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  Prologue


  This happened during their first year in high school. On her way home from her part-time job at a local cafe, Himari happened to run into Saito. He was sitting on a bench inside the nearby public park, all alone without a friend around. Illuminated by the light of the setting sun, it portrayed him in a saddened way, like he would vanish from the world the very next instant. Up to that point, Himari had simply observed the usual banter between her good friend Akane and Saito. As the successor of the renowned Houjou Group, perpetually standing at the top of the school rankings, Saito felt like a distant existence to her. However, was it his current vulnerability that made her call out to him?


  “Saito-kun.”


  “…Oh, Ishikura?” Saito raised his head.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Nothing, actually.” He spoke without a glimmer of emotion in his voice.


  “Not going home?”


  “My parents are home today.”


  “Even more of a reason to hurry home, no?”


  Saito just shrugged.


  “It’s better if I’m not home during these times.”


  “Ah…”


  Because of these words, Himari once more began seeing Saito in a different light. Up to that point, she had assumed Saito to be the luckiest person, blessed since birth. Born into a rich family, living a fulfilling life with the parents who loved him, she was jealous of him having been pushed onto the easy path in this game of life. However, that wasn’t quite the case. Just like Himari, he had his own share of troubles and worries. He was simply strong enough to not show that on the outside…like an absolute ruler sitting on his throne.


  “Then I’ll stay with you!” Himari didn’t waste a breath and energetically sat down next to Saito.


  “Why would you…?”


  “You gotta be lonely being all alone, right?”


  “Not at all. Being alone allows me to think about all sorts of things.”


  “But it’s better not to think about them! It’ll just make you go crazy in the long run.”


  “Well…You might have a point.” Saito reluctantly agreed.


  In response, Himari pushed her body towards him.


  “Right? Let’s talk! We never got that many chances to talk with each other, right?”


  “Heh…Will you be able to keep up with my sophisticated conversation?”


  “Please keep it to a topic I can understand!”


  Saito thought about it for a moment.


  “A long, long time ago, Momotarou managed to defeat the demon, and…”


  “How old do you think I am?! And you started with the conclusion…”


  “Efficient, right?”


  “Too efficient, if you ask me!”


  Although Himari laughed along at Saito’s joke (?), she didn’t miss the residing sadness in the depths of his eyes. He probably didn’t even realize it yet. That there was a deep void deep inside of Saito, which he desperately tried to fill with whatever he could find.


  —I want to fill that void.


  That was the moment Himari grew interested in Saito.


  Chapter 1 - Rumors


  The classroom of class 3-A was riddled with chaos like an anthill had just exploded.


  “Akane-chan and Saito-kun are living together?!”


  “Are you serious?!”


  “The two brains of the class who always fight with each other?!”


  “And since they’re good at studying, they gotta be good at making babies too, right?!”


  With this bombshell of a declaration, the students were all excited beyond belief. In the center of that was Akane, blushing with a bright red color as she shook in fury, with Saito frozen stiff in terror. There was no telling when she’d explode. When it came to soothing the situation and blowing smoke over things, Akane couldn’t have been the worst person imaginable.


  “S-S-Saito and I aren’t living together! If I lived with such a slimy guy, I’d be turning into a slime myself!”


  Saito would’ve looked to throw in a rebuttal towards that insult, but he wanted to avoid adding oil to the fire. Waiting for the storm to blow past was the best possible course of action.


  “But, I saw them before! They walked through the shopping district together.”


  “Woah, they were on a date?”


  “It’s set in stone!”


  Pressed with further evidence, Akane screamed.


  “Objection, hearsay! Also, it wasn’t a date! He was stalking me! I was considering reporting him to the police soon!”


  “Houjou-kun’s a stalker?”


  “That’s right! He followed me to my home, looking through my fridge when I wasn’t aware of it!”


  “Houjou-kun’s crazy…”


  “He was even peeking at me through the cracks of the floorboards!”


  “What a fiend…”


  That’s some crazy accusations you’re throwing around. What’s next, gonna cut off my finger?—Saito cursed in his head. Even if Akane was trying to smooth things over for both their sakes, the damage he received was too great. He could already feel the rift widening between himself and the other girls in his class. Some of them have already begun sharing information with their smartphones. This was reaching levels that warranted a defamation trial. Saito decided to look into his options to ensure he’d get a proper legal team that actually knew what it was doing. Thankfully, a single boy actually offered a proper testimony that shattered Akane’s invalid accusations.


  “I doubt he’s a stalker. I saw them meeting up at the backside gate the other day.”


  “Meeting up…?!” Akane grew pale.


  Saito also began sweating profusely. He was sure they’d be cautious of their surroundings, and yet one of their classmates of all people happened to spot them.


  “Meeting up? That’s gotta be a date!”


  “They’re dating!”


  “No way they’re not living together!”


  The other students got even more excited.


  “We’re not dating!”


  “But you two are so close, right?”


  “Not at all! We’re always at each other’s throats! Right, Saito?!”


  “I’m not trying to kill you, let me just get that out of the way!” Saito threw in.


  “Well, I’m not holding back at all!” Akane growled.


  “I know that all too well!”


  Saito saw it as a miracle that he was still alive. At the same time, their classmates looked at each other.


  “They’re close enough to fight on a daily basis, right?”


  “Yep, yep. And they’re always talking.”


  “I think they’re a good match!”


  “W-We’re not…a good match…!”


  Akane seemed to have reached her limit as she didn’t even try to argue back any longer. She simply kept her fists tightly shut, shaking in anger. Saito decided he had to be the one to defuse the situation and spoke up.


  “Relax, everyone. There’s no way I’d be dating a girl like her.”


  “Huuuh?! What’s that supposed to mean?!” Akane glared up at Saito.


  “Exactly what I said. I could never fall in love with a mess of a girl like you.”


  “You’re the one who’s a mess! You always act like our house belongs to yo—”


  Saito frantically covered Akane’s mouth before she could finish her sentence.
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  “Can you not make the situation worse?”


  “It’s because you’re trying to make fun of me!”


  “I wasn’t. I’m trying to get us through this mess.”


  “I don’t want to! Come up with something that’d praise me, instead! Call me a woman that’d be wasted on you!”


  “They’d only doubt us even more, then!”


  But even as these two were furiously arguing about that, their classmates were grinning at them.


  “““See, you’re so close!””” Their classmates all spoke in unison.


  “~~~?!”


  Akane reached her limit and dashed out of the classroom. Saito lost his chance to escape and was immediately surrounded by his classmates.


  “Houjou-kun…? I’m expecting to hear all the juicy details from you…”


  “To make up for Akane’s share, of course.”


  “How far did you two go…?”


  With his escape sealed off, Saito could only tighten his body to soften the impact.


  * * *


  Saito may have survived the hellish interrogation, but the situation was far from being clean. Since they both had continued to earn the top grades of the student year since the day they enrolled, they always had a certain level of attention following them. With such a scandal coming out to the public, it was no wonder that all the students interested in love talk and everything around it would immediately latch onto this theory. Since Saito couldn’t even focus on his reading back in the classroom, he had to evacuate to the courtyard, where he encountered an equally exhausted Akane.


  “Why are you here? You’re in the way, go back to the classroom.”


  “No way I can sit there and get some peace of mind.”


  “Same goes for me. It’s your fault this weird rumor is going around.”


  “You messed up, remember? Telling me to come home.”


  Akane’s shoulders shook in rage.


  “Huh?! You’re blaming me for this?! Then don’t ever come back!”


  “Why are you being like this?!”


  “Just hunt boars in the jungle and live away from civilization! You can do that, right?!”


  “What the hell are you expecting from me?!”


  “I know you can! You have this caveman vibe emitting from you at all times!”


  “What in the world are caveman vibes?!”


  Saito and Akane moved closer to glare at each other. After getting kicked out of his house, Saito hoped the two could finally make up, and yet this was the result. It once again reminded him what bad chemistry the two truly had. And if that wasn’t enough, they now heard the students’ voices from the hallway.


  “Ah! Saito-kun and Akane-chan are flirting around again!”


  “?!”


  The two froze up like icicles.


  “Wait, where?!”


  “You’re right!”


  “A secret rendezvous is it not?!”


  “It most certainly is, my lady!”


  “So they couldn’t get enough of each other at home, and are now meeting up at school, too?!”


