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  Prologue


  “Is that ring not in the way?”


  The young, barely six-year old Akane asked her mother, who was busy cooking. On her left hand’s ring finger shone a silver wedding ring. Whether she was doing housework, taking a bath, and even while playing with Akane, she would not once take off this ring.


  “Why would you think that it’s in the way?” Her mother asked, gently narrowing her eyes.


  “I feel like it would hurt when it constantly rubs on your skin, and gloves are probably hard to put on.”


  “It doesn’t hurt at all, you know? It was something I needed to get used to in the beginning, but now it’s become a part of me.”


  “But, Mom, when I put rubber bands around my finger, you got angry at me, right? You said that it’ll cause ‘Blood congestion’, and that my finger will rot. I don’t want Mom’s finger to rot like that.” Akane gave an eager argument, to which her mother snickered.


  “They adjust the size of the ring so that you don’t suffer from any blood congestion.”


  “But, but…” Akane pouted because her mother made fun of her for being earnestly worried.


  In response, her mother gently rubbed her head.


  “Thank you, you really are kind, Akane.”

“I’m not kind at all.”


  “You are. You’re taking good care of your little sister, so I’m sure you’ll be a great wife in the future.”


  “Don’t wanna. I’ll always stay here.”


  Akane loved her mother dearly. Seeing all this delicious food born from nothing but her mother’s hands, she could watch her cook forever. Of course, she also loved her father who always cared for his family, and her adorable three-years old little sister. Leaving this happy place and family, she didn’t even want to think about that. Her mother stopped cooking for a brief moment, sat down on a chair, and put Akane on her lap.


  “This ring symbolizes the feelings of the person I love.”


  “Feelings…?”


  “That’s right. It shows that your father loves me very much, and that he chose to spend the rest of his life with me. It is the proof of our determination and decision to always stay together, no matter what may happen.”


  “Where are those feelings inside of that?” Akane took her mother’s hand, and inspected the ring from all sorts of angles.


  Looking at this thing from the outside, it didn’t look like it contained something so important.


  “You don’t physically put feelings in there, you feel them.”


  “How?”


  “When you think of the person you treasure, your chest grows all warm and fluffy.”


  “So when I think about Mom and the others?”


  “I’m sure that you treasure us as well, but this certain someone is even more special. It’s not that you don’t want to be with them immediately, but rather that you come to feel like you want to never leave their side again.”


  “I only want to be with Mom and the others.” Akane pouted, and clung to her mother.


  She accepted her daughter, and smiled gently.


  “That may be the case right now. However, I know how compassionate you are, so I’m sure that special someone will one day appear in front of you.”


  “………?”


  The Akane at that time didn’t understand what her mother was talking about. However, the ring on her mother’s finger shone so brightly and with a warm light, she couldn’t avert her gaze from it.


  Chapter 1 - Rival


  It was Saito’s habit to read a book before heading to sleep. When he flipped the pages amidst complete silence, away from the daily chaos, it felt like his consciousness was sucked into the text. It allowed him to clear his thoughts, and prepare for a comfortable and healthy slumber.


  He read until a good part today, closed the book, and put it down on the table next to his bedside. Snuggling up into the blanket, he looked over at the girl next to him. Akane, a classmate in high school and his wife on paper, had once again brought a reference book with her to bed. She had her elbow on the sheets, the reference book on the pillow as she laid on her side.


  “You’re still up?”


  “I got a mistake with a question in class, so I want to practice that a bit. You can go ahead and sleep before me.”


  “If you stay up late, you’ll collapse again.”


  “I never once collapsed because of that.”


  “You sure did! Did you already forget because of the fever you had!?”


  Akane heard Saito’s retort, but countered with a smug grin.


  “Even if that happened, I’m not the kind of person who would repeat the same mistake twice.”


  “You are literally on the quickest lane to do exactly that! You’re the representative of people who commit the same mistake twice!”


  “So rude! The people who call others idiots are the true idiots!”


  “Are you some grade school kid!?”


  Saito and Akane glared at each other. He had just calmed himself down with a bit of reading, and now the late-night couple’s banter ruined it all.


  “Don’t force yourself too much, okay? I don’t mind teaching you if you have problems with something.”


  “I wholeheartedly decline! Because of you, I always end up second place in the school year. I won’t borrow help from my enemy!” Akane tightly embraced her reference book, as her shoulders were quivering in anger.


  “We’re not enemies, we’re married, remember?”


  “Enemies, I say! If this was a battlefield, you’d be turned into grilled meat!”


  “I’m so glad this isn’t a battlefield…” Saito felt so from the bottom of his heart.


  Akane grabbed her chin, and started thinking.


  “Hmmm…maybe you’ve already turned into grilled meat…I might be talking to grilled meat instead of a human…”


  “Pull yourself together, your brain isn’t functioning anymore because of all the studying.”


  “I’m doing just fine. At the very least, more than you and your slipshod attitude.”


  “That’s not what I meant…” Saito gave up, realizing that Akane’s attitude was the same as always.


  Where had the Akane, who cried large tears while stopping Saito from heading on a date with Himari, gone? Maybe Saito was just misunderstanding something else as jealousy? Even now, Saito failed to grasp just what Akane was thinking. In all honesty, he also didn’t understand his own feelings, so understanding someone else was probably too much at this point.


  It’s a fact that Akane had treated Saito like a rival ever since their first year of high school. Naturally, that didn’t seem like it changed ever since. In order to safely get through this married lifestyle, they needed a ceasefire. With that thought in mind, Saito carefully chose his words, trying to convince Akane.


  “Listen…I’ve said this many times before, but I don’t want to make this a competition.”


  “I do.” Akane pouted.


  “Since exams exist to measure the true talent of the students, if you take it too far and go out of your way, you’re getting further away from your goal in the future. If you scored bad grades despite listening to classes, then that’s the limit of your skill.”


  “Huh!? Are you picking a fight with me!?”


  “Am not. I’m just saying that you should be satisfied with the grades you get without overworking yourself. If you get second place in the entire student year at our school, most universities are open for you.”


  “So you’re telling me to accept my own limits!? You’re challenging me for a fight, huh!? How about some wrestling!?” Akane raised her arms, and got into a fighting position.


  Rather than taking a pro-wrestling posture, she seemed more like a stray cat on edge.


  “Calm down! I’m not interested in wrestling with a woman late at night like this!”


  “So you’re confident that you won’t lose, and are making fun of me, huh. You’ll regret that!”


  “How!? Our physiques are far too different!”


  “I can crush a car with my bare hands!”


  “You some gorilla, huh!?”


  That being said, Saito was unsure if even a gorilla could achieve what Akane was boasting about. Looking at Akane’s slender arms, he doubted that she could even crush a simple orange.


  “Anyway, I won’t let you teach me anything! I’ll defeat you with my own ability, and until then…I won’t give up!” She declared with a dignified tone.


  


  * * *

  


  Inside the classroom of class 3-A, 4th period had just ended, and Himari didn’t waste much time dashing over towards Saito’s desk.


  “Saito-kun, Saito-kun! I made a lunch box today, would you like to eat it?”


  “Wha…” Saito stared at her in shock.


  Recently, Himari stopped holding back completely. Thankfully, the news about Saito rejecting her invitation to a date haven’t spread yet, but if she kept acting like this in public, it was only a matter of time until the attention would shift towards Saito.


  “Himari-chan made a lunch box for Saito-kun…?”


  “Don’t tell me…”


  “Eh, you never realized? It’s painfully obvious!”

“Himarin, fight!”


  “Houjoooooooooooooo! What is this about!?”


  “Kill. Saito. Now.”


  The girls were cheering for Himari, the boys were cursing Saito. The classroom turned into a circus with wild animals running crazy. The erasers and rubber bands flung at Saito hurt even more than some of those sharp words.


  “I have my own lunch box…” Saito said, and pointed at his lunch box on the desk.


  “Saito-kun, you’re a boy, so you can eat a hundred people’s share, right?”


  “You’re having too much faith in the stomach of a normal high school boy. If I eat too much, I’ll explode.”


  “Leave Brother’s lunch box to Shise.”


  “I’m counting on you!”


  Shisei and Himari gave each other a thumbs-up.


  “Can you not decide on that without asking for my permission?”


  “Shise already read Brother’s thoughts. ‘I want to eat Himari’s lunch. And I also want to eat Himari while I’m at it’, you were thinking.”


  “Oh my…Saito-kun, you…” Himari put both hands on her cheeks, blushing furiously.


  “Don’t fake read my thoughts without permission either!”


  “Shise understands everything about Brother. Even the parts that he doesn’t understand about himself. So, believe in Shise.”

“Will do!”


  Himari and Shise shared a high-five.


  “Stop that! You’ll go bankrupt and homeless!”


  Saito tried to restrain the fiendish spiritualist, but Shisei skillfully evaded his grab, and evacuated behind a wall of girls. They were the passionate ‘Shisei-chan Fanclub’ members, protecting her if their lives depended on it, so they surely wouldn’t hand her over that easily. Himari crouched down next to the corner of the desk, and looked at Saito.


  “Can’t you at least eat a bite…just once? I tried really hard to make you happy…”


  “Urk…” Saito faltered.


  From his classmates, voices of support reached his ears.


  “Houjou-kun! Just accept Himari-chan’s feelings!”


  “I won’t forgive you if you run away!”


  “Man up, Houjou!”


  “Be happy for our sake as well!”


  They formed a circle around Saito, slowly closing in on him. Where there were voices cheering for Himari, others wished death upon him. At this rate, escaping from the classroom in one piece will prove difficult. More than anything however, Saito didn’t want to hurt Himari by rejecting her strongly. He did say no to the date, but he did like her as a person, so he wanted to get along with her from now on as well.


  “…Alright, I’ll gladly eat it.”


  “Thank youuuu!” Himari jumped slightly.


  “I don’t see any reason why you would have to thank me…” Saito showed a wry smile at Himari’s overwhelming kindness.


  She possessed a personality so gentle it almost contradicted her outer looks, and you can’t really find anything to criticise about her either. Rejecting the invitation of such a charming girl still stung for Saito.


  —At the very least, I should fully eat up her lunch now.


  As he was thinking that, Himari put down the lunch box on his desk.


  “Tada! It’s the special Himari version…the Raw Meat Box!”


  “………!?” Saito froze up.


  What first caught his eye was raw meat filling the box, together with raw garlic. There was no sight of the basic side dish known as rice.


  “What…is this…?”


  “It’s a Raw Meat Box~!” Himari said with a beaming simple.


  “You…made this?”


  “Yup! I tried my best!”


  “Like hell you did! There’s no traces of any cooking being involved! You just stuffed it in there!”


  Saito usually had no resistance to even picking up grass from the side of the road to eat it, but he wasn’t a big enough beast to enjoy raw meat. He wasn’t some lion living in a Savanna. Seeing Saito’s reaction, Himari put one hand on her mouth.


  “Eh…But, I heard that you like raw meat and garlic…”


  “Who gave you that nonsensical information!?”


  “Um…” Himari glanced over at Akane for a split second.


  —You wench! This is your doing!?


  Saito glared at Akane, who frantically averted her gaze. She picked up her own lunch box, and tagged after a group of students who left the classroom.


  —Hold on! Don’t you dare run away! Take responsibility for this mess!


  Akane easily picked up the intentions behind Saito’s gaze, but shook her head. At the same time, Himari pushed the raw meat lunch box onto Saito.


  “Saito-kun? Eat up~”


  “Am I going to die today…?” Saito felt like he was facing the greatest pinch of modern society.


  Rather than being on the receiving end of Akane’s hostility, Himari’s affection turned out to be much more dangerous, surprisingly enough.


  “You won’t die~ I would be sad if you were gone, you know? Come on, open up~” Himari picked up some raw meat with her chopsticks, pushing the food towards Saito’s mouth.


  As a result of that, the boys were roaring in anger.


  “Houjou! Eat! You better eat that!”


  “You can do it!”


  “Get food poisoning, you bastard!”


  “Getting to be fed by Ishikura is the El Dorado of all boys, and it’s worth dying for!”


  “Then you bastards eat it!”


  “““No thank you!!”””


  All the boys around Saito suddenly distanced themselves. No matter how much they may admire the popular girl in class, they didn’t have the courage to become a lion. Shisei calmly looked up at Saito.


  “Brother, any final words?”


  “‘Make sure to properly cook your meat!’, I guess?” Saito mentally wrote his testament, made up his mind, and bit down the meat. “This is…!?” Saito’s eyes opened wide in shock.


  It wasn’t just some raw meat you’d buy at a supermarket. No no no, it was seasoned. In terms of sensation while chewing, it felt like raw sushi, but didn’t lose its rich taste and energy. Inside the meat, he tasted sourness…it resembled citrus fruit or vinegar, but he couldn’t draw a distinct line. On the surface of the meat, he tasted spice, which removed the stench of the meat but kept the strong innate taste. From Saito’s quivering lips, a single word escaped.


  “Delish…”


  “Saito-kun!? What’s wrong!?”


  “Hi…mari…You did well…There’s nothing else…I can teach you…” Saito collapsed on the desk.


  “Saito-kun!? Why are you dying!? I thought it was good!?” Himari shook Saito’s body.


  Thanks to that, he was revived.


  “I just lost myself because I was surprised. You can actually eat this.”


  “Of course you can! I wouldn’t feed you anything weird!”


  “Did you marinate this meat with vinegar?”


  Himari nodded.


  “I mixed balsamic vinegar with lemon and yuzu citrus, and had it preserved at a low temperature.”

“I see…That’s why the meat had such a scent to it. What about the seasoning of the meat? Wasabi?” Saito inspected the meat.


  “Mustard, actually. I put some of the special mustard they use at the cafe I work part-time at on it. When I told the manager ‘I’m making a lunch box for a male classmate of mine!’, he started crying, saying ‘Take the entire pot with you!’, you know.”


  It appeared as if Himari was loved even outside of school. Since she was a beauty, but had a lovable personality, that made sense. She was the exact opposite of Akane, who went around making enemies left and right.


  “You’re working part-time, huh?”


  “Yeah, it’s a really stylish cafe. I sometimes go there with Akane after school. Wanna tag along sometime, Saito-kun?”


  Saito scratched his cheek.


  “I don’t really visit cafes that often.”


  “Then I’ll teach you lots! What type of black tea is the best, or some good sweets!”


  “I’m more of a coke and fries kinda guy.”


  “Geez, you don’t even try it! I bet that would be much more fun!” Himari pouted. “Well, whatever! Eat some more! It’s not just mustard, I have other surprises in there.” She grabbed some more meat, and pushed it towards Saito.


  “I can eat the rest myself.”


  “It’s fine, it’s fine~ Just leave it to Onee-san!” Himari put her elbows on Saito’s desk, and showed a teasing smile.


  “You’re younger than me, right.”


  Their student year was the same, but Saito was already 18, whereas Himari was still 17.


  “Ah, so you know my birthday! Do you actually like me?”


  “No, that’s not why. I just happened to overhear you and Akane talking about your birthdays back during our first year.”


  Right after he said that, Himari brought her face closer to his, and whispered into his ear.


  “You still remembered that until now, so you must like me, right?”


  “I keep saying that’s not it.”


  “I’m joking~ But, I am happy that you remembered.”


  “……!”


  Seeing Himari’s cheeks ground red with embarrassment, Saito himself knew that he was blushing from his neck.


  “There, an opening!”


  “Mguh!”


  Himari didn’t let this chance go to waste, and stuffed some more meat into Saito’s half-opened mouth. He saw no other option but to chew down on it.


  “So this time it’s yuzukoshō​, huh…Not bad.”


  [TN: Condiment paste made from yuzu zest and chili peppers]


  “Ehehe, right? Eat some more. Eat all of it~” Himari grinned from ear to ear, as she carried more meat into Saito’s mouth.


  “How is it? Being fed by a girl from your class during lunch break.”


  “Like I turned into the young chick of a swallow.”


  “So that means…I’m Saito-kun’s Mom!? Hmm, that’s not half bad either.”


  “It’s hella bad, what are you talking about?”


  However, Saito didn’t feel uncomfortable despite that. He wanted to make up for cancelling the date, so as long as Himari was enjoying herself, that’s all that mattered.


  “Y-You also have your own lunch box with you, so eat that as well!”


  Akane suddenly approached the two, and opened up Saito’s lunch box. Like a predator aiming at its prey, she picked up some hamburger steak with her chopsticks, and shoved that into Saito’s mouth.


  “Gah…!?”


  Her chopsticks were about to collide with the back of his throat, so Saito frantically pulled his body back to control the damage. Requiring an immediate defensive reaction like that, this wasn’t lunch anymore—this was a battle.


  “W-What are you doing…”


  “How is it!? Being fed your lunch by a girl in your class, hm!?” Akane put one hand on her waist as she asked.


  “I feel like I’m on the death row.”


  “That’s right, you will die now! By having this entire lunch box stuffed down your throat!”


  “Not the lunch, but the entire box!? What kind of criminal would deserve such torture!?”


  Saito reflected on his lifetime so far, but he didn’t remember committing a crime that would validate such a punishment. Himari watched this scene, and put one hand on her mouth.


  “Akane…are you…jealous?”


  “Huuuh!? W-W-What are you talking about!? T-There’s no way I would be jealous because of something like this!” Akane started sweating profusely, as she screamed.


  The classmates around us were getting noisy again.


  “Sakuramori-san is jealous…?”


  “A new rival appears to break between the comedic couple…”


  “It’s a battlefield…”


  “Things will explode from now on…!”


  “No they won’t!” Akane screamed with a beet red face, roaring in anger at her classmates.


  At the same time, Himari gently tapped Akane on the shoulder.


  “It’s fine, I understand it all.”


  “Himari…” Akane grew pale.


  To her surprise, Himari tightly embraced her.


  “You got jealous because I was giving Saito-kun all my attention, right! It’s fine, I still love you too, Akane!”


  “Ahhh, geez, I get it already!” Akane was despairing.


  Himari grabbed her chopsticks, and carried some rolled omelette to Akane’s mouth.


  “Here…Akane, open up…” She gently lifted up Akane’s chin, whispering.


  “H-Hold on, doing this in front of everyone…is embarrassing…” Akane tried to resist with a feeble voice, but didn’t attempt to run away.


  The rolled omelette was gently transported into Akane’s mouth, and after chewing a bit, her white throat moved. Himari wiped a bit of sauce from Akane’s lips, and smiled.
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  “Hehe…Akane, is it good…?”


  “Mm…”


  A bewitching, almost erotic atmosphere was born between the two girls, as they looked each other in the eye. A great portion of the boys watching this screamed in joy, and started dancing. It was like a festival to the gods above for giving them such a treat.


  “Just what am I being forced to watch here…” Saito was bewildered at this flirting happening in front of him.


  Not to mention that this rolled omelette actually came from his own lunch box. And yet, since Akane was the one who made the lunch box in the first place, he couldn’t even complain as there was nothing unlawful about this.


  “Delish…meat…delish…”


  As everyone was entranced by the lovey-dovey scene between Akane and Himari, Shisei silently munched up all of the raw meat box.


  


  * * *

  


  The 5th period ended, and Himari made her way over to Saito’s desk, falling down on it.


  “Ahhh, math today was so hard. My head hurts!”


  The spitting image of a groggy person, indeed. Her long white arms, with the bracelets on it, reached fully over the desk, creating an image unbefitting of how a student should look at their teaching institution.


  “Don’t sleep on my desk. We have an infirmary for that.”


  “Ehhh, being with Saito-kun gives me much more energy though.”


  “You…”


  Saito really wished she wouldn’t be so straightforward with her feelings. As he was inexperienced with love, these kinds of attacks were far more destructive than his defenses could handle.


  “Maybe I should just give up on math…Not like I’ll use that once I become an adult.”


  “That’s the thought of someone who dislikes studying, alright. You use it quite frequently, don’t you think?”


  “Hmm…the kind of job I’d have probably would need addition and subtraction at best?”


  “Don’t give up! Aim for something better!”


  Despite being in the third-year of high school, she had the thought process of a middle-aged woman in her midlife crisis.


  “If you say so…Okay, I got it. I’ll become an astronaut!”


  “You sure took a leap there…”


  That’s a job making you a representative of earth, alright. Either way, Himari seemed to have recharged some energy, as she raised her body from the desk.


  “Becoming an astronaut is probably impossible, but I really need to do something about my grades soon. During the last exams, I got a failing grade in every subject.”


  “That really is bad, yeah.” Saito shuddered.


  “The teacher even praised me with ‘It’s amazing how you scored lower than if you had chosen the answers at random’, you know.”


  “That most definitely is not praise.”


  “You’ve been at the top of the student year ever since you enrolled here, right? You think you could teach me a bit?”


  “I don’t particularly mind…”


  Himari energetically grabbed Saito’s hand in joy.

“Then, let’s hold a study session at my place after school today!”


  “At your place…?”


  “Both Mom and Dad aren’t home today, so we’ll be fine if it’s just the two of us!”


  “What is fine about this? Do you actually plan on studying?”


  “We might be doing something other than studying, yeah~” Himari showed a teasing grin.


  Saito let out a sigh.


  “Can you free me from this endless teasing hell?”


  “I’m not teasing you though, I’m serious.” Himari brought her face closer to Saito, and looked directly in his eyes.


  Her reddened cheeks, as well as the scent of perfume reaching up to Saito’s nose left him restless.


  “…I rejected your invitation to the date, yeah?”


  “And I said I would make you fall in love with me no matter what, remember?” Himari argued with an awfully assertive tone, making it hard for Saito to keep a straight face.


  Himari narrowed her eyes, and raised her lips into a smile.


  “Or what, are you actually scared? Are you scared that I might actually make you fall for me?”


  “Huh? Why would I be scared?” Saito calmly responded to this provocation.


  “Really now? In reality, your heart is racing, right?”


  “It’s not.”


  “Can I check that then?”


  “Stop that.”


  Himari tried to put her ear on Saito’s chest, only to be pushed away by him. If she did that, there’s no way that Saito would remain calm.


  “If studying at my place is no good, why don’t we meet up at the library later?”


  With this compromise, Saito thought about it.


  “The library, huh…Not many people, but it’s on school grounds…”


  Himari tried to give him one final touch, adding another condition.


  “There won’t be any touching! I promise I won’t touch you once!”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Of course, you can always touch me if you want to, though!?”


  “Seriously, what the hell are you on about!?”


  Saito’s image of a prim and proper Himari suddenly broke apart inside of his head. That being said, the way she panicked a bit and acted flustered was cute as well. It reached the point where Saito couldn’t help but smile in the face of this destructive invitation.


  “Well, the library should be fine.”


  “Yaaay! A library date with Saito-kun!”


  “It’s not a date.”


  “It is! At least for me!”


  “H-Hey!”


  As Himari and Saito were discussing this back and forth, Akane broke between the two.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “U-Um…well…” Akane awkwardly twisted her body.


  Unlike the usual her, she must have felt awkward as her eyes wandered all over the place, just not directly at Saito and Himari.


  “W-Wouldn’t it be…dangerous to end up alone with Saito? He’ll definitely do something weird.”


  Why are you acting like you have any basis for that!—Saito wanted to retort, but kept it to himself. If anything, he wanted to be praised for not having any wicked desires while living together with a top-class beauty like Akane. Though, he also knew that he would be killed on the spot if he attempted anything. Himari heard these words from Akane, and put her hands on her burning red cheeks.


  “R-Really…? I’d be happy about that.”


  “You should treasure your own body some more.” Saito sighed in disbelief.


  “That’s right, you can’t fall for this guy’s evil tricks! Once you let down your guard, he’ll wrap you up in some irreversible mess! Like some misfortunate high school life as a married couple!”


  Why are you talking about us now!? — Saito retorted.


  “Getting married as high school students is just ridiculous~ If the people in class found out, it’ll be like a bombshell hitting. Not to mention that it sounds so lewd too.”


  “L-Lewd…!?” Akane’s ears turned red.


  Himari put one finger on her chin, and started thinking.


  “I mean, don’t you agree? Being married means that you sleep in the same bed every night, yeah? You’d walk to school together while smelling like each other.”


  “S-Smell…!?” Akane shook in surprise, and put the tip of her nose onto her uniform.


  She was probably checking if Saito’s scent could be picked up from them, but Saito himself really wished she would hold herself back just this one. At the same time, Akane pointed directly at him.


  “A-Anyway, I can’t leave you two alone! It’s unhealthy!”


  “Then, why don’t you join us?”


  “Eh?” Having her hand grabbed by Himari, Akane’s eyes blinked in confusion.


  “If the number one and number two of the school year were to teach me, I might just make it to become the number three, don’t you think? 1+2 is 3 after all. That’s correct, yeah?”


  “What’s with this odd calculation?”


  “Your math is correct, but everything else is a mess.”


  Saito and Akane both threw in retorts.


  “You are a fool for aiming for the number three spot.” Shisei appeared from between Saito’s lap.


  Since she did not reveal her existence up to that point, even Saito jumped up in shock.


  “When did you…”


  “It makes sense that you wouldn’t realize. Shise hid inside Brother’s body.”


  “You’re scaring me here, could you not?”


  I hid between Brother’s liver and pancreas.”


  “I feel like your size is too flexible.”


  No matter how close they were as brother and sister, even Saito felt resistant towards having Shisei live inside him as some sort of parasite. Even between family members like they were, there needed to be some distance, and Saito wanted to keep this distance alive.


  “Oh yeah, you’ve always been the number three of the student year, Shisei-chan! If I had you teach me as well, that means it would be 1+2+3, which is 6, so I might get to the number six spot!”


  “Your ranking lowered, you sure about that?”


  “It’s fine, I can at least do simple addition!” Himari puffed out her chest in confidence.


  Saito grew even more worried because he wasn’t even talking about addition.


  “Let’s just hold a study session as the four of us! At Akane’s place!”


  “Mine!?” Akane screamed in disbelief.


  “No objections from Shise. Studying at Akane’s home…so much to eat…”


  “We’re not talking about a banquet, alright?” Saito said, and wiped away the drool running down Shisei’s mouth.


  The entire desk was already drenched, and all food was gone.


  “Shise understands, she’ll properly bring a spoon and fork with her.”


  “You don’t understand anything, alright.”


  Since Shisei was like Saito, and grasped most of what she needed to know for the exams by simply listening in class, there wasn’t really any need for her to participate in that study session.


  “Akane…what do you think? Can we borrow your place for that?”


  “Um…that’s…” Akane glanced over at Saito, but he acted like he didn’t see anything.


  It would be bad if they figured out something solely because of their eye contact.


  “I mean, Saito-kun and I can always just study in the library together…”


  “Leave it to me! Since I’m a genius and professional at studying, I’ll create the utmost beneficial studying environment!” Akane tapped herself on the chest, as she proudly declared.


  


  * * *

  


  During recess, Akane passed by Saito’s desk, quietly whispering into his ear.


  “Come to the empty classroom, we need to talk.”


  Saito nodded. He knew that this wasn’t anything particularly enjoyable or exciting, but it made him feel like he was a spy of some intelligence agency, which made his heart beat faster. Meeting in a secluded room for a strategy meeting was so much like a spy movie plot. He slipped out of the classroom, and walked down the hallway. Since he would have to stay clear of anybody trailing him, he was always conscious of his back. When he entered the empty classroom, Akane was already waiting for him. She stood with her back to the wall, deep wrinkles showing on her eyebrows.


  “This has turned into quite the predicament. Why do I have to invite you to my place and have a study session with you participating?”


  “It’s also my place, don’t you forget that.” Saito grew anxious, but Akane showed a calm smile.


  “Of course, I remember. That’s what you want to believe, right.”


  “Those aren’t my desires, I actually live there! Don’t try to steal my right of residence from me!”


  Going back to his former home was not an option, and sleeping on the streets was far too risky.


  “Like this, we need to make sure that Himari doesn’t realize you’re living there with me. Can you even properly act along with me?”


  “Ah…the acting already began, I see…You sounded so serious, I was surprised for a second.”


  “Come on, there’s no way I’d be serious about that.” Akane said while shrugging her shoulders, but Saito felt like she may have been a bit serious after all.


  “What’s most troublesome is the chance that Himari could come earlier like before.”


  “There’s no guarantee she’ll arrive as we promised…What to do about this…” Akane started thinking.


  “For now, let’s move separately. I’ll go buy some snacks with Himari to make us time, so you try to clean up the house.” Saito argued.


