to say that our cells are made up of strawberries too!”


  “Yup, I totally get it~!”


  A cheerful atmosphere filled the room. Saito had trouble holding back the urge to retort on this messed up conversation, as Himari took a sip from her black tea, and placed the cup down again.


  “Maybe I should pick up the pace a bit, you know.”


  “Talking about that guy?” Akane raised one eyebrow.


  “Yep. We’ve gotten pretty close over the past few days, and I don’t think he hates me, so I was thinking about inviting him on a date.”


  “W-Well…sounds fine to me.”


  Suddenly, love talk became the main topic. Most likely, neither Himari or Akane have caught on to Saito hiding in the closet. He felt guilty listening in on something he shouldn’t be hearing. At the same time, Himari fidgeted in an embarrassing fashion, and continued.


  “It’s my first time experiencing something like this, so inviting him myself…I’m a bit scared. Can you ask Saito-kun if he wants to go on a date with me this weekend?”


  Saito almost screamed out loud inside the closet. He sure as hell didn’t expect this kind of development. To think Himari had feelings for him of all people. He did feel like she was often talking to him as of late, but he merely assumed this to be a part of her friendly personality in general. He felt his body growing hotter, and had trouble breathing, quite possibly also because of the muffy air inside the closet.


  “…Sorry.” Akane dropped her gaze. “Inviting him like that is a bit…”


  “No, it’s totally fine! I’m sorry too, asking for something weird like that! I’ll try asking him myself, I just need a bit more courage!”


  “I’m sorry…”


  “It’s fine, really! You don’t have to apologize, geez.”


  Both Himari and Akane grew silent, just holding their cups in their hands. An awkward atmosphere reigned between the two. As Saito was waiting for something to happen, a notification sound came from his smartphone.


  —Crap, I forgot to put it on silent!


  A cold sweat ran down his back, as he took out his smartphone. Shown on the screen was a single message from Shisei.


  ‘Humans apparently blink seven million times a year.’


  It was a piece of information that quite frankly didn’t matter at all. Saito hurried to turn off his notification sounds, when another message came in.


  ‘Shise wants to watch Brother for a year to see if that’s true.’


  Being watched this close for an entire year was quite rough of a thought, even if the other person was Shisei. Since he didn’t have time to respond however, he stuffed the phone back in his pocket.


  “Huh? Did you just hear something coming from the closet?”


  “Eh? I-I don’t think so?”


  “Sounded like some notification sound.”


  “P-Probably just your imagination! Maybe it came from outside!”


  Akane seemingly caught on to Saito hiding inside the closet, as her face grew pale.


  “I see.”


  “That must be it.” Akane nodded.


  Another long silence followed. Despite them being good friends, they just kept their heads hanging down. Finally, Himari raised hers, and looked Akane directly in the eyes.


  “I’ll ask just to make sure, okay? You’re fine with me inviting Saito-kun out on a date, right?”


  “W-Why are you asking me that?” Akane was bewildered.


  “Because I feel like you’ve been interested in him since the first year.”


  “I’m not interested in him, not at all!”


  “If you had feelings for Saito-kun, then I wouldn’t want to get in your way, Akane. I do like him, but I also like you. So…are you sure?” Himari showed Akane a worried gaze.


  It felt like she could pick up even the slightest bit of hesitation or shaking of emotion inside of Akane.


  “Of course it’s fine.”


  “You don’t like Saito-kun then?” Himari asked as a final confirmation.


  “I don’t like him!” Akane blushed, and spoke with quivering shoulders. “I hate that arrogant, conceited, insensitive, and selfish guy!!”


  Hearing these words, pain ran through Saito’s chest. It was only for a brief moment, but it was a definite, sharp pain that made him gritt his back teeth.


  —What was…that just now? Why did my chest…?


  Amidst the darkness inside the closet, Saito pressed one hand on his chest. The word ‘hate’ he had heard from Akane at least a hundred, maybe even a thousand times, and he had gotten used to it so much that he had become numb to it. Yet, why did he feel so conflicted now?