  “So lovey-dovey~”


  More and more heads poked out of the windows, looking like fish waiting to be fed. Their eyes were driven by curiosity like this was the single greatest scoop in their lives up to this point. Not to mention that some of them were throwing cheers in their direction.


  “““More, more, more!”””


  “More of what?!” Saito did not enjoy this kind of cheering by any means.


  And Akane’s killing intent, reaching unprecedented levels, certainly didn’t help his case.


  “You all just wait there…I’ll slaughter you one by one…”


  “No murdering people!” Saito grabbed Akane’s hand right as she was about to storm off.


  “Let go of me! If you team with those guys, then you’re my enemy! I’ll curse you so that you won’t ever be able to put your hands out of your pockets!”


  “What an awful curse to be suffering from!”


  “Would you prefer a curse that’ll make you put on your socks on the wrong foot?!”


  “They both sound awful!”


  The students at the window side grew even louder.


  “They’re holding hands at school!”


  “Houjou-kun is so bold!”


  “I can feel the love between them~”


  “They’re totally a couple.”


  “More like married!”


  “We. Are. Not. Married!!” Akane roared with all her vocal capacity, but they, indeed, are married.


  * * *


  Chased around by curious onlookers throughout the whole day, Saito was exhausted and felt like he ran a marathon. Every time he just happened to pass by Akane in the hallways, the people around them would cause another ruckus, screaming “A secret rendezvous?!” or “A fateful encounter?!” as they kept following them around. With so many people tagging along for the crazy ride, there was practically no safe space left at school.


  “Let’s go home.” Shisei had her bag on her shoulder, standing in front of Saito’s desk.


  “Yeah…”


  “Not feeling too great, Brother?”


  “Of course…I’ve got paparazzi following me wherever I go…”


  Despite classes having ended already, a great number of students remained in the classroom, all glancing at Saito and Akane with anticipation and excitement. They apparently didn’t even want to miss a chance for a golden picture, as they all had their smartphones ready and loaded.


  You’re not getting anything, so buzz off already like the moths you are!


  Saito had absolutely no interest in celebrity news and rumors, yet he was put into the center of the newest gossip attraction, it truly was a mystery to him. Shisei seems relatively nonchalant about this, however, as she showed him a thumbs up.


  “It’s okay. They say that rumors only last for 75.000 days.”


  “I would hope that these rumors die out after 200 years. Otherwise, they’d be legends or myths.”


  “You and Akane have turned into star constellations.”


  “My ass.”


  The correct saying is that rumors only last for 75 days, which still is far too long in Saito’s regard. Eventually, the two left through the front gate. As they were blessed with the bright weather of this afternoon, the scent of flowers was carried to them through a pleasant breeze. Shisei took Saito’s hand as she trotted next to him. No matter the situation he found himself in, her attitude towards him didn’t change. The only place he could ever belong was by Shisei’s side.


  He had assumed that he’d be safe from the paparazzi at least on his way home, but that thinking turned out to be naive. He could hear the sounds of rushing footsteps, the rustling of leaves, the sound of pictures being taken, and a faint, distant mutter. When Saito stopped in his tracks, the footsteps came to a halt, only to restart once he began walking once more.


  “Shise…You sense them?” Saito whispered while looking ahead of him.


  “Yep. Three people tailing us.”


  “I could only pick up the presence of two of them…”


  “Shise can tell. She’s a professional when it comes to being stalked.” Shisei spoke proudly.


  “I don’t think you should be acting all smug about that.”


  “Since Shise has people following her at all times, it’s actually a lot safer for her…said the security.”


  “And you trust those folks?”


  “Of course. Many of the skilled stalkers who are skilled and passionate at following Shise get scouted by them.”


  Saito felt even more worried after hearing that. He wanted his precious little sister to grow up in a more secure environment than whatever had been presented to him. Then again, he understood how her beauty could drive people crazy. At the same time, Shisei posed a question.


  “What about those people? Should we call the sniper unit?”


  “Please don’t treat our classmates like terrorists. You shouldn’t call them here for something of this scale.”


  “Shise would also call them when there’s a prize she wants at a sharpshooting stall during a festival.”


  “That’s even smaller of a scale!”


  Saito could only feel remorse for the stall owner getting robbed by a professional.


  “The people from the sniper unit are happy, too. Saying they’d shoot everybody as long as it makes Shise happy.”


  “I feel like they turned into your private squad rather than serving the family as a whole.”


  Saito once realized that, even after becoming the head of the family, he could never allow himself to make Shisei his enemy. If he ruined her mood in any way, he’d be met with a coup the very next day, his office stormed by her private squad.


  “The people tailing us probably want to check if Akane and I actually live together. It’d be bad if they followed us much longer…”


  “Wanna stay at Shise’s palace for a bit? That sounds great. Three meals a day, taking naps with Shise, and a group of beautiful maids servicing you.” Shisei exclaimed with full passion—and with not a twitch in her expression.


  “I’d rather not stay somewhere else for too long.”


  “You don’t want any maids? We got former racers, former military, former assassins, and many others.”


  “I’m really questioning the prerequisites to work under you.”


  And Saito remembered that he probably already met that former racer before. The added bonus of the former assassins is probably that she’ll send you off to a real good slumber.


  “You…don’t want to live with Shise?”


  “That’s not the problem. If I don’t get back home soon, Gramps and the others will start doubting us.”


  It’d be bad if they judged Saito and Akane weren’t fulfilling their condition of the marriage. That’ll rob Saito of his right to inherit the Houjou Group, and Akane won’t receive the tuition fees to enroll at a medical school.


  “We can only shake them off, then. Leave it to Shise.” She spoke with confidence as she bumped one fist on her chest.


  “You got an idea by any chance?”


  Since Shisei prided herself in the family’s greatest brains, she’d surely come up with a perfect escape plan. Or so Saito had gotten his hopes up, but…


  “You just have to give Shise a princess carry while running at full speed.”


  “That doesn’t sound like it’d work too well.”


  “Simple is effective. Fight, fight.”


  “…Fine, then.”


  Saito started running, with Shisei clinging to him to reach fusion point. Though he wasn’t sure if he was really qualified to call this a princess carry. However, the abrupt act of this seemingly worked quite well, as the footsteps following them seemed full of disarray. Saito tried to speed up to build a bit of distance between them, which however proved futile.


  “Wouldn’t it be faster if I just ran without carrying you?!”


  “With no weight attached, this won’t be any proper exercise for you, Brother.”


  “When did I say I wanted this to be an exercise?!”


  “Exercise is important. As the future head of the Houjou Family, you need to be strong enough to defeat a dragon bare-handed.”


  “You expect a tad bit too much, I fear!”


  Saito was neither a hero nor a dragon slayer. Shisei pointed at a garbage truck currently doing work next to the sidewalk.


  “Hide in there. It’ll get you away from our stalkers.”


  “We’ll get messed up and squashed in the process, though.”


  “Just let Shise handle your body, Brother. She’ll fix it.”


  “I appreciate your willingness to go that far for me, but I don’t think you’d be able to pull that off.”


  “Shise will. She learned how to make a zombie from the books she read.”


  “I don’t want to become a zombie, so hard pass!”


  Saito grabbed Shisei’s small waist and took a sharp turn at the corner. A bus happened to be parking at the bus stop ahead of him, right about to take off. Saito didn’t want to hop into a garbage truck, but a bus was a better option. He jumped inside and closed the door behind him. Confirming his safety, he gasped for air and watched his classmates cursing. Shisei climbed down on the floor and looked around in confusion.


  “Ohhh. Been so long since Shise rode on a bus. Can we go to New York?”


  “We’d have to cross the Pacific Ocean, so I fear that won’t work.”


  “Then Shise will burn the ocean to the ground.”


  “It’ll rot out millions of species and probably kill us in the process. Anyway, we’re getting off at the next stop.”


  “Don’t wanna.”


  “You don’t wanna? This ain’t the time to be selfish.”


  “It’s got nothing to do with being selfish. If New York’s too much, then at least take Shise to the last stop.” Shisei sat down on the ground, showing how obstinate she was.


  She resembled a protesting young child after not getting the sweets she wanted, which of course gathered the attention of the other passengers.


  “All right, then…” Saito pulled her up and made her sit down on a seat.


  “Hehe…another win for Shise.”