  “So you want to go shopping together with Himari, I see! Then, you’ll share a scarf, and disappear into the night streets, right!?”


  “How did you even come up with that? I have no plans like that at all.”


  What was that scarf part about anyway?


  “Then, I’ll make sure to clean up anything suspicious. Since it’d be bad if Himari walked up to the second floor, I’ll put some tape at the stairs to block them off.”


  “With tape that says KEEP OUT, she’d only be more suspicious, right?”


  “Why!? It’s a crime scene! The police officers will get angry at you!”


  “There’s no police officers at my home.”


  Saito wished she wouldn’t just tickle Himari’s curiosity with something unnecessary like that.


  “Let’s set up a trap on the stairs then. Shooting arrows once you set foot on a pressure plate.”


  “People will die!”


  “Nobody will. It’ll be small arrows with poisonous tips that will make your body go numb.”


  “We’re not being visited by some thief, it’s your best friend, remember?” Saito pointed out, to which Akane’s eyes opened in shock.


  “That’s right! I need to be more careful…”


  “You better be, alright…”


  Saito already felt the urge to skip out on this hellish study session.


  


  * * *

  


  After classes ended for the day, Saito, Shisei, and Himari bought some sweets at the nearby convenience store. The plastic bag Saito carried was about to explode, that’s how stuffed it was.


  “You bought a lot huh, Shisei-chan! If you eat too many sweets, you won’t even have any more room for Akane’s dinner.” Himari suggested, but Shisei just pushed out her chest in confidence.


  “No problem there. Once everything is flattened out, Shise can eat Akane’s cooking.”


  “So it’s already confirmed that you’ll eat it all…”


  “Shise will also eat Akane.”


  “Eh, Shisei-chan, don’t tell me…” Himari blushed.


  “Don’t eat her, will you.” Saito immediately pulled a stop with this known glutton.


  She was probably just joking around, but there’s always a chance, knowing her. At the same time, Himari lined up next to Saito, seemingly in a great mood.


  “This is your first time going to Akane’s place, right? It’s all new, and so clean!”


  “H-Huh, really. I’m looking forward to it, haha.” Saito returned a stressed voice.


  Rather than this being his first time, he slept in the same room as her every night. However, Himari can’t find out about this. If Himari were to accidentally leak this fact to their classmates, it’ll cause chaos. As he was thinking about that, Himari tilted her head.


  “But, it sure is weird. When I visited her place before, it felt different from how I knew it. The scent, even the color of the curtains, all of that didn’t really seem much like Akane’s home anymore.”


  Saito panicked a bit because Himari was walking towards the right track.


  “M-Maybe it was just some change of mind? Since she moved and all that, she maybe wanted a fresh start.”


  “Hmm, I wonder? I feel like the rice bowls and tableware she had were also different from the ones she had before…? Do you really buy new tableware when you move?”


  “That’s…Maybe the moving company destroyed all of the tableware during the move?”


  “I sure hope she doesn’t ever request them again!” Himari screamed in despair.


  Same with the lunch incident before, she really has sharp senses. Saito felt a cold sweat leaking in fear of the chances that Himari might figure out everything the second she visited their home. There, Himari stopped in her tracks, and stared at Saito.


  “Also, you know where Akane’s home is right, Saito-kun?”


  “Eh? W-Why would you think that? I have no idea!?”


  “For a while now, you’ve been walking ahead like you knew where we were going. I’m not guiding you, right?”


  “Ah…I heard about it from Akane. When we decided to do this study session.”


  “I see~ You’re pretty amazing, Saito-kun, finding your way without a map.” Himari nodded in consent.


  Although she may be sensitive and sharp to certain things, deep down she’s still honest and willing to believe others. So that Saito would not give her any more reason to be suspicious, he dropped his speed and let Himari take the lead. At the same time, Shisei pulled on Saito’s uniform.


  “What…?” Saito and Shisei whispered between each other.


  “No need to worry. If things go south, Shise will provide support for Brother.”


  “That’d be a great help, but…”


  “If people found out about your marriage and you had to quit school, Shise would take you in and support you for the rest of your life.”


  “If possible, I’d like your support a bit earlier than that!”


  Shisei raised two fingers.


  “Your daily slot machine money will be 200,000 yen.”


  “You’re spoiling me a bit too much, don’t you think?”


  “And you get a limousine with a beautiful driver that will get you to the casino.”


  “What benevolent person was I in my previous life to have a heaven be blessed upon me now?”


  However, Saito didn’t want to go to heaven either. He didn’t wish for needless fighting, but spending his days doing absolutely nothing was not to his liking either. He had a dream he wanted to grant himself, a place he wanted to reach. Even if that was a place in the far distance, something that Saito might not even be able to reach with 100% of his efforts combined.


  Finally, Saito and the other two reached their destination. Himari pressed the doorbell, to which panicking footsteps could be heard, and Akane appeared from the inside.


  “W-Welcome~ It’s still a bit messy, but…” Akane said, while gasping for air.


  She probably didn’t have enough time to change, as she was still wearing her uniform. Saito spotted a bag that had his laundry inside of it close to the door, with other dangerous objects shoved to the side.


  “S-Sorry for the intrusion…” Saito gave an awkward greeting.


  —This is the first time I felt so nervous coming home…


  Saito grew more and more anxious, wondering if Himari didn’t hear his stuttering and tense voice. His personal shoes still stood in the entrance, so he carefully and secretly pushed them to the side.


  “Akane, dinner, dinner!” Shisei pulled on Akane’s clothes.


  “Not yet, Shisei-san. First comes studying.”


  “You cannot fight on an empty stomach—Don’t you know that saying, Akane?”


  “I know that, but what did you buy those snacks for then?”


  “Shise prefers Akane’s cooking.”


  “Urk…” Akane blushed with Shise’s straight compliment.


  “When did you two end up so lovey-dovey!? That’s not fair, let me join in!”


  “Kya!?” “Ohhh~”


  Himari grabbed both Akane and Shisei’s arms. As the girls were enjoying some friendly time together, Saito instead went walking around checking if Akane had forgotten to take away any of his private possessions. Although the open kitchen and living room were still in a bit of disarray, he didn’t find anything dangerous. Arriving at the living room table, Saito put down his studying material, and finally sighed with a bit of relief. Shisei showed no intention of studying, as she instead munched on cookies.


  “So, what do I need to teach you? What do you have trouble with, Himari?”


  “Well~ I don’t even know what I don’t understand~!” She flashed an innocent smile.


  That was the template answer of a girl who failed at studying.


  “Let me change the question. When were you first unable to follow classes?”


  Himari thought about it for a second.


  “Since…my first year…in grade school…?”


  “When you learn what 1+1 is!?” Saito felt despair fill his body.


  This was way too much to cover in such a short time.


  “I don’t think you were having that hard of a time, Himari. If I had to guess, your grades in math have only really dropped since our first year at high school.”


  “Ah, you might be right! Akane, you really know me well!”


  “W-Well…we are friends after all…”


  “We’re not just friends, we’re best friends, right?”


  “B-Best friends…” Akane smiled ever so faintly.


  Saito started thinking.


  “I see…So basically, you started tripping at factorization. I guess we have to redo all of math from our first year in high school.”


  “From the first year!? Why!?” Himari’s opened wide.


  “I could teach you what we did in classes today, but that won’t help you if you don’t know the basics. You need to engrave the basics into your mind first, then we can move on.”


  “B-But…isn’t that a lot of work for you, Saito-kun…?”


  Saito let out an arrogant snort.


  “Teaching other people is always a lot of work, we have moved past the point of no return.”


  “O-Okay…” Himari tightly formed fists on top of her lap.


  


  * * *

  


  The study session—or more accurately, the one-on-one teaching between Saito and Himari continued. Opened on the table were reference books Akane used in her first year. She apparently brought these with her after moving in together with Saito.


  “Next up, you use the formula from just now, and put it in there.” Saito explained, to which Himari glared at her notes, and moved her automatic pencil.


  “L-Like this…?” She looked at Saito with anxiety filling her eyes.


  “Correct. Well done.”


  “W-Wow…I managed to solve it! Saito-kun, you’re so good at teaching!” Himari’s face lit up in excitement.


  “Really?”


  “Yeah! You’re probably better than our teacher! Right, Akane?”


  Akane crossed her arms, and raised her chin.


  “H-He’s not half bad, I guess. But, compared to me, he’s a little bird!”


  “Little bird…? Saito-kun, are you a chick?” Himari tilted her head in confusion.


  “I’m saying that he can’t compare to me at all, that youngster!”


  “We’re the same age, remember.”


  “Saito-kun, why are you so good at teaching?” Himari ignored their banter, and asked.


  “I was reading some educational books before when I was bored, and now I tried the techniques I read about in there.”


  “Waaah, Saito-kun is a genius! Amazing!”


  Being praised like this didn’t feel bad to Saito. He always enjoyed looking after people anyway.


  “Hey, hey, teach me some more! Taking lessons from you is actually fun!” Himari’s eyes lit up in joy, as she looked at the reference book in front of her.


  Despite them already sitting close to each other, her shoulders leaned against Saito’s. Through the thin blouse Himari was wearing, he could feel her soft skin.


  “H-Hey…”


  “What’s wrong…?” Himari returned a question, her earlobes red.


  She was feeling Saito all the same. And rather than moving away a bit, she pushed herself onto him even more.


  “Don’t play dumb, you know what’s going on.”


  “If you don’t tell me properly, I won’t understand it. I’m an idiot after all.”


  “You…”


  “Saito-kun, do you…not like this?”


  It’s not that Saito disliked this sensation of having Himari next to him, but he was worried that he would end up hurting her, which is why moving was practically impossible. At the same time, Akane’s gaze from across the table pierced him. Judging from her raised eyebrow, she was clearly in a bad mood. Saito didn’t know if this was caused by actual jealousy, or simply because she couldn’t stand seeing him around, but the crimson aura emitting from her body spoke for itself.


  “Brother, bored. Pay some attention to Shise as well.” Shisei clung onto Saito’s neck from behind him.


  It was a ridiculous request considering that this was supposed to be a study session, but Saito wouldn’t be able to focus like this, so he stood up, and tore Shisei away from him.


  “Let’s take a quick break. Focussing for too long isn’t very efficient in the longer run.”


  “Ehhh, I can still keep going though. If it’s with you, I can keep it up all night!” Himari pouted.


  Even though there surely wasn’t a secret meaning behind her words, her expression made it unbearable for Saito.


  “Himari finally awakened to the joy of studying, so why are you quitting mid-way!? Do you plan on completely making all her possibilities rot and ruin her forever!?”


  It’s because you’re angry for lord knows what reason!—Saito retorted inside his thoughts, but she wasn’t the type of girl to guess what he was thinking. As sparks flew between Akane and Saito, Himari took them apart.


  “H-Hold on, don’t fight. I’m fine. I’m feeling a bit tired, so a break is probably the best idea!”


  “Really…? If you’re fine with it, then I won’t say anything, but…aren’t you a bit too kind towards Saito?”


  “Am not, am not! If anything, he’s helping me with my studies, so I’m thankful just for that!” Hearing Himari’s words, Akane’s expression softened up.


  Even the crimson aura dwelling behind her vanished into thin air.


  —She’s a beast tamer!!


  Saito once again couldn’t help but admire Himari’s talent. If it was him, it would take a solid hour to tame this dangerous dragon, and yet it took Himari a mere moment.


  “Himari…please, make me your disciple!”


  “Eh, w-what? Wasn’t I the one being taught?”


  “I want to know how you managed to tame Akane to such an extent.”


  “Don’t treat me like some wild animal, you dummy!” Akane showed her fangs, and howled at Saito.


  Himari put her hands together in front of her chest, and cast her eyes down as she explained.


  “The trick to have Akane be kind to you…is love!”


  “Love…Guess that’s impossible for me then.” Saito threw the towel right after the gong.


  No matter how many millions of times they may be reborn, he could not see himself loving a dragon like her, or be loved by her.


  “Also, Akane loves big breasts, so whenever I press mine against her, she immediately softens up and turns into a spoiled kitten.”


  “Himari!? Is that how you thought of me!?” Akane blushed furiously.


  “I mean, am I wrong? When we went to those hot springs before, you kept fondling my breasts~”


  “T-That’s…because I was…jealous…”

“Hmmmm?” Himari brought her face closer to the blushing Akane.


  Shisei’s interest seemingly was tickled, as she stared at Himari’s chest.


  “Shise wants to try them too.”


  “Sure, go ahead~”


  A steamy scene between girls opened up, right in front of Saito. He wanted to hide his own embarrassment and discomfort, so he opened up a bag of chocolate.


  “A-Anyway, let’s fill our heads with some sugar, and take a break to freshen up.”


  Shisei heard this, and pushed some cards onto Saito.


  “Brother, Shise wants to play Concentration.”


  [TN: Card game involving turning over face-down cards to find identical pairs]


  “I just said that we should freshen up, yeah!?”


  “Destruction and creation are two sides of the same coin. Completely and utterly ruin your brain, so that it can recover fully all at once to give you its full functionality.”


  “Like hell I’ll accept that logic.”


  “It’s true. Shise previously destroyed this world, and rebuilt it again.”


  “Are you God or something?”


  “Shise wants to play. Play with Brother.” She sat down on Saito’s lap without hearing any rebuttal.


  She probably felt lonely being pushed aside during the study session.


  “Can’t be helped… Just for a bit, alright?”


  “Brother is weak against Shise’s requests.”


  “If you know that, then don’t ask for the impossible, okay?” Saito threw a gentle chop down on Shisei’s head. “You guys wanna join?”


  “Of course! This’ll be my first time playing cards with Saito-kun!”


  “I’ll use my overwhelming memory to completely beat you up, Saito!”


  Both Himari and Akane seemed fully intent on playing things out. The table was stacked with studying tools and sweets, and cleaning this up would take too much time, so they instead opened up the cards on the carpet. Saito dealt the cards, when Akane stared at him like he was a criminal.


  “I won’t allow any cheating, okay…?”


  “Why would I cheat with a simple card game? Calm down.”


  “No way can I trust you. You might be using trail pheromones to poison me and make me do your bidding…” She threw a harsh accusation at Saito.


  “Like hell I’d be using some weird technique for that. If you’re worried, you deal.”


  “Fine by me! I can’t trust you after all!” Akane stole the cards from Saito, lining them up in front of him.


  Like the intersection on a go board, she lined them up neatly. It was very much like the diligent Akane. After the preparations were done, they decided the order with a game of rock, paper, and scissors. The order was Akane, Shisei, Himari, and then Saito. Akane jumped in joy as a result of that.


  “I did it! I’m first! I won against Saito!”


  “The game didn’t even start yet…”


  It was too early to get drunk on this victory. Akane raised her chin, and looked down at Saito.


  “The first one to strike will win, right?”


  “I don’t think being first helps you much in a game of Concentration.”


  If anything, going later in a game of cards is almost always better, or the order didn’t even matter.


  “It’s a shame, but I will use it to my advantage! I won’t even give you a chance, and guess all the cards myself!” Akane was brimming with motivation, and flipped over the first two cards.


  The first one was the Six of Spades, and the Queen of Hearts. Saito saw this with a grin, and put his palm on his ear to create a mocking gesture.


  “Eh, what was that? ‘I won’t even give you a chance, and guess all the cards myself!’? Wasn’t that what you said?”


  “…! Y-You won’t get a chance! After all, through an unfortunate incident, you’ll have several bones of your body broken…!”


  “No ringside battle!” Akane was stopped by Himari.


  “You have my eternal gratitude…” Saito put his hands together.


  She was the goddess of peace, and Saito felt safe and secure just by having her around. If possible, he wanted her to live together with them.


  “W-Well, that’s how it always starts!” Akane gave the cards a dubious look, and flipped them around again.


  She probably marked them down in her head. Next, Shisei flipped over two cards. She hit the Ace of Clubs, and the King of Spades.


  “Thanks for the food.”


  “Don’t eat them.”


  She was about to stuff those cards into her mouth without hesitation, only to be stopped by Saito at the last second. They could easily buy a new deck of cards, but this study session will change into a gastric lavage speedrun.


  “Brother doesn’t have any right to stop Shise.”


  “I sure do. These aren’t even your cards.”


  Saito couldn’t say this in front of Himari, but he actually brought these with him.


  “You don’t have any right to steal food from your starving little sister.”


  “Cards don’t count as food.”


  “Shise’s main dish is Brother, and her representative dish is paper.”


  “Stop acting like you’re some koala who lives off eucalyptus.” Saito restrained Shisei on his lap, and put the cards back to where they belonged.


  At the same time, Himari was closely inspecting them.


  “How nice, Shisei-chan. I also want to sit on Saito-kun’s lap!”


  Shisei gave her a thumbs-up.


  “No problem, you can sit on Shise’s lap.”


  “Don’t mind if I do!”


  “You’ll crush Shisei-san!”


  Since Himari had about the same height as Saito, she would just crush the small Shisei.


  “Shise won’t be crushed, she’ll swell up even.”


  “Why!?”


  “Brother, why?” Shisei tilted her head.


  “Hell do I know about your physical laws that don’t apply to us humans.”


  “Anyway, it’s my turn!”


  Himari flipped over two pages. The Queen of Diamonds and the Ace of Spades.


  “Ahh, no good~” She flipped them around again.


  “It’s been a while since I played Concentration like this.” Saito pulled the Ace of Spades and Ace of CLubs, as well as the Queen of Diamonds and Queen of Hearts, pulling four cards.


  “A-Already four…I-I won’t lose!” Akane emitted clear hostility and motivation.


  However, it didn’t take long for the living room to turn into a pandemonium (because of Akane’s screams).


  “Saito got another pair!?”


  “How can you guess this well!? Can you see through the cards!?”


  “You’re taking way too many! Do you not have any kindness within you!?”


  The number of cards lessened, until the competition was over. The results were: Himari with 0 cards, Akane with 2, Shisei with 6, and Saito with 44. After this overwhelming and one-sided victory on Saito’s end, the living room grew quiet.


  “I-I lost again…” Akane tightly grasped her two cards to the point they grew winkly, and started tearing up.


  “Waaah…” Himari’s eyes were open in shock.


  “Oh yeah, playing Concentration with Brother always ended like this.” Shisei threw the cards away.


  —I messed up…


  Saito figured that holding back would just be rude towards the diligent Akane, so he decided to go all out instead, but that completely ruined the mood.


  “U-Um…wanna play one more time?” Himari looked around, but nobody was there to nod.


  Participating in a game where your defeat was written in stone, nobody would be up for that. This wouldn’t even be counted as a game.


  “…I’ll go buy some ice cream, you three can play without me.” Saito felt awkward, and decided to step out of the house.


  He was reminded of a time in grade school. When he played Concentration with his classmates at school, Saito used his unbeatable memory to completely win every single match. At first, some people still tagged along out of pure interest, but soon even they vanished. Once other games or mobile games became popular in class, Saito was never invited again. Even though his own physical abilities were average at best, nobody even bothered to invite him to soccer or baseball.


  It built up the image of ‘If I play with him, it’ll be boring’ and ‘I’ll just get beat up’ that his classmates had of Saito. By the time he had realized that he needed to hold back against people his age, it was already too late. When he talked to his grandfather Tenryuu about this, he said ‘This is fine. The talented crush the weak, and make them fear the monarch’, and laughed.


  —That’s…not what I wanted though.


  Saito grit his teeth while remembering these painful memories, when Akane came chasing after him.


  “You’re also going out shopping?”


  “No, I just thought that maybe you were running away after one victory, so I came to watch over you.”


  “Why would I do that…”


  Akane lined up next to Saito with a sour face, as the two made their way to the nearest convenience store. He wanted to escape from the awkward atmosphere at home, and yet the most troublesome person had to tag along, which really didn’t help his case.


  “Your memory is crazy even outside the field of studying, huh.”


  “Must be disgusting, right?”


  “Eh?” Akane blinked at Saito in confusion.


  “I know it. This strong memory of mine…is gross.” Saito showed a self-deprecating smile. “The people in the Houjou Family all have such crazy abilities. Shise can do absurd calculations in an instant, her mother can calculate a mistake that’s below one micron*, and I have this insane memory and ability to remember.”


  [TN: One-millionth of a meter and one-thousandth of a millimeter]


  “So it’s like a bloodline of geniuses?”


  Saito nodded.


  “Yeah. Because I remember details far too well than other people, both my parents and even classmates shut me off, treating me like a stalker.”


  “So that’s why you remembered what my preferences were before.”


  “Yeah. It’s definitely not that I’m a stalker of yours.”


  Saito realized that he probably had to be more careful when it came to that. Unlike when he was still young and innocent, Saito now didn’t care much about how people thought of him, but he didn’t want to ruin his relationships with family and friends. As Akane walked next to Saito, she looked straight ahead.


  “…Honestly, I’m jealous.”


  “Jealous…?” Saito asked, surprised.


  “I mean, of course I would be? If I had such a good memory, I wouldn’t have to work this hard with my studies. You can also remember what people love or hate, which allows you to treat them more kindly.”


  “You’re…trying to cheer me up…?” Saito doubted his ears.


  “How rude! I don’t pick fights with you because I want to! Do you want to sink down to the bottom of Tokyo Bay!?” Akane blurted out a threat you wouldn’t expect from a high school girl, and walked on ahead with quivering shoulders.


  She was still as aggressive as always. However, Saito felt like his steps had gotten a bit lighter. It appeared as if Akane didn’t particularly think of Saito as disgusting after that previous game. She was merely annoyed that she lost, and vented out her frustration at him.


  Saito’s classmates didn’t fight with him like Akane did, but they kept him away, and kept their distance. They treated him like an irregular existence, and left him alone. However, Akane never once distanced herself from Saito. She constantly approached him, met him eye to eye, and let the sparks fly between the two. Saito naturally felt annoyed at that, but the reason he didn’t feel as lonely as he did up to high school was because Akane was always around him. The first person to ever declare Saito her rival—was Akane after all.


  


  * * *

  


  After buying ice cream for the four of them, Saito and Akane returned. In the living room, Shisei and Himari were playing a game.


  “Ah, ah, Shisei-chan! There’s a zombie coming over there!”


  “Zombies are friends. We can get along with them.”

“I doubt that! Look, he’s trying to bite you!”


  “Fireeee!” Shisei burned down an approaching zombie with a flamethrower.


  The zombie was engulfed in a sea of flames, screamed in terror, and turned to ashes. They were playing a horror game. Something that definitely should not be here at Akane’s home. She herself was aware of this, and grew pale.


  “Y-You two, what are you doing…”


  Himari jumped up from the sofa.


  “Ah, welcome back! So you bought a zombie game, Akane! Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “W-Well…Dad actually bought this for me…right?” Akane looked over at Saito.


  —Don’t rely on me for that!


  Saito knew she was panicking, but asking Saito of all people for his opinion was the worst move.


  “Why does Saito-kun know about your Dad, Akane?”


  As expected, Himari grew suspicious. Akane panicked, trying to find an excuse.


  “T-That’s…Dad ran into Saito in the supermarket while buying fish! After battling it out, the two went mid-winter tuna fishing…!”


  —What the hell kind of chance encounter is that supposed to be!?


  Saito glared at Akane. At the same time, she returned a sharp scowl, but that wasn’t deserved in the slightest.


  “Saito-kun, you like tuna fishing?” Himari picked interest in an odd topic.


  Now that it had come to this, Saito had to play along.


  “Y-Yeah, tuna fishing is great! You can also gulp it down directly on the spot!” Saito showed Himari a thumbs-up.


  “Waah, amazing! Take me with you when you go next time!”


  “I-If the chance arises…”


  “Can a girl like me even pull out a tuna fish?”


  Saito showed his bright white teeth, and gave Himari a wink.


  “If you’re having trouble, just rely on me.”


  “You’re so cool, Saito-kun! I will, definitely will!”


  “Ha ha ha…” Saito’s cold sweat would not stop.


  Although this was necessary for the conversation to get back on track, he didn’t feel right that such an odd habit of his was added to his profile. He never once went tuna fishing. However, he might have to look into it for the future’s sake. Akane and Saito pulled back to the hallway, and held an emergency meeting with whispering voices.


  “Why did you not put away the console?”


  “There were too many other things that were more important, and I didn’t have the time for that! Since I didn’t see any games for it lying around, I figured it should be fine…”


  “That’s a game I downloaded from the store.”


  Akane looked at him in shock.


  “Downloaded? So one that comes running back no matter where you leave it?”


  “It’s not some cursed doll! It means that you can keep the games downloaded on the console without needing a CD!”


  “It doesn’t look that big though…”


  In the face of this discrepancy in culture, Saito held his head in despair. Akane was as commoner as you could be, so such gamer knowledge did not work with her.


  “I’ll explain everything later! We need to take the game away from her, otherwise things will end badly.”


  Akane swallowed her breath.


  “T-Things will end badly…Don’t tell me, will the people playing it turn into zombies?!”


  “What is that, some cursed game!? That’s not what I meant…that console has a few…erotic games in there.”


  Akane froze up. Anger and disgust mixed in her expression, as she declared with a robotic voice.


  “…I’ll call the police.”


  “They’re all-ages games! Even a high school student like me can play them!”


  “Why do you have something like that on there!? Y-You deviant!”


  “I’m not some deviant! It’s like a fan disc from a popular fighting game! The main series is about mercilessly killing each other…but in this one they play beach volleyball while wearing swimsuits…”


  “Hello, is this the police? There’s someone I want you to completely erase from this planet.”


  “Stop that!” Saito stole the smartphone from Akane, and hung up the call.


  Akane immediately took back her phone, and evacuated to the end of the hallway. She pointed at Saito, with a condemning gaze.


  “H-How frivolous! I-I need to clean your entire body with bleach to get all of this lewd stench off you!”


  “Just say whatever you want! At this rate, they will find the games that they think belong to you, which have been bought by your Dad, so you explain it to them!”


  “Big troubleeeee!!” Akane dashed back to the living room.


  She scolded the two gamers, told them to get back to studying, and confiscated the console. Saito stole the game console from her because she was about to throw it in the closet, and safely put it away. With that, the study session resumed. So that Himari wouldn’t get any weird ideas, or become lazy with her studies, Saito put all his attention towards her. If she relaxed, she might realize some things that are weird about Akane’s home.


  That being said, Himari was quick to pick up one everything Saito taught her, and showed much more joy the longer the session went on. Eventually, the sun started to set outside the window.


  “Ahhh, my head is spinning~” Having studied more than she usually would, Himari fell down on her notes, her eyes spinning.


  “Great work.” Akane brewed some black tea, bringing it over to the group.


  Shisei didn’t wait a second to take a sip, which led to her burning her tongue. She put down the cup on the desk, and looked up at Saito.


  “Brother, blow on it for me.”


  “Do that yourself.”


  “That’s impossible with Shise’s lung capacity. She can’t properly cool it off.”


  “You don’t need to blow the entire cup off the desk, so you can do it.”


  Urged by Saito, Shisei started blowing on the tea. Himari looked at her own share of tea, and picked up the scent.


  “Smells nice…You’re good at making tea, Akane~”


  “It’s because you taught me. You’re still far better than me.”


  “That’s not true~ You’ve gotten much better..”


  “You say that, but you still know much more than me when it comes to the types of tea.”


  Hearing this conversation happening, Saito thought to himself: This woman…She’s not making anybody else her rival but me… If she was able to treat others normally like that, Saito wished she could try it with him as well. Himari drank a sip from the tea, and then looked at Saito.


  “Thanks a lot for today. You helped me out a lot. Because of your help, I feel like I’ve gotten a lot better at handling math.”


  “Glad to hear that. I can see that you can still get better, so don’t let up.”


  “Really? Then…could you teach me again another time…at your place, maybe?”


  “That would be a bit troublesome.”


  After all, their current location was also Saito’s home. Hearing this, Himari flashed a teasing smile.


  “Why? I want to see Saito-kun’s room.”


  “Listen here…” Saito felt his own body temperature rise.


  “Ahh, you’ve gotten red, so cute!” Himari put her elbow on her desk, bringing her shoulder closer to Saito’s.


  Because of that, she bumped over the cup, the tea splashing onto her clothes and the notes.


  “Ah.”

“Are you okay!?” Akane jolted up.


  “Hold on, I’ll bring a dust cloth!” Saito ran towards the kitchen, and took out a small dust cloth from the drawer. “Here, use this.”