  “Thank god~” Himari sighed in relief. “I really didn’t want us to be rivals, you know.”


  “T-There’s no way. That guy is my enemy.”


  “Right, I was thinking too much into it! I’m such a dummy!”


  “I don’t think that makes you an idiot, but…” Akane showed a wry smile.


  Himai however grabbed her hand, grinning.


  “I’ll invite him on the date myself, so could you help me? I want to know about the kind of clothes he likes, and the places he’d be willing to visit!”


  “Y-Yes…” Akane nodded awkwardly.


  * * *


  The following morning, Saito overslept. He rushed down the hallway only to barely make it in time for classes to start, when Himari jogged over towards him with a beaming smile.


  “Morning, Saito-kun! You’re pretty late today.”


  “Y-Yeah, I couldn’t get much sleep last night.”


  “I thought you were taking the day off. Glad you’re not sick or anything.”


  Even though it was the same usual conversation with Himari, Saito couldn’t help but feel nervous. Now that he knew of her feelings, these words of relief that came from her didn’t sound like mere politeness anymore. It took him quite some time, but only now did he figure out that the gaze she directed at him was different from how she interacted with the other students.


  Finally, everything she had done before made sense. That being said, he couldn’t act suspicious, and change his attitude too much. Although it couldn’t be helped, he didn’t want her to know about him eavesdropping.


  “Shouldn’t you be heading over to your seat? The chime is going to ring soon.” Saito tried to walk inside the classroom, when Himari followed after him.


  “L-Listen! Can you make some time for me this lunch break? I wanted to talk with you about something!”


  “…I don’t mind.” Saito was painfully aware of what exactly this was about.


  “Yay! It’s a promise! You better come!” Himari twirled on the spot and went to her seat.


  She walked towards Akane, who was giving them glances this entire time, and grinned from ear to ear. Saito had no other option now to go meet her, but he didn’t know what reaction to show at a time like this. When he glanced over at Himari who had taken a seat, she showed a bashful smile, and waved her hand, which made Saito’s heart shake even more.


  While agonizing over this, the classes leading up to lunch break ended, and Saito headed over to the empty classroom. It was a secluded space, away from the chattering noises of the school. The sun shone inside from the gaps between the curtains, creating an odd and supernatural atmosphere. Shortly after Saito entered the classroom, the door opened once again, and a pale Himari stood in the doorframe, frozen like a robot.


  “Hima…” Saito called out to the girl, but she slammed the door shut before he could finish his words.


  —Ehhhh…? I thought she wanted to talk with me?


  As Saito was bewildered, Himari opened the door again. This time, she flashed a bright smile, and waved her hand at him.


  “S-Sorry for the wait, Saito-kun! I didn’t think you’d be here already!”


  “Maybe I came over too early? I can always come back after we finish our lunch…”


  “No, I wasn’t that hungry to begin with, so I wanted to wait here! Are you fine without eating lunch, Saito-kun?”


  “I don’t really have an appetite right now…”


  “Ahaha, so we’re the same~” She smiled with her usual energetic voice…but Saito could pick up clear tension from her quivering voice.


  Her eyes were wandering all over the place, and her fingertips were shaking. This nervousness was conveyed directly to Saito, who swallowed his saliva. Himari went and closed the door behind her. The closer she moved to him, the faster Saito’s heart started racing. She had put on different lip gloss compared to this morning, which shone more brightly, forcing Saito to avert his gaze.


  Finally, she reached Saito. Even though she wasn’t running, she was taking deep breaths. Her dampened lips opened, only to close again in hesitation. Unable to bear with this suffocating atmosphere, Saito opened his mouth.


  “U-Um” “Well…”


  In the end, they both spoke up at the same time.


  “Ah, s-sorry! You go ahead, Saito-kun!”


  “N-No, I didn’t really have anything…”


  “You wanted to say something, right?”


  “Just your imagination. What were you trying to say, Himari?”


  “I-I wanted to…ask Saito-kun…” She put her palms together, almost like she would break down at any given moment if she didn’t do so. “S-Saito-kun…what are you usually doing on weekends…?” She asked, looking at Saito with an uncertain expression.