  “This ain’t a win at all.”


  Saito flicked Shisei on the forehead as she put her shoulders against his. Then again, with no other urgent business to attend to, taking a detour would surely help in shaking off their pursuers.


  * * *


  …However, that sort of thinking was more than naive. After getting off at the final stop, they ended up somewhere deep in the mountains. No other person besides them was around, and residential houses had long vanished. Only the thick forest and a dam remained. Not to mention that the bus had already driven away, with the next one arriving at noon the next day.


  “Where…are we?!”


  “New York?” Shisei tilted her head in confusion.


  “I’m fairly certain this isn’t New York.”


  “Really…? Can you say that with full confidence…?”


  “I’d bet a good sum of money on that, yes.”


  Saito didn’t remember sailing across the ocean. The bus also didn’t have any propellers or other flight equipment attached to it. It was your average local bus driving down the lane.


  “You got reception out there, Shise?”


  “Nope.”


  “Guess we can only walk back from here…?” Saito audibly gulped.


  It was a three-hour way with the bus alone, not to mention with many ups and downs as they drove on the mountain road. How long would it take for them to walk back that entire distance? Shisei however didn’t mind any of that, simply pushing out her fist.


  “Fight!”


  “You’ll be walking right next to me, got that?!”


  “Shise can’t walk. She took a bullet to the heart while protecting you.”


  “Well if you’re dead already, then I can just leave you here in the woods, huh?”


  “You’re so cruel. At least pick up Shise’s bones.”


  As Saito started walking ahead, Shisei latched onto his shirt and pulled along by him. She didn’t even mind the fact that her clothes were getting dirty.


  “This is tiring me out even more. Can’t you at least walk normally?”


  “Shise just wants to be spoiled by Brother…is that too much?” Her eyes shone in innocence as she looked up at Saito like a fairy.


  No human being would have been able to resist the urge to protect her.


  “For crying out loud…” Saito crouched down and let Shise climb on his back.


  “You say what you want, but you still won’t go against Shise, huh?”


  “I’ll leave you here for good.”


  “You’d never do that. You love Shise lots, right?” She said as she wrapped her arms around Saito’s back to dangle them down his chest.


  Just as she said, Saito had no words for a witty rebuttal. Her long, silver hair touched his neck and shoulders, as a sweet, a scent resembling milk drifted up towards his nose. With Shisei on his back, Saito began descending the mountain. Thankfully he only had to follow the paved asphalt street, but he was surrounded by a thick forest to the left and right. The sun was slowly starting to set, stretching long shadows across the unfamiliar area.


  Silence began to fill the area and only periodically did a bird seemingly remember its duty to chirp. And yet, no cars could be heard, it was all a vacuum of only Saito’s shoes and Shisei’s breathing. After walking for a while, they then reached a small bridge of about two meters. The water from the river washed along the rocks beneath the bridge. The bare face of the mountain was equally visible, with the roots of the trees digging deep into the ground. The withered streetlamp illuminated the tree trunks, which gathered moths, as well as beetles like a rhinoceros beetle. If any young children were out hunting insects, this would be a golden spot. Shisei pointed at one of these spots.


  “Brother, can you snatch a rhinoceros beetle for Shise?”


  “Gotcha.”


  Saito hopped up a small slope and snatched a beetle that was resting on a tree trunk. Its body shone brightly in a deep black, with its magnificent horns pointed straight. Even though Saito wasn’t at that age anymore, he still felt excited at catching such a beautiful specimen.


  “Did you have a thing for rhinoceros beetles or something?”


  “No idea, but Shise can probably come to like them.” Shisei grabbed the beetle with one hand and widely opened her mouth.


  Saito felt a chill and immediately stole the beetle from her, releasing it to nature.


  “Why’d you let it go? Shise’s angry.”


  “I didn’t think you’d actually try and eat it!”


  “What other use would there be except to eat them?”


  “You could catch them, keep them, raise them, anything! Rhinoceros beetles are hella cool!”


  “Shise can’t understand that train of thought. It’s gross.”


  “So you’d just eat a random insect?! I don’t understand your thought process!”


  Carrying this natural predator around made Saito think. Perfectly honest, he even grew worried about his own safety, and that Shisei might just start munching on his head.


  “Just to be clear…you better not eat me, all right?” Saito asked.


  “Shise will do her best.”


  “Don’t try! Promise me!”


  “Why?”


  “W-What do you mean why…?”


  Saito couldn’t filter out the meaning behind those words. All he knew is that he had to reach human civilization before Shisei would lose her ability to reason as caused by an empty stomach. Otherwise, his life might actually be in danger. With a grave sense of danger filling Saito, he picked up his walking speed. He felt Shisei’s drool run down his neck, but he simply brushed it off as her being asleep. He frantically told himself that she wasn’t starving and actually considered eating him. He wasn’t necessarily bad with dark places or areas, but being alone with just Shisei suddenly turned into a horror scenario for him.


  By the time they reached the foot of the mountain, revealing the distant light of a gasoline station, Saito sighed in relief. All around him were empty and old-fashioned houses, but the light of civilization gave him a bit of hope. Once he realized his phone finally had reception, he immediately went to check the map.


  “We got out from the backside of the mountain…” Saito sat down as he lost the strength in his legs.


  “So we’re in Brazil now?”


  “We didn’t walk through the center of the earth. We just ended up on the opposite side of the mountain. To get back, we gotta go all the way back and then the other way.”


  “Can’t we call a taxi?”


  “It’ll cost half a fortune, but that’s our only option, I guess…”


  Saito tried to call a taxi service, but the connection was cut off on a constant basis, which gave him trouble getting through. With this, he won’t even be able to call for a taxi.


  “Shit, it’s no good!” Saito stuffed his smartphone back into his pocket.


  He’d rather not waste unnecessary time and have his phone run out of battery. At the same time, Shisei pulled on his pants.


  “Brother, it’s okay. Shise’s with you.”


  “Thanks…”


  “Even if we have to live in the wilderness, Shise doesn’t mind.”


  “Please be a bit bothered, at least?!”


  “Shise wants to become a bear if we do that.” She put her hands up, trying to strike a growling pose, but that looked as cute as always. However, as her older brother, it was Saito’s duty to bring her back to civilization and her family.


  “Guess we can only walk…”


  “Shise advises hitchhiking. There’s a car coming from over there.”


  “Will it stop for us, I wonder…”


  So far out in the mountains, not to mention this late at night, it was more than dangerous to pick up random strangers. Especially during recent times when life was dangerous around every corner, Saito wouldn’t be surprised if the car simply blew past them.


  Shisei stood at the side of the road, jumping up like a rabbit as she flapped her arms about. Saito really wanted her to stop, but equally admired her cuteness. Surprisingly enough, the car kept on speeding up, honking loudly. Saito picked up Shisei and jumped to the side when the car stopped right in front of where Shisei previously stood.


  “The hell are you doing?! Are you blind?!” Saito roared in rage when a female driver appeared from the car.


  It was a familiar face, wearing familiar clothing—the maid driver Saito had met before.


  “I’ve arrived to pick you up, my lady. My sincerest apologies for being late.”


  “So it’s you!”


  “Oh, good work, good work.”


  The maid driver stole Shisei from Saito’s arms, making her sit down inside the car.


  “How did you know where we were?”


  “The young lady has a tracking device attached to her. Since her return seemed to be awfully late, I used the search function, and saw you were all the way out here.”


  “Tracking device…?” Shisei checked inside her blouse and lifted up her skirt to check underneath that.


  She herself seemingly didn’t know of that fact, either.


  “At the very least, that helped us get out of this mess. We might have gotten stranded in the mountains at this rate.”


  “I’m happy I could be of service. Then, let us be off.” The maid driver said and closed the door.


  Naturally, without a care in the world for Saito. She was preparing to blast off without him.


  “Hey, hey, hey! Give me a ride too while you’re here already, will you?!” Saito chased after the car with everything he got.


  * * *


  It’s been three quick days since the rumors about Saito and Akane possibly living together blew up. Currently, the emergency rations at their house are running low. Since they didn’t know when and where their classmates might spot them, they couldn’t afford to even go out to shop properly, let alone leave the house together. Taking simple walks wasn’t an option either, not allowing the two to have a proper life. Even though Saito and Akane managed to make up after their previous fight, their days felt as tense as before.