  “Thanks!” Himari accepted the dust cloth…only to tilt her head immediately after.


  She blinked in confusion.


  “…Huh? Why did Saito-kun know where the dust cloth was?”


  ““……!!””


  Both Saito and Akane froze up like they had been hit by lightning. Himari glanced at the dust cloth, and then Saito. With an expression he had never seen on Akane, she began to sweat profusely.
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  —This is bad. Seriously bad.


  Saito felt something boiling deep down in his stomach. If he gave a wrong answer here, the sharp and sensitive Himari would immediately catch on to their secret. With a dry tongue, Saito carefully chose his words.


  “T-That just now…I guessed, yeah…”


  Himari stayed quiet. Saito guessed there’s no way such an excuse would work on Himari, but he still went to confirm her expression.


  “I see! You really are amazing, Saito-kun!” Himari’s eyes lit up in excitement.


  —You really believed that!?


  Saito was filled with half relief, and half bewilderment. Himari was too honest for her own good, as always.


  “According to Shise’s calculations, the chance of finding the dust cloth at your first attempt in this large house is around a 560,000th of a…Mgh.”


  Saito hurriedly closed off Shisei’s mouth before she could complicate things again. Himari accepted the dust cloth and wiped her clothes dry, but the stain wouldn’t quite leave.


  “I think it’d be better to wash your clothes now that it’s come to this.”


  “Y-Yeah, where’s the bathroom?”


  “Shise will guide you there. There’s also a change of clothes.” Shisei walked down the hallway like this was her own home, guiding Himari along.


  Following that, Saito heard the sound of the faucet being turned, with water gushing into the sink. Akane remained in the living room with Saito, giving him a reproachful gaze.


  “Because you were flirting around with Himari, you made such a basic mistake.”


  “I wasn’t flirting.”


  “You totally were! Also, if you just said no to this study session, none of this mess would have happened!” Akane aggressively approached Saito, pressing her finger against his chest.


  “I would have felt bad for Himari if I declined the idea of a study session.”


  “What? Do you not want to make her sad? You’ll do anything to make her happy? Make her do your bidding?”


  “I don’t have any ulterior motive like that!”


  “When Himari snuggled up to you, you had the face of a criminal!”


  “You’re joking, right…?” Saito grew earnestly worried.


  “I’m not joking! You had a ‘Give me your money’ face on!”


  “The direction of the ulterior motive suddenly changed! Now I’m just a fraudster!”


  “Anyway, seeing you all lovey-dovey and flirty is just gross! Watching you makes me get angry! Can’t you just pull your skin off your face!”


  “Don’t ask for the impossible!”


  “If you won’t do it yourself, I have to—”


  Suddenly, their surroundings turned dark.


  “Kyaa!?”


  A soft sensation clung to Saito’s body. Like her determined and hot-headed attitude from now had been a lie, Akane embraced Saito’s body as she quivered in fear.


  “You…you’re such a wuss.”


  “I’m not scared because of a power outage!” Akane looked up at Saito with tears in her eyes.


  “You’re about to burst out in tears though?”


  “I-I just put in some eye drops!”


  “In that split second!?”


  “A moment’s hesitation can prove fatal after all! What if your eyeball comes shooting out because of a dry eye!?”


  “I genuinely have no idea…”


  Saito never heard of a human shooting out their dry eyeballs. Either way, the living room and kitchen were shrouded in darkness. Not even the light from the CD player and rice cooker were on. From outside the window, he saw lights burning in the neighbouring houses. It seemed like not the entire street suffered from this blackout, but rather that Saito’s place used too much electricity, which led to the power outage.


  “I’ll check the breaker.” Saito tried to leave the living room, only for Akane to hold onto his shirt.


  She looked desperate to hold back the tears, as she pleaded.


  “Don’t leave me alone in such a scary place!”


  “This is your own home, remember?” Saito couldn’t believe what he just heard.


  “Somebody might be living inside the ceiling! An old man with a heart motif pajama might be watching us while he’s smiling!”


  “Stop that, you’ll give me nightmares.”


  Saito didn’t even want to imagine that.


  “The possibilities are endless! At this rate, both of us will die!”


  “I seriously doubt that…”


  Akane was glued to Saito’s side, not showing any signs of calming down. If Saito forced her away, she might get hurt, but if she kept pulling on his uniform, a tragedy would occur eventually. Saito resigned himself, and sat down in the living room, waiting for the lights to come back.


  Akane didn’t even think of moving away from Saito. She only tried to look tough, but was weak on the inside. Saito heard the rustling sound of her skirt, and picked up the sweet scent from her hair. Because they sat in the midst of absolute darkness, Saito’s other senses grew even more sensitive. As he started to feel awkward, Akane whispered.


  “Do boys…prefer honest girls after all?”


  “Why are you asking me that?”


  “…No reason.” Akane’s hand which held onto Saito’s shirt was quivering.


  Because she had her face cast downways, Saito couldn’t figure out her expression, but she had her lips closed tightly. In the face of that, he felt something ache deep inside his chest. An honest girl? That was most likely pointing at Himari. And, who was the girl who wasn’t honest?


  “Honestly, I think you’re fine the way you are.”


  “…!” Akane swallowed her breath. “I-I wasn’t talking about…me…”


  Even now, she acted ignorant.


  “Then I’m not talking about you either, but girl A.”


  “Girl A…Like a criminal.”


  “She’s not nothing to do with you, so that doesn’t matter, right?” Saito laughed.


  He didn’t know for what reason Akane asked this, or what her intentions were. However, he quickly realized that Akane mustered up a lot of courage to do this, and that this was something closely connected to her honest feelings. That’s why Saito spoke with his heart as well.


  “It’s true that she’s annoying, but as of late, I’ve gotten better at understanding what she’s thinking.”


  “R-Really…?” Akane asked, like a cat terrified of approaching a human.


  “Yeah. She’s obstinate and stubborn, a hard worker, and easily embarrassed about everything. She doesn’t really show her feelings directly and in front of others, but she doesn’t have any bad intentions. If anything, she wishes for the happiness of others more than anybody I know.”


  “Y-You’re thinking too highly of her…” Akane’s body stirred, like she was embarrassed.


  “That’s why…she may be more annoying than anybody else in this world…but I don’t hate her.” After Saito finished his monologue, he felt his earlobes growing hot.


  Both of them weren’t honest with each other. Just by saying these words, Saito’s heart was pounding heavily.


  “More annoying than anybody else in this world…What’s that about…Dummy.” The insult escaping her lips was weak, and more sweet than anything.


  Saito felt Akane put her forehead on his chest. And with that as a signal, the lights inside the living room turned on again.


  “Seems like the lights are back.”


  “Y-Yeah.” Akane sighed in relief, when Himari entered the living room.


  “Ahh, that surprised me, to think the lights just dropped like this…”


  “Ah…” Akane froze up.


  She had snuggled up to Saito, her hand clinging to his shirt. Although she clearly had forgotten herself in the fear she felt, this wasn’t exactly a sight you would normally get to see from Akane. Hence, Himari’s eyes opened wide in shock.


  “…Pretty close, huh?”


  “We’re not close at all!!” Akane’s scream reverberated through the house.


  * * *


  “We still don’t know why the electricity suddenly cut out, huh…”


  The following day, Saito sat at his desk, tilting his head in confusion. They weren’t using anything that would take up any electricity, like a microwave, rice cooker, or anything like that. Since no blackout happened after that, it couldn’t be a problem with the wiring either. Saito looked into it online, but couldn’t not find any other reports of a blackout.


  “Why are you so concerned about that?” Shisei sat on top of Saito’s desk as she asked.


  “I can’t rest easy when I don’t even know what caused this blackout. What if it happens again during a game?”


  “That would indeed be troublesome. That reminds Shise of when you were playing a new RPG back in grade school. Shise played a prank on you and turned off the console, but that caused a tragedy.”


  “Don’t remind me of that.” Saito groaned as he remembered that dark past.


  Shisei however continued indifferently.


  “You only had data on auto save. With the sudden power outage, you didn’t just lose your progress, but also your entire safe file…”


  “Was this incident your doing as well?” Saito picked up Shisei, and asked her as she dangled in mid-air.


  “Shise didn’t do anything.” She shook her head.


  The way she hung in the air made her look like a doll. Because you couldn’t properly read her expression, you never knew if she was telling the truth or not. Saito knew this, gave up, and put her down on the ground again. At the same time, Himari approached the two.


  “Saito-kun, there was something I didn’t get during that class just now, could you teach me again?”


  “Yeah. It’s great to see you’re so intent on learning more.”


  “Thanks~!”


  Whatever her motive may be, making progress with her studies will help Himari in the long run. A young love like this will only last for a moment, so once they graduate, Himari will surely forget about Saito soon enough, but her efforts in her studies will stay with her forever. Not knowing of these thoughts however, Himari waved Akane over to them.


  “Why don’t you let Saito-kun teach you as well~?”


  “I’m fine, I don’t want to be taught by this guy.” Akane raised her chin, and looked away.


  “‘Zat so.” Saito shrugged his shoulders.


  The Akane of today was the same as always. Saito regretted not having left her alone in the darkness a bit so that she would learn her lesson. Right as Saito made up his mind to not be as kind to her anymore, Akane suddenly walked next to his seat, and leaned towards him. She brought her face closer to his, and pushed up her hair, as she whispered.


  “O-Once we get home, you better teach me, okay?”
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  She immediately returned to her own seat, and put her upper body down on her desk, burying her face in her arms. Saito could see her reddened earlobes.


  —Are you serious…


  Saito started fidgeting awkwardly on his seat, unable to calm down. He knew just how red his own earlobes were.
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  Chapter 2 - Date


  With an explosive sound, the door of Saito’s study room blew open. Or more accurately—it was blown open. Akane carried a blunt weapon in her hand, gasping for air. She had bloodshot eyes, her lips raised into an eerie smirk, as she looked like a demon who has arrived to murder Saito.


  “Now! It’s time for you to teach me!”


  “You didn’t actually come here to kill me…?” Saito immediately jumped towards the window with his chair in hand.


  It was a reflexive reaction, resembling a wild beast’s, that would save his life in this house, not rational thinking.


  “I wouldn’t kill my valuable source of information…”


  “So you’ll mercilessly slaughter me after I give you the information you want, right?”


  “What’s your problem? I am letting you teach me, remember!? Just give in and do as I tell you to!”


  “This is the first time I was looked up at with such a strong and arrogant tone.”


  “S-S-S-Shut up!”


  Akane slammed her blunt weapon—namely a thick dictionary that looked like a reference book—down on the desk. Saito couldn’t guess if her cheeks were red simply because she was carrying something so heavy, or because she was embarrassed at being taught by Saito.


  “Alright, then let me see your answer sheet from the last proficiency tests.”


  “Where did that come from!? There’s no way I would share such personal information with the enemy! You might use that information against me and make me unable to resist you!” Akane’s caution towards Saito skyrocketed.


  “I’m not plotting anything evil like that, so calm down. I just want to see what subjects you generally score higher in.”


  “Y-You want to reveal my everything…” Akane embraced her own body, tearing up.


  Saito let out an evil ‘He he he’ laugh.


  “Don’t you want to win against me…? If you share your weakness with me, you might find a way to beat me…I don’t think you have any choice in choosing your methods…?”


  “Urk…!” Akane’s expression stiffened up, and she stormed out of Saito’s study room.


  She came right back, and offered Saito the neatly-folded answer sheet with a quivering hand.


  “D-Don’t…stare at it too much…”


  “Y-Yeah…”


  Saito just wanted to get back at her for all the trouble he usually goes through, but seeing her agonizing with embarrassment, Saito felt like he was doing something immoral. In order to atone for his sins, he ran his eyes over Akane’s English answer sheet. Since they had the same proficiency test, he had the answers memorized.


  “H-How is it…?”


  “Since the accuracy and amount of points did lower towards the later questions, I’m guessing that you ran out of time?”


  “H-How did you know!?”


  “Your handwriting got messy too, like you were just writing faster to get more answers down.”


  “I can’t help it! One hour is such a short time!”


  “Don’t throw complaints at the very system of this world.”


  “If one hour had 5600 minutes, I would easily get a full mark…!” Akane bit her nails.


  “Everyone is given the same amount of time, so you need to solve the questions in that time frame. Judging from your handwriting, the earlier questions took too much of your time. You should give more vague answers and move on.”


  “If I do that and make a mistake, I’ll still lose against you, right!?” Akane’s shoulders quivered in rage.


  —You’re still losing because you end up running out of time…


  Saito thought to himself, but saying that out loud would be the same as pouring more oil into the flame.


  “Your biggest flaw is that you immediately get emotional about everything.”


  “I don’t!” Akane slammed her hands on the desk.


  “You are being emotional right now! Don’t you feel bad for the poor desk!?” Saito pulled Akane away from the desk, treating her like a wild dog. “And once you get emotional, your ability to think suffers from it. You’re always so clever, but now you get to minus 50.”


  “My intelligence can go into the minus!?”


  “Just as a figure of speech. You’re aware of it, aren’t you?”


  “Urk…W-Well…” Akane reluctantly admitted to it.


  —So you were aware of it after all! Despite asking me for help…


  If that was the case, Saito really wished she’d cooperate a bit more…rationally. He grew more worried that she might leak anything regarding the marriage if she kept panicking this easily.


  “This flaw of yours shows during the exams. Since you lose points the more you panic, it’s important that you keep a steady pace so that you get a fair shot at every question.”


  “But, reading comprehension questions take such a long time…”


  “Just read it with the rhythm.”


  “As if I could do that! The teacher can be a real bully at times, so he uses lots of words I don’t know!”


  “That’s how reading comprehension works, yeah. That being said…I see, since you’re too diligent for your own good, you’re bad at just reading the gist out of it…” Saito started thinking. “I guess it would be best to let you handle things without relying on your intuition.”


  Saito grabbed a book from his bookshelf, tilted ‘Muscle! Vocabulary Muscles! Special 30,000 Word Training to Master!’. Shown on the cover was a muscular bodybuilder, forming the letters of the alphabet with his body.


  “W-What the hell is this…” Akane flinched.


  “A reference book that helps with growing your vocabulary. If you remember those 30,000 words, you can read most English texts.”


  “I can’t remember all of that!”


  Saito let out a snicker.


  “You clearly can. Remember 300 each day, and you’ll be done in 100 days.”


  “My hand will also be done at that point! Ah!? Is this what this is!? You want me to mess up my hand so that I can’t even take the exams anymore!?” Akane staggered backwards, as her face grew pale.


  “If your efficiency of writing it down is that bad, then just look at the words, and memorize them.”


  “Look at them…?”


  “With us humans, we engrave most in our memory if we actively try to remember something. However, when you write down something to remember, all you do is needlessly make your hand remember it, but your brain isn’t stimulated at all. It’s all a waste.”


  “But, at school, they keep saying that writing everything down is important, and they give us lots of homework…”


  Saito shrugged his shoulders.


  “The teachers are idiots too, is all.”


  “You…” Akane showed him an exhausted expression.


  “This is the quickest method to acquire new words. First, you decide on the words you want to learn in English, and read the Japanese translation side by side. I’d say a hundred words a day should do it. Next, you only look at the English words, hide the Japanese translation with your hand, and guess the meaning. Until you fully remember them, you repeat this step over and over.”


  “They often do that in vocabulary books, alright.”


  Saito raised his index finger.


  “This is where it gets important. The next day, before you even work on the new vocabulary, you revise the words you learned the previous day. Only look at the English words, and guess their meaning. Then you move on to the new words, and the day after that, you revise the vocabulary of the past two days.”


  Akane gulped.


  “D-Doesn’t that mean…If I continued this for a week, I’d have to revise 700 words on a single day…?”


  “However, if you don’t actually write them down, your hand won’t suffer any burden. Just by looking and remembering the words, your brain gets to work, so you’ll memorize the words much easier, and have your vocabulary grow in the blink of an eye.”


  “Will it really go that well, I wonder…” Akane still sounded doubtful.


  “Just try it out as a test, and do it for one day. Even without writing it down, it’ll be engraved in your brain soon enough.”


  “…If you’re lying to me, I’ll use your body as paper when I memorize the vocabulary.” Firing off an odd threat, Akane started glaring down her reference book.


  —I should probably throw away all the oil pens we have in the house…


  Saito felt a sense of danger crawl down his body, and still continued to watch over Akane’s studies.


  


  * * *

  


  Around five hours later, Akane raised a cheerful voice.


  “It’s true! I’m starting to remember more and more without having to write them down!”


  “Right? Fruitless effort is a waste of everyone’s time, just know how to hack the world.” Saito laughed.


  Akane formed a fist, and muttered.


  “So the ones lying were the teachers after all…I need to put my revenge to action right away…”


  “What do you plan on doing…Also, they didn’t have any bad intentions either. It’s all deeply rooted in the rotten Japan’s education system of today.”


  “You’re sounding so arrogant again.”


  “Because I have the right to sound that way.”


  Akane gave him a gaze of contempt, but he paid that no mind.


  “Since they say that there’s no real way to study, everyone is wasting their efforts because hard work equals progress. However, that’s a hallucination. There is an orthodox way of studying—which is my way.”


  “How much higher does your pedestal go!?”


  “Once you stop thinking about efficiency, your thoughts come to a halt all-together. Ever since ancient times, humans have used tools to make their lives more efficient, so the same can be done while studying. Makes sense, right?”


  “It’s true that your studying method is very efficient…and you’re…W-Well, a bit good at teaching, I guess…” Akane muttered, and averted her face.


  —Did she just praise me!?


  Saito’s body was filled with an irrational fear. He should probably write his testament later that day, or it may be too late.


  “It’s not the method I use. I don’t do this kind of independent studying.”


  “Then what else is this studying method, huh!?”


  “I read a book about the mechanisms of human memory, so I created this method and tried it out. I’ve tested it with several students, and confirmed its effectiveness.”


  “Do our classmates know that you see them as guinea pigs?”


  “By the way, the one with the biggest results was you, Akane. I guess being clever from the start boosts the results.”


  “Wha…” Akane staggered backwards.


  She probably didn’t expect this sudden praise, and instead felt cautious of Saito. With this, Saito realized that praising her would make her more docile in any banter they would have in the future.


  “It’s gotten late, so let’s leave it at this and head to bed.”


  “I’m not going to sleep, I still have eight hours until school starts.” Akane said with glimmering eyes.


  “Sleep! You’ll just ruin your body if you miss out on important sleep!”


  “I won’t, all my exhaustion will be directly transmitted to you, Saito.”


  “What kind of curse did you put on me…” Saito tried to steal the reference book from Akane, but she clung to it like it was her utmost treasure.


  The two were pulling on the reference book, until it turned into a mochi shape. Saito relaxed for a split second, to which Akane stuffed the reference book in her blouse, hiding it.


  “N-Now you won’t be able to steal it from me, right…” With her reddened cheeks, Akane was gasping for air.


  Her clothes were already in disarray because of their previous banter.


  “Damn it…So despicable…” Saito grit his teeth.


  He had never seen somebody so intent and fixated on studying. This clearly wasn’t on the level of a high school student. It’s like her parents forced her until she couldn’t get away from it anymore.


  “Say, why are you so dead set on studying this much?”


  “I told you before, I want to become a doctor.”


  “I remember that. I’m asking why it has to be a doctor.”


  “That…doesn’t have anything to do with you, right?” Akane glared at Saito in contempt.


  “Of course, it doesn’t. Whatever profession you’re aiming for, as long as I can fulfill my goal with this marriage, I don’t care.”


  “R-Right…”


  Saito felt resistant towards it, but still revealed his honest feelings.


  “That being said, I want to know more…about you.”


  “……!” Akane’s eyes opened wide. “Y-You want to know more about me…For what reason…?”


  “I don’t have any reason, nor do I have any goal or intention with this. I just want to know more. When you see a book with an interesting cover, you want to read what’s inside of it, don’t you?”


  “I-I’m not a book…” Akane cast her face down, her cheeks slightly red.


  Of course, Saito’s body felt hot to the point he started sweating. He only now realized what bold of a statement he just let roam free. It probably only spoiled Akane’s mood. And yet, she didn’t attempt to run out of the room. Instead, she took a deep breath, and raised her head.


  “…When I was still a young child, I had a little sister, who’s three years younger than me.”


  “Little sister…?”


  First time Saito heard of that. He had met Akane’s parents during school events, but never seen a little sister around.


  “She was always very weak, and often sick in bed. Mom and Dad were constantly working hard to pay for the hospital fees, which is why they were barely home.”


  “So that’s why you’re a good cook, you have to take care of it yourself.”


  Akane nodded.


  “I could only watch my little sister suffer. Even when she started crying, pleading ‘Onee-chan, save me, please’, I could only rub her head and keep watching over her. That just bothered me, left me restless…and I couldn’t forgive myself.” She started tearing up.


  Just by hearing about this story, Saito felt the despair in Akane’s voice, and the pain inside his chest.


  “That’s why…you want to become a doctor?”


  “I couldn’t save my little sister, but there’s other people suffering in this world. I want to make it so that everybody can be happy and healthy. This time, I want the strength to save others.” Akane spoke quietly, but with determination filled in her voice.


  For some reason, Akane looked different to Saito compared to before, like she was an entirely separate person.


  —So stupid, and straightforward.


  She had an awful personality, was violent, and couldn’t be further away from a benevolent person, and yet she was so pure. She was like a burning passion personified.


  “What about your little sister…?”


  “I can’t meet her anymore…She’s at a place very far away…” Akane bit her lip.


  Realizing just what she was implying with that, Saito couldn’t say anything.


  


  * * *

  


  A few days passed, but Akane never cheered up.


  “Haaaa…”


  Even during their breakfast before school, she let out sighs while munching on her toast. Even her hair and ribbon on it looked like it was devoid of energy.


  —What’s gotten into her? She’s not picking any fights with me.


  Saito felt like asking her that, but that question didn’t make any sense. That makes it sound like every day needs to start with a fight. They weren’t some soldiers who battled it out with their fists. On the TV in the living room, a news program played. Since Saito wanted to become a proprietor, he had to be aware of what was going on in the world.


  ‘The younger sister idol type is on the rise! What is the magical charm enticing all the Onii-chan’s in the country!?’


  It apparently was a special report, with several idols appearing on screen. Overall, most of them were still fairly young. Akane however silently grabbed the remote, and turned off the TV. Following that, a grave and unfitting silence filled the air during their breakfast.


  “Do you…dislike idols?” Saito asked, to which Akane shook her head.


  “Not really. I’m pretty indifferent.”


  “Then, why…”


  Without answering that question, Akane just put down her toast.


  “You have it nice, always together with Shisei-san.”


  “She’s basically like the air around me.”


  “…I also want to be with my little sister. Eat breakfast together, go shopping together, watch movies together…” Akane looked out the window with a distant gaze.


  


  * * *

  


  During today’s P.E. class, they played volleyball. Saito sat in the corner of the gym hall, watching the two teams battle it out. Next to him sat Shisei.


  “…So, what kind of advice do you need today, Brother?”


  “How did you know I was having trouble!?” Saito was shocked because of Shisei’s inhumane guessing skill.


  “Shise understands everything there is to know about Brother. Whenever you need advice on something, you keep glancing at Shise…with such a greedy face.”

“I-I honestly doubt that I have such a greedy face.” Saito’s body shivered in fear.


  “You do. The aura you give off is literally screaming that you want to jump at Shise and bury your face in her chest.”


  “Bury…?”


  Shisei apparently didn’t like that comment, as she showed a lightspeed chop directly at Saito’s throat. She held back with that however, as it didn’t hurt that much.


  “Well, it’s just as you guessed. As of late, Akane is lacking her usual energy, and I’m trying to come up with something I can do.”


  “Shise has an injection that will immediately give her lots of energy, do you want that?” Shisei took a syringe out of her gym clothes’ pocket.


  “Why are you keeping that on you even during classes!? Also, I don’t want some dangerous medicine like that.”


  “It’s not dangerous, it’s a new medicine developed and manufactured from a research lab under the Houjou Group. Around 80% of the people they tested it on could unhook an entire door with their bare hands.”


  “I really don’t want to die just yet, okay…” Saito imagined Akane unhooking a door with her bare hands, and shivered in fear.


  He confiscated the syringe from Shisei, who slowly aimed it at her own arm. He really wished the Houjou Group would stop doing everything Shisei asks for.


  “Not to mention that it’s not a physical problem. She seems like she’s down in the dumps.”


  “There’s also medicine that will make you laugh instantly, and forever, so no worries.”


  “That sounds like nothing but trouble. Why do you keep bringing out dangerous medicine?” Saito stuffed his hand into Shisei’s pockets, investigating if she was carrying anything else dangerous.


  “Brother, you’re tickling me. Lewd.” Shisei’s body twisted and turned a bit, but her expression was devoid of any emotion as always.


  Following that, Saito also found gum, chocolate, dried sardines and other snacks. However, no dangerous syringes and drugs were in sight. Like he was terrified of the repercussions, he returned everything inside this Pandora’s Box. In the face of that, Shisei munched on some dried sardines. Despite her evidently snacking during classes, nobody was there to warn her. Even the teacher was treating Shisei more like a princess who came down from a UFO rather than an actual student.


  “Do you want Akane to cheer up? You love her?”


  “It’s not anything that romantic. It’s just weighing me down when she keeps up that gloomy expression all the damn time.”


  “That’s Brother for you, you’re an absolute narcissist.”


  “You’re plenty of a narcissist yourself, Shise.”


  “Shise doesn’t put herself as the most important in the world. That spot is reserved for Brother’s smile.” Shisei leaned against Saito’s shoulder.


  “Thanks.”


  Knowing that there was one person who cared for Saito this much, his heart felt much lighter. Usually, Shisei’s thought process was a mystery even to Saito, but he knew of her kindness. If not for Shisei, who was like a little sister to him, Saito would probably live a much harder time in life.


  [image: chap2]

  “Akane’s younger sister, it seems like she passed away at a young age.”


  “Mm.” Shisei merely listened.


  “Because I reminded her of that, she’s been depressed over the past few days. She keeps saying that she wants to meet her, and always sounds so lonely. Since this is my fault, I want to do something about this.”


  “So you’ll act as her younger sister?”


  “Why the hell would I do that? You might be able to pull that off, but not me.”


  That being said, since Shisei’s looks didn’t exactly match with the Japanese standard, it would probably be hard for her to play a convincing role. Not to mention that nobody could be a replacement for someone who has passed away.


  “What do you do to cheer up when you’re feeling down?”


  “Shise goes to have fun with Brother. That will always cheer her up.”


  “Have fun, huh…Well, we always go out shopping for food and all that.”


  Letting Akane head to the supermarket alone would make Saito feel bad, and she needed someone to carry everything, so it became a habit for the both of them to head out shopping together.


  “That’s probably not it. Shise may be happy to just have Brother around, but Akane may be different.”


  Saito used the number one brain of the entire school, and tried solving the question of Akane’s feelings. Using his knowledge of Akane, and with the data he had gathered until now, after a few seconds passed, he came up with an idea.


  “Maybe if I took her to a cheap supermarket during a super sale…she’d be happy?”


  “Zero points.” Shisei poked two fingers at Saito’s forehead.


  “Urk…” Receiving his first zero points in his entire life, Saito gris his teeth. “Why! Are you saying that my calculations have been off!? She might not look like it, but Akane actually loves going out shopping! If I introduced her to some supermarket that works on a 50% off business model, she’d cry tears of joy!”


  “Shise’s analysis went differently. Akane herself surely isn’t aware of it, but she’s a pure maiden. Take her to a stylish shop, or even a sweets shop, and she’ll be happy.”


  “Akane is…a maiden…?” Saito was bewildered.


  That rampaging dragon, and maiden…those two words didn’t fit at all. At the same time, Shisei wiped the drool off her cheek.


  “That’s why, as practice for Brother, you should take Shise to a sweets shop. All sweets shops in the world offer an All-You-Can-Eat fare this week.”


  “So that was your goal, huh?”


  “You could say that this fare was made by Shise, for Shise.”


  “Please take it easy…”


  Saito felt bad for all the sweet shop managers in the world.


  


  * * *

  


  Upon returning from the sweets shop he had visited with Shisei, he mentally prepared himself at the entrance of his home. Although this was all necessary to cheer up a roommate of his, so to speak, it was a first for him to bring up a suggestion like that. Just imagining what kind of reaction Akane would show, his heart started racing faster.