  “Reading books, playing games, I guess…”


  “I-I see, so you don’t go out much?”


  “Unless Shise wants to, not really…”


  “So it’s a service for your family, right.”


  “Well…something like that.”


  Their conversation was awkward, and Saito became aware of how dry the back of his throat felt.


  “…Do you go out with girls besides your family?”


  “…No, I don’t.”


  “T-Then…” Himari whispered with a voice about to disappear. “Won’t you…go on a date with me?”


  It was a brief phrase, but her knees were shaking violently. Her eyes were brimming with hope and fear at the same time as she looked at Saito. Met with this, Saito’s heart skipped a beat.


  “…Do you…like me?” He asked.


  “Eh!? Ehhh!? Y-You’re asking me straight to my face!?” Himari panicked.


  “Ah, sorry…” Since Saito wasn’t used to this kind of atmosphere, he blurted out a question devoid of any delicacy.


  “S-Saying I like you, or asking you to go out with me, I figured that you wouldn’t know how to react, so I first wanted you to get to know me better on a date…that’s why…” Himari cast her face down, her cheeks beet red.


  Despite being able to interact with almost anybody just fine, as soon as Himari was in front of Saito, she ended up like a maiden in love. She tightly pursed her lips, and her shoulders shrunk. Saito felt his face growing hotter by the second.


  “Ah, but…maybe I’m just bothering you…Do you not like the idea of going on a date with me…?”


  “That’s…impossible. Every single boy would be happy to receive this kind of invitation from you, Himari.”


  “So…what about you, Saito-kun?” Himari asked, her voice shaking from the anxiety.


  “Of course I’m happy.”

“Thank god…” Himari sighed in relief.


  * * *


  Seeing Saito and Himari leave the classroom of class 3-A, Akane couldn’t sit still and followed them. Why did she go and do that? She didn’t know herself. She heard about Himari’s plans of inviting Saito out on a date during this lunch break, so maybe she wanted to see for herself if everything worked out. She wished for the success of her friend after all.


  —That has to be why. There’s no other reason.


  She kept telling herself, as she hid right outside the classroom. From the inside, she heard Saito’s and Himari’s voices, wrapped up in a benevolent atmosphere. Saito was asked if he hated the idea of a date, and he responded.


  “Of course I’m happy.”


  That was the expected response. Himari was kind enough to stay friends with someone like Akane, and she had been getting along with Saito ever since their first year. This was a clear success. Akane should feel happy for her friend, and cheer for her…and yet, this gloomy feeling inside her chest only grew stronger. Something uncomfortable filled Akane’s chest, as it gave her trouble breathing. Unable to bear with this sensation, Akane was about to walk away from the empty classroom, when Shisei blocked her way.


  “Are you fine with this?”


  “…What might you be talking about?” Akane averted her gaze.


  “You know what Shise is talking about. Brother, and Himari…are you sure about not stopping them?”


  “Why would I have to stop them?”


  “You still don’t get it?”


  “Again, what are you talking about…!” Akane’s tone grew more agitated, but Shisei kept looking at her with a calm gaze.


  “Does Shise have to be the one to say what you’re feeling, and what you’re thinking?”


  “Don’t tell Himari anything weird! I want her to be happy! How I feel doesn’t matter! I can’t stand seeing her sad.” Akane grit her teeth in anger.


  If she let this growing feeling inside of her roam free and untamed, then her friendship with her beloved Himari, and her hate relationship with Saito, it would all break apart.


  “Shise won’t tell Himari. But, can she tell Akane, about yourself, and your feelings?” Shisei’s small body suddenly looked like as gigantic as a titan’s.


  “……!”


  Fear got hold of Akane, and her only choice left was to run away from Shisei, from Himari and Saito, and even herself.


  * * *


  Dinner ended, and Akane was right about to leave the living room. Recently, the two had been playing games together, watching movies, or just spending time in the same atmosphere, forming bonds like a family would, but the Akane of today did not have the leisure to do that.


  “You’re not going to study here?” When Saito called out to Akane, she came to an abrupt halt.