  “Soon…we’ll run out of rice…We’ll die of starvation!”


  Akane glanced inside the rice bin as her eyes were colored in despair.


  “We’re not gonna starve to death.”


  “Saito, are you experienced with rice cultivation…?”


  “There’s no need for that. Not like we’ll make it in time either.”


  “So it’s already too late…The world is going to end…” Akane embraced the rice bin and shed a tear.


  “Pull yourself together. I’ll just buy the rice from the nearest convenience store.”


  “That’ll cost 1.5 times the price of regular supermarket rice! We’ll go broke!”


  “We’re not that poor!”


  They received more than enough money from Tenryuu to cover their living expenses.


  “If you don’t have rice, just make cake mnom mnom.” Shisei stuffed her cheek with a bowl of white rice.


  She had rice corn stuck to both her cheeks, munching it down with no remorse. Not to mention that it was the amount for several people.


  “It’s your fault that we’re running low on rice, remember?”


  “Shise deeply regrets sneaking in here to eat five kilos of rice.”


  “Where are you even putting all that food?”


  “Shise could even eat an entire tank.”


  “Are you Godzilla?”


  “Shise will take responsibility and become Brother’s flesh and blood.” She sat down on the floor and put her hands together like she was praying.


  Akane looked at her in shock.


  “Don’t tell me…the Houjou Family practices cannibalism?!”


  “Can you stop making up shit outta thin air?!”


  “Brother…won’t you eat Shise…?” She whispered with a seductive tone, pulling on Saito’s shirt.


  “Not gonna.”


  “You can eat me up with lots of cream, too. Shise doesn’t mind whatever preferences you have.”


  “Saito…? Do you always eat your little sister with added cream? You’ve gone mad!”


  “Brother’s hella mad.”


  Akane jumped away from Saito, with Shisei crouching down. Yet again, his reputation had taken a severe blow. And if that wasn’t bad enough…they suddenly heard a creaking sound coming from upstairs.


  “?!” Akane instinctively froze up.


  Her face grew pale, as she stared up at the ceiling.


  “D-Did you…hear that just now…?”


  “Yeah. It was probably a rat or something like that.”


  “It’s gotta be an intruder! Everyone from our class snuck into our house!”


  “Do you really think those people would go that far to trespass?!” Saito retorted, but Akane had already lost all sense of reason.


  “I have to get rid of them…Every single one from our class…!”


  “Don’t kill them!”


  Akane stormed out of the kitchen, with Saito charging after her. There’d be no telling what she would do in this state.


  “Where…? Where are they…? I’m not letting you escape…” Akane dashed up the stairs, checking her own study room, followed by Saito’s, as well as the empty room on the same floor.


  Her blood-shot eyes wandered all over the place, as she resembled a blood-thirsty demon. If she happened to run into any invader, she’d probably slaughter them on sight. When they stormed into the bedroom, they saw the blanket on the bed looking bulky.


  “There’s someone…hiding under there, right?”


  For presumably self-defense measures, Akane carried a metal bat with her.


  “I…don’t think so?”


  “I can tell! Hiding is futile, so show yourself!”


  Akane swung down the metal bat with such force it cut through the wind and created a dent in the mattress. She then peeled off the blanket, confirmed if there was anything beneath it, and sighed in relief.


  “What if someone was actually hiding beneath that?!”


  “Kill before getting killed! If need be, We’re living in a Warring States period!” Akane declared with no remorse to be found.


  “That war has already ended. 400 years ago, more specifically.”


  “My Warring States period has yet to end!”


  “All right, all right! Just put away that damn bat, already!”


  If she kept on swinging that murder weapon around, she might just end up decapitating Saito in the process. She hit the bed one more time, just to make sure when she approached the window and faintly opened the curtains.


  “S-Saito, look!”


  “What is it now?” Saito approached her when Akane pointed at a stranger on the outside.


  “They’re looking at us! Must be sent by our classmates.”


  “Is this the image you have of our class? They’re not sending an assassin after us.”


  “It must be…”


  “Definitely not. Think about it, there’s no way that old lady could kill a guy.”


  Akane had pointed at an elderly lady who had to have been in her 80s. She pushed an electronic walking chair at a safe 20 km/h. However, Akane still seemed doubtful, to say the least.


  “…It must be an assassin!”


  “I keep telling you to calm down!”


  “I’ve calmed down, thought about it, and still reached the same conclusion!”


  “That…is terrifying.” Saito felt a shiver running down his spine.


  “That must be some sort of special makeup. She may look like an elderly lady, but she could be a five-year-old on the inside…”


  “A five-year-old wouldn’t be any threat.”


  “It might be a clone that’s five years old, but controlled by someone who’s in their twenties. It’s a secret biological weapon. The government is after us. We’re going to get killed.”


  “Are you crazy?!” Saito aggressively shook the shoulders of his wife, who had gone completely mad.


  And yet, Akane seemed already lost in her thoughts, showing no signs of rational thinking. The fear and negative emotions filling her had robbed her of that choice.


  “Also, what would the folks from our class gain if they killed us?”


  “Now that you mention it…they simply wanted proof of us two living together…”


  “Right?” Saito sighed in relief after he saw that a bit of reason was returning to Akane.


  “If they’re not inside our home, then…? Saito, are you emitting odd radio waves?”


  “No, I most definitely am not!”


  “You’re lying! So you were a spy for the enemy this entire time?! You’ve got wiretaps inside your clothes!!” Akane leaped at Saito with tears in her eyes.


  She was trying to tear the shirt off Saito. He slipped and landed on his butt, with Akane on top of him. She pressed his thighs down to allow no escape while unbuttoning his shirt with all her might.


  “Just you watch…I’ll peel off your fragile excuses…”


  “Weren’t you strictly against sexual harassment?! What a double-standard this is!”


  “What I’m doing isn’t sexual harassment! It’s torture!”


  “That’s even worse! Could you not?!”


  Right as he managed to push back Akane a bit, he heard the sound of a camera clicking. Maho stood at the entrance of the room, taking evidence photos.


  “Onee-chan and Onii-chan are doing lewd stuff during the day! I gotta upload that on Insta!”


  “Eeeeek?!” Akane shot up from Saito. “Y-You’re wrong! We’re not doing anything lewd, I’m just trying to peel the skin off him!”


  “Don’t try to skin me alive!”


  Maho however nodded along like she didn’t care at all.


  “Okay, I get it. But Onii-chan’s virginity belongs to me, mkay!”


  “You don’t get it at all!”


  Witnessed during such a decisive moment, Akane’s face was beet red.


  “When did you even come back? I didn’t hear the doorbell ringing…” Saito took the initiative.


  “Why would I? This is my home!”


  “I don’t think this is your home…?”


  Shisei also had an extra key to this place, which made Saito worried that the security was far too low. He wasn’t too intent on spending time alone with Akane either, but he felt a severe lack of privacy.


  “Himarin’s here, too!”


  “Coming in!” Himari poked out her face behind Maho.


  “Ah…” Akane’s expression stiffened up.


  “With the rumor of you two living together, things were pretty messy, huh? We came here in hopes of trying to clear up those rumors.”


  “Maho, you…” Saito was shocked to observe so much consideration and kindness from Maho.


  “No way could I ignore something so interest—so troublesome.”


  “You damn…” Saito rubbed his two fists against Maho’s head which made her shriek in pain.


  And yet, she seemed to be laughing and enjoying herself all the same. Following that, Saito glanced at Himari.


  “Well…I feel like I gotta apologize.”


  “Huh? Why?” Himari blinked at him in confusion.


  “I kept the fact of me and Akane living together a secret. I didn’t mean to deceive you, but there just wasn’t any other way.”


  Himari frantically waved her hands in front of her.


  “You’re not at fault at all! Also, I had a hunch that there was something going on between the two of you.”


  “Really?” Saito asked.


  “Yep! Your lunch boxes were always the same, you smelled like the same shampoo, and you Akane seemed oddly familiar with this house, too. It was pretty obvious.”


  “Oh lord…” Saito held his head.


  He had assumed that they were doing a somewhat decent job at hiding their cohabitation, but that turned out to be entirely untrue. Then again, Himari was always sharp and quick on the uptake.


  “Also, the reason you two are living together is that some complicated circumstances forced you to, right? Not because you two like each other.”