  —You can do it, me!


  He slapped his palms on his cheek, and entered the dragon’s den—the kitchen. Akane didn’t even turn around towards Saito, and just continued stirring the eggs inside the pot. Even the movement of her hands was devoid of her usual energy. Saito cleared his throat.


  “U-Um…I’d like to talk about something, is now a good time?”


  “…How long are we talking?”


  “Just a bit, okay!”


  “I’m busy, so get it over with.” Akane was as blunt as always.


  The chance of him being rejected now was quite high. However, there was nothing lost in betting his luck on the line. Saito coughed, and continued.


  “Should we go somewhere this weekend? Hanging out a bit.”


  “Fueh!?” Akane let out a high-pitched voice Saito had never heard before, as she turned around. “H-Hanging out…? Not resupplying food…?”


  “Y-Yeah, I’m not talking about logistics or supply, but recreation. I figured maybe a change of pace wouldn’t hurt.” Saito stretched his right hand into the air.


  It was the fishy body language of an orator, but he couldn’t just stand still and do nothing. Seeing this, Akane gave him a dubious expression.


  “W-Why with me…? Normally, you would invite Shisei-san for that, right…?”


  “T-That’s true, but…H-How does a movie sound…?”


  “M-Movie!?” Akane’s shoulders twitched.


  “And once the movie is over, we can check out a sweets shop and stuff like that.”


  “A sweets shop!?” Akane staggered backwards.


  “Anything is fine, I just want us to be together for a day.”


  “Together for a day—!?” Her face turned as red as a tomato’s.


  Of course, Saito wasn’t doing any better than her, as steam was about to rise from his head. An awkward silence filled the kitchen, as Saito cursed himself for bringing up that proposition. Suddenly, a burning scent tickled his nose.


  “H-Hey! Aren’t you cooking something right now!?”


  “Kyaaaaaa!?” Akane turned around to see black smoke rising from the pot.


  She frantically extinguished the fire, grabbed the pot, and ran outside the kitchen. However, she immediately came back, and stood in the doorframe. She was out of breath, as she glared at Saito with tears in her eyes.


  “I-It’s fine…”


  “What is!?”


  “Going out with you on the weekend! You helped me with my studies, so! But, no hotels, okay!?” Akane jumped out of the front door with the pot in hand.


  “Where are you going!? Are you really okay!?”


  Saito wasn’t even given a moment of rest, as he chased after the rampaging Akane.


  


  * * *

  


  —This is definitely a date, right!?


  Akane was reminded of Saito’s proposition, and started to panic. She was used to heading out together in order to buy food or other daily necessities, but this was the first time they actually headed somewhere outside of that. Even on the day Saito had declined Himari’s invitation for a date, all they did was do the average shopping like usual.


  Akane felt guilty for having interrupted what would have surely been an enjoyable day for Saito. If she could make amends for that in any way, then she wanted to do so. However, to think that she would go on a date with her archenemy.


  “Akane, you okay? You’ve been acting off for a while.”


  “…Ah.”


  Called out to by her grandmother Chiyo, she realized that she had been stirring the anmitsu* with her spoon for a while now. The fruits were drowned in the mass, making it look like the devil’s baby food. Today, Chiyo took Akane to a cafe that focussed especially on Japanese-style sweets. A single rice cake with bean jam cost 1,500 yen, which wasn’t a price a high school girl could afford, but the taste made more than up for it. That’s probably the reason why the inside of the cafe was filled with elegant ladies as customers.


  [TN: anmitsu = mixture of bean jam, boiled beans, agar cubes, fruit pieces and syrup]


  “I’m sorry, I’ll make sure to eat up everything.”


  “Don’t force yourself, we can always order a new one.”


  “I’m fine, it’s still delicious.” Akane picked up some of the devil’s baby food with a spoon, and pushed it down her throat.


  It still was tasteful as she said, but she would have preferred to eat it while it still kept its original shape. After all, this special anmitsu cost 3,500 yen. As Akane worked on the ruined anmitsu, Chiyo gave her a close inspection from across the table.


  “…Did something happen between you and Saito-san?”


  “Eh!? W-What are you talking about!?” Akane dropped her spoon.


  “That’s what I’m asking. If something is troubling you, then feel free to tell me, I’ll try my best to help you.”


  “Grandma…” Seeing her grandmother’s gentle smile, Akane’s heart felt much lighter.


  For this problem alone, she could not rely on Himari’s help. That being said, revealing this to her parents wasn’t an option either. So, Akane decided to spill the beans to her grandmother.


  “Um…listen? Saito invited me out on the weekend…but, do you think that’s a date…?”


  “……!” Chiyo’s eyes opened wide.


  Large grains of tears ran down her wrinkled cheeks.


  “Why are you crying!?”


  “So finally…finally…you managed to achieve this kind of relationship with Saito-san…”


  “You’re wrong! Whatever you’re imagining is not the case! He just said we could maybe watch a movie together, or visit a sweets shop!”


  “That’s a date no matter how you look at it. I shall make an appointment in the hospital in ten months.”


  “Nothing like that will happen, you’re jumping the gun here!”


  Chiyo however ignored Akane’s pleas, and waved her hand to beckon an employee over.


  “Excuse me! Could you make some red rice for us?”


  “Stop with the red rice!” Akane held her head in despair, curling on the chair.


  The warm gazes from the customers and employees were stabbing her entire body. The resounding applause hurt all the same. She immediately regretted asking her grandmother for advice. With a satin weave handkerchief, Chiyo wiped her mouth.


  “I’m sorry, I just got a bit excited. I thought I might get to see my great-grandchild sooner than expected.”


  “Sorry to disappoint you, but it won’t be anytime soon…”


  “I would have no more regrets in life, see.”


  “Don’t die, please. Keep on living.”


  On a day to day basis, Chiyo was the proprietress of a traditional Japanese restaurant, serving quite a lot of elite customers. Akane respected her dignity and rationality, but today she must have been happy hearing that.


  “So then, you’re hesitating about accepting Saito-san’s invitation?”


  “No, I actually already accepted.”


  “Oh my.” Chiyo put one hand on her mouth, and showed a grin.


  “W-What’s that face for?”


  “You instantaneously agreed to Saito-san’s date, I see?”


  “It wasn’t instantaneous!”


  It was undoubtedly within a moment’s notice that she agreed.


  “Where did that change of heart come from? Before, you would never stop saying how much you disliked him.”


  “I still hate him. We fight every single day, and when he randomly praises me, I just start feeling restless.”


  “Hmm…you feel restless, huh.” Chiyo muttered, clearly sounding intrigued. “If so, why did you accept his invitation?”


  “…He was nursing me back to health when I was sick, and he’s helping me with my studies, so I’m in his debt. I would feel bad without ever repaying him.”


  “So that’s the excuse you came up with, I see?”


  “Urk…”


  Having watched over Akane ever since she was a child, Chiyo knew just how Akane was ticking.


  “So what’s the actual reason?” Chiyo gave Akane ae gentle gaze, which left her restless.


  As her earlobes were burning up in heat, she muttered with a voice about to disappear.


  “…I-I thought that it sounded fun.”


  “Oh my, so cute! You’re the cutest, Akane! Saito-san will push you down on the bed at this rate!”


  “Calm down! Return to the usual cool Grandma, please!”


  Chiyo reached over the table to tightly embrace Akane, as she tried to break free, but in vain.


  “Just leave everything to me! I figured something like this would happen, so I prepared beforehand!”


  “Prepared…?” Akane felt an awful premonition.


  She still had some of the devil’s baby food left, but Chiyo dragged her out of the store. Following that, she called a taxi, and had them be driven home to Chiyo’s residence. After that, she pulled Akane to a room deep inside the residence. Waiting inside were countless Western clothes, kimonos, shoes, and accessories. Rather than fitting Chiyo’s time when she was younger, they were quite modern.


  “W-What is this…?”


  As Akane was baffled, Chiyo just declared with an energetic and delighted voice.


  “I bought all of these for the day my cute Akane would finally fall in love. It’s your private dress-up room.”


  “I am not in love!” Akane fiercely declared.


  “Look, how about something like this?” Chiyo did not listen to Akane’s rebuttal at all, and just brought more and more clothes.


  First was a dress that revealed her back and navel, and had a deep slit at the lower body. The satin fabric sparkled because of the fluorescent lights of the room.


  “Grandma? I’m not going to a party, you know?”


  “You wouldn’t want to go to a fancy restaurant in just jeans, right?”


  “High school students wouldn’t even get into an establishment that required such a dress code.”


  Not to mention that Akane always went with a skirt or one-piece, so she didn’t even own any jeans.


  “Maybe we should start with underwear first? Have a look, this is your ‘sure-fire victory’ underwear collection I gathered for you!” Ciyo opened the closet, which revealed countless pairs of underwear hanging on a hanger.


  From an almost transparent babydoll to a T-bag with no defense whatsoever, even panties that had a heart mark open on its behind, it was all highly suggestive and seductive underwear. Just by thinking about Saito seeing her wearing something like that, Akane’s face started to burn hot.


  “I-I-I don’t need any of that!”


  Chiyo blinked, looking worried.


  “You don’t need any underwear…? I’m sure you must want to make Saito-san happy, but going with no underwear for your first date is a bit too stimulating, don’t you think?”


  “I’ll properly put on underwear, okay!”


  “Then you have to choose something from here. He would be disappointed to encounter childish underwear once he gets to undressing you.”


  “If Saito dared to do something like that, I would slice his throat!” Akane screamed with crimson red cheeks.


  


  * * *

  


  That day was blessed with a clear blue sky. A faint breeze carried the pleasant scent of grass, as the leaves on the trees placed in the residential district shook.


  —I really did something out of the ordinary, huh…


  Plagued with regret and worry, Saito waited at the front entrance, when he heard the door of the study room open. With careful and uncertain steps, Akane descended the stairs.


  “U-Um…Sorry for the wait…”


  She showed a bashful expression as she held onto the handrail of the stairs, giving off a different atmosphere from usual. She wore a faint pink one-piece that matched the color of cherry blossom petals. A tied ribbon decorated her waist, looking feminine and cute. The laces at the train of her dress were that of a strawberry pattern, and her bare legs showing from beneath that were dazzlingly white.


  Above the one-piece, she wore a thin, white cardigan. The small bag she carried around her waist was snow white, with a golden fastener. It was a coordination of clothes Saito had never seen on her when they were out shopping. These clothes only emphasized Akane’s innate cuteness and beauty, resulting in unfathomable destructive power for Saito’s heart. He couldn’t help but be entranced at the girl in front of him, when Akane glared at him with a red face.


  “W-What’s your problem…” She tightly grasped the fabric of her dress, and twisted her body as if she wanted to escape from Saito’s gaze.


  “W-Well…I was just thinking that you went all out for today.”


  “Grandma forced this onto me. She said I should dress up for my precious date.”


  “I-I see…”


  Akane frantically waved her hands.


  “A-Ah, of course, I know that this isn’t a date, okay!? We may be married, but this definitely isn’t a date! We’re just heading out to have a bit of fun…So, this isn’t a date…right?”


  “Y-Yeah, this is not a date, most definitely not.” Saito said, but his heart disagreed.


  As they were married, this was a date no matter how you looked at it, the clothes she wore clearly screamed “date”, and Saito himself went with stylish clothes for the day, so he could only accept that fact now.


  “T-There’s no way the two of us would go on a date after all! Grandma just got the wrong idea, that’s all, ahaha…”


  “Ha ha ha…”


  The two let out awkward laughs, as they averted their gazes.


  “Though, I would have felt bad to not use the clothes Grandma went out of her way to buy for me, and since they were pretty cute, I figured I might as well wear them.”


  “Well, they do look great on you, that’s a fact.”

“Wuah!?” Receiving honest praise from Saito, Akane jolted up.


  She ran towards the door like a stray cat that got scared, and howled.


  “Stop with that immediately!!” Her face was beet red.


  Even Saito could tell that she wasn’t particularly angry at him, but rather felt embarrassed.


  “…Sorry.”


  “Y-You don’t need to apologese!”


  She was in such a disarray that not even her tongue worked properly shown by the fact that she couldn’t even say the word “apologise” correctly.


  “You didn’t put wax in your hair today, huh.” Akane commented.


  “Yeah, that starchy feeling can be pretty annoying after all.”


  Saito touched his silky hair, devoid of any wax or other styling material. At the same time, Akane puffed out her lips with a reproachful tone.


  “Even though you styled them for your date with Himari…”


  “That date never happened, remember!? Did you want me to use wax after all?”


  Hearing this, Akane stomped on the ground in anger.


  “Huuuh!? Of course not! It’s gross!”


  “Then why are you getting so angry!?”


  “I’m not angry! I’m complaining about your lack of good faith!”


  “What is going on with you…”


  Trying to guess what Akane was wanting or thinking resembled the final boss fight of a hard videogame. Even on the day the two headed out—the day Saito had to make enjoyable for Akane—they were once again fighting early in the morning.


  While having a bit more of the usual banter, the two left their home. So that they wouldn’t run into anybody from school, they took the bus and train to get five train stations away to a different town. The inside of the train station was filled with a crowd of people who wanted to enjoy this weekend day themselves. Akane seemingly wasn’t good at reading the direction of the stream, as she regularly bumped into someone, screaming in anger.


  “Ahhh, geez! Ran away without even apologizing again! What is his problem!”


  “Didn’t you bump into him?”


  “I sure didn’t! All these obstacles in my way are at fault! Kyaaa!?” She just finished her words, only to once again bump into someone.


  Her hair grew ruffled up, the shoulder strap of her bag was about to fall off, and she already looked exhausted despite the day having just started.


  “Urk…That has to be on purpose…the entire world is my enemy…” Akane teared up.


  “Can’t be helped…let me guide you.” Saito grabbed Akane’s hand.


  “Wha…”


  Akane momentarily tried to resist that, but after Saito pulled her along without saying anything, she became more docile. Akane’s palm was as soft as silk, and a bit cool. Unlike Saito’s, it was small and feminine, with slender fingers that made him worry he would break them if he grabbed them too strongly. He took her hand in the heat of the moment, but only now realized what a bold action he had gone with.


  —This really is now like an actual date.


  Once he became aware of that, his heart started racing. An awkward sweat started to spread on his hand, which made him worried that Akane might call him gross again. He glanced over at the girl, who looked up at Saito with a beet red face.


  “W-What…?” Her voice was shaking.


  She was probably as nervous as Saito because of this unfamiliar situation.


  “I-It’s nothing.”

“Then don’t stop. Take me out of here…this is embarrassing.”


  “Y-Yeah.”


  Saito’s body grew even more hot. He felt Akane putting more strength into her grip on his hand. While he tried suppressing his embarrassment, he took Akane with him through the crowd, when he realized that a lot of gazes were directed at Akane. Most of them belonged to the men they passed. They closely inspected all of Akane’s appearance, then glanced at Saito, and let out bothered expressions and sighs. Even some of the men turned around to look after Akane.


  “Gross…So many people who want to pick fights with me today…Why does everybody want to battle it out with me…”


  “No…I don’t think a fight is what they want to do.”


  “Killing each other!?”


  “Why do you always jump towards such aggressive conclusions?” Saito showed a wry smile.


  What resided in their eyes was clear lust, or even envy towards Saito. At school, Akane was evaluated as a top-class beauty, but even the people outside school accepted this fact. At the very least, she was beautiful enough to make most men look twice. Maybe they were actually bumping into her on purpose after all?


  Now, they had mistaken Saito as Akane’s boyfriend, feeling hostility towards him. In reality however, they were in no such a romantic relationship, and merely married on paper. Sait took Akane away from the underground road inside the train station, up the stairs, and onto an open plaza. After they moved away from the human-made fluorescent lights, the bright sun was almost blinding.


  “I think we should be fine here.”


  “Y-Yes…”


  The two let go of each other’s hands. Even though they weren’t particularly running or anything, both were faintly out of breath. Saito could still feel Akane’s sensation on his hand, and how soft it was.


  Following that, Saito and Akane walked through a nearby arch, heading towards the shopping district. They were greeted with a shopping paradise consisting of casual shops, crepe stores, miscellaneous shops, and other establishments aimed at younger people.


  People were walking around eating large, rainbow-colored cotton candy, shopping for flashy clothes, or just doing some window-shopping with others, which created an energetic atmosphere. Inside the crowd were also students holding hands.


  “So many couples on a date today. If they have the time for that, they should just study.”


  “We’re not much better right now, you know?”


  “I made sure to get 2-days worth of studying done last night. I’m different from someone who casts away their future for some temporary fun.” Akane raised her chin.


  —I highly doubt this is solely limited to studying.


  However, arguing about this won’t do him any good. Saito walked ahead, and finally stopped in front of a stylish cafe.


  “For now, let’s head in here. It’s a cat cafe.”


  “You can’t!” Akane screamed with a pale face.


  “W-What’s wrong? You like cats, right?”


  “I do love cats, but…I was banned from entering that cafe.”


  “What the hell did you do…” Saito sighed in disbelief, to which Akane awkwardly averted her gaze.


  “I-I didn’t do anything bad, okay! I was maybe spoiling my favorite cat a bit too much…and they told me I can’t just play with it the entire day since it’ll tire it out…”


  “Ahh, you’re the type who can’t hold back.”


  “I can hold back! I put up with watching the cats from outside the cafe for a while!”


  “The way you ‘put up’ with it is honestly scary.”


  Akane was fuming with resentment.


  “I was the one who was scared, they almost called the police on me!”


  “Alright, let’s leave this place, right away.”


  The employee inside the cafe already gave Saito and Akane a sharp stare. He had his phone in hand, ready to report them.


  “Nooo! Cats! My caaaaats!”


  “They ain’t yours!”


  Saito pulled Akane away from the window.


  —She only knows how to go full steam ahead, huh…


  When it comes to chasing her dreams, cursing someone, and even loving. Akane was brimming with emotions at any given moment, and didn’t even know how to fabricate them. She probably loved as much as she hated. They two kept walking for a bit, distancing themselves from this danger hotspot.


  “If a cat cafe is no good, where else should we go…What places do you visit when you head out with Himari?”


  “A cafe, the game center, or maybe karaoke.”


  “That’s unexpectedly normal.”


  “I am a normal high school girl after all.”


  “A normal high school girl would not be prohibited from entering a cat cafe.”


  That being said, Himari isi indeed your average high school girl, so she’s probably matching up a lot with Akane. She really found herself a good friend…Saito felt his chest growing hot in admiration of their friendship.


  “Then, should we go to some karaoke?”


  “You plan on dragging me into a secluded room to have your way with me, right!?” Akane took a step back, emitting clear hostility.


  “You sleep in the same bed with me every night, why would I drag you into a karaoke for that! What is supposed to happen there!?”


  “An earthquake…”


  “Under what kind of mechanism!? We’re pretty amazing, huh!”


  Saito knew of the myth that Namazu could generate earthquakes.


  [TN: According to a popular Japanese myth the cause of earthquakes is the giant fish Namazu, often depicted as a giant catfish in woodcuts called namazu-e. He is considered one of the yo-kai, creatures of mythology and folklore causing misfortune and disasters.]


  “Himari told me…When a boy and girl enter a karaoke box during a date…they will always…k-kiss each other!” Akane formed a fist, and screamed with a beet red face.


  “Not always…Also, this isn’t a date, remember?”


  “Right! That makes sense!”


  —That convinced you!?


  Saito couldn’t hold back a retort inside his brain. The main problem wasn’t the fact of it being a date, but rather that a boy and girl were the karaoke box alone. Once they reached the main entrance of the karaoke bar, Akane looked up at Saito. Her cheeks were red like tomatoes, as she asked with an uncertain tone.


  “Y-You won’t…do anything lewd?”


  “…I won’t…”


  “N-No kissing…either?”


  “O-Of course not.”


  Saying it out loud, Saito only grew more conscious of Akane. Her wet, and soft-looking lips pulled his gaze towards them, so he looked up at the sky. The automatic door opened, and the two passed inside. With the card Saito made a while back in company with Shisei, he reserved a 2-hour course, and finished the payment. On the way to the room, Akane awkwardly followed Saito. Another couple walked in front of the two. They had their arms interlocked, walked down the hallway, only to basically fall into a room together. Shortly after, sweet moans could be heard from across the door.


  —Please, not now…


  Saito cursed the couple whose names he didn’t even know. Even without having to turn around, he could imagine Akane’s expression. The two moved down the hallway, and entered the room next to the couple’s. They put down their belongings, and sat on the sofa. Akane observed her surroundings, and awkwardly fidgeted with her legs.


  “As I thought, this feels lewd…I wonder why…”


  “Well, um…”


  Saito somewhat understood what she was trying to say. It was a dimly-lit room, which made you lose all sight of reality. The fact that the room was small and narrow only made the two more conscious of each other, and the secluded situation they were in. The fact that the room next to theirs was used as a love nest by a couple made it even worse.


  “A-Anyway, I’ll put in a song now!”


  “Y-Yeah, me too.”


  Akane clearly was restless, as she took the touchpad acting as a remote from its charging station, and operated it. She then handed Saito the touchpad, and he chose a song for himself. Shortly after, the first song started playing, and color-coded lyrics appeared on the screen.


  “Ah…I accidentally chose a song for two people…I always sing a duet with Himari after all…”


  There’s nothing more depressing than singing a duet song on your own.


  “I know the song myself, so should we sing it together?”


  “Y-Yes, please!”


  Akane took care of the lyrics that had a heart-shaped symbol on them, whereas Saito took care of the ones with a spade, and they started singing. It was a popular song that blew up online. It was about a couple that wanted to be happy but couldn’t. It possessed an elegant and simple but equally strong tone, with a good variation between solo and duo parts.


  —I had no idea Akane’s singing voice was this beautiful…


  Since their music classes in school were mostly choir songs, Saito never heard Akane’s individual singing voice. Her voice was high enough to reach the ceiling, translucent like a glass marble, as it sunk deep into his body. It looked like Akane put all of her heart into singing, which made her look like a diva sitting on stage, and maybe even more dignified than one.


  Saito didn’t want to be defeated like this, and continued with a deeper voice, supporting Akane’s soprano. She at the same time looked at his face, and matched his tempo. Their voices mixed together, blending into a single one, and reached an even higher purity. Saito felt like he was touching Akane’s soul itself. Never had he felt so close to her than at this moment. Saito himself must have poured his everything into the song, as he was sweaty once it ended.


  “That just now…felt great, right!” Akane said, with sparkling eyes.


  “We harmonized pretty well…” Saito was surprised.


  Since the two were always fighting on a regular basis, he never would have imagined that they could sing a duet together.


  “I never harmonized this well with Himari before.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes. She’s a regular when it comes to karaoke, so she should be able to match up with everyone just fine…” Akane put her index finger on her mouth, and tilted her head.


  “I wonder why…” Saito agreed.


  However, it wasn’t anything unpleasant. During the duet, he felt like they had connected on a special level. It reached the point where Saito thought of it as regrettable that the song ended already.


  “Hey, hey, let’s sing some more!” Akane jogged over to reach for the remote.


  Since it was in Saito’s hands at the current moment, they naturally ended up next to each other, their shoulders lining up. Akane’s knee pushed against Saito’s, as a sweet scent drifted up from her neck. She probably was too excited to really think about what she was doing. Instead, she focussed on choosing the next song, burying the set list with duets. The two indulged themselves in passionate singing, and two hours flew by in the blink of an eye.


  


  * * *

  


  Upon stepping out of the karaoke establishment, Akane stretched her arms, and muttered.


  “Haaaa~ That felt great~”


  Her relaxed expression, and reddened, ecstatic cheeks created a faint erotic vibe coming from her. Even though she was that resilient towards karaoke at first, she at least seemed satisfied.


  “Even though our affinity is the worst, the affinity of our voices couldn’t be better!” Akane showed a smile like a blooming flower.


  —Cute.


  Saito caught himself thinking that, and awkwardly averted his gaze. It made him want to grit his teeth, like a feeling of discomfort started to brew up in his stomach.


  “Singing that much made my throat all dry. Is there a supermarket nearby?”


  Wanting to buy some juice from the supermarket and not the nearest vending machine was very much like Akane.


  “Then, I might have just the right place in mind.”


  “What supermarket is it?”


  “It’s not any supermarket. It’s a store they built recently, but it’s specialized in 100% fruit juice.”


  “It must be pretty expensive then?” Akane raised one eyebrow.


  “It might be, but…it also has a strawberry flavor.”


  “Strawberry! I’m going!” Akane’s face lit up in joy.


  “You…Everything’s fine as long as it’s strawberry, huh? I feel like you’d follow anybody as long as they offered you a truck load of strawberries.”


  “Of course not! So tell me, where is that strawberry specialist store!?”


  “It’s not specialised in strawberries…”


  Saito had never seen someone so fixated on strawberries before. The two walked down the street, and further down from the store selling rainbow-colored cotton candy, they found the fruit juice shop. The inside was colored in a wide range of pastel colors, together with a colorful and pop-ish billboard. The outside walls were windows, so you could see the work of the employees. You could even choose between staying there, or going for take-out.


  They even had several swings outside the store, which allowed you to sit there and enjoy your beverage. Saito ordered lemonade juice, Akane went with strawberry juice, and the two sat on the swings.


  “So beautiful…”


  Akane raised the plastic container towards the sky, and admired the strawberry juice that sparkled with the sunlight reflected on it, looking almost like a red gem.


  “You’re not going to drink it?” Saito asked, to which Akane frantically embraced the container.


  “I will! Before you steal it from me!”


  “Why would I do that?” Saito took a sip from his own juice.


  It tasted like lemon as expected, and had a striking carbonated touch. Rather than juice, it was more like he had stuffed a straw right into a lemon to suck up its juice directly. Akane brought her lips to the straw in her strawberry juice. She first only tasted the tip, only to finally make up her mind and take a good sip. Immediately after, her eyes opened wide.


  “Mmmmmm!!” Her shoulders shook, her legs flapped up and down, and every part of her body emitted happiness. “This strawberry juice is delicious! Even though it’s as sweet as syrup, it doesn’t make it overbearing, and I can directly pick up the taste of the strawberries. They’re fresh as well, it feels like I’m eating them right after they get picked. We should make the store manager here a national treasure and preserve him!”


  “You’re exaggerating, don’t you think?”


  “Of course not, it’s just that amazing! Come on, you try it as well!” Akane shoved the cup of strawberry juice towards Saito.


  She was excited to the point she didn’t even know what she said and proposed, but her cheeks were red nonetheless. Since Saito knew he’d get an earful later, he went and confirmed it right away.


  “That would make this an indirect kiss, are you sure about that?”


  “Ah.” Akane froze up in shock. “Actually no! You pervert!” She frantically pulled back the cup.


  “You brought it up yourself, don’t call me a pervert.”


  “D-Don’t make it sound like I invited you to do that!”


  “But that’s exactly what you did?!”


  Even if she tried to hide her embarrassment, these were just false accusations.


  “T-Then, go ahead.” Akane once again pushed the cup towards Saito.


  “…Eh?”


  “Like I said, you can have a sip!” She said, with teary eyes.


  “I mean…you bought it, and it’s your favorite, so I’ll drink from my own juice.”


  Saito felt like he would forever be haunted by her if he stole her strawberries. Considering the risks, he politely declined the strawberry juice. In the face of that, Akane put the straw in her own mouth, gently swinging back and forth her swing, as she sipped some of the juice. She looked like a painted picture so beautiful and natural.


  “I’m surprised you knew about this store. Do you always come here with Shisei-san?”


  “First time coming here. I looked into it a bit.”


  “I see…” Akane grew silent.


  The white sandals she wore on her bare slender legs were lifted up from the stone paving. The swing was creaking ever so slightly, reaching Saito’s earlobes. Akane looked at the ground, and muttered.


  “…Why did you invite me like this?”


  “That’s…just on a whim.” Saito searched for an excuse.


  He felt too embarrassed to tell her the truth.


  “That’s not true, right? You’re a pragmatist, I know that. When you do something you normally wouldn’t, you always have a proper reason.”


  “I’m surprised you know.”


  “Know your enemy, know thyself, and you shall not fear a hundred battles​, right?” Akane puffed out her chest in pride. “So, what is it?” She pushed her body towards Saito.