  She didn’t even turn around to respond.


  “I can focus better in my own study room.”


  “I see…”


  “That’s right, got a problem with that?”


  “No, not really…” Saito scratched his cheek. “I just wanted to talk a bit. The thing is, Himari invited me out on a date.”


  “I know that. Got yourself a good girl, huh? She’s cute, looks better than me, and is overall a great person. She’s wasted on you.”


  “I guess.”


  Himari was popular with boys and girls alike, probably surrounded by candidates for her love. Akane felt the anger grow inside of her, and crossed her arms.


  “…So? Why are you telling me about that? I’m busy preparing for tomorrow’s classes, okay.”


  It was like they had returned to the warring days of back when none of this forced marriage was a thing. However, something was different from before despite that.


  “Can I go on that date?”


  “Why are you asking me that? I’ll just do the shopping myself that day.”


  “That’s not what I meant. We technically are married, right?”


  “Not because of love, we were forced into it! We agreed to this in order to have our dreams granted. Who you go on a date with, who you’re dating…that doesn’t have anything to do with me!” Saying everything she wanted, Akane was gasping for air.


  She formed a fist, and glared up at Saito. In the face of that, Saito let out a faint sigh.


  “…Got it. I just wanted to confirm that.”


  “Ah…” Akane sounded like she wanted to say something, but immediately closed her mouth.


  Saito spoke up with a more nonchalant tone, as if to cast away this uncomfortable and disastrous atmosphere.


  “I never went on a date before, so what places do you think would make Himari happy?”


  “I don’t know that…Don’t ask me.” Akane bit her lip.


  “…Sorry.”


  Neither of them moved an inch, like they were frozen to the ground. Amidst this tense atmosphere, Saito felt his shoulders tensing up.


  * * *


  During lunch break, Saito sat on a bench in the courtyard, reading a book. However, the contents of the book did not enter his head. A feeling of impatience was burned inside his chest, together with an uncertain, hazy feeling that tormented him.


  “Brother, you haven’t made any progress for a while now.” Shisei pointed out, sitting next to him.


  “I’m just thinking about stuff.” Saito gave up, and closed the book.


  “Your date with Himari?”


  “It’s once again terrifying how you knew about that…but yeah, basically.”


  “Shise knows everything about Brother.” Shisei puffed out her chest in confidence.


  “In all honesty, I think of it as an honor that Himari invited me on a date. I don’t hate her, we get along really well, and since she’s a good person, I’m sure the date would be a lot of fun.”


  “Then what are you worrying about? Go on that date, and become an adult with Himari.”


  “Wha…”


  Since Shisei fired these words with no reaction at all, Saito was the one to falter.


  “Himari wishes for that as well. Nobody will be troubled.”


  “Right…Even Akane said that she hates me, so…” Saito muttered, to which Shisei’s shoulders twitched.


  “Brother, are you bothered by those words?”


  “Of course I’m not…”


  “If she didn’t say that, would you have hesitated?”


  “…………”


  Saito himself didn’t even know why this didn’t sit right with him. If it was Saito from a short while ago, he would have hopped on Himari’s invitation with no remorse. Even as a classmate, spending time with Himari was enjoyable. Unlike Akane, she was willing to adjust to Saito. Even though she should be bad with complicated books like the ones Saito was reading, she tried hard so that she had a common topic with him. If he started dating Himari, who was ready to shower him with all her affection, he surely wouldn’t regret that. And yet, Akane’s saddened expression would not leave his mind.


  “Brother.”

“Ouch!”


  Shisei dispelled Saito’s thoughts and worries, as she poked at him with her finger.


  “What are you doing! Those are my vital organs!”


  “I figured this would make you wake up.”


  “Of course it will…I felt a sense of danger for my life.” Saito cleared his throat.


  “There’s no guarantee that words reflect the truth. Sometimes, you put on a mask in order to protect yourself.” Shisei said.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Akane is someone who’s hard to grasp. You may try to understand her, but you could end up getting the wrong idea instead, Brother. If you want to make this a happy marriage, you need to confirm Akane’s feelings.” Shisei put her head on Saito’s lap, and laid down on the bench.