  “How did you know?”


  To think she’d seen even through that detail.


  “Akane came asking me for advice, saying ‘If your family forced you to get married to someone you have no feelings for, how would you handle that?’, you know.”


  “Akane…” Saito glared at Akane in contempt.


  “I-I did say it was just a what-if, okay!”


  “Don’t ask her for advice in the first place!”


  Akane was the one leaking information from the get-go, as it seemed.


  “Knowing you’re the son of the renowned Houjou Group, I had a feeling that this was some arranged marriage, Saito-kun. I understand that you can’t tell others about your family’s circumstances.”


  Seeing how kind and open-minded Himari was, Saito’s guilt only grew. He decided it’d be best to just reveal it all at once.


  “It’s not a forced marriage. My grandfather and Akane’s grandmother had feelings for each other when they were young, but couldn’t be together. In order to grant their own wicked feelings, they’re now forcing their grandchildren.”


  “I see. So basically, there’s absolutely no love between the two of you?”


  “…Yeah.”


  Himari pushed her body towards Saito. They reached a distance their lips almost touched. A sweet and yet oddly passionate scent stimulated his nose, enwrapping him.
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  “That means…I still have a chance, right?”


  “Erm…” Saito tried to give her an answer, but Akane intervened.


  “L-Let’s head downstairs, okay?! There’s no use in us standing around while talking here! I’ll make some tea for all of us!”


  “We got cake, too! Himarin and I bought it on the way here~” Mao trotted downstairs on light feet, with Akane following after her.


  That being said, if they left the cake on the first floor, it may have already fallen victim to Shisei. Then again, it was better than staying in the bedroom of all places.


  “…Guess we should go ourselves?”


  “…Yup.” Himari said as she stared at the couple’s bed.


  * * *


  Akane hurried to brew some tea and prepared it on the table. Sitting around the table were Saito, Himari, Maho, and then Shisei. Shisei had long finished eating her own cake, trying to grab a bite from Saito’s. At the same time, Himari spoke up in an apologetic tone.


  “Sorry, Akane…This is all my fault. If I didn’t blurt that out in the classroom, nothing of this would’ve happened.”


  “It’s not your fault, Himari! We’re the ones to be blamed because we kept this a secret from you!”


  “…We?” Himari’s eyebrows twitched.


  “Huh? D-Did I say something weird?”


  “No, nothing. Anyway, I’m partially at fault for this, so I’ll help to get things under control! Just let me know if there’s anything I can do to help!”


  Akane listened in shock and asked.


  “You’re…not angry?”


  “Is there any reason for me to be?”


  “I mean, we’ve been lying this entire time…”


  “Come on, I wouldn’t be angry just because of this!” Himari showed a gleeful smile, but Akane remained restless.


  —Is she…really not angry…?


  If Akane found herself in the same position, she’d definitely be furious. She’d be hurt and disappointed that her good friend never consulted her. Even if the fear of being hated was the greatest. Thinking back on it, Himari never showed any signs of anger. She never showed any of her honest feelings, simply running away. She had never had any fight with Himari up to his point.


  “All right, let’s get this party started! This’ll be our 152nd ‘How do we get rid of the rumors surrounding Onee-chan and Onii-chan’ meeting!”


  “So you already had 151 meetings? This is one hell of a mess if we can’t come up with a solution.”


  “Mhm.” Shisei raised her hand.


  “Okay, Shii-chan! Got any idea?”


  “Catch all the students spreading the rumors and erase their brains!”


  “Not just their memories!? They’d die!” Saito retorted.


  “They won’t. They’ll get an electronic brain implanted into their heads.”


  “They would still die!”


  “Then they’ll get a sponge instead.”


  “That’s even worse!”


  Saito was terrified simply of the idea and the potential that Shisei might actually do that, widening the distance between them. However, Shisei still got closer and closer, sitting on Saito’s lap. These two were as close as always.


  “I’d like to avoid stealing brains, but I don’t dislike the general idea.”


  “Even the general idea is messed up…” Saito also moved away from Akane.


  “We’ll write messages on their desks, putting brains in there…”


  “What brains?!”


  “There’s a lot! Some cultures use brains for their cooking.”


  “I do know, but this is way too terrifying as a threat, so let’s not.”


  Akane suddenly shot up.


  “Why?! If you’re beating down an enemy, make sure they never get up again!”


  “I don’t want to make all of those students my slaves. And if they find out it was us, we’ll get kicked out.”


  “That’s true, but…”


  Akane didn’t like being out-reasoned by Saito. It made her feel like she was losing.


  “If you’ve got a problem with my ideas, then why don’t you come up with something yourself?!”


  “If you want to overwrite some scandal in the eyes of the public, you need to create something that’ll overshadow that fact.”


  “Then go with brains!”


  “That’ll end badly, so no.”


  Akane started thinking.


  “Then maybe the kidney…or the liver?”


  “Stop thinking about organs, you psycho!”


  “You’re right, maybe they have a bit too much fat, after all…”


  “Are we talking about cooking now? Can’t you just go away from the whole innard idea…?”


  The group put their heads together once more. At this rate, these rumors would eventually reach the teachers themselves, which could lead to severe conflict, as well as possible suspension from school. If this negatively impacted Akane’s path to medical school, there was no taking it back. They had to take whatever method available to erase these rumors as quickly as possible. Himari broke the long silence with a clap of her hands.


  “…I know! It might be a bit off the line, but I’ve got an idea.”


  “What’s up?” Maho asked.


  “If the rumors are about Akane and Saito-kun dating plus living together, then we just have to do the exact opposite of what the rumors say.”


  “So erasing any fire that leads to the smoke. And a definite proof that we aren’t dating would be…Saito’s death?!” Akane showed a bright grin.


  “Stop using every small chance to murder me in cold blood!” Saito retreated away from the group to behind the sofa.


  They were still at the stage of coming up with a plan, and yet he already feared for his life. Himari however showed a wry smile.


  “You don’t have to go that far. Saito-kun just has to get himself a girlfriend other than you.”


  “A-A girlfriend?!”


  For a split second, the thought of “He’s cheating?!” popped up in Akane’s mind, but she immediately banished that. They may be married, but only on paper, so there was nothing to be called cheating. Himari continued.


  “Of course, it doesn’t have to be a real girlfriend. Just pretending should be fine.”


  “I see! So if Onii-chan’s going around flirting with another girl at school, it’ll make the others think that these rumors were baseless! Himarin, you’re so clever!”


  “Not bad.”


  Both Maho and Saito showered Himari with admiration, she found herself scratching her cheek.


  “Ehehe. I’m pretty good at this stuff. Maneuvering, y’know?”


  “Oh yeah, back in middle school, you managed to get rid of some nasty rumors around our classmates, and stopped an ongoing bullying case, right?” Akane chimed in.


  “Is she some fixer?!” Saito protested.


  “What’s a fixer?” Himari seemed confused.


  “That you’re super-duper cute and he loves you!” Maho grinned, trying to force a definition that wasn’t accurate in the slightest.


  “Oh man, you’re making me blush, Saito-kun…” Himari fidgeted awkwardly.


  “That doesn’t match the meaning in the slightest, but…sure, whatever.” Saito couldn’t be bothered to argue.


  “But, who’s going to play the part of Saito’s girlfriend?” Akane asked.


  “I’ll do it, no biggie!” Maho raised one hand.


  “Shise will do it.”


  “I-I don’t mind helping out, you know?” Himari fidgeted even more.


  “You three…”


  Why would three perfectly fine girls offer themselves as a sacrifice for such a toxic, good-for-nothing guy? It was completely beyond Akane, who now glared at Saito.


  “Must feel pretty great being this popular, huh? But remember, this is just pretending! Nothing more than a fake girlfriend!”


  “And why do you sound so butthurt?”


  “Because I don’t see enough gratitude from you! And just to let you know, I won’t forgive you if you dare to lay your filthy hands on my friend or little sister!”


  “I wouldn’t mind feeling those hands, Onii-chan!”


  “Personally…I’d more than welcome it myself…”


  Surprising nobody, said little sister and friend of Akane’s don’t seem to be bothered by this idea. At this rate, they’ll fall victim to Saito’s desires, reaching a place from which they won’t be able to return.


  “Err…Shise, can I ask for your help here?”


  “Indeed, leave it to Shise.”