  She gave off an aura that would not allow Saito to keep quiet. At this rate, she might just start another fight with him. Saito tried to suppress his embarrassment, and confessed.


  “Because I reminded you of your little sister, you’ve been down over the past few days.”


  Akane’s eyes opened wide.


  “So you…invited me out so that I would cheer up?”


  “Well, that’s about it.”


  “Hmmm…Hmmmmmmmmm…” Akane looked up at Saito’s face, like she was trying to see through him.


  “W-What…” Saito felt shivers all over his body.


  Akane showed a bashful smile, as she grabbed the chains of the swing.


  “…I’m feeling better now.” Her eyes narrowed with a kind gaze, and her lips formed a charming grin.


  Saito couldn’t help but be entranced at this enticing smile she showed him. When she was angry, Akane was like a demon, but her smile was almost angelic.
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  —What a waste. She should just always smile like that.


  If she stopped picking fights with everybody, and instead became more honest and showed more of that smile, every single guy in the world would probably fall for her. Akane jumped off the swing, and turned towards Saito.


  “As thanks, I’ll let you take me to whatever place you’d like.”


  “Whatever place…?”


  “Ah, no lewd places, okay!? Anything but that! I got to enjoy myself a lot at the karaoke and this juice shop, so anywhere else is fine!”


  “Then, there’s a place I’d like to visit.”


  When looking through leisure spots that Akane might enjoy, he found the information of a place he himself thought of interesting, and wanted to check out himself. The plan was to go there alone, but taking Akane with him surely wouldn’t hurt that much.


  “Gotcha! Then take me there!” Akane declared with energy in her voice, to which the two entered a side alley that connected to the shopping district’s main street.


  Walking between a gothic shop and handmade variety shop, they reached the main street going along the national highway. The atmosphere in the crowded shopping district changed, as new buildings lined up on the side of the road. In front of a jewel shop showcasing its assortment, Akane came to a halt.


  “Waaah…”


  Her gaze was glued to a new ring, put to display inside a snow white box. On the golden ring, there was a heart-shaped, red jewel, sparkling beneath the fluorescent light. For quite some time, Akane just stared at the ring, practically glued to the glass.


  “…Do you want it?” Saito asked, to which Akane finally returned to her senses.


  “N-No! A ring will just get in the way when I’m cooking!” She crossed her arms and averted her face, but she still glanced at the ring from time to time.


  She really sucked at lying.


  “If you want it, we can just buy it.”


  “Impossible! It’s way too expensive!”


  Saito glanced at the price tag next to the ring, and grew pale because of the overwhelming number of zeros.


  “That…is expensive, yeah.”


  Akane let out a sigh.


  “Right? That’s a price way too far out of our league as high school students. Once we grow up, and earn our own money, we can always buy the rings after we can afford them.”


  “Will this ring still be here until then…?”


  Even Saito could tell that this design was one of its kind. It wouldn’t be a surprise if this ring was sold out in the next few days. Not to mention that other women were staring at the ring as much as Akane was right now.


  “I-It will, for sure! If not, I’ll curse the employees and customers!”


  “Don’t curse people over something like this.”


  What a scary world where people get cursed for simply doing their job or spending money.


  “Then I’ll attack them instead!”


  “Are you a thief or something?”


  “The strong devour the weak!”


  “Then the police are probably gonna eat you up.”


  Since an absolute strength in the shape of the police force exists, safety is guaranteed in this country. The only thing that can make people listen and behave is absolute strength after all.


  “Ugh…Once I succeed in life, you better remember this…”


  “You’re really jumping the gun here, huh.”


  Akane must have really come to like that ring, as she turned around to look at the case several times even as they walked away from the shop. She was easy to see through, but it was a pity. Saito couldn’t just treat her to a ring like he would treat her to some juice.


  The two walked over a crossing on the main street, and entered the first floor of a multi-floor building. Filling this floor were all sorts of supplements. Ranging from a wide arrangement of minerals, vitamins, proteins, even lutein, serenoa, and gaba were part of the line-up. Drawn on the walls were muscular men and women. They had the expression of a gorilla with their teeth out, doing a bodybuilder pose. Even the employee at the cash register was quite muscular, making you wonder how they were going to use these crazy biceps muscles by standing there all day.


  “Yuck…”


  With the exact opposite of an expression compared to when they stopped in front of the jewelry shop, Akane now grew pale, as she let out a disgusted voice.


  “This is…um…hell?”


  “It’s Japan’s one and only supplement sampling specialist store.”


  “Supplement sampling!?”


  With his heart racing in excitement, Saito observed the inside of the store.


  “It’s basically a place that allows you to test out the supplement market. In return for answering a survey, you can try as many supplements as you’d like.”


  “I don’t want to eat any of these!”


  “Why!? It’s good for your body!”


  “I feel like it’ll just ruin my body instead!” Akane looked ready to storm out of this place immediately.


  Saito however ignored her, and walked to the nearest shelf, grabbing a colored pill, and stuffed it into his cheeks. Immediately after, a stimulating sensation attacked his brain.


  “Phew…You’re hitting hard…Vitamin B!”


  “That doesn’t sound like you’re just taking supplements, okay!?” Akane started panicking.


  There, an employee wearing a tanktop approached Saito.


  “Dear customer, you have quite the eye, I see. Please, try this supplement as well. It is a newly-developed calcium pill. It has 300 times the absorption rate of conventional means and supplements.”


  Saito gulped down the pill that was stuffed directly into his mouth by the employee.


  “The calcium…is making my bones hard…”


  “It hits, right? You’ll get addicted to it.”


  “I might not be able to get back to normal calcium…”


  “Come back, Saito! Don’t get swallowed up in this messed up world!” Akane frantically slapped Saito’s head.


  “It’s not a messed up world. This is the ideal world Arcadia!”


  At the same time, the employee took out a small plastic bag with white powder in it.


  “I’d love for the dear customer to try this supplement.”


  “This is a legal store, right!?”


  “Of course it is. This is a newly-developed protein. It’s said that with a single portion, you will gain muscles on the level of an Olympics gold medal winner…”


  “What an amazing protein!” Saito was baffled.


  “It sounds so amazing, this doesn’t seem legal at all…”


  “The slogan is ‘Are you prepared to exchange your life for the sake of muscles?’.”


  “I seriously doubt this will sell, so you should probably rethink that slogan…”


  At the same time, the employee offered Saito the bag with the powder.


  “How about it, dear customer? Would you like to try it?”


  “I shall. I’ve been trained to take protein without water.” He gushed the powder down his throat.


  Powder! So much powder! The thick protein went right down into his stomach. However, some of the powder got into his nose, and he was forced to let out a cough. He quickly requested some water, and washed the protein down with an amino acid drink.


  “You’re such an idiot.” Akane shrugged her shoulders, but her voice was devoid of any hostility.


  Instead, she sounded more like a friend Saito had known for ages, as she showed a cheerful smile. He caught himself wishing that this day could continue forever.
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  Chapter 3 - Cheating


  One evening had passed since the date, or rather the trip, of Akane and Saito.


  “Why are you eating breakfast while watching TV!?”


  “Aren’t you always doing the same thing!?”


  The two sat at the table eating breakfast, fighting as usual. Holding the fork as a murder weapon, Akane looked like a devil that had come straight from hell.


  “I did my best with the rolled omelette today! I used spinach and carrots to write the date when the Muromachi Shogunate was founded!”


  “You’re clearly putting too much effort into a simple breakfast! We aren’t even at school yet!”


  Not to mention that the direction of her effort was an absolute mystery to Saito. In what way would putting the date when Ashikaga Takauji introduced the feudal code into a rolled omelette help anybody?


  “It’s for the sake of our studies of course!”


  “I don’t believe that studying with rolled omelettes will bear much fruit.”


  “There’s biscuits that help with the alphabet, right!?”


  “Yeah, I saw Shise eating them before, but…”


  Shisei immediately pushed those cookies into her mouth the second she took them out of the package—with the speed of a vacuum cleaner—so she clearly wasn’t intent on learning anything. Akane however didn’t listen to much of that, as she formed a quivering fist.


  “My efforts and hard work…all ruined because you don’t even realize…Just munching it up while watching TV, looking like an idiot…”


  “It was delicious though?”


  “That doesn’t matter! I wanted you to eat it while memorizing the date!”


  Saito let out a sigh.


  “You could have just told me.”


  “You should realize that without me having to tell you! Tell me how amazing I am! Look at the food I made, not at the TV!”


  “Yeah yeah, it was great.”


  “I can feel no passion behind those words!”


  “What am I supposed to do, huh!? Go down on my knees to tell you how good it was!?”


  “Whatever, I’m leaving!” Akane jolted up, and ran up the stairs.


  —Why do things always end up like this…


  Saito held his head, as he sat at the table. He really got his hopes up, thinking that after the non-date, the distance between them had shrunk, and that maybe everything would be a bit more peaceful now, but that was just a temporary ceasefire. The two immediately clashed into each other again like this.


  Even now, Akane’s smile as she sat on the swing would not leave Saito’s head. It was as innocent as an angel’s, and as beautiful as a goddess’. If she were to always smile like that, Saito’s life would surely be wonderful beyond what he could imagine.


  —Oh yeah…She wanted that ring, right…


  If he were to give her that ring as a present, would she show him that smile again? Would she stop fighting because of the smallest things, and just get along with Saito? He didn’t like the idea of basically buying her affection with a ring, but it wasn’t necessarily a bad thought.


  —Well, that ring isn’t something us high school students could afford.


  Saito picked up the rolled omelette that was left, looked at the date he had ruined, and stuffed it onto his mouth.


  


  * * *

  


  After classes ended, Shisei walked over to Saito’s desk. She carried her student bag like an actual grade schooler’s backpack, that’s how small her stature was.


  “Brother, let’s go home together. Treat Shise to something on the way home.”


  “Why was it already decided that I’ll be treating you to something?”


  “It’s the law of the world that an older brother has to treat his younger sister to something. Redistribution of wealth, you know.”


  “I’m 100% sure you live in much more wealth than I do…”


  From the moment they were born, the way commoner Saito and rich lady Shisei lived couldn’t be more different. Although Saito was receiving monthly money for living expenses from his grandfather Tenryuu, this was all put together with Akane’s money as a shared fortune, so he couldn’t go around wasting that.


  “Correction. Shise wants to be fed from Brother’s hand. Being treated to the food would just be a good bonus.”


  “You’re suddenly behaving so modestly.”


  However, that was what made Shisei cute. The way she put her hands on Saito’s desk as she looked up at him, she truly looked like a young kitten waiting to be fed. With just this, she perfectly grasped her brother’s heart, as well as those of the classmates around them. Some girls were even rushing to take out their wallets, but Saito wished they wouldn’t spoil Shisei that much.


  “I can treat you to some steamed buns, but…Can I go to your place today?”


  “Running away from home?”


  “No I’m not.”


  “Changing your permanent residency to Shise’s home?”


  “Just coming over to visit. That okay?”


  “Of course. Shisei’s home is Brother’s home.” Shisei took out her smartphone, and pressed a single button.


  Her smartphone was different from the ones available for the general public, as it was a bit more round, with cat ears.


  “Special emergency Brother course. Utmost priority.” Shisei gave brief orders, and cut the call again.


  “What kind of mysterious course are we talking about here?”


  “Shise called a car here. If Brother is coming over to play, taking our time while walking home would be a waste.” Shise grabbed Saito’s hand, and dragged him outside the classroom.


  Her face was devoid of any expression as always, but Saito could see that she was jumping in joy rather than walking normally. As soon as the two stepped out of the entrance, the car Shisei had called for already awaited them. Where had they been waiting, were they even respecting traffic laws, it was all a mystery. Pondering about the workings of the Houjou Family was a waste of time and energy, so Saito just entered the white high-class car.


  “Welcome, dear lady, Saito-sama.” The female driver greeted the two.


  She wore maid clothes, employed as Shisei’s personal cleaning assistant as well as snacks provider as well as bodyguard. In short, she was like Shisei’s butler. Out of fear that a male driver may abduct Shisei, they went with a female driver, but since the girls in class were trying to win over Shisei themselves, gender didn’t really matter.


  “Sorry to suddenly call you over like this.”


  “Don’t be, the young lady has requested this after all.” The maid looked at Saito through the back mirror.


  She was quite similar to Shisei, in the sense that her expression didn’t change much, even as she was smiling.


  “Please, I’m counting on some safe driving.”


  “Alright, we’re blasting off.”


  “Did you not hear me!?”


  “Doing it this way is much safer.”


  “In what way!?”


  Despite them speaking the same language, Saito felt like he bumped into a language barrier.


  “Even if we were to crash into an object, if we move faster than the electrons inside that object, we should be able to pass right through it without taking any damage.”


  “Like hell you’d create some supernatural phenomenon like that!”


  The maid however did not bother much with Saito’s retort, as she stepped on the gas pedal with no mercy. In a single moment, they blew out of the school gate, leaving behind a storm of dust and sand. Shisei seemingly enjoyed this, and raised both her fists into the air.


  “Go go go~!”


  “As you wish, my lady.”


  “Don’t agitate her even more than this!” Saito’s common sense reached blocked ears.


  The car took a drifting turn at high speed, slipping past the other cars currently on the way on the streets. Even though nobody was following them, it felt like they were in the middle of a car chase scene. Shisei clung to Saito, and he at the same time clung to the seat so that he wasn’t thrown around like a bowling pin.


  “Red! That traffic light was red for sure!”


  The maid driver showed a puzzled expression.


  “Eh? What was that? We were too fast, I couldn’t see anything.”


  “If your own eyes can’t keep up with your driving speed, isn’t that the perfect signal for you to slow down!?”


  “Rest assured, this car is the newest model developed under the Houjou Group, which possesses absolute protection against any kind of collision. At 300 km/h, we will feel zero impact.”


  “Why not put a speed limiter on the car as well!?”


  Shisei gently took Saito’s hand.


  “Don’t worry, Brother. Shise is with you.”


  “And how would that allow me to calm down…”


  “Shise will become the cushion for you.”


  “Stop that, you’ll give me a life-long trauma thanks to that.” Saito put Shisei inside his arms, protecting her.


  What was most horrifying was the driving technique of the maid driver, she was the real deal. Any other driver would have already smashed into something in this narrow back alley, but she got the car through without a single scratch. As Saito was sweating buckets, they somehow managed to reach their destination.


  Saito spotted the large plot of the Houjou Family that was surrounded by a large fence and blocked off by a large gate. Inside the garden, roses were blooming, with the Western residence deep in the back of the path. It looked like a gothic residence you’d encounter in fairy tales, overflowing with mystery.


  Upon entering the front door, the atrium ceiling and stained glass met your eyes first. Hanging on the walls were portraits of Shisei, and other pictures of her. The parental love for Shisei was evident from the first glance, but Saito knew it was a waste of time to even question anything here.


  Saito and Shisei walked up the stairs, and entered her room. It was equipped with a large bed with added canopy, as well as a luxurious table. Saito felt like he walked into the princess’ room straight out of a fairy tale. It was two times the size of Saito’s living room, decorated with a beautiful carpet. The interior was fully of a girlish design, with plush toys, Western dolls, and other crystal balls, but an odd atmosphere resided in here.


  Saito sat down on the carpet, to which Shisei brought a dress from the changing room. She didn’t even bother with Saito’s presence, and took off the skirt of her uniform.


  “Why are you changing here…”


  “If Shise changed in a different room, she would lose her time together with Brother.”


  “It really isn’t that big of a time loss.”


  “Even losing a minute would be a waste. Since Brother and Shise are close, she doesn’t feel embarrassed.”


  Shisei’s skirt dropped down to the floor, revealing her white tights. Through the white silk, he saw her underwear.


  “I’m not embarrassed or anything, but…”


  He wouldn’t feel lust towards his younger sister, he wasn’t that big of a deviant, but it was still awkward. Not to mention that Shise was just far too beautiful, it denied the very idea of feeling lust towards her. Rather than a woman or a girl, she was more like a divine figure or a fairy. However, this very fairy now struggled with taking off her blouse. Since she tried to take it off without opening the buttons, her head and wrists got stuck.


  “Save Shiseeeee~”


  “You really are helpless. Here, raise your hands.”


  “Banzai~” Shisei raised her hands as she was told.


  Once Shisei was freed from the blouse, she let out a deep breath. Appearing from beneath that was an adorable camisole with laces and frills. Her long, silver hair fell down her back, as her white shoulders looked like they were sparkling beneath the fluorescent light.


  “Brother, how is it? Shise’s naked body.”


  “Don’t ask me for my impression in this situation.”


  “Beautiful?” She looked up at Saito.


  Her eyelashes were as long as a doll’s. Her features almost seemed out of this world, giving off a divine aura.


  “Bit late to ask that. Of course you’re beautiful.”


  “Yay~.” Shisei tried to cling to Saito while only wearing the camisole, but Saito quickly put the dress on her.


  Even if he didn’t have any lust towards her, it was still poison for his eyes. Saito put the dress on her, and pulled the zipper up on her back. Since Shisei loved wearing these extravagant clothes even at home, she had trouble putting them on herself. Saito went ahead to tie the ribbons on her sleeves and waist as well, and fixed her messy hair. In doing so, he felt like an actual maid for some reason. At the same time, Shisei didn’t blink once as she simply looked up at Saito.


  “Brother is so kind. Always spoiling Shise.”


  “Since you’ll do something stupid if I don’t. Can’t just leave you alone.”


  “If Shise jumped down the Niagara Falls, would you look after her even more?”


  “You’d give me a heart attack, so no.”


  Saito wasn’t a rescue professional nor some hero wearing a cape.


  “It’s been a while since Brother came over to play at Shise’s home. What should we do?”


  “I’m fine with anything.”


  “Then, Play Corpse.” Shisei fell down onto the carpet.


  “Sorry, maybe not anything. Please not that.”


  “Then, playing with the dolls?”


  “That much I’m confident I can join in.”


  For a high school boy and girl, playing with dolls was a bit questionable, but if Shisei was doing it, then Saito had no discomfort. Since the two had been together for many years, he was used to this.


  “Shise had a company Gramps owns make a new type of doll.” Shisei took out two dolls from the closet.


  They were clearly modeled after Saito and Akane. That was still fine, but their faces looked almost too real, it gave Saito an eerie feeling. Their heads were realistic, but the rest of the doll bodies were normal. The mismatched proportions gave Saito the creeps.


  “This is…bad, alright.”


  Never in Saito’s life was he this grossed out with the thought of taking a doll in his hands.


  “It has all sorts of new and modern features. For example, if you press this button…” Shisei poked at the Akane doll’s left arm.


  The doll lit up with a bright red, and spoke up with a voice that sounded like it came from the depths of hell.


  “Destroy…all of…humanity…”

“…Right? It resembles her, don’t you think?” Shisei let out a proud ‘Hmpf’, as she puffed out her chest.


  “You’re right, this one’s a special version, but it’s equally terrifying.”


  Realizing that he himself would be the first one to get eradicated, Saito shuddered in fear. Following that, Shisei poked at the Akane doll’s right arm.


  “If you press this button here, it’ll bring out the weapon.”


  The arm she pressed changed shape, now looking like a flame thrower. Akane’s left arm went through the same treatment, as it turned into a chainsaw that kept revving up.


  “Shise knows that Brother likes this sort of stuff, right?”


  “I sure do! It’s hella awesome! But, don’t you dare show this doll to Akane.”


  “Why? She’d be happy about it.”


  “She clearly won’t! She’d probably explode in anger and kill all of us!”


  If things went south, casualties might be the next step. Shisei picked up the Akane doll, and brought the Saito doll over as well.


  “Today, we’ll play with these dolls.”


  “I really don’t feel like I can win this…”


  He was basically forced to battle a nuclear weapon equipped with a flamethrower and chainsaw.


  “Don’t worry, Brother’s doll powers up as well if you make it drink protein.”


  “Ohh…that’s an odd function alright.” Saito looked for the spout, but couldn’t find anything.


  “The spout for the protein is over here.” Shisei pointed at the buttocks of the doll.


  “I’d like to disagree, I do not drink protein through my ass.”


  “By the way, if you pour in gasoline, your doll gets even stronger.”


  “Who the hell would suck up gasoline through their behind!?”


  Saito grew honestly worried about the image Shisei had of him. Since his body was the same as an average human being’s, he would die after consuming gasoline. There, Shisei used the Akane doll to attack Saito’s.


  “Take this~”


  “Gyaaa~”


  As the older brother, it was Saito’s duty to play along. He let the Saito doll collapse on the floor. Just as a small reminder, the school’s Nr#1 and Nr#3 were now playing with dolls. Before Akane appeared, the two of them were always the top two. Shisei raised the Akane doll into the air, striking a victorious pose.


  “Fufu, I defeated Saito in a single strike.”


  “Do you even have any intentions of properly playing with these dolls?”


  Finishing the battle with one strike was not exactly interesting.


  “It’s fine, you can come back to life as many times as you want. As my—zombie underling, that is!”


  “At least make me a vampire, please.” Saito requested, but Shisei just threw the doll.


  “Brother is asking for a lot. If you want to become a vampire, Shise will need to suck your blood.” Shisei jumped at him.


  “That doesn’t make any sense! Don’t bite me!”


  Shisei gently nibbled at Saito’s neck. She was as adorable as a baby vampire, but Saito was worried that it might leave kiss marks. Saito tried to push her away, but Shisei was obstinate and would not let go. He was afraid of hurting Shisei if he used too much strength, but letting her attack on and on would not end well either. As the two were wrestling with each other, footsteps could be heard from the hallway. Shortly after, the door opened.


  “What are you two doing!?”


  “Oh?”


  “Ah.”


  Shisei and Saito temporarily froze up. Standing in the doorframe was a beauty with a tight skirt. She had long, glossy hair, with strong lipsticks that left an impression. She had a strong gaze that could leave people terrified with a simple glance, her eyelashes styled up. Her name was Houjou Reiko, the mother of Shisei, and Saito’s aunt. Although the two were cousins, being spotted basically glued to each other like this was quite the problem for them. Shisei’s lips were still pressed against Saito’s neck, and he embraced her in his arms.


  “Wait, this is…”


  As Saito tried to come up with an excuse, Reiko now clung to Saito herself.


  “It’s not fair that you two get to have all the fun yourselves! If Saito-kun is here, then inform me about that!” She violently ruffled through Saito’s hair, showering his cheek with a flood of kisses.


  “Wah, stop…” Saito was a bit perplexed at this flashy and excessive skinship.


  Reiko’s husband, namely Shisei’s father, was Russian, so she had spent a long time living outside of Japan, which is why her expression of love and affection was all over the place. On a side note, Shisei’s father was part of the Houjou Family as a son-in-law.


  “Leave it at that, Brother will have lipstick all over his face.” There, Shisei pulled on Reiko’s skirt.


  Reiko showed a displeased face as a reaction.


  “You’ve given him plenty of kisses, so now it’s Mama’s turn.”


  “Not plenty. Also, if he goes back with lipstick all over him, Akane will assume he went off cheating somewhere, and probably kill him.”


  “I don’t think she’ll accuse me of cheating, but…I’m dead meat either way, yeah.”


  Akane was a bit mysophobic, so she’d probably blow a fuse and complain about him being indecent again. He had to remove the lipstick on his shirt before going home for sure. Albeit reluctant, Reiko finally freed Saito.


  “You’ll be eating dinner with us, right? I will have the chef make your favorite dish.”


  “I’ll go home early tonight, Akane is making dinner for us.” Saito politely declined, to which Reiko narrowed her eyes.


  “You sound like you’re newlyweds.”


  “Well, we are.”


  “You’re just living together under the order of Father, right? You don’t need to bother with that.”


  “If I don’t, then my home will turn into a warzone…”


  This wasn’t an action taken out of affection and love for Akane, it was to protect his own safety and life. If anything, being spoiled by his aunt like this was quite hard to bear for Saito as well. However, thinking of the battlefield that could happen at home with Akane, he couldn’t be careless.


  “Can’t be helped. Next time, okay?”


  “Yeah, once I let Akane know.”


  “For now, I shall prepare some tea.” Reiko was about to leave the room, when Saito called out to her.


  “Before that, I’d like to talk about something.”


  “Have you finally decided to let us adopt you?”


  “Not that. Is your company looking for helpers by any chance? If possible, I’d like to work part-time for a while.”


  Unlike Saito’s father, who was regarded as untalented and kicked out of the Houjou Group, his little sister Reiko was given the position of a game developer company president. The vice-president was Shisei’s father.


  “Someone from the Houjou Family working part-time…If you want money that badly, why not just ask Father?” Reiko said, sounding exactly like a rich lady would.


  “I’m scared of creating any more debt with Gramps. I have no idea what he’ll ask of me next time.”


  “He can be quite the dictator after all. That doesn’t mean I won’t ask anything crazy from you either, you know?”


  “I believe that you won’t torture me as much as he would.”


  “You’re thinking too highly of me. I am a woman of the Houjou Family, I only move when there’s profit for me to be found.” She sat down on a chair, crossing her beautiful legs, and looked at Saito.


  Even though she had a daughter in high school, she possessed beauty you wouldn’t expect from her age.


  “Saito-kun, you’re hiding something from me, right? Why do you need the money?” She provoked Saito with a cold voice.


  As she inherited the blood of the Houjou Family, she could calculate any mistakes going down to the mikron level—so as soon as she would feel any discomfort, there was no escaping her. Saito knew this, and gave up.


  “…I want to buy a present.”


  “I see.”


  With just that, Reiko must have guessed just who this present was meant for. It’s true that Saito didn’t want to create any debt with his grandfather Tenryuu, but that wasn’t all. Buying a present for Akane with his grandfather’s money just wouldn’t feel right. Something inside of him was telling him that he had to put in this effort himself, or it wouldn’t mean anything. At the same time, Shisei gave Saito a strong stare.


  “That hurt Shise…So your goal of coming here wasn’t to play with Shise, but to buy a present for another woman…”

“No, that’s not true, okay!? My main goal was to play with you! It was just an ‘Oh right’ kinda thing!”


  “Really?”


  “Really!”


  “If you’re lying, you have to drink gasoline, okay.”


  “Y-Yeah…I’m not lying, so it’s fine.” Saito still raised his guard.


  “Then, Shise will forgive you.” Shisei rubbed her face against Saito’s chest.


  She closed her eyes like she was feeling good, resembling a spoiled kitten. However, she was ready to make Saito drink gasoline if push came to shove, so you could never let down your guard around her. At the same time, Reiko rested her chin on one hand, and started thinking.


  “A part-time job, huh…Is there something I could let you do, I wonder…”


  “I don’t mind cleaning your office or something like that.”


  Reiko however narrowed her eyes in the face of Saito’s proposition.


  “You should be more aware of your position as a man in the Houjou family. Especially you, who will be the emperor taking up after Father. There’s no way I could have you do odd jobs.”


  “Cleaning is an important job too.”


  “However, a lion and rabbit are different. The king has to take the king’s path. You were already forced to marry some girl from the boonies…”


  “Were you against the marriage by any chance?”


  “Of course, I was expecting you to…” Reiko looked over at Shisei.


  Shisei then shook her head however, to which Reiko let out a sigh.


  “Well, whatever. That reminds me, our department localising our games is in a bit of trouble right now. They’re having a hard time finding good translators for the localisation because the dedicated language isn’t the biggest out there.”


  “If it’s such a small language, will localising it even bring much profit…?”


  If not many people are using that language, the sales shouldn’t be that profitable.


  “It’s one type of philanthropic work. We ignore the costs and let them use a key system, and in return the Houjou Group will receive the entire IT infrastructure of that country.”


  “That sure doesn’t sound like philanthropic work to me…”


  That was more like enslaving an undeveloped civilization. There’s no way that the Houjou Group, as rational and reasonable as they are, would work for the sake of a national entity.


  “Can you memorize their language in three days?” Reiko voiced a ridiculous request.


  “Three days? Don’t be ridiculous.” Saito shrugged his shoulders, and slowly raised one finger. “…One night. That’s all I need.”


  Reiko grinned.


  “That’s the nephew I know and love. You’re completely different from my foolish brother. If only you were my real son.”


  Shisei nodded.


  “Then he would have been Shise’s blood-related Brother.”


  “We’re pretty much blood-related, right?”