  She grabbed his uniform like it were bed sheets, and soon fell asleep.


  “…You’re the one person I understand the least, you know.” Saito gently caressed her hair.


  * * *


  A loud alarm rang on the weekend morning. Saito grunted and turned off the alarm, slowly pushing up his body. Since he once again couldn’t sleep much the previous night, his head felt dizzy. Akane wasn’t next to him. Since he couldn’t feel any leftover heat on her side of the bed, she probably left quite some time ago. Ever since the previous day’s dinner, they barely talked with each other.


  Saito still couldn’t shake off his sleepiness, but he couldn’t take his time, as he had important plans to attend to. He slapped his palms on his cheeks, and got up from his bed. He entered his study room, and chose some Western clothes from his closet. He went with a stylish jacket and knitted garment below, as well as some slender pants. Saito wasn’t exactly the most invested in fashion, but since his grandfather Tenryuu sent them to him, they were all brand clothes perfect for a date. He sure didn’t expect them to come in handy for something like this.


  After he finished dressing himself up, he went down the stairs to the first floor, and washed his face. He also used the wax he bought the day before, and styled up the tips of his hair. Akane happened to walk down the hallway, and spotted him in the mirror.


  “First time I’ve seen you style your hair.” She spoke with a condescending tone.


  “Something wrong with that?”


  “Nope. Just thinking that you’re putting a lot of effort in your looks today.”


  “It’s a date after all. Can’t disappoint the other person.” Saito commented, and washed his hands.


  “…Even though you never style your hair when I’m around.”


  “You want me to?”


  “Of course not! It doesn’t even look good on you! It’s just gross how you’re trying to look more like a playboy!”


  Akane was at least ten times more toxic and sharp than usual.


  —Why are you in such a bad mood?


  If he asked that, she would probably blow a fuse for good. Was she angry because of the date? Saito finished his preparations, and put on his shoes at the entrance. Instead of studying like she always would, Akane instead just awkwardly stood behind him.


  “Are you…really going?”


  “If you don’t want me to, then I won’t.” Saito said, to which Akane crossed her arms, and averted her face.


  “I’m not stopping you! We’re just married on paper, so you can do whatever you want, even if it’s a date with Himari!” She was emitting clear hostility.


  ‘I hate that arrogant, conceited, insensitive, and selfish guy!!’


  The words Saito heard while hiding in the closet came flashing back in his head, and stabbed his chest. In the end, Akane truly loathed him. Saito thought that through living together, clashing with their opinions, learning about each other, they might have gotten a bit closer, and that she maybe didn’t hate him as much anymore…However, nothing has changed.


  The book Saito wished to open and read from…stayed close, its pages hidden from him. Originally, that should have been fine. This was just a forced marriage that would allow Saito to receive the company of his grandfather…And yet, why did his chest hurt this much?


  “Then…I’m leaving. I might be home late, so don’t wait for me with dinner.” Saito opened the heavy door, and tried to step outside.


  However, right as he moved his foot, something bumped into his back.


  “No…don’t go.”


  “……!”


  It took him a few seconds to realize that Akane was clinging to him. The gentle sensation of her body, the sweet scent drifting up from her, even her warmth, it was all directly conveyed to Saito. She was shaking. Her clumsy self was shaking. Even if he couldn’t see her face, he knew that she must have been crying. And then, like she was letting up everything built up inside her chest, Akane screamed.


  “I don’t know why I don’t want you to go…But, I can’t stand this! When I think of you getting along with another girl, out shopping with her, my chest hurts! Even if it’s just on paper, you’re still my husband!” The pain she felt, Saito picked it up directly from his back.
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  Saito knew what she was going through, as he himself did not understand his feelings either. Married without even knowing what love was, the two were shaken by each other’s words, even though they should feel nothing but hate for each other. If it was someone you didn’t care about, why was he shaken like this? Why were both of their hearts in such disarray? Saito let out a sigh, and turned around.


  “…I wanted to hear those words.”