  The role of the fake girlfriend was quickly attributed to Shise, and Akane sighed in relief.


  As Saito was munching on his breakfast in the living room, he suddenly felt a sharp killing intent directed at his back. He immediately attempted to move away from the chair, only to have his shoulders grabbed at lighting speed. Impressive grip strength from the other party allowed for Saito to be lifted off the ground, as he heard his bones cracking in terror.


  “Wh-Who…?” Saito tried to at least turn his head to capture the face of the attacker, who turned out to be the maid driver. She showed no emotion on her face, staring at Saito with a blank expression.


  “Saito-sama, I’ve come to pick you up.”


  “…To deliver me to the other side?”


  This kind of greeting could only lead to one conclusion. Saito felt as if his life on this earth would soon come to an end.


  “To escort you to school, of course. Starting today, you will be acting as the fake lover of the young lady, so I had assumed traveling to school together would be routine.”


  “Solid reasoning, but why are you trying to crush my shoulders?”


  “I am doing no such thing, I attempt to pulverize your bones.”


  “That’s even worse! Do you have a grudge against me or something?!”


  The killing intent emitted by the maid driver grew even stronger.


  “Not in the slightest. I simply believe that a vile human being that dares to play with the young lady deserves the harshest punishment imaginable. Logical thinking, can’t you see?”


  “Is Shise some god to you…?”


  “Quite so. All living beings are to swear allegiance to our lady, I dare say.”


  “And yet you’d eat Shise’s pudding on a regular basis?”


  “It’s an expression of love. I love to tease the lady because she’s just so cute.”


  Saito wasn’t sure if this was pure respect or something that went beyond that. At the same time, Akane finally decided to speak up, sitting across the table.


  “If you’re going to murder Saito, could you do that outside? I’d rather not be responsible for the clean-up…”


  “Understood.”


  “Don’t just agree?! And you too, Akane! Don’t sell out your family this easily!”


  “F-Family…?” Akane looked at him in shock and confusion.


  She however didn’t bother helping Saito during his plea of help. He was dragged out of the living room by the maid, as he had no means of fighting against a maid who regularly removed suspicious people around Shisei. If he dared to rebel, he would be killed in an instant. Outside, he was greeted by a white limousine, which had Shisei waiting inside, holding her smartphone.


  “Shise sent you several messages already. Why didn’t you come out?”


  “Wait, what?” Saito sat down next to her, checking his smartphone.


  Just as she said, he had received several messages from her, saying ‘Coming to pick you up,’ ‘We’re here,’ and ‘What are you doing?’.


  “Sorry, I was too busy with breakfast I didn’t check my phone.”


  “No need to come up with excuses. You probably went for a second round with Akane and didn’t have time to check.”


  “What kind of second round?!”


  “Biohazard VS?”


  “I don’t have the time for this…”


  There were times when Saito decided to have some fun by himself if he got up early, but both he and Akane slept until the alarm rang, exhausted after being chased around by paparazzi for days on no end. Shortly after, the maid driver grabbed the steering wheel, glaring at Saito through the mirror.


  “Saito-sama, have you prepared yourself?”


  “Not at all, so hold back, will you?!”


  Saito wasn’t as tough as being able to handle a rollercoaster ride first thing in the morning. She stepped on the gas pedal like there was no tomorrow, as the car sped up violently. With 3x the reckless driving Saito was used to, it pushed his body into the seat. The car drove up to the front gate, coming to an abrupt halt. Shisei got out of the car first and then turned towards Saito.


  “We’re heading off to battle now. Are you prepared for the performance of your life?”


  “Yeah. I think holding hands would be our best start.”


  “Agreed. A lovers’ handhold sounds nice.”


  “Lovers’ handhold?”


  Saito hadn’t heard that term before. He had read Japanese dictionaries for years now, so this word was unfamiliar to him.


  “In human culture, this is what couples do, apparently,” Shisei spoke like an alien observing humanity as she took Saito’s hand.


  Her slender and show white fingers intertwined with Saito’s. It was a lot more intimate of a handhold than what he was used to, giving him the tickles. Shisei raised her open hand, pointing at the school building.


  “Onward to battle.”


  “Gotcha.”


  Saito and Shisei took a proud stance as they headed for the front entrance. They changed into their indoor slippers, heading for their classroom while holding hands. All the female students they passed called out to Shisei.


  “Morning, Shisei-chan!”


  “As cute as always!”


  “Wanna eat some sardines?”


  “Maybe some chicken?”


  “I got cake, too!”


  “Let me rub your head!”


  As always, Shisei’s popularity was unparalleled. Her pockets, student bag, chest pocket, and every other pocket she had slowly filled up with food. Apparently, this was regarded as some sort of offering, as the girls who rubbed Shisei on the head now put their hands together to pray. That in itself was fine, but…


  “…Nobody cared?!”


  Not a single person reacted to the fact that Saito and Shisei were holding hands. Nobody started talking about the possibility of the two dating.


  “Maybe they care about anything but Shise…And Brother’s presence is far too weak…”


  “Are you insulting me?! Do I have that weak of a presence?!”


  “Brother is practically transparent…That’s why you were never caught when you sneaked into the women’s bath…”


  “Which I never did, by the way!”


  Saito might seem like your average guy next to Shisei, but he didn’t remember training as a ninja.


  “Maybe you’re already dead, Brother? You’re a ghost and that’s why nobody can see you?”


  “I hate breakfast this morning, and it didn’t come out the other end.”


  “So that means you’re a zombie. I knew you died.”


  “Can you not create some convenient plot that fits your narrative?”


  Saito felt no ailment inside or outside of his body and he had no memory of dying. His breathing and pulse were doing just fine, too. The two kept on holding hands as they entered the classroom of class 3-A. They greeted some of the classmates already present, but none of them commented on this fact.


  “…What is going on?” Saito sat down on his seat, tilting his head in confusion.


  “Seems like holding hands isn’t enough of an impact. We gotta show off some more.”


  “Show off some more? So stuff like you feeding me?”


  Shisei took out wrapped cookies she had previously received, handing it to Saito.


  “Just that isn’t enough, we gotta do it mouth-to-mouth. You digest the cookie and feed it to Shise.”


  “How is that mouth-to-mouth?”


  “No need to be embarrassed. Every penguin does that.”


  “Well, I ain’t a penguin!”


  “Shise has no problem with being fed by Brother through this bird’s beak.”


  “I friggin’ care! Also, humans don’t have beaks!”


  On a side note, penguins also don’t have beaks. If it was just normal mouth-to-mouth, then there shouldn’t be any particular problem, Saito judged. In fact, there were many times when Shisei would steal food that Saito had started eating, which could be regarded as an indirect kiss. Judging thus, Saito put a cookie between his teeth. Shisei hopped on Saito’s lap, putting her hands on his shoulders.


  “Thanks for the treat, Brother…” She whispered with a sweet tone.


  “Y-Yeah.”


  Saito was used to Shisei’s presence, but having her this close was a nerve-wracking experience for him. Her sapphire-colored eyes had entranced him, as her beautiful facial features slowly closed in on him. Her small hand supported his cheek, as a faint breath escaped her lips—Right after, Shisei showed her white teeth.


  “?!”


  Saito tilted his head 80° to the right, evading Shisei’s bite. The cookie had completely vanished deep inside Shisei’s stomach, and so would his lips if he didn’t dodge. This felt more like mouth-to-mouth with a piranha. No element of romance to be found.


  “Why’d you dodge?”


  “Because I don’t want to die!”


  “You wouldn’t die from something like this. Your lips can regenerate many times over.”


  “No, they can’t!”


  “Brother’s like a starfish or lizard, you can do it.”


  “I’m like you, a damn human!”


  “Shise belongs to the family of lizards.”


  “That…explains a lot.”


  It would explain the fact that no common sense passed through Shisei’s brain. At the very least, this incident seemed to have gathered the attention of the other girls in their class.


  “Shisei-chan’s so cute! Like a piranha!”


  “I want Shisei-chan to eat my lips!”


  “I’m so jealous of Houjou-kun.”


  “The exclusive right of an older brother~”


  Why are they jealous of me?! — Saito roared in his mind, doubting the sanity of all the Shisei fans out there. His heart was still racing painfully fast, and Shisei was crunching her teeth together like she was waiting for another bite. Not to mention that she showed no intention of getting off Saito’s lap, either.