  “Shise wants us to be connected even more than that. It’s not too late just yet, Shise wants to be stabbed with a tube, so that our blood can mix together.”


  “That would make many other things way too late if you ask me.” Saito took a step away from Shisei.


  “Localising like that will pay a lot, and I’ll prepare all the materials and data you need, as well as a working space. I just have one condition.”


  “What is it?”


  Reiko looked at Saito, and then at Shisei.


  “I want you to work here.”


  “If it’s just translating, I can do that at home as well.”


  “This is a must-fulfill condition. If you don’t accept it, I won’t hire you.”


  It didn’t sound like Saito had any room to argue here. He didn’t know what Reiko’s intentions were, but he surely wouldn’t gain anything from needless protest.


  “…Got it, I’ll come here when I work.”


  “Good boy. You just have to listen to me, and everything will be fine.” Reiko smiled, and gently caressed Saito’s head.


  Pushing one’s own aspirations and desires on other people is something she must have gotten from Tenryuu, or as a tradition from the Houjou Family.


  “Father might be chasing the illusion of his first love, and that’s up to him, but…I live for my cute daughter.” Reiko muttered.


  


  * * *

  


  Upon returning to his study room, Saito prepared the needed materials. He had a vocabulary reference book, a study book with grammar, a dictionary, and example workbooks with him. On top of that, he had modern novels in that language, business books, classic literature books, and history books written in Japanese with him. Despite him being at the top of the student year ever since he enrolled at high school, this was the first time he actually studied in his own study room.


  “Now then…time to get this started, I guess.”


  He opened up the vocabulary reference book, and flipped through the pages. He ran his eyes along the paper, engraving the words and translations into his head, and memorized everything instantaneously. As his engine warmed up, his eyeballs stopped moving, as he instead took mental pictures of the entire pages, raising his efficiency.


  He had effectively crossed the territory of a normal human being. He worked at a speed like a computer would, but his neurons outdid even a computer at some point. Sparks flickered up between the electrical signals of his brain cells. After he memorized a great number of vocabulary, he moved on to grammar, and the connection to the vocabulary. Using the example workbook, he learned the various patterns, and proceeded with contrastive linguistics to create a gradation of concepts and positions.


  “I-I can’t believe it…To think I’d see you studying like this…”


  Saito must have been focussed quite diligently, as he didn’t even realize Akane appeared next to him until she spoke up. Normally, she would never set foot inside his study room out of her own desire.


  “Did something happen!? Are you going to die!?”


  “Is me studying really that big of a thing where you’d worry about me dying?” Saito put down the reference book on the desk.


  “I mean, when other people are studying, you’re always like ‘Me? Hm, I’m different from insects like you, so I don’t need to study?’, as you look down on us…”


  “What kind of image do you have of me? I’d hate to meet that guy.”


  However, he also couldn’t completely deny that he might have similar thoughts from time to time.


  “There’s just a language I want to learn.”


  “English?”


  “I already memorized all of that.”


  “All of that…?”


  “Everything. Contents of dictionaries, grammar, examples, as well as all twelve encyclopedias. It would be troublesome if I couldn’t read all the English books that aren’t translated into Japanese yet.”


  Akane staggered backwards.


  “Is there even any meaning in you going to school?”


  “School is important, you know? Since I’m still 18, I can’t learn everything off books, so mood and communication I need to learn at school with other people around me.”


  “What you’re saying sure doesn’t make you sound 18. Do you have the memories of your previous life or something?”


  “I don’t believe in that sort of thing.”


  “Your entire existence is something I still have trouble accepting.”

“How rude. That’s just how us people from the Houjou Family are.” Saito shrugged his shoulders.


  Since Saito’s father didn’t have any ability benefiting the Houjou Family, he was chased out, and now forced to work in a cottage industry as an average employee. Saito now proceeded to put a novel in both Japanese and the other language next to each other. He was reading the contents of the both, as he proceeded through the text.


  “What are you doing…?”


  “Since I finished the input of vocabulary and grammar, I’m not comparing the native novel and the translated novel. Like this, the two mix together, and I can create a solid synopsis in my head.”


  In order to assist this, he massaged his temple.


  “I have no idea what you’re saying.”


  “Now I just have to solidify my memory before sleeping, and I’m done.”


  Akane’s eyes opened wide.


  “You’re planning on learning a new language in a single night!?”


  “Exactly. I don’t have much time.”


  If Saito took his time, the ring he was planning on buying might be sold by the time he got enough money. There, Akane showed a frustrated complaint.


  “I want you…inside me…”


  “Sounds lewd.”


  “T-That’s not what I meant! Are you a pervert!?” Akane turned beet red.


  As if to protect her own body, she moved into the corner of the room, but since the door was at the exact opposite end, she blocked off her escape route. She clearly was the type of person to always dig her own grave.


  “I’m saying that I want your brain! I want to remove it from your head immediately, and implant it into my head!”


  “Scaryyyyyy!” Saito felt his entire body shiver.


  His heart wasn’t racing out of excitement, but pure terror.


  “What’s the problem, not like you’re losing anything.”


  “I will lose a lot. I’m not some omnipotent being who can regrow its brain.”


  “Sharks can regrow teeth even if you pull them out, right? Crocodiles also get new teeth all the time.”


  “I’m not a shark or a crocodile.”


  Although he achieved greater grades than the average person, his body was still one of a human. He really wished she wouldn’t expect the same from him as was known common for fish or reptiles.


  “Also, if you were to implant my brain into your head, you’d stop being Akane, and instead be ‘Saito who has gained control over Akane’s body’, right? Are you sure about that?”


  Hearing this logic, Akane held her breath.


  “T-That does make sense! I almost fell for your bait! You won’t get my body!”


  “And I’m not giving you my brain.”


  The two glared at each other. Saito thought to himself. Do all married couples in this world discuss the exchange of body parts this late into the night like they were doing? In order to protect his precious brain in the future, he might have to sleep while wearing a helmet.


  “Anyway, why did you suddenly start learning a new language? Do you plan to travel overseas or something?” Akane tilted her head.


  “No, not really.”


  “Then…why?”


  “That’s…Well, don’t worry about it. Doesn’t have anything to do with you.”


  Akane showed clear contempt after receiving that answer.


  “I know it doesn’t, but I still don’t like that attitude! Tell me why!”


  “I decline. It’s not that big of a deal.”


  He was too embarrassed to say that he wanted to buy a present for Akane, and he wanted to keep it a secret to surprise her.


  “If it’s not that big of a deal, you should have no problem telling me, right!? Spit it out! Right now!” Akane violently shook Saito’s arm.


  


  * * *

  


  Classes ended for the day, to which Saito and Shisei made their way to her home. Being picked up by a white luxurious car sure didn’t make Saito feel like he was off to this part-time job. Naturally, the maid driver was as reckless as before, which made Saito feel the urge to use any other means of transportation. That being said, Shisei would not allow that to happen. She just clung to Saito’s chest, as they were shaken back and forth inside the car, not allowing him to escape.


  Upon arriving at the residence, Saito was guided to Shisei’s room. On the white desk she was using on a regular basis now stood a new laptop. Next to that was a mahogany bookshelf, filled with materials needed for translating.


  “Is Auntie not here today?” Saito asked Shisei.


  “Mother apparently had a meeting outside. She said that she had the game as well as a translation supporting software, and a specification document all saved on the laptop.”


  “Great help. I’ll just be in the way here, so I’ll work in a different rome.” Saito was about to pick up the computer, only for Shisei to open both her arms, blocking off his path.


  “No can do. Brother will work here.”


  “You won’t be able to relax if I’m around, right?”


  “Shise can relax especially because Brother is around. We’re finally spending time together, so being separated like that would make no sense.”


  “I mean, if you’re okay with it, then I don’t mind.” Saito put down the computer again, and sat down on the chair.


  Right after that, Shisei sat on Saito’s lap.


  “Could you maybe not sit there like it was the natural course of events?”


  “Brother’s lap belongs to Shise.”


  “No it doesn’t. I can’t work like this.”


  “You don’t need to work, Shise will translate it.”


  “Can you not casually steal my job?” Saito lifted up Shisei, and threw her off.


  “Ahhh~” Shisei rolled around on the carpet.


  He continued booting up the computer. Scanning his face and fingerprint, he was logged in. It was probably to protect the game software from any kind of theft. However, the fact that they had scanned his face and fingerprint was so terrifying to him, that he couldn’t admire that level of security. They might as well have saved the data of his iris and genes. Saito then booted up the translation software to test it out, when he suddenly felt something wet touching his neck.


  “Eeek!?” He turned around in shock.


  “Brother is so cute. Did that surprise you?” Shisei stuck out her tongue, leaning towards Saito.


  She seemingly licked his neck like that.


  “I came here to work! Can you not get in my way?”


  “Being with Shise is one part of your job.”


  “I don’t remember accepting this kind of request!”


  Shisei closely inspected Saito.


  “Even if you didn’t, it was an unspoken agreement. Shise can always take over the job and tell Mother.”


  “Urk…” Saito panicked.


  Usually, Shisei was ready support Saito, but today she was oddly forceful.


  “Are you…sulking? That I’m working part-time in order to buy a present for Akane?”


  “No. Shise knows this is necessary to please Akane, which then should guarantee a more peaceful life for Brother.”


  “So you knew even that…”


  That’s Shisei for you, she has the ability to see through everything. She put both hands on Saito’s lap, looking up at him like she was pleading.


  “But, think about Shise’s feelings. Ever since you got married, the time you spent with Shise has gone down drastically. Shise knows that this is for the sake of your dream, but she still is lonely.”


  “Shise…” Saito felt apologetic.


  Because she excelled in everything she did, it was easy to forget, but Shisei was still a human being, and a young girl even more. She had emotions as well, so if she couldn’t spend time with her family anymore, she’d naturally feel this way.


  “Sorry, I was inconsiderate.” Sait grabbed Shisei’s hand, who shook her head.


  “You’re not at fault, Brother. You’ve been trying hard to adapt to your new environment.”


  “You’re way too kind to me, right?”


  If Shisei were his older sister, Saito would probably be a good-for-nothing.


  “Shise wants to be spoiled by Brother as well.”


  “If there’s anything I can do as an apology…”

“Over here.” Shisei pulled on Saito’s hand, over towards the bed.


  It was a luxurious bed with a canopy, wrapped on comfy sheets, so the gothic Shisei looked like an actual princess. Shisei opened both her arms, and asked.


  “Brother, bring me to sleep like you did in the past.”


  “Can’t be helped.”


  Saito laid down on the bed, accepting Shisei in his arms. He was greeted by a soft, delicate feeling. Shisei entangled her legs with Saito. A sweet scent resembling milk tickled Saito’s nose. Shisei buried her face in Saito’s chest, taking deep breaths.


  “Brother’s scent…A blessing…Cuddling with Brother like this feels great…” She started humming.


  “Geez…”


  Saito knew she had put no different meaning into those words, and yet he felt oddly embarrassed. Although they were family, like brother and sister, she was just too beautiful.


  “Rub Shise’s head.”

“Like this?”


  “Mmm…”


  [image: chap3]

  When Saito gently caressed Shisei’s head, she closed her eyes. With a drowsy expression, she rubbed her head against Saito’s hand as well. Their breathing rhythms overlapped, as everything around them turned quiet. Being enwrapped in the temperature, scent, and beating heart of the other person they had known for years, their consciousness was slowly melting. In the end, the two fell asleep just like that, and Saito didn’t make any progress with his work.


  


  * * *

  


  Since Akane heard the sound of the front door opening, she left the study room, and went down the stairs to the second floor, running into Saito in uniform as he took off his shoes.


  “You’re late today again. Were you taking a detour on the way home?” Akane asked, to which Saito showed an awkward face.


  “I had some business to take care of.”


  “Business? What exactly?”


  “Not important.”


  Yet again, Saito was acting weird. He suddenly started studying, coming home late every day. Before, he was looking forward to Akane’s homemade cooking, and yet tonight he said he didn’t need it.


  “I’m tired, so I’ll go take a shower and go to bed.”


  “Ah…”


  Saito passed by Akane. A sweet odor drifted up to Akane’s nose at that moment. It didn’t smell like food, the shampoo they were using at home, and not even like Saito himself. It was the smell of another woman.


  —Is he cheating on me!?


  She thought for a second, but quickly shook her head. This couldn’t even be considered cheating. They were only married on paper. It was Saito’s own right who he went off to cheat with, or how many mistresses he made for himself. That being said…Akane couldn’t ignore this. A gloomy, hazy feeling filled her chest. It’s true that they weren’t married out of love, but they were living together in order to grant their own dreams, so being notified something like that would be in Akane’s good right.


  It would probably be best if they discussed everything behind the scenes, with Saito telling Akane at least the name of the woman, so that their grandparents would not be suspicious down the line. As Akane was thinking about that, Saito had already left her behind, and vanished. Inside his study room, she could hear sounds from him doing something. Akane rushed up the stairs, and opened the door with a lot of momentum.


  “Hey, I wasn’t done talking ye—”


  Inside the room, Saito was currently changing from his uniform into his at-home clothes. Immediately after seeing this, Akane let out a scream, and closed the door.


  “Why are you changing here?!”


  “Because this is my room!?”


  “You could just change in your closet, you know!?”


  “This is my room, why would I suffocate myself like that!”


  Even through the door, Akane could tell how bewildered Saito was. Naturally, Akane was the same. Saito’s half-naked body was burned into her retinas. After the sounds in the room vanished, Akane carefully opened the door. Saito finished changing, and now cowered behind a chair. He looked like a soldier suffering from PTSD.


  “…Why are you hiding?” Akane asked.


  “Because you’re angry…”


  “I won’t kill you. Though, something worse might happen.”


  “I’m heading out for a bit.” Saito staggered backwards.


  He showed signs of preparing to jump out of the window, but this was the second floor. Akane however blocked off the door, and crossed her arms.


  “So!? How many mistresses do you have?!”


  “Mistresses!?”


  “You have them, right!? Even if you play dumb, I can see right through you! I know you have a billion children out there!”


  “What kind of drugs did you take…? Are you okay…?” Saito showed a genuinely worried expression.


  Maybe saying a billion was taking it too far. That being said, Akane wouldn’t be able to rest easy if she didn’t squeeze the truth out of him. She declared towards Saito.


  “If you don’t plan on confessing, then I have my own ideas…”


  “W-What…?” Saito gulped.


  “Um…I’ll…well…I’ll do something very terrifying!”


  “So you haven’t even thought about it!?”


  “S-Shut up! I have a vague idea! The detailed plan will have to wait for later! Don’t blame me if you start crying!” Akane pushed her index finger onto the tip of Saito’s nose.


  Everything was just too much for her, she was close to breaking out in tears herself.


  “There’s no way I’d have a mistress. My utmost priority is to grant my dream, so I can’t risk Gramps finding out anything. Aren’t you the same?”


  “Y-Yeah, but…”


  If anything, Akane had no interest in love. If she wasn’t forced into this marriage with Saito, she would have never thought about it. Saito opened up the book on his desk, and turned his back towards Akane.


  “I won’t bother you, so just leave me alone.”


  “……!” While gritting her teeth, Akane left the room.


  


  * * *

  


  At her grandmother’s favorite Japanese sweets store, Akane gulped down her green tea. She held the bowl in her hand, drinking up the rest, and let out a long sigh. The warmth of the tea filled her body. Now on that day, she understood why adults would drink alcohol.


  “That’s one energetic way of drinking. Excuse me, could I have another cup of green tea?”


  Akane’s grandmother, Chiyo, called an employee over to give in another order. Akane then picked up a sweet dumpling from her plate, and munched on it with irritation filling every movement. She picked up the sweet taste of cherry blossoms, as well as the high-quality red bean paste.


  “Recently, Saito has been coming home late. He won’t even eat my dinner anymore, but he also won’t tell me what he’s doing and where.” Akane complained, to which Chiyo showed a beaming smile.


  “So you want Saito-san to eat your homemade cooking, I see.”


  “N-No…! That’s not it! I just don’t want him to hide things from me!”


  “Are you worried about Saito-san?”


  “Of course not!”


  “Being Tenryuu-san’s grandson, Saito-san is a wonderful young man. I’m sure he must be popular with girls?”


  “Geez! Stop teasing me, Grandma! That’s not what this is!” Akane’s face was burning as hot as an inferno.


  “Is there no other girl aiming for Saito-san?” Chiyo gave Akane a close inspection.


  Akane remembered Himari’s face, and awkwardly looked away.


  “T-There…is, but…I don’t think he’s meeting her. If something happened between her and Saito, she would tell me for sure. On the day Saito came home late, she was working part-time in a cafe after all.”


  “I see, so you were curious if something was going on between the two, and checked that with the girl.”


  “Urk…”


  Akane immediately confirmed that on a call with Himari that very night. She herself didn’t know why she even did this, but she couldn’t sit still otherwise. Chiyo let out a faint sigh.


  “As always, you’re bad at openly stating your own feelings, Akane.”


  “That’s not the case, I always let Saito know when I’m angry.” Akane emphasized this, but Chiyo just showed a wry smile.


  “You know, I also couldn’t be honest when I was your age. When Tenryuu-san invited me on a date, I couldn’t say how much I was looking forward to it. I actually really wanted to go, but I was too embarrassed that he would think of me as someone clingy and easy.”


  “Eh…The reason things didn’t work out with you and Saito’s grandfather was…because of you?” Akane’s eyes opened wide.


  Chiyo awkwardly cleared her throat.


  “It was also Tenryuu-san’s fault for being so aggressive with his invitation, you know? That being said…Well, there’s no mistaking that I made the situation worse. I sprayed an entire barrel of water on him after all…”


  “Just what happened between the two of you!?”


  It sounded like Chiyo had quite a temperament when she was younger. Looking at the dignified and rational elder woman she was now, that was hard to imagine.


  “Tenryuu-san’s fiance was, at least compared to me, undoubtedly an honest girl. She loved him, and showed him all of this love. I, who couldn’t even voice my honest feelings, could not hope to compete with her.”


  “Grandma…”


  Seeing her grandmother with a dejected look in her eyes sent a sharp pain down Akane’s chest. A complicated feeling filled her heart, knowing that because the love between Chiyo and Tenryuu didn’t work out, she was sitting here.
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  “That’s why, you can’t lie, Akane.” Chiyu took Akane’s hand, gently caressing it.


  “My relationship with Saito…is different from the one you two had.”


  Rather than Akane as his wife, Himari was much more in the position of Chiyo back in the day.


  “Really? Put your hand on your chest, and think about it.”


  “Even without that, the answer is clear to me. Saito and I are enemies. At school, at home, he just always gets in my way…”


  Chiyo asked her.


  “Why do you feel like he is getting in your way? Why can’t you just ignore Saito-san?”


  “That’s…what I want to know…” Akane looked down at the table.


  


  * * *

  


  Fourth period ended, and right as Akane was about to leave for the school cafeteria, Himari jumped at her, crying.


  “Akaneeeeee! Saito-kun said no to my date invitation again!”


  “There there…You really don’t give up.”


  Even while consoling Himari, she felt like she was embraced by Himari rather than otherwise. Then again, with Himari’s victory in height and breast size, that couldn’t be helped.


  “I wanted to treat him to something for always helping me study! He’s so boring, right!? He does not bite at all! Then again, that’s what I like about him!”


  “As long as you do, that’s all that matters…”


  Akane was unsure if she was just being ridiculed, or forced to listen to Himari’s bragging. Himari was such a charming and alluring girl, it really was a mystery as to why Saito did not give in. Judging from this, Himari really wasn’t the reason why he kept coming home lately.


  —Then, who is he meeting…?


  While thinking that, Akane left the classroom together with Himari. Shisei just walked inside, so they bumped into each other.


  “Sorry.” Shisei apologized, and walked away.


  From her long hair drifted a peculiar scent.


  “This scent…” Akane stopped in her tracks.


  It was the same scent she picked up from Saito lately. Even after sleeping in the same bed for an entire night, it wouldn’t disappear.


  “Brother, the weather is nice today, so let’s eat lunch in the courtyard.” Shisei interlocked her arms with Saito, and rubbed her small body against him.


  Those two were always pretty close, but today they felt even more intimate. Since Shisei was the same age as him, they looked like a couple. Akane felt agitated, and approached the two. She glared at Saito, and formed her words.


  “Don’t tell me, are you…” She started, only to stop herself.


  What was she about to ask there?


  —Is it Shisei-san you’re always together with lately?


  However, that was Saito’s own decision, and own right. The two had always been together since they were young, so Akane had no right to stop them. She didn’t want to break a family apart. Surely, Saito preferred having his little sister around, rather than staying at a home with his mortal enemy.


  “W-What’s wrong?”


  “Is something wrong?”


  Both Saito and Himari turned towards Akane. Only Shisei remained calm about this, merely observing Akane with her marble eyes. She probably already figured out what Akane was feeling. Even so, the words stuck in Akane’s throat would not come out. She didn’t want to be misunderstood of being jealous. She felt embarrassed to realize how much she was troubled because of her enemy like this.

“…It’s nothing.” Akane turned her back towards Saito, and walked away while stomping.


  


  * * *

  


  As the other night before, Akane sat at the dining table alone, eating her dinner. All she had on the table were fried vegetables with white rice. She had to supply herself with these nutrients, but she genuinely couldn’t muster up any motivation to eat. At home, she always cooked for the sake of her family, and after she got married, it was all for Saito’s sake. She never knew how sad it was to make food for only oneself, and eat it all alone. Had Saito felt the same way, taking in protein with cup ramen?


  “That dummy…Is he still not coming home…” She muttered, looking at the clock hanging on the wall.


  It had gotten significantly late, but Saito didn’t even contact her. She shook her head.


  “Wait, it’s not that I want him to come home or anything! I’m feeling much more relaxed without him around! We don’t fight, and I can even watch the kind of movie I want!”


  She made excuses towards nobody present, as they were lost in the atmosphere. Considering the wealth of the Houjou Family, Saito was probably enjoying a full menu at Shisei’s residence, with the beautiful Shisei on his lap, flirting around, as she had him feed her. Just imagining that, Akane felt an odd anger burn up inside of her.


  ‘That’s why, you shouldn’t lie, Akane.’


  The words of her grandmother replayed in her head. That’s right, directly conveying this anger of hers at Saito should be fine. Jealousy, loneliness, these kinds of feelings were most definitely not her driving force, but she at least wanted to throw one complaint at him. Being focussed on Saito like this all the time would only make her grades worse. Akane moved to grab the smartphone on the table…only to realize.


  “We…didn’t even exchange our contact information…”


  Even though they were husband and wife, they didn’t know each other’s phone number. Akane was too embarrassed to ask for a boy’s…not to mention Saito’s number, which is why she never did. Thinking about what she should do, she booted up a map app on her phone.


  Shisei’s residence was quite the size and well-known in the vicinity, so Akane knew the approximate location. She looked into the address, and searched for the phone number in the address book. Feeling nervous, she put the number she found into her smartphone. After a few ringing sounds, a voice seemingly belonging to a young woman answered.


  ‘Yes, this is the Houjou Residence.’


  “U-Um…are you Shisei-san’s older sister?”


  ‘I am her maid. May I ask for your name?’


  “I am Shisei-san’s classmate, Sakuramori Akane. Is Saito present?”


  ‘Saito-sama is present, yes…’


  Akane formed a fist, having guessed correctly


  “Could you maybe let me talk to him?”


  ‘Please wait a moment.’


  A gentle jingle played. It sounded like a classic song coming from the baroque type. Having a maid answer their phone, a rich family really was different from your average commoner. Akane felt restless while waiting, when the jingle stopped. Now, she could finally give Saito an earful. She took a deep breath, and started her onslaught.


  “Hey, how long do you plan on…”


  ‘Nice to meet you, I’d say? I am Shisei’s mother.’


  “Eh…”


  All of Akane’s anger was blown away, replaced by shook.


  ‘You are Saito-kun’s marriage partner, correct? I heard a lot from Shisei and Father.’


  “N-Nice to meet you, my name is Akane.”


  Why did Saito’s aunt answer instead of him?


  ‘I’m sorry, but Saito-kun currently has his hands full.’


  “Just a moment is fine, so could I talk to him?”


  ‘No can do.’


  Rejected coldly with a harsh tone, Akane staggered backwards. Even though they had never met or talked, she felt clear hostility from Saito’s Aunt.


  “…What is Saito doing?”


  ‘That doesn’t have anything to do with you, right? He will come home eventually.’


  “But…”


  The woman on the phone let out a deep sigh.


  ‘Say…you were forced into this marriage, right?’


  “Yes…”


  ‘You’ve been on quite bad terms with Saito-kun ever since you both enrolled in high school, correct? Yet, you were forced to get married because of Father’s selfishness. I do have a bit of sympathy for you.’


  On the backside of her words however, Akane felt no sympathy whatsoever. With a voice emitting clear hatred, she continued.


  ‘Your marriage only exists on paper. It’s a fake marriage, so why do you care about Saito-kun?’


  Without Akane being given any time to respond, the call was cut. Only the peeping sound could be heard from the phone.
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  Chapter 4 - Ring


  In Shisei’s room, Saito sent the finalized translation data to the editor in charge. He wasn’t using conventional mails, but rather the chatting application solely used inside the company. His message was read immediately, with the company president sending a response.


  ‘Thank you very much. It is an honor to have received your generous help for this project, Saito-sama. We’ll be trying our best to be worthy of your assistance, and we will never forget this favor…”


  Saito awkwardly read through this text that didn’t sound like it would be sent towards a part-time employee.


  “So much unnecessary information…Keep it short and efficient.” Saito groaned.


  At the same time, Shisei peeked down at his phone screen.


  “Can’t be helped. Since Brother is connected to the Houjou Group, you basically can decide over life and death for them. They probably want to get on your good side.”


  “At least make it less obvious, this is just painful…”


  “The same happens with Shise. They give her candy.”

“I think they have other intentions than just getting on your good side.”


  Saito really questioned the structure of this company if even the daughter of the company president was treated like a zoo animal. There, Shisei clung to Saito’s neck.


  “Brother, play with Shise. She was a good girl and waited for you to finish your work.”

“Gotcha. What do you have in mind?”


  “One-person Concentration.”


  Saito never heard of that combination before.


  “Shouldn’t you just play that game yourself then?”


  “Shise will eat snacks while Brother plays one-person Concentration.”


  “Let’s just play Old Maid, alright?”


  “Okay.” Shisei sat on Saito’s lap.


  “How are we supposed to play in this position?”


  “We don’t have to, it’ll deepen our bonds.”


  “I don’t think we need deeper bonds than this.” Saito raised Shisei up, and made her sit down on the cushion in front of him.


  You shouldn’t underestimate playing cards like that. With Shisei’s astonishing calculative ability, this average game of Old Maid was filled with highl-level strategy, creating a thrill like no other card game. Ever since they could think, they loved this kind of earnest and serious battle. After a bit of playing cards like that, Reiko arrived.


  “Good work. I got the report of you sending the files. Here’s your pay.”


  Being handed a thick envelope, Saito was shocked.


  “Are you sure about not making this a check?”


  Reiko let out a snicker.


  “Are you the type to make mistakes, Saito-kun?”


  “I tried to be as thorough as possible.”


  “Right? Any mistakes you couldn’t find, there’s no way our employees could. It would probably only be me.”


  “Then, I’ll gladly accept this.” Saito stuffed the envelope into his student bag.


  Knowing where these documents came from, the company president probably won’t bother checking them.


  “You’ll be eating dinner with us, right?” Reiko asked, like it was an obvious result.


  Saito looked over at the clock. Right now, he should barely be able to make it to the jewelry shop before it closes. Since he worked hard for the ring, he didn’t want it to be sold out.


  “No, I’ll be leaving early today. Otherwise, my home will turn into a battlefield.”


  “Did you tell that girl about being here?”


  With ‘that girl’, she must be talking about Akane. Reiko seemingly didn’t enjoy using her name.


  “I kept it a secret.”


  “Hmmm…So why did she…” Reiko was pondering about something. “Can’t be helped, I’ll let you go home for today. In return, you’ll come visit us again soon, okay?”


  “Yeah, I’ll stop by soon. I am really thankful for everything after all.”


  “My, that came out of nowhere. I just wish for your happiness, Saito-kun.” Reiko gently embraced Saito, rubbing his head.


  The one to take care of Saito the most in his parents’ stead was Reiko. Because he knew that Shisei and Reiko were there for him, Saito could make it through the cold days of solitude.