  “Eh…?” Akane looked at him in disbelief, tears running down her cheeks.


  “I already cancelled the date. So, you don’t actually hate me, huh?” Saito asked, to which Akane’s face turned as red as a strawberry’s.


  “Huuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuh!?”


  Anger and embarrassment, or maybe even the two mixed together, caused her to grow rampant, as she hammered her fists onto Saito’s chest.


  “This is cheating! You set me up! I hate you! I hate you after all! I can’t stand you!”


  Neither her fists nor insults held any strength. Saito always had trouble filtering out her honest feelings, but even he could see through her at this very moment. With a smile, he accepted her fist.


  “Ha ha ha, even though you actually don’t hate me at all?”


  “Uggggh…!” Akane formed a fist, and glared at him. “I-If you’re not going on a date, then why did you dress up like this?”


  “We planned to go shopping today, right?”


  “Shopping…It was just to get some food, right…”


  “Let’s take a bit of a trip today, we have to enjoy the weekend, right?”


  “But…”


  Saito pulled along Akane’s hand as she hesitated.


  “Let’s go.”


  “Ah…”


  Although she was a bit bewildered, she didn’t try to brush off his hand. Like her usual conceited and determined attitude was a blatant lie, she earnestly followed after Saito.


  “Wait, I didn’t even put on any stylish clothes!”


  “You’re plenty stylish already.”


  “Urk…Y-You better buy me something to make up for all of this.”


  “Gotcha. What will it be, a ring?” The flustered Akane was just too adorable, Saito couldn’t stop himself from teasing her more.


  “A-A-A ring!? Isn’t it a bit too fast for that!?” She panicked, and blushed even more furiously.


  The soft sensation of the hand Saito held made his heartbeat grow faster. He didn’t know if this qualified as a date. However, Saito was certain that this day would be full of joy for him.
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  Epilogue


  In the classroom of class 3-A, Himari ran towards Saito’s seat.


  “Morning, Saito-kun! Hey, hey, look at this! On my way to school today, I found this interesting mushroom! Knowing you, you probably can tell me the name of it, right?” Together with an energetic voice, she showed the phone screen of her decorated smartphone to Saito.


  She was as cheerful as always. It was the same usual Himari, but Saito couldn’t help feeling dubious. With a quiet voice so that their other classmates couldn’t hear it, he spoke up.


  “If I was just imagining things, then I’m sorry, but…you asked me out on a date, right?”


  “Yup!”


  And I…declined your invitation, yeah…?”


  “Yup!” Himari showed an energetic nod.


  “Then, why are you treating me as you usually would?”


  When he rejected her invitation on the date, Saito figured that his relationship with Himari would get awkward from now on. He wouldn’t have complained if she never called out to him again. Yet, her attitude towards him didn’t change in the slightest. Even Saito, who had no experience nor much knowledge about love, knew that this was an irregular case. In the face of that, Himari just rested her chin on her hands as she leaned against Saito’s desk, smiling unconditionally.


  “Ehh, that doesn’t matter. My feelings for you won’t change just because of that, and I can always have another go and ask you out again!”


  “…You really are amazing.” Saito gave his honest impression.


  “Huh? I was praised? Wohoo!” Himari raised both her hands into the air in joy.


  —She really is one hell of a girl.


  She possessed the courage to try and take one step forward in order to progress their relationship, and also the mental strength to not be defeated after failure. Saito couldn’t help but admire that.


  “You know, when I decided that I wanted to get along with Akane, she pushed me aside several times, but I didn’t let up, until we eventually became good friends.” Himari brought her face closer to Saito, and looked him directly in the eyes. “I won’t give up on you either, Saito-kun. One day, you’ll fall in love with me!”


  “Y-Yeah…”


  Being met with such straight affection, Saito felt his face growing hotter. Receiving this much love from a girl as charming as Himari, there’s no way he could hate that.


  —If only Akane was as honest as her.


  Saito caught himself thinking that. Feeling a bit awkward, he scratched his cheek.


  “Also, can you please keep your voice down a bit? The other guys in our class will hear you.”