  “However, there’s a problem with that reaction. They’re not causing any ruckus no matter what we do. And that’s because we’re normally always this close!”


  “Shise knew that from the get-go.”


  “Then tell me?!” Saito protested.


  “You wouldn’t have agreed if we didn’t test this theory. And we couldn’t have moved on to the next stage.”


  “Which would be…?”


  “We gotta show off to other people with more excessive methods. You have to kiss Shise. Right here.” Shisei ran her fingers along her lips, approaching Saito’s face.


  “No no no! That’s taking things a bit too far!”


  “Shise’s lips are delicious, you know?”


  “I’m not talking about the taste! We may be siblings, but kissing goes too far!”


  “That’s exactly what makes it effective. It’ll make the other rumors die down, and Shise is more than welcome to offer her lips for this sake.” She looked up at Saito with not a worry in the world.


  Saito sighed and placed his hands on her shoulders.


  “You should treasure those some more.”


  “For what sake?”


  “Once you find a man who can take care of you, and he learns that you gave your first kiss to your older brother, he’ll be devastated, no?”


  “A man who can take care of Shise? What will you do, then? Will you stop looking after Shise?”


  “Of course. I’d feel bad to always buzz around you…Gyaaaah?!”


  Shisei sunk her teeth into Saito’s ear, who let out a scream of pain. Shisei hopped off his lap, turned his back towards him, and muttered.


  “…It’s too late, already.”


  “For what?”


  “Shise won’t let anybody care for her besides Brother. There can’t be any person caring more for her than him. Be it after a hundred or two hundred years, Shise will keep sitting on Brother’s lap.”


  “Two hundred years…You plan on becoming an immortal?”


  “That’d be easy for Shise.”


  Shisei seemed oddly agitated about something, as she walked away with her back turned towards Saito. Her female fans immediately saw this as an option to surround her, feeling her snacks and the like.


  “Immortal, huh…”


  With Shisei’s inhumane mathematical abilities, it definitely wasn’t impossible. And with Saito’s dream just as far away in the future, he couldn’t laugh about it in the slightest.


  *


  During the next lunch break, Saito and the gang gathered up on the rooftop. Since it’d only be more oil to the fire if someone saw Saito and Akane alone somewhere, they chose an isolated place to meet up, whilst being in a large group. Shisei, Himari, and Maho were all there.


  “Shise and I tried everything we could, but…”


  “What did you do?! Did you do something irreversible with Shii-chan, huh?!” Mao roared.


  Saito could only push her face away as she approached him while gasping for air.


  “Not what you’re expecting, Maho.”


  “Brother did all sorts of stuff to me. It was rough.” Shisei put both her hands on her cheeks, faking embarrassment.


  Her expression was as devoid of emotion as always.


  “Saito?!”


  “Saito-kun?!”


  Akane and Himari simultaneously showered Saito with gazes of contempt.


  “We didn’t do anything weird! And you were both present in the classroom to see us, right?!”


  Feeding each other, giving Shisei a princess carry, receiving a lap pillow from her as she hummed a lullaby, they tried all sorts of techniques, but nothing got their classmates interested.


  “Well, we sure did…but, you know?”


  “Right…”


  Himari and Akane looked at each other, showing complicated expressions. They apparently had their own thoughts about it.


  “Be honest with me. What were we lacking?” Saito asked.


  “It’s more that you have too much.”


  “Too much?”


  “Both you and Shisei-chan are always a bit clingy, so even if you two hold hands, you two just seem like an average pair of siblings, not a couple.”


  “I knew it…So Shisei and I have to start from being strangers…”


  Shisei grabbed Saito’s hands, shaking her head.


  “No can do. Shise won’t be able to bear being strangers with Brother.”


  “Same here…”


  “Brother…”


  Himari watched the two look at each other, grinning.


  “You two really are on good terms.”


  “Maybe a bit too much, if you ask me…” Akane pouted.


  “Anyway, Shii-chan can’t play the role of Onii-chan’s girlfriend, right? I’ll gladly take over!” Maho gleefully raised her hand.


  “I’d rather not.” Saito didn’t waste a breath.


  “Why?!”


  “No idea what you’ll do to me, after all.”


  “Nothing more than lewd stuff!”


  “And I don’t plan on letting things go that far.”


  “That far? How far is that? Are you getting your hopes up by any chance~?” Maho clung to Saito’s arm as she grinned.


  “You damn…”


  “Ah, is it something you can’t say? Are you going to make me do something crazy to you?” She poked her finger into his cheek.


  Her grin was fiendish as an imp’s.


  “I’m having absolutely no expectations, so go back to hell!”


  “Don’t wanna~”


  Saito tried to push Maho, off the rooftop, but she wouldn’t let him catch her. Akane looked at Himari.


  “But…if Shisei-san and Maho aren’t going to work out…”


  “That…will only me, right?” Himari awkwardly pointed at herself.


  “If you don’t want to, then we’ll come up with another method.”


  Saito clearly hesitated, knowing that asking this of the girl he rejected was far too cruel.


  “No, if I can help you, then I’m more than happy! Let me do it!” Himari jumped toward Saito and grabbed his hand.


  “Are you…sure?”


  “Yep! Starting tomorrow, I’ll be your girlfriend! I’ll offer you everything I’ve got, so make sure to play along.”


  “G-Got it…” Saito awkwardly nodded, seeing how energetic Himari was.
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  Chapter 2 - (Fake) Girlfriend


  Right as Saito intended to leave his home, Akane appeared in front of him with insane momentum. She blocked off his path and glared up at him.


  “Wh-What do you want? I washed my rice bowl and made sure to separate the trash?”


  Saito grew worried that he might’ve done something to anger Akane without meaning to. He immediately traced back his memories. Since this day would be a long one, he’d rather not waste too much time fighting.


  “I’m not angry about housework. I want to warn you.”


  “That I should be careful when I’m out and about at night…?”


  “Not that!”


  Saito readied his body for a possible incoming attack, feeling tense at the pressure from Akane. She however simply pulled down her skirt in anxiousness


  “W-Well…you know? Playing lovers with Himari is fine and all, but don’t forget that you’re not a real couple. That’s all I wanted to say.”


  “I can’t even forget something like that. Why would you remind me of that…” Saito asked, which made Akane blush furiously.


  “B-Because you’re an idiot! You’d get all close to Himari, forget the original goal, and then go with the flow to…!”


  “Go with the flow to where?” Saito sought an answer.


  “D-Don’t make me say it! You bully!” Akane staggered backward.


  Her face was as red as a tomato, which looked oddly adorable to Saito. Right now, he had the upper hand. Saito decided to go on the offensive.


  “You gotta draw the line or I won’t do it. How far am I allowed to take it? A hug? A kiss? Or even beyond…”


  “~~~!” Akane bit her lip.


  Saito took a closer look at her face.


  “Come on, say it. You brought it up, right?”
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  Unable to handle it, Akane pushed Saito away.


  “Everything…”


  “Huh…?”


  “I’ll allow…everything…But in return…you’ll have to pay and atone with your body…”


  Death penalty! Death penalty! Death penalty! These messages blinked furiously inside of Akane’s pupils. She wouldn’t forgive Saito if he made Himari cry, as Akane would then burn him to ashes.


  “I’m heading out!!”


  Maybe he teased her a bit too much, after all. Before Akane could blow up, Saito chose to run away, outside the door. Even if he had the advantage, bullying Akane too much would backfire. She was probably born into this world just to fight with him. Since Saito didn’t want to run into his classmates, he chose to take a detour on the way to school. Unable to take the quickest route was another reason for his recent exhaustion.


  He simply wanted to dispel all these rumors and make everything return to normal. And to achieve that, he had to play the role of the boyfriend. Arriving at school, the hallways were filled with students, Himari surrounded by them. Unlike Saito, who only sat in the corner of the room while reading books, Himari was the center of attention. Boys and girls alike crowded around her, all smiles as she smiled back at them. If Himari hadn’t ended up friends with Akane, and if Saito and Akane hadn’t fought from the very start, he probably would have never talked with Himari.


  Even today, it felt like they existed in different universes. He tried to pass Himari and her friends when she whispered into his ear.


  “…Saito-kun. We started, remember?”