  Upon leaving the front entrance, the maid driver was waiting, and Shisei offered him a hand.


  “Brother, do your best.”


  “Yeah.”


  Saito gently gave Shisei a low-five, and hopped into the car. He got off near the shopping district, and headed for the jewelry shop. With a bit of anxiety plaguing him, Saito looked for the case, and luckily still found a ring left over. He sighed in relief, and called for an employee.


  “Excuse me, I’d like to buy this ring.”


  “A present for your girlfriend!?” The employee seemed to be more than interested, and rushed towards Saito.


  Saito however faltered.


  “N-No, she’s not my girlfriend.”


  “So for your older sister, or mother perhaps?”


  “Nope, not those either…”


  He couldn’t confess that this would be a present for his wife. The employee seemed confused, but kept a perfect business smile.


  “Understood. Could you tell me the size of your special one’s finger?”


  “Size…!?” Saito was baffled.


  He never once thought about that. Since this was his first time buying a ring, he had only thought about the price and nothing else. An awful sweat ran down his back. He knew that Akane’s fingers were small at least.


  “S, please…”


  “With this ring, we have from size 5 to size 10…”


  “Urk…”


  The employee had an apologetic face on, basically saying ‘It must be hard for a virgin to buy a ring like this’. Just that alone made Saito want to run away on the spot.


  —Should I come back after measuring her size…? But if I did that, I would have to ruin the surprise…Not to mention that she might not even know it herself…


  He had the option of measuring the size while she was sleeping, but if she woke up mid-way, he’d be killed at the charges of sexual harassment. As Saito was at a dead end, the employee showed a smile.


  “It’s fine, even if the size doesn’t match, you can still have it adjusted, or get a different one.”


  Being treated this kindly only hurt Saito’s pride even more.


  “Do you have a size sample I could look at? I should be able to tell with that.” He asked.


  “Unless you are a veteran, guessing the size with just a look is quite difficult…”


  “It’s fine.”


  With that, the employee brought out a showcase with examples. After inspecting the various samples, Saito added the information he had from Akane’s finger with the visual code in front of him. Since he watched her cook several times, he remembered that her fingers were awfully slim. Comparing it to how it looked when she held the knife and other utensils, Saito guessed the size. He would not make any mistake with this.


  “…Size 5 please.”


  “Understood.”


  The employee started enwrapping the ring in silk, put it into a small box, and decorated it with a ribbon.


  “You also have the option of adding a card free-of-charge. You can choose between ‘Eternal Love’ and ‘To my beloved one’, which one would you prefer?”


  “I don’t need either of those!”


  “I’m sure your girlfriend would be very happy to see a card like that. It’s the best way to convey your love.”


  “She’s not my girlfriend!”


  Also, there isn’t anything as sweet as love involved either. Accepting the plastic bag with the design of the jewelry shop on it, he left. He managed to clear the first hurdle, but he still wasn’t in the green yet. Giving Akane the ring was the most important. However, Saito was worried if he could pull that off as smoothly as he wished to.


  Upon entering the front entrance, he was hit in the face with a tense atmosphere filling the house. Standing in the hallway that led to the living room—was Akane. She stood there with crossed arms, resembling the legendary appearance of Musahibou Benkei, standing on the Gojo Bridge. Her lips were pulled up into an eerie smirk, forming a dreadful face you’d see on a demon.


  —I’m dead!


  Immediately after seeing this, Saito regretted not getting life insurance. Then again, being insured wouldn’t save him from certain death, so it was pointless in the end. There, with a voice like it came straight out of hell, Akane’s throat moved.


  “Youuu…Why did you not answer the call…?”


  “Call…? What are you talking about…?”


  “Don’t play dumb! You said you had your hands full, but you probably were flirting around with Shisei-san, right!? You were in the middle of doing something lewd, right!?”


  “Um…” Saito was at a loss.


  However, looking at Akane roaring in anger, already tearing up, Saito realized that any half-baked answer would lead to certain doom.


  “How did you know I was at Shise’s place?”


  “My suuuuperpower!”


  “Superpower?”


  Saito figured she was just making up something, but denying that would probably act as more oil being poured into the fire. Akane glared at Saito.


  “If you like Shisei-san that much, why don’t you just marry her!? Then you’ll get yourself a company for sure!”


  “I feel like you have the wrong idea about something, but Shise and I aren’t in this kind of relationship!”


  “If you don’t want to come home anymore, then just stay away! I’ll live here on my own! Since I can save money for food and living expenses, I won’t have to worry once I’m old!” Akane stomped on the ground in anger.


  She was just rambling on for the sake of it at this point. She probably was exceptionally lonely here without Saito around. No, knowing Akane, it surely couldn’t be such a cute reason.


  Now that it had come to this, hiding it any further was not an option. If he revealed everything here, he’d get off with fewer injuries. Saito moved to open his student back with the ring inside, only to stop his hands.


  —I’m going to give Akane…a ring? Me…to Akane…?


  Right at the finish line, he grew nervous. He never really thought about it, but isn’t it a pretty big deal for a boy to give a girl an expensive ring as a present? She might be mistaking his intentions as something else at that rate. Saito hesitated. That being said…turning back now wasn’t an option either.


  Saito wanted to spend his days with Akane in peace. He didn’t want to see her angry all the time, instead enjoying her smile forever. Those were his honest feelings, and he wanted to treasure them. While trying to bear with his racing heart, Saito offered Akane the small box.

“This…a present for you.”


  “Eh…?” Akane was bewildered. “A-A bomb…?”


  “It’s not, so just open it up.”


  “O-Okay…” Akane carefully opened the small box, only to find the shining ring inside. “This…is the one I saw before…”


  “I was working part-time for my aunt as a translator. Since the condition was for me to work at Shise’s place during that time, I ended up coming home late. Sorry about that.”


  “E-Ehhh…? Why…? What is this about…?” Akane stared at the ring in absolute disbelief.


  She clearly didn’t expect anything like this. She embraced the ring in her chest, and dashed out of the room like she was chased by a demon.


  —Maybe…she was grossed out after all…?


  It appeared as if the peace negotiations ended up in failure. As Saito was assaulted by a severe feeling of lethargy, Akane suddenly returned. She poked her head out from the doorframe she just dashed out of, her face beet red. She looked close to exploding just from the embarrassment, as she declared with a quivering voice.


  “T…T-Thanks!”


  This time, she apparently reached her limit, and let out a shriek while running away.


  —Does this mean…it worked…?


  Saito wasn’t quite sure, but his cheeks felt hot.


  


  * * *

  


  The morning sunlight shone directly on Saito’s eyelids. Since he was working until late for the past few days, he must have been fairly exhausted. Right as the drowsiness was about to pull him into another slumber, he felt something next to him move. He somehow managed to open his heavy eyelids, only to find Akane in her sleeping attire, seeming oddly restless. She sat on the bed like during a marriage interview, and turned towards Saito with sparkling eyes.


  “…What’s wrong?”


  “Mm!”


  As Saito raised his body, Akane showed him her right hand. On her ring finger shone the ring Saito had bought for her, giving off a soothing shine. The size seemed to fit perfectly, which allowed Saito to sigh in relief.


  “H-How is it…? Does it look good…?” Akane asked, flustered.


  “Yeah, it looks great.”


  “Ehehe…”


  Seeing a smile that could melt ice so soothing, Saito felt all his exhaustion being washed away. That was the smile he wanted to see. When he had a smiling Akane with him, he felt no pain or suffering. At the same time, Akane put her hands down on her lip, and started fidgeting with her legs.


  “Why…did you give me this ring?”


  “Um…well…as a proof of reconciliation?”


  “Proof of reconciliation?”


  “I want us to be nice to each other, and have fun together.” Saito felt awfully restless.


  Although he had no other intentions with this present, voicing his emotions like this was far too embarrassing for him to stay calm.


  “You want to…get along with me?”


  “If possible…”

“I-I see…” Akane averted her eyes.


  An awkward, “too sweet for your own good” kind of atmosphere filled the bedroom. Saito felt closer to Akane than before, and felt the sugary heat from her. Akane got off the bed, and stepped on the ground with her bare legs. Wearing her thin sleepwear, she had her back towards Saito.


  “Are you going to be late today as well?”

“Nope, my part-time job is over and done. I’ll be home the same as always.”


  His aunt asked him to continue his work for a bit longer, but Saito didn’t need that money. All he used his money on were books and games, so he wasn’t a spendthrift by any means.


  “Then, I’ll make you some delicious dinner tonight.”


  Akane’s earlobes were crimson red as she stepped out of the bedroom.


  * * *


  Right upon returning home, Akane locked herself up in her study room. She took out a small box from her drawer, and sat down on a chair. Feeling like she was above the clouds, she put the ring on her right hand’s ring finger. Because her feelings were in absolute disarray the day before, and since she was busy this morning, she didn’t have much time to closely inspect it. She gently caressed the top of the ring, which made her feel all ticklish. When she held the gemstone in the shape of a heart towards the window, it lit up in a bright red.


  “So beautiful…” Akane muttered.


  This was the first time she received a present from a boy. Not to mention that it had to be the boy she hated the most in the entire class. Even so, she didn’t hate getting a present from Saito. She knew how hard he was working for her sake. And yet, she got angry at him for coming home late, now feeling regret about doing so. Thinking about how Saito desperately tried to keep this a surprise, she couldn’t help but think of him as a bit cute. Just by looking at the ring, she felt her cheeks relax.


  Saito and Shisei were currently playing a game in the living room, and yet she wasn’t too bothered by that. Unlike before, when Saito was out at Shisei’s home, Akane could now accept them like this. Thinking about it rationally, two siblings getting along was something wonderful that deserved to be treasured.


  Akane felt the desire to keep a picture behind of this, and booted up the camera app of her phone. Since she never wore a ring before, she wasn’t sure from what angle she should take that picture. Putting the ring on a handkerchief, she tried all sorts of pictures.


  “What’re you making for dinner tonight?”


  “Kyaaaaa!?”


  Saito abruptly opened the door of Akane’s room, to which her shoulders jolted up in shock. She frantically hid her smartphone and hand between her thighs.


  “D-Don’t peek inside my room, pervert!”


  “I knocked several times…”

“That’s a lie, you trespasser!”


  “Maybe you were just so focussed on something else that you didn’t hear me?”


  “I wasn’t focussed or anything!”


  Saito definitely was not allowed to find out that Akane was so above the clouds because of his present that she ended up this flustered. If he were to realize this, he would probably look down on her even more. He might threaten her, and turn her into something like his pet. That was something Akane couldn’t allow to happen.


  “What were you doing?”


  “Nothing! Just get out!” Akane threw the nearest plush toy at Saito.


  Before that could hit him, he skillfully closed the door, and evaded. In the face of that, Akane sighed in relief. She was about to take out her smartphone from beneath her thighs, when she spotted Shisei sitting right below her.


  “S-Shisei-san…?”


  As always, she showed no emotion in her face, appearing out of nowhere. Either she possessed a special skill that would allow her to erase her presence, or her small stature allowed for easier sneaking. That Shisei was now staring at Akane’s right hand.


  “Brother bought this ring for you? It’s beautiful.”


  Akane immediately started bragging.


  “R-Right? I saw this in a jewelry shop, and fell for it at first glance.”


  “Basically, you saw it when you were out on a date with Brother.”


  “It wasn’t a date! We just walked around a bit!”


  “Just the two of you?”


  “Y-Yeah…just the two of us.”


  Although there was no deeper meaning to that very fact, putting it into words felt so awfully embarrassing.


  “With someone from the Hemekoputerus star?”


  “Who!? I don’t know any aliens! It was just me and Saito!”


  “Sounds like what a girlfriend would say.”


  “We’re not a couple!” Akane was gasping for air.


  She tried to stay calm and rational about this, but every single excuse was already ruined the second she took pictures of the ring.


  “Shise wants to have fun with Brother as well. Let’s go out as the three of us next time.” Shisei asked, her face as innocent as that of a child.


  “I don’t mind. Much more relaxing than when it’s just me and Saito.”


  “Yay. Shise also wants that ring.”


  “You’re not getting that!” Akane was bewildered at this ridiculous request.


  “Why?”


  “Because I say so!”


  “Because it’s the ring you got from Brother?” Shisei tilted her head.


  “N-Not really, I just really like this ring!”


  “Then Shise will buy the same one.”


  “You can just wear that one yourself then!?”


  “Because you want to wear the one that’s a present from Brother?” Shisei put both her hands on Akane’s lap, pushing her body forward.


  Her big, round eyes were as lovable as ever, but she was clearly toying with Akane. Even if she looked like an adorable animal on the outside, she was still a dangerous woman.


  “A-Anyway, no can do! I say you can’t have it, so that’s it!” Akane frantically pushed Shisei away, as her body burned up with a sizzling heat.


  


  * * *

  


  Recently, Saito’s wife was in a very good mood. When he woke up in the morning, he heard humming from the kitchen. Together with that, he picked up the rhythmic usage of a kitchen knife, with faint steps walking around. That just showed how much she enjoyed making breakfast. When Saito entered the kitchen, Akane turned towards him. She had her hair styled up, wearing an apron over her uniform, as she showed him a beaming smile.


  “Morning, Saito. Breakfast will be done in a heartbeat~”


  “O-Okay.”


  Akane’s overwhelmingly positive mood left Saito bewildered. The effect of the ring as a present was quite honestly terrifying. He realized that working part-time like that definitely had its worth, but he was also terrified of saying something wrong to ruin it all.


  “Here you go! A special menu for a special someone! Eat up~” Akaned opened both her arms, seemingly pleased with her work.


  Standing on the table with steam rising from it was a juicy steak, looking like one you could find in an encyclopedia article.


  “Steak first thing in the morning is a bit…” Saito felt fear fill his body.


  “You love steak, right?”


  “I sure…do, but…isn’t it a bit too heavy this early in the morning?”


  “It may have been. Lifting the frying pan was hard work, you know.”


  “I was talking about it being heavy on the stomach…”


  “Are you not going to eat it…?” Akane’s shoulders were quivering.


  —Oh lord no!


  Saito felt an awful premonition, and a sense of danger crawling along his skin. He grabbed the knife and fork at lighting speed, and stuffed his cheeks with the stake.


  “M-Man, this is great! I could eat steak all day, even first thing in the morning!”


  His entire mouth was filled with steak, at a size that wouldn’t even allow him to make a sound, but he couldn’t back down now. World peace can go to hell, peace at home was much more important, and Saito had to guarantee that even if it cost him his life.


  “Saito is eating so much, yaaaay~” Akane rested her chin on her hands, and showed the smile of a blooming flower.


  She seemed like a three-year old child who watched a rare animal being fed, or a circus show. Just the fact that Akane said something like ‘Yaaaay’ showed how much of an irregular situation this was.


  Saito somehow managed to gulp down the entire steak, and ran out of the kitchen before Akane could prepare seconds. He felt happy to see her delighted about the present, but being forced to eat so much steak in the morning would be life threatening down the line. The drowsy and happy Akane might be far more dangerous than the angry Akane.


  Saito changed into his uniform, and left separately from Akane. Right after he entered the 3-A classroom, a shocked voice almost left his mouth. Akane was still wearing the ring.


  —Why’d she forget to take it off!?


  Saito started sweating profusely. If it was any normal ring, there wouldn’t be any problem, but that ring was far too expensive for a normal high school student to afford it. If a classmate were to see that, they would surely keep asking about who she got it from. Naturally, Akane would eventually break down, and reveal everything.


  Luckily, no other students were around Akane as of right now. Once the sharp Himari arrived however, Saito and Akane would be out of luck. He had to warn her right now, so he approached her, and spoke up.


  “Hey…on your finger.”

“Morning! Akane, Saito-kun!”


  Behind him, an energetic voice resounded, leaving Saito frozen stiff. He used his last resort and reflexively grabbed Akane’s right hand, hiding the ring.


  “W-What!? Don’t suddenly touch me like that! Pervert! Sexual harrassmenist!”


  “What the hell is a harrassmenist?!”


  Akane frantically tried to shake Saito off, but he wouldn’t let go despite that. The classmates around them grew noisy.


  “Saito-kun is harassing Akane-chan…”


  “The comedic couple is reaching the next stage…”


  “It’s fine, do it more!”


  “They’re pretty much a done deal!”


  “We’re not a done deal!”


  Akane desperately tried to deny those words, but their classmates were brimming with curiosity. Now that they had this much attention, they had to continue hiding the ring for a little longer. At the same time, Himari narrowed her eyes.


  “I don’t think you should be doing that in public, you know?”


  “Himari! Do something about this guy! Beat him up!”


  “Ehhh? I don’t wanna hit Saito-kun though.”


  “So you’re fine with me being sullied in front of everyone!?”


  “I won’t do something like that!”


  Saito had absolutely no bad intentions with this, and yet he was treated as the villain. What a cruel world this was. Not to mention that there were several other students with their smartphones out, ready to take pictures.


  “Mmm…then this much should be fine, right? Take this~” Himari suddenly clung to Saito’s back.


  “…!?” Saito’s body twitched with this sudden soft sensation hitting him.


  Soft sensation naturally referred to her breasts. Even though she must have been wearing a bra, he felt her softness and volume almost directly.


  “There, and there.” Himari kept herself glued to Saito, trying to forcefully tear him and Akane apart.


  Her breath hit Saito’s ear, as he felt his blood boiling in arousal. Even Shisei gave Saito a cold gaze.


  “Being clung to by one beauty, and then holding hands with another…Brother is so greedy.”


  “I’m not doing this because I want to!”


  The gazes of the boys around them ranged from “Interest” to “Killing intent”, signaling that Saito’s life was like a small torchlight amidst a storm. Let alone Akane who was high in the beauty ranking, getting all the attention from the popular girl Akane, it was obvious the boys would not like that.


  “Let Shise join in.”


  This time, Shisei clung to Saito’s stomach.


  “Don’t make things worse!!”


  Saito felt the gazes of Shisei’s female fans, subordinates, caretakers, or whatever it was, and he was almost blown off because of the dark aura of killing intent. It was a typhoon, the end of the world. Ragnarok. All these words filled his head, as he somehow managed to escape the death grasp of Himari and Shisei. Only Akane he kept holding onto, dragging her out of the room.


  “Let go! Let gooooo!”


  Akane still resisted this treatment, as Saito skillfully evaded the paparazzi, running down the hallway. They came to the shadow of a building with no other people around, and finally stopped. Immediately after, Akane started protesting.


  “T-Taking me over here…A-Are you going to discipline me!?”


  Her imagination was as horrifying as always. Saito confirmed his surroundings, and whispered into Akane’s ear.


  “The ring.”


  “Ring…?” Akane tilted her head in confusion.


  “Don’t wear that ring to school.”


  “Ah.” Akane finally realized, and removed the ring in a rush.


  “I’m happy that you’re treasuring it this much, but it would be troublesome if someone saw you wearing that.”


  “I-I wasn’t treasuring it or anything! I actually just completely forgot about it, that’s how much I don’t care!” Akane screamed with a beet red face.


  “So you don’t care…” Saito felt a bit depressed hearing that.


  “That’s right! I care about it as much as I do about water and air!”


  “I feel like you need both of those to survive?”


  “D-Don’t get on a high horse! That’s not what this is! I can live without water and air!”


  “That’s pretty amazing…”


  She already crossed the limits of a human being.


  “You should probably put that ring in your bag…”


  “I know that without you telling me. I’ll put it in a pouch before that, just to make sure I don’t lose it.”


  Despite her complaining all the time, it seemed like she was treasuring the ring after all.


  


  * * *

  


  Upon returning home, Akane opened up her student bag. She kept the ring off while at school, but since she was finally at home, she wanted to put it on again. It felt like she was fighting less with Saito as long as she wore it. Almost like it was imbued with magic, it filled her with kindness. She put her hand inside her student bag, and searched for the pouch she put the ring in.


  “……Hm?”


  The pouch was gone. She thought that it might have moved down deeper inside the bag, but she couldn’t find it. Assaulted with an awful premonition, she took out everything from her student bag, and yet still failed to find the pouch. Even after turning the bag upside down, nothing more came out.


  “The ring…I should have put it in there…but the pouch itself is gone…” Akane felt all blood drain from her face.


  —What? Why? Where did I drop it?


  The bag was absolutely empty. Her legs were growing wobbly, she had to support herself by putting one hand on the desk. She had a bit of hope left and looked through the room, beneath the desk, behind the bookshelf, but everything was fruitless. Even after walking down the stairs up to the entrance—nothing.


  —He bought it for me…it was his present for me…


  Akane sat in the living room, holding her head. Her good mood had completely vanished, and now she felt like she sunk to the bottom of the lake, shivering in fear and despair. If Saito found out about this, she wouldn’t know how to even face him again.


  “Did something happen?” Saito peeked inside the living room.


  Akane thought her heart would leap out of her chest.


  “I-It’s nothing!”


  “There’s no way that’s true. Your face is literally as pale as white paint.”


  Hearing this retort, Akane hid her face.


  “I’m just not feeling too well!”


  “Then go and get some sleep. I can make dinner for myself today.”


  Out of all the times, Saito had to give Akane kind words, which only amplified the guilt. She formed a fist, and roared in anger.


  “I’m saying everything is okay! It’s none of your business! Just leave me alone!”


  “O-Okay…Sorry about that.” Saito stepped back, seemingly hurt quite a bit from that.


  “I’ll be stepping out for a bit!” Akane passed by him, storming out of the house.


  She felt pathetic. Even though she was the one at fault, she acted this cruel towards Saito. He merely meant to give her a helping hand, and yet she brushed that away as always.


  —But, I can’t tell him that I lost the ring…!


  Akane grit her teeth, and ran through the residential district. She made her way towards the school, and checked if she dropped the pouch anywhere on the way. She doubted anybody would bother stealing the pouch, but the ring was a different problem. She had to find it before any bad person could.


  Upon arriving at the school, Akane gasped for air, as she sank to the ground. From the entrance down the hallway, even after returning to the classroom, her search proved futile. Her last attempt was checking her desk’s drawer, but nothing. There,a group of girls passed by the classroom, laughing. For some reason, Akane felt like they were laughing at her.


  —Did they steal it…?


  Doubt filled her, but she immediately shook her head. Although she had been bullied back in grade school, that was not the case now. Although she wasn’t exactly liked by her classmates, they didn’t hold any grudges against her. Next stop, she went to the staff office, asking to see the lost and found box. However, she couldn’t find anything there either.


  She gave up on the school, and went to the nearest police box, but the pouch wasn’t handed in there either. She used her smartphone to call other police boxes close by, but they didn’t have anything either. It’s almost like the ring had vanished from this world entirely. At the same time, that would mean that this present she received from Saito—was nullified as well.


  —What should I do…?


  Akane just walked towards the setting sun, in the direction of the town. Maybe she should look for a part-time job, and buy a new ring? Right as she thought that, she spotted a flyer hung on the window of a convenience store. The hourly wage was a thousand yen. Even if she worked every single day after school, it would take her far too long to afford a ring. By then, Saito would already realize that the ring was missing. As Akane was lost in her thoughts, an unfamiliar man approached her.


  “Hey hey, are you looking for a part-time job?”


  He had piercings on his ears and lip, his long hair colored in a bright cold color, giving off a really fishy vibe. Himari’s blonde hair shone as bright as the sun, and yet his hair looked dirty and unnatural. Even though this was their first meeting, the man closed the distance between the two by quite a bit.


  “I have a great part-time job I can offer you, won’t you hear me out?”


  “What kind of job…is it…?” Akane emitted clear caution in her voice.


  “Ah, don’t be scared! It’s totally fine! It’s perfectly safe and secure! You just have to talk to some men, and maybe take some pictures! Since you’re such a cutie, you’ll get a million yen soon enough!” The man grinned, and tried to grab Akane’s shoulder.


  He had cornered her into a wall without Akane realizing.


  “…!” Akane didn’t hesitate to hammer a sharp kick right into his abdomen.


  “Guha!? What are you doing!? I’ll rape you, and then sell you off, you bitch!”


  As the man roared in anger, Akane ran away at full speed. She ended up out of breath midway, and evacuated to the nearest police box. She crouched down, and started tearing up because it felt like everybody and everything turned against her.


  —Buying a new one…won’t work after all…


  That is the one ring Saito gave her, and it existed only once in this entire world. He wished for the two of them to get along, studied hard, worked hard at his translation job, and bought it for her. He even kept quiet about it in order to make it a surprise, getting showered in Akane’s anger in return. That is how important this present was. Even if she managed to get an identical ring again, it wasn’t the same.


  —I need to find it no matter what…before Saito finds out.


  Akane grit her teeth.


  


  * * *

  


  Today, Akane was searching for the heart-shaped ring again. She didn’t even have time to study after classes were over. She felt vexed at the thought of losing against Saito in terms of her grades, but the ring had utmost priority now. She walked the way to and from school over and over, checking every shadow, every hidden spot, so that she wouldn’t miss out on anything. She made daily calls at the surrounding police boxes, and asked the people of the shopping district. However, the pouch was nowhere to be found. Akane sat down on a bench in a public park, and let out a sigh.


  “Haaaa…”


  “Phew…”


  She heard a sigh from her side, and looked over to find Shisei sitting on the bench next to her. She held something like a bread wrapper in her hand, liking it in sadness.


  “S-Shisei-san…? What are you doing?”


  “Sighing practice.”


  “I see…” Akane didn’t have the energy to ask for details.


  “That’s a lie. Akane seemed troubled about something, so Shise was wondering what you were up to.”


  “It’s nothing, I wasn’t having any trouble.”


  If Akane told Shisei about her problem, she would surely reveal it to Saito. Right as Akane was about to get up, Shisei declared.


  “No need to worry, Shise won’t tell Brother.”


  “How did you know I was thinking that!?”


  In the face of Akane’s outburst, Shisei simply tilted her head.


  “Would you like an explanation about Shise’s lightning fast thought process? Most people can’t keep up with it, and end up with their mental health deteriorating.”


  “No, I’m fine…”


  Akane would rather keep her mental health in as best of a condition as possible. Just watching Saito and his studying methods gave her plenty of a headache. Shisei grabbed Akane’s right hand, and closely inspected it.


  “…You lost it?”


  “…!” Akane’s body froze up. “I-I didn’t lose it. Neither do I care enough to even wear it.”


  “You took a great liking to it. You even wore it to school, which is why Brother had to hide it.”


  “Urk…So you even caught on to that…?”


  Shisei’s perception of her surroundings was terrifying. Her appearance may not look like that of a high school student’s, but what’s inside might be even further away from that. At the same time, Shisei jumped off the bench.


  “Shise will help you look for it.”


  “Eh…why…?”


  That would just mean that Akane got in the way of her time with Saito.


  “Akane always makes delicious food for Shise. You’re a nice person. Shise doesn’t want you to be sad.”


  “I feel like you’re too easy to win over…”


  Akane couldn’t tell if she was mature or childish. Maybe seeing her as a fellow human being was the first mistake in the equation.


  “If we don’t find the ring soon, you’ll end up fighting with Brother again. But, Shise wants Brother to live in peace.”


  “You really like Saito, huh.”


  “Very much. Shise loves Brother.”


  She put her hands behind her hip, and leaned a bit forward, as she declared with pure honesty in her eyes. Her expression looked a bit softer than before, allowing Akane to see a faint smile.
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  Akane found herself feeling jealous. Jealous towards Shisei’s honesty, cuteness, and the strength to love a single individual this much. The reason Shisei was popular with her classmates certainly wasn’t just because of her looks. Although she may not show it, she felt much more profound than anybody else.


  With that, the two started searching for the ring. They started in the 3-A classroom, doing the usual route. The school’s trash bin, inside the cleaning closet, on the balcony, Akane checked all sorts of places, and Shisei looked at the locations that she could think of. She didn’t even bother with her beautiful hair ending up dirty, as she crawled on the courtyard ground.


  Even so, the pouch was nowhere to be found. The sun started to set, and Shisei’s body gently shook because of the breeze. As the scent of the town at night filled the air, Akane felt apologetic for having such a small girl tag along this late. If anything, relying on Shisei’s kindness was a selfish act. Shisei wanted that ring as well. Or rather, as she devoted her entire being to Saito, she deserved it much more than Akane. She wouldn’t not lose a present from Saito, treasuring it forever.