  “Eh, why? Now that you know, there’s no reason for me to hide it anymore.”


  “It’s troublesome for me.”


  “Ahhh, I see. You might get stabbed~”


  “T-They wouldn’t stab me, right…They won’t…yeah…? Probably…” Saito had no confidence in that.


  “People constantly confess to me, you know~ Since I had only eyes for you, I rejected them left and right, but they sure might hold a grudge against you…”


  “Can you stop threatening me…”


  “Ahaha, just kidding~” Himari showed a bright grin.


  At the same time, Shisei approached the two.


  “Brother only accepts people that have my blessing.”


  “Who do you think you are?” Saito retorted, to which Shisei tilted her head.


  “Your father?”

“You’re my little sister, calm down.”


  “Shise is your little sister, as well as your father. Shise is the center of the universe.”


  “Are you some omnipotent spirit?”


  Oddly enough, her looks only fit that image.


  “I wonder what I should do to make Shisei-chan accept me…?” Himari pondered about it.


  “Depends on your hard work, Himari. First, in order to prove your determination, Shise wants 100,000 melonbreads.”


  “S-So many…? Okay, I’ll try my best!”


  “Can you quit with this bribery?” Saito stopped Shisei with an iron chop.


  “It’s fine! If it allows me to win you over, I’ll do anything!” Himari showed a bottomless smile.


  * * *


  Akane was watching those three from her own seat. She was relieved that Himari’s relationship with Saito didn’t take a turn for the worse. However, seeing that they were almost too close now, she started to feel restless. Himari seemed to have shaken off most of her shame after inviting out Saito on a date, as she now held both his hands, passionately talking to him. Being loved to such an extent by Himari, who was Akane’s greatest friend, there’s no way that Saito wouldn’t feel happy. One day, Himari would surely manage to win him over. Normally, that would be something Akane should support and look forward to, and yet…


  “—I won’t lose.”


  Subconsciously, she muttered these words, only to cover her mouth with her hand.


  “What…am I saying?”


  A seething heat filled her body. It had been sleeping inside of her, and she still wasn’t aware of it—this emotion that she had yet to fully understand.
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  Afterword


  Every person carries a gigantic cosmos inside of them. It is as wide and large as the cosmos that we all know, and no matter how many years we may search through it, we will never fully discover everything. What do I hate? What do I like? What do I truly wish for? You may think that you know, but you’re actually often misunderstanding it—the cosmos that we are. By learning about ourselves, granting our true wishes, that’s how people achieve happiness.


  If the first volume depicted a story of Saito and Akane learning more about each other, then this volume was a story about each of them learning more about themselves. Himari’s wish, Shisei’s wish, Tenryuu’s wish…with all their expectations in mind, I hope you’ll continue to follow this story.


  In order to deliver this novel, I’ve been helped by a lot of people. My editors K-sama and N-sama, with all help with the promotional material and collaborations that even I as the author can’t keep oversight of, thank you very much for the support.


  To everybody from the MF Bunko J editorial department, everybody involved in the printing and publishing, everyone from ‘Manga Angel Neko Oka’ who is responsible for the videos on YouTube, your support greatly pushes me forward.


  Next up, my illustrator Narumi Nanami. When I look at your illustrations, it feels like I’m watching a scene directly out of a movie. I can’t help but admire your work. You bring life to the characters that I love so dearly.


  To all the readers, I’m very sorry that volume 1 was sold out so abnormally quickly. However, I want to thank you for all the impressions and comments that made it more popular. Thanks to all your passionate support, we’ve reached a reprinting of four times already, and now have a comicalization in the works. Responsible for this will be Mosukonbu-sensei, who is greatly involved in the YouTube videos as well. The light novel will be the basis for the manga, so I’m sure that the story will dive a bit deeper into the matter than the videos. I hope you look forward to it.


  From now on, many things will happen in Saito and Akane’s married life. How will they move forward, and overcome their problems, as they walk hand in hand? I would be happy if you followed their story in the future as well.


  During the arrival of Spring, the 12th of March, 2021, Amano Seiju.
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