  Yet, Shisei still decided to help Akane. She put her feelings second, and tried her hardest so that Saito and Akane could live together in peace. She couldn’t rely on her any more than this. That would be too much. For both her, and Shisei. That’s why Akane came to a halt, amidst the appearing darkness.


  “…I’m sorry, but that’s enough.”


  “Enough? Are you giving up on the ring?” Shisei blinked.


  “I won’t. But, I can’t bother you any more than this. I’ll search for it myself.”


  “It’s your bad habit of trying to deal with everything yourself.”


  “This is my fault, my responsibility to carry. I need to be the one to find it, and myself.” Akane formed a fist.


  That’s right, this is all her fault. She received a ring for the first time, and got all excited about it. She ignored all the feelings put into this ring, and ruined it all because she was careless. She should have been more careful. She should have treasured it more. She should have—She started hating herself, as the guilt and regret filled her body.


  “Why not ask Brother for help? He can resolve any problem, Shise is sure.”


  “That’s the one thing I can’t do!” Akane shook her head at full force.


  Saito finding out would be the worst-case scenario. The two classmates who hated each other the most suddenly got married, tried to find common ground, and now somehow managed to live together fairly peacefully. At this rate, all affection Saito may have had for her would vanish, and their relationship would break apart again. Before, Akane would have been fine with that, but now…she was terrified of that.


  


  * * *

  


  Saito took out some cold curry from the fridge, put it on a plate, and left it on the table. Warming it up would surely make it more delicious, but when it was just him alone for dinner, he didn’t have the motivation to do so. He simply let the news play on the TV, as he ate the curry.


  Lately, Akane would come home late. Normally, she’d go straight home from school and study, but it seemed like she was ignoring that even. When Saito asked for the reason, she would always evade it with a cold “Mind your own business”. Knowing how awfully diligent and earnest Akane was, she probably wasn’t doing anything shady at night. Either she was studying somewhere else, or she got wrapped up in some kind of mess because she needlessly picked a fight with someone.


  —Even though not having her around should be so much more comfortable…


  Despite that, what was the reason behind this restless feeling plaguing Saito now? It felt like all the light and warmth in the house had disappeared simply because he couldn’t look at her face. Thanks to this, Saito understood why Akane must have felt irritated while he was working at Shisei’s residence. He maybe should have at least told her about working part-time.


  Because Saito was so indulged in his thoughts, he accidentally bit on the spoon too fiercely, as a dull pain assaulted his mouth. He put down the spoon on the plate, and let out a sigh. Not even a minute later, he heard the sound of the front door opening.


  “So you’re finally back. What are you doing, come home late every single day?” Saito stepped out of the living room.


  However, the one who had entered the home wasn’t Akane, but Shisei. She took off her shoes and threw them to the side, jumping at Saito.


  “Nothing at all. Just playing pranks.”


  “Shise…” Saito was disappointed.


  “Who did you think it was? Akane hasn’t come home yet.”


  “Do you know where she is?”


  “No clue.” Shisei sniffed the air around her. “This…is the scent of the ultra legendary Akane Seafood Curry. Shisei picked up the scent of curry from Akane, so she came here, but…as expected.” Shisei sounded like a detective, as she invaded the living room.


  “So you know where Akane is, right!?”


  Shisei however ignored his question, and instead inspected the curry on the table like it was a treasure.


  “Discovery. However, it has lost its ancient energy. Proceeding with the ritual at momentum.”


  This ritual basically meant—to put the cold curry into the microwave, and warming it up. After it was warm again, Shisei returned to the table, and stuffed her cheeks full with the curry.


  “Delish!”


  “You really don’t hold back, do you.”


  “The world is a giant theme park, and Shise has a free pass for everything.”


  “You’re not entirely wrong, but the fact that you’re aware of that is hella bad.”


  Luckily, Shisei showed no greed towards anything except food. Since Saito figured he wouldn’t get any proper answer while she was eating, he instead waited until the plate was empty.


  “So, you’ll tell me where Akane is, right?”


  “Nope.” Shisei was now licking the plate to get the last bit of curry in her mouth, to which Saito raised it away from her.


  It was such a painful sight, seeing a high school girl do that.


  “Did Akane bribe you to not tell me?”


  “Can’t tell you. Shise has her pride, okay.” Shisei grew silent.


  In the face of that, Saito took out tupperware from the fridge, and showed Shisei its contents.


  “If you tell me, I’ll give you seconds.”


  “…No…pe…” Shisei was shaking, and looked between Saito and the curry.


  An endless stream of drool came gushing out of her mouth, as her eyes turned into that of a wild beast’s. Saito warmed up the curry in the microwave, scooped up a good amount on a spoon, and approached it towards Shisei’s mouth. The scent drifted up her nose, and Shisei twitched.


  “Just tell me…You want this, right…?”


  “Shise wants it…”


  “Then, be honest with me. You’ll listen to what your big brother says, right…?” Saito put his palm on Shisei’s nape.


  “Shise will…listen to what…big brother says…” Shisei rubbed her head against his hand, clearly having become a puppet to her desires.


  “Good girl. Where is Akane?”


  “Nom!!” Shisei jumped and put the spoon in her mouth.


  “Wah, don’t just eat it!” Saito tried to pull back the spoon, but Shisei would not let go.


  She bit her teeth into it, and shook her head around. Saito was worried that she might break her teeth at this rate, so he let go of the spoon. Shisei escaped behind the sofa, and licked the spoon.


  “Is it that good?”


  “Akane’s cooking is the best. That’s why Shise won’t betray Akane.”


  “When did she tame you like that?”


  Saito felt like he lost his position as an older brother.


  “She didn’t. You should call it a contract.”


  “That’s even worse than just being tamed…” Saito gave up on making Shisei confess, and instead sat down on the sofa.


  At the same time, Shisei ate all of the curry in the tupperware. She even grabbed some milk from the fridge, gulped it down, and let out a satisfied sigh.


  “If you want to know where Akane is, why don’t you just stalk her?”


  “She’ll turn into a demon if she finds out, and you know that.”


  The situation at home was dire enough, so Saito didn’t want to risk anything.


  “It’s fine, Akane won’t get angry. She’s far too desperate for that.”


  “…Far too desperate? Why?”


  “Secret.” Shisei made a cross with her fingers, and put it on her lips.


  It seemed impossible for Saito to get anything out of her, but at least he knew that Akane was wrapped up in some kind of trouble, so leaving her alone was not an option.


  —Guess I’ll have to follow her tomorrow.


  He thought to himself, as he wiped away some milk on Shisei’s mouth.


  


  * * *

  


  After classes ended, Saito left the classroom even before Akane. So that his student bag wouldn’t get in the way of his tailing, he put it into a locker inside an empty classroom. As he waited in the shadows of the entrance, Akane walked over. She put on her outdoor shoes, and walked on the courtyard on heavy steps. Saito kept a safe distance, as he carefully followed her.


  The sky was cloudy, and thunder could be heard in the distance. Saito had a pocket-size folded umbrella with him, but if it started raining, a rain coat would have probably been a better choice when tailing Akane. After stepping out of the school gate, and walking a bit, Akane suddenly crouched down on the floor.


  —Is she not feeling well…?


  Right as Saito grew worried, Akane suddenly put her hand beneath a vending machine. She didn’t bother with her uniform growing dirt, and just groaned as she tried to reach deeper.


  —Akane is fishing for change!? Is she that short on money…!?


  Saito felt dejected. He knew that Akane lived in a thrifty family, and that in itself might be a good thing, but picking up change from beneath a vending machine was just too much. There had to be a line a human being shouldn’t cross.


  “No luck today…huh…” Akane got up, clearly sounding dejected.


  —She’s doing this every single day…!?


  Saito couldn’t believe what he just heard and saw. Even though his grandfather Tenryuu was giving them more than enough for living expenses, Akane was low on money despite that. Even as he used the number one brain of the entire school, he could not find a proper explanation.


  Akane walked down a bus lane, and entered a back alley on wobbly feet. She looked around the dirty path, as she carefully stepped forth. Saito assumed that she was looking for dropped change again, but the sight in front of him completely destroyed all of his expectations. Akane approached a large trash bin, opened up the lid, and looked inside.


  —Don’t tell me…Is she looking for food now…!?


  Sait felt fear and terror assault him. Picking up loose change was a big problem already, but fishing for any edible food in a trash bin was taking things too far for sure. Even this morning, he ate Akane’s cooking. Just thinking that this might have come from a nearby trash bin, he felt a cold shiver run down his back.


  “Not here…” Akane let out a faint sigh, and closed the trash bin again.


  Saito originally followed Akane in order to find out what she was doing, but maybe he should have not looked into this after all. Utterly terrified, Saito followed her. She left the back alley, and stopped in front of a private house. She spotted a small dog hut, with a dog sitting inside, a stupid look in his face. He had a plastic plate next to him, with a good amount of dog food on it. Carefully, Akane approached that small hut.


  —You can’t do that! If you eat dog food, you’ll fall lower than a human!


  Saito screamed inside his heart. However, Akane didn’t give the dog food another glance, and instead put her hand inside the dog hut. As a result of that, she took out a blanket, a shoe, a doll, and other objects the dog must have gathered.


  “I-I’ll just catch a quick look, okay?”


  Akane tried to plead to the dog, but he just growled at her. Akane grew scared because of that, and ran away. She jumped on the street, almost got hit by a car, only to frantically return to the sidewalk. She glared back at the dog hut, and walked on ahead.


  From the looks of it, Akane wasn’t looking for dropped money or food. Thinking about it, the diligent and serious Akane would never do that.


  —Is she…looking for something she lost…?


  There, it clicked in Saito’s head. Retracing his memories, there had been another significant change to Akane around the time she started coming home late. He remembered Akane when she walked to school, when she grabbed her notes at school, and when she cooked at home…


  “That reminds me…”


  Recently, he never saw Akane wear her ring. Of course, she didn’t have the duty of wearing it all the time, and maybe she didn’t care much about a present from her archenemy. However, if there’s a chance that she treasured the ring, and now was searching for it every single thay. If she was hiding it from Saito in fear of ruining her relationship with him…


  No, it was still too early to bring down a conclusion like that. Even if Saito questioned her about that, she would surely not tell him.


  —I need solid proof.


  Saito told himself, and continued following Akane.


  


  * * *

  


  Even after the sun started to set, Akane kept her search going. The moon slowly was covered by clouds, as water started to rain down from the sky. Akane walked along the river bank on unsteady feet, as she sank down on her knees.


  “Why…?” A faint voice escaped her lips. “Why can’t I find it…? My ring…the ring I received from Saito…” Tears came running down her cheeks.


  They mixed with the drops of rain, and fell onto the ground. Amidst the faint darkness, Saito saw Akane’s shoulders shaking.


  —This is enough. I can’t watch any more of this.


  He moved out from his hiding spot, and approached Akane.


  “So you’re looking for the ring after all.”


  “Saito…!?” Akane’s expression was distorted in terror.


  The shock and guilt mixed together, and eventually vanished entirely.


  “Thanks for trying your best. But, it’s enough. Let’s go home.” Saito opened up his umbrella, and offered Akane one hand.


  However, she didn’t even attempt to take it.


  “It’s not enough! I need to find it no matter what!”


  “Don’t worry about it, we can always buy a new one.”


  Working part-time wasn’t exactly a breeze, but it’s better than Akane being plagued by regret forever and ever. If Saito begged his aunt, she would surely let him work for her again.


  “That’s not the problem! It’s not something we can just buy over and over!”


  “Why…”


  Akane held her right hand, with no ring on it, and cast her voice down. More tears fell to the ground.


  “Because that ring…was real…”


  “Eh…”


  Akane’s face suddenly shot up, as she screamed.


  “Our marriage might just be something forced on us, but that ring…is something real that you gave me! That ring contains your feelings! You thought of me, wanted to get along with me, and worked hard for my sake! I won’t be able to get that back with just any other ring!”


  “…!” Saito swallowed his breath.


  That’s right, that was the first time Saito worked hard. It was the first time he put effort into something that wasn’t for his own sake, or even at all. It was something he did solely to see Akane’s smile, to see her happy. Akane picked up on his intentions. She treasured his feelings. He should be happy, and yet his chest hurt.


  “You really…are unbelievably stubborn.”


  “But…but…” Akane sobbed, her shoulders moving up and down.


  Her smile may be cute, but her crying face was beautiful. Her glittering hair, drenched from the rain, as well as her reddened cheeks, she stood out from beneath the streetlight. Saito didn’t hesitate to grab her hand, and pull her up.


  “Then, let me help you look for it. When did you lose it?”


  “On the day I brought it to school…I made sure to put it into my puch, but when I came home, the pouch was gone…”


  “I see.”


  “I checked all the places I could remember, but not the smaller details…”


  Saito let out a snicker. He pointed his index finger at her, and declared.


  “Don’t underestimate my memory. On the way home that day, we went shopping together. I remember the exact path we took, the stores we visited, and the places we stopped at…It’s all in my head.” Saito closed his eyes, and retraced the events from that day.


  The starting point was the moment Akane took off the ring. The ending point was the moment they returned home. All the data sleeping deep inside his head, all the mental pictures he took, they all played like a slideshow. Even the smallest details like the posters on the shop windows were engraved in his brain.


  This enormous memory that even his parents and classmates reproached, he could not use it to stop a single girl’s tears. For the sake of the one girl who was jealous of his memory, Saito used all of it. After reviewing the footage in his head, playing it back and forth, there was one point that stuck out to him.


  “…That day, you hesitated about heading into a cafe, and checked your wallet in front of the entrance, yeah?”


  “Eh, d-did I…?”


  “You were hesitating about using another cafe further away because it was a thousand yen cheaper, and I told you not to worry about such small change.”


  “I don’t remember that one bit…”


  Saito massaged his temple with one finger.


  “As far as I could tell, you opened your student bag then, when you wiped your mouth with a handkerchief, when you took a picture of a stray cat, and when we were shopping in the supermarket. That’s four times.”


  “You counted?” Akane was baffled.


  “I just counted. And, I still remember that you did not drop anything the other three times after the cafe. That means…”


  “The ring might be somewhere near the cafe!?”


  “Yeah, come with me!” Saito took Akane with him.


  As they ran alongside each other beneath the small umbrella, Akane showed a careful expression. She must still be nervous, even if she saw a faint glimmer of hope amidst her despair.


  “It’s fine, we’ll definitely find it.”


  “Y-Yeah…” Akane relaxed a bit thanks to Saito’s words.


  The rain started to grow less in time, and the calm moonlight appeared from the clouds. Saito entered the shopping district, and quickly reached the cafe in question. The cafe itself was closed, and only crime-prevention lights illuminated the floor inside. Akane opened her student bag right there, next to the gutter. Without hesitation, Saito stuffed his hand inside, amidst absolute darkness, as the rain water came gushing in.


  “H-Hey, Saito?”


  “……………Found it.”


  Together with him feeling something like silk in his hands, Saito pulled it out. What appeared was undoubtedly Akane’s pouch. Opening it up, the heart-shaped ring appeared. Thanks to the waterproof pouch, the ring was completely safe and as clean as before. At the same time, Akane looked at him in disbelief.


  “You really found it…not to mention immediately…”

“He he he…I’m a genius after all. Do you finally understand that you can’t win against me?” Saito laughed like a stereotypical villain.


  He wanted to clear up this awkward atmosphere, and tried to provoke Akane, but…


  “Thank you!!”


  She showed no signs of being angry, and just jumped at Saito. All the tension in her body must have been gone, as she showed no restraint while hugging him, just bawling her eyes out in joy.


  —What a troublesome woman…


  Saito lost his bearings almost. He was used to being insulted and bad-mouthed by Akane, so receiving these honest words and actions from her, he wasn’t sure how to react.


  The moonlight illuminated the two. After Saito waited for Akane to finally calm down, he gently took her left hand. Akane at the same time showed no signs of brushing him away, as she just quietly waited. Wet from the rain, her hand was quivering ever so slightly, feeling cold and pitiful. That’s why Saito quickly put the ring on her ring finger.


  “Don’t lose it again, okay?”


  “Yeah, I won’t. Never again.” She showed a soft smile, as tears of joy came screaming down her cheeks.
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  Epilogue


  Saito and Akane were walking back home, side by side.


  “…I really wanted my little sister to see this ring.” Akane muttered.


  “You said that…you can’t meet her anymore, right?”


  “Yes…she’s in a place far, far away. But, I really wanted to. She actually likes cute things, so I’m sure she would have been happy.”


  “…………” Seeing Akane’s saddened expression, Saito felt his heart ache.


  Will there ever come a time when her heart would finally heal from the loss? Was there even something that Saito could do? He did not know. Probably because the two were snuggling up together beneath a small umbrella, once they got home, they were probably right before catching a cold. Since Saito felt worried about Akane collapsing again like she did before, he let her take a bath first, and he turned up the heat in the living room.


  The warm heat hitting Saito healed his exhausted body. Eventually, the two switched and Saito took a bath. After he finished that, he was drying his hair, when Akane came to the living room. She poked her head into the room, fidgeting awkwardly.


  “What’s wrong?” Saito asked.


  “U-Um, you know…I looked up the meaning of which finger you put a ring on…”


  “Meaning…?” Saito had an awful premonition.


  Akane walked towards him, almost pushing the screen of her smartphone into his face. Written in the article there, it said ‘You generally put the engagement and wedding ring on the ring finger of each other’s left hand. The meaning of that is to “Deepen each other’s love and bonds”. With beet red cheeks, Akane asked.


  “B-Before I lost the ring, I always put it on my right hand, didn’t I…? The reason you put it on my left hand…did it have that kind of meaning…?”


  “N-No…” Saito felt embarrassment burn up from every fiber of his being.


  —I actually didn’t think about this at all, but did I have these kinds of intentions!? No way! Not happening! We’re talking about that rampaging dragon, there’s no love or bonds to be found!


  Saito slowly stood up from the sofa. Even though he just took a bath, he was once again sweating profusely. He had to correct this fatal misunderstanding no matter what.


  “…A-Alright, I’ll put it on a different finger then, give me your hand.”


  “Don’t touch me, pervert!”


  Saito reached out for Akane’s hand, but she dodged that.


  “I’m not a pervert! I’m just trying to change the position of the ring, that’s all!”


  “So you say, but you probably plan to take off my clothes as a whole, right!?”


  “Why would you think I would do that?! Not that would even work even amidst this confusion!”


  “So you won’t even try to hide it!? You’ll do it the obscene way, you say!?”


  “I never said that!”


  Akane ran around the living room, with Saito chasing after her. Since it was pretty late, they were probably bothering the neighbours, but this time Saito couldn’t rest easy until this problem was resolved. His pride and future were on the line here. The two ended up on opposite sides of the table, glaring at each other. Then, Saito flashed an arrogant grin.


  “He he he…you can’t run away forever…We’ll sleep in the same bed…since we’re married after all…”


  “Demon! What do you plan on doing while I’m asleep…!?” Akane teared up, embracing her own body.


  “Nothing out of the ordinary…just putting the ring on a different finger.”


  “Then I’ll sleep with scissors so I can cut off your fingers if need be!”


  “Scary!!”


  If he attempted anything, he’d lose his fingers. It was absolute overkill who went beyond attack and defense. In order for Saito to love this violent dragon, heaven and earth would have to collapse on each other. Akane narrowed her eyes.


  “This is mine! I won’t let you touch it!”


  “It was my present to begin with though!?” Saito complained about this unreasonable logic.


  “What are you getting the wrong idea for? I bought this, remember?”


  “Can you not fabricate some fake memories!?”


  Akane put one hand on her hip, and declared.


  “If you want this ring, then you need to defeat me first!”


  “Defeat you…”


  It appeared as if stealing the ring from Akane would be quite the difficult task. She was ready to protect it with her life, and if he kept fighting for this, it might ruin the mood at home.


  “Ah, I’m getting a call.” Akane took out her smartphone, and accepted the call.


  It seemed to be someone she knew quite well, as she spoke with joy in her face, even then gazing at the ring on her left hand. Saito watched her like that, and thought to himself “Well, whatever”. He still felt a bit restless, but it wasn’t anything bad.


  A long time ago, Saito read a book. There, it said that wearing a ring on one’s left ring finger actually had another meaning—Namely, to accept the other person from the bottom of their heart.


  


  * * *

  


  “Okay, I’ll be coming home to Japan now. I’m looking forward to meeting you again, Sis.”


  After hanging up the call with her older sister Akane, a girl stood at the terminal of the national airport. She wore clothes showing a lot of skin, and had a decorated smartphone. On her trolley case, she had stickers from various countries. With the beauty she possessed, several men approached her to try and pick her up. However, she just gave them a harsh glare like she was looking at trash, crushing their pride as they ran away.


  When she heard that her older sister got married, she thought that it was just a joke from her parents. Akane didn’t seem like the person to care about love, spending her days in singlehood. Yet, what happened in Japan? The person she married was called Houjou Saito, apparently.


  “Getting married as high school students, that’s unbelievable. I’ll steal everything from you~”


  The girl, Sakuramori Maho, let out a seductive snicker.
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  Afterword


  If you try to answer sincerity with good faith, you might end up suffering. Sometimes even a fight can break out when benevolence clashes with more benevolence. Even if you are a good person, there is no guarantee that you will never get into a fight, and the best motto is to not try and stay stubborn while pushing your own opinion through. What’s most important is to consider the other person’s position and values, as well as to show understanding for their feelings.


  This time around, both Saito and Akane went through their own kind of hardship because they tried to show good faith for the other. However, even this stubbornness surely will become an important foundation for their relationship from now on.


  Thanks to everyone’s support, we managed to bring out this third volume of ‘Kurasu no Daikirai na Joshi to Kekkon Suru Koto ni Natta’. The first and second volumes have been reprinted in great numbers, and the comicalization is progressing smoothly. Adding to that, there seems to be a sleep-inducing recording in the works. As the author, I got to enjoy it early, and I can say that I almost fell asleep on my working chair. If you are interested in such a voice recording, I highly recommend you check it out.


  Watching anime lately, I’ve started to see many advertisements running for KuraKon, so I am very thankful for everyone’s support. Whenever I feel exhausted from my work, I think to myself “I can’t anymore…” I just go through the letters and messages I received from all my dear readers, and find the energy to keep going. Really, thank you so much.


  To my editors K-sama and N-sama, thank you very much for the back-up. If it’s with you two, I can rest assured and leave this novel in your hands. To everyone from the MF Bunko J editorial department, everyone part of the publishing world, I feel like I need to thank you for the special festival that featured Kurakon and Gimai Seikatsu on the front page. Thank you very much for the excessive support.


  My dear illustrator Narumi Nanami, I truly felt jealous when I saw Akane’s clothes for the date. You always overcome all my expectations, I cannot thank you enough. Mosukonbu-sensei, who is responsible for the comicalization, has been providing us with wonderful chapters, perfectly catching the essence of the novel with his work. Getting to read the chapters every month is another reason why I am still here.


  With the appearance of another pivotal character to the story, our favorite archenemy married couple will go through more trouble from now on, and progress from that. I’ll be trying my best from now on as well, so I hope for your continued support.


  Summer has started.


  17th of July, 2021. Amano Seiju


  Short Stories


  [TN: These two short stories and the manga page are from a LN collaboration book that came out recently, so it might not be perfectly in-line time-wise]


  


  Short Story 1

  Saito is living together with his classmate Akane. They were forced by their grandparents to get married at a young age, moving in together into a newly-constructed home, but their lifestyle together was riddled with fights at every corner. As for the reason why that was the case, it’s because those two had been mortal enemies since the beginning of their first year in high school, so spending time together almost 24/7 naturally resulted in them clashing all the time.


  “Didn’t we agree that we’d leave at separate times so that our classmates wouldn’t be suspicious of us!? At least wait five minutes after I’m gone!” Akane in her uniform attire glared at Saito at the front entrance.


  “We both overslept, so today that’s not going to work! At this rate, we’ll both end up late!” Saito proclaimed.


  “It’s fine, nobody will realize even if you’re late. And not just today, nobody would miss you even if you didn’t come to school for half a year!”


  “Like hell they wouldn’t realize that I was gone! Especially our homeroom teacher!”


  “Sensei surely doesn’t even know you exist!”


  “What kind of teacher is that supposed to be!? I’m a student, remember!?” Saito suddenly felt awfully lonely.


  No matter how rotten his personality could be at times, he still was a student with top grades across the entire student year, so he at least wanted his existence to be acknowledged. At the same time, Saito wanted to leave the front entrance, which was sadly blocked off by Akane, as they pushed against each other.


  “Don’t worry, just end up late…Even if the teacher goes through attendance, I’ll make sure to reply for you…saying ‘It’s me, Houjou Saito~’, okay?”


  “Leaving aside that my voice is much more cheerful than I’d ever sound…Like hell you can imitate me with such a cute voice!”


  There, Akane blushed furiously.


  “Huh!? C-C-Cute!? I’ll kill you!?”


  “Who would kill after getting a compliment, you crazy woman!?”


  “You probably planned to make me happy and escape in the heat of the moment, but that won’t work!”


  “Are you happy?”


  “Not happy at all!”


  And yet, her lips formed an awkward smile. No matter how cold and cheeky she may try to sound, her expression was as honest as always. Akane used her student bag as a shield, pushing Saito away, stomping on the ground in anger.


  “I definitely…definitely can’t let anybody find out…If they knew that we were married…I would explode out of shame…”


  “You’re that embarrassed!?”


  “Of course! I’d rather live in a shark’s enclosure than together with you!”


  “You won’t even last a single day in there…” Saito imagined the tragedy, a cold shiver running down his back.


  He let out a sigh, and moved away from the entrance.


  “Can’t help it then. Go ahead, I’ll wait. Fighting here is just a waste of time for both of us.”


  “Eh…O-Okay. Also, just wait for one minute then, I’ll start running with all my might so that we can gain as much ground as possible between us.”


  “In moderation, alright.”


  “A-Also, here!” Akane pushed a wrapped lunch box onto Saito. “You forgot your lunch box again. Take it with you, okay?”


  “Yeah, thanks.”


  “I won’t forgive you if you don’t eat all of it. I did my best to make it…with all your favorite food after all.”


  Akane blushed, and ran away from the entrance with all her might.


  


  Short Story 2: Witnessing a Miracle


  “Y-You’re joking, right…?”


  At home, standing in the kitchen was Akane, her eyes open wide and her body shaking. A miracle has just occurred. She had prepared countless thousands of fried eggs, or even more. However, the sight in front of her, resembling a miracle almost, was too surreal for her to remain calm. Even the egg yolk seemed normal—at first glance. After breaking the shell, what appeared…were three plumps of egg yolk from a single egg. She had seen doubles before, but a triplet was a first for her. She rushed to turn off the stove.


  Her heart was racing aggressively, as she immediately used her smartphone to take a picture, preserving it as proof. She sent a picture to Himari, but no response came back. She was working part-time that day, so she most likely didn’t have the chance to check her messages yet.


  —I need…I want to share this happiness with someone as quickly as possible…!


  Akane was aching for this. She wasn’t satisfied just keeping this excitement to herself. Saito should be in his study room on the second floor, but since they just had a fight, Akane found it hard to talk to him, and she couldn’t muster up the courage to make up.


  —Hurry up and apologize already! I’ll show you a triplet egg yolk then!


  Akane glared up at the ceiling, but there were no signs of Saito coming down.


  —Useless as always!


  Seeing no other option, Akane put the egg on a frying pan, taking it up the stairs. She carefully opened the door to Saito’s study room, which made Saito, who was reading inside, almost jump.


  “You must know…why I came here, right…?”


  “You want to smack my face in with a frying pan…?”


  “Not at all! I’ll give you a hint: Fried eggs!”


  “You want to turn my eyeballs into fried eggs!? I-I won’t let you!”


  “You’re wrong! If you go down on your knees right now and apologize, I’ll tell you!”


  “And you’ll use that opening to execute me with the frying pan…!?” Saito’s caution kept rising endlessly.


  “Come on! Just take a look at this! When I broke an egg, it had three egg yolks!” Akane couldn’t hold back anymore, so she showed him what was inside the frying pan.


  “Three!? That’s crazy! I’ve never seen that before!”


  “Amazing, right!”


  “Let me take a picture!”


  “Sure!”


  Seeing Saito this surprised, Akane felt refreshed for some reason.
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