  Her mutter seemed radiant almost, yet pleasant all the same. Her voice reached deep inside Saito’s brain, giving him shivers. Even her smile may seem the same, but it harbored a certain level of passion. Himari had already switched from being his friend to acting as his lover. It was a baffling acting ability she showed, as a single gaze alone changed everything about her.


  “Hey, Himari~ What are you whispering about with Saito-kun?”


  The girls snickered.


  “Nothing at all~”


  “That’s gotta be a lie~ I don’t buy that for one second.”


  “Seriously, it’s nothing!” Himari shrugged with a glimmer of embarrassment.


  Giving a proper answer would immediately clear up that question, but since she kept it vague, it only heightened the interest of the other person.


  “H-Himari! What did you talk about with Saito?!” Akane rushed toward them, pulling on Himari’s sleeve.


  “Nothing much!”


  “Tell me! Is he threatening you! Silencing you?! I won’t forgive him if he did anything to you!”


  “C-Calm down, Akane. I’m really fine.” Himari seemed genuinely bewildered.


  Why is she so obstinate now?! — Saito commented in his mind. Akane was the exact opposite of Himari, always storming in face-first. Saito once again wondered how these two even ended up as friends.


  * * *


  Once lunch break rolled around, Himari approached Saito at his desk.


  “Saito-kun, Saito-kun! Should we head to the cafeteria?”


  “Don’t you always eat lunch with Akane?”


  “Sure do, but I’d like to eat lunch with you today…Can we?”


  “I’m not against it, but…”


  Saito swallowed the desire to comment on the fact that Akane was currently glaring at them. She looked close to ripping her workbook apart. The aura emitting from her body was practically screaming “How dare you steal my best friend from me,” despite Himari having been the one who brought it up.


  “Great! Then let’s go!” Himari grabbed Saito’s hand and started walking.


  She held his hand with such a natural smoothness, but her hand was shaking ever so slightly. Saito looked at this side, seeing Himari flashing a tense smile, showing just how nervous she really is. And who could blame her? She had liked Saito for a while now, and she’s helping out with his best in mind. With this being the case, Saito had to respond to her determination. She’s doing her hardest to make this fake relationship a success, and yet Saito was hesitant. Thus, he completely ignored all the onlookers and tightly grasped Himari’s hand.


  “S-Saito-kun…?” Himari seemed bewildered.


  “…Thanks.” He hoped that he managed to bring across what he felt with these words.


  “It’s okay.” Himari blushed ever so slightly, as they made their way to the school cafeteria.


  The second they entered inside, the students present were creating noise. Let alone the third-years, even their underclassmen knew Himari very well. With her cheerful personality and charming looks, she always ended up at the center of attention. If this was any serious or prestigious high school, then you wouldn’t see students with blonde hair like hers. Then again, she wasn’t a gal that didn’t take school seriously, and the teachers were fine with her hair, too.


  So if Himari came to the school cafeteria not with her good friend Akane, but with a boy like Saito, it’d naturally gather curious onlookers. Saito ordered a casual steak bowl whereas Himari went with omurice. Finding an open desk in the middle of the cafeteria, they sat down facing each other. Eating next to the windows may have been a bit more relaxing, but this wasn’t the time to be picky. They had to draw as much attention as possible.


  “You really like omurice, huh?”


  “Err, how do you know?”


  “When I spot you eating here, you’d always order one.”


  “…!” Himari’s body shivered.


  “…Did I say something weird?”


  “I was just thinking that you sure watched me a lot.”


  “N-Not on purpose. I simply spotted you, that’s all.”


  “I wonder about that~”


  “It’s the truth!” Saito felt his face growing hot by the second.


  Even in their first year, Himari would periodically call out to Saito in the cafeteria, and he simply couldn’t forget what she was eating at the time. Himari saw Saito’s reaction, covered her mouth with one hand, and giggled.


  “I know, I know. But you shouldn’t say this sort of stuff to a girl. She’ll get the wrong idea, you know?”


  “I’ll keep that in mind.”


  “My friends keep bringing that up, too. Saying that you might just have feelings for me.”


  “Seriously…?” Saito held his head in despair.


  Thinking that girls judged his actions to such an extent when he wasn’t even around was like a wooden spike driven through his heart. He had to clear up that misunderstanding as quickly as possible.


  “Who brought that up? Someone from our class?”


  “That’s a secret. I don’t wanna get any more rivals.”


  “Rivals? For what?”


  “It’s okay if you don’t get it, Saito-kun.”


  “There’s…something I don’t understand…?” Saito bit his lip in shame.


  Ever since he was born, he had no problem reading through whatever book or literature he found. And yet, a single statement from a high school student was too much for him to handle, it left him paralyzed.


  “Is the omurice here that delicious?”


  “You could get addicted to it. If I don’t eat it for a while, I suffer from withdrawal symptoms like shaking hands.”


  “Are they adding some dangerous substances in there?”


  “They do add parsley.”


  “That’s not dangerous, at least.”


  “Wanna have a bite?” Himari scooped up some of the omurice, shoving the spoon towards Saito.


  “No, that’s…”


  “Ah, sorry. You probably think it’s gross since I already had a bite? Haha, what am I doing…Getting all excited.” Himari tried to hide her feelings by laughing it off, but Saito realized he had inadvertently hurt the girl.


  He wanted to set things right, or he wouldn’t be able to live with this guilt.


  “I don’t feel that way at all. It’s just…an indirect kiss. Just thinking about it makes me tense up.”


  Himari seemed bewildered.


  “Huh…? You’re…nervous?”


  “Of course. I never dated somebody, so why wouldn’t I be.”


  “Oh…that makes me happy.”


  “And why is that?”


  Himari put her hands on her reddened cheeks, explaining in a bashful manner.


  “Because that means you see me as a girl.”


  “Ack…”


  She was perfectly on target with that statement, but hearing it from the person in question only inflicted more damage on Saito. And Himari wasn’t done yet, as she looked up at Saito.


  “Then…should we do it? The indirect kiss.”


  “Stop teasing me.”


  “I’m not teasing you. I’m serious…I wanna do it with you.”


  “Geez…” Saito felt his body’s temperature rise even further, as she munched on his steak bowl.


  He knew this was necessary to regain his calm and casual high school life, but he also realized that playing pretend lovers with Himari for too long would be dangerous. If he even relaxed for a second, he would get swallowed up by Himari’s charm. Their lunch finished, with Saito barely even remembering the taste, and the two left the cafeteria behind them. On the way out, he felt the curious gazes of the other students around them, as well as Akane’s glares of killing intent, colliding on his back, but this was necessary to erase the bad rumors floating around at the moment.


  “What’re we gonna do now?” Saito asked Himari with a quiet voice.


  “Good question~ We finished eating lunch in the cafeteria, so I’d like to flirt around somewhere right until the next classes start.”


  “…You’d like?”


  “Ah, wait, no! I was just thinking that, if we’re acting like a couple, we have to be staying together somewhere!” Himari bumped one fist onto her chest.


  Her eyes were radiating with excitement. It was clear this was her own personal desire. However, what she said made perfect sense, so Saito couldn’t argue against it.


  “So a place where we can be alone…The biology prep room seems like it’d be vacant.”


  “Too many specimens watching us!”


  “Isn’t that the best part? Or do you get angry looking at them?”


  “I’m not Shisei-chan, so no!”


  “Then there’s no problem.”


  The day Saito took Shisei to the prep room, he was terrified to find out that the number of specimens lessened after they left.


  “There isn’t, but…Hmmm…”


  Himari still seemed hesitant.


  “Are you bad with grotesque stuff like that? I remember you playing horror games with Shise before, though.”


  “I’m not necessarily bad with it, I just think that a romantic location would be a bit better. Being watched by eyeballs at every corner would only get me on edge.”


  “I guess so…?”


  Saito wasn’t familiar with the desires of a young maiden, but if they couldn’t manage to get a good mood going, it’d probably be even harder to convince people that they were dating. Himari offered a proposition.


  “Why not the empty classroom near ours?”


  “Wouldn’t the folks from class catch on to us?”


  “That’s the whole point. They have to see us spending time together, or they’d never think that something could be up.”


  “Right…”


  The two headed up the stairs. On their way, whenever they ran into other students, they’d greet Himari like she was a queen walking through her castle. Arriving in the hallway of the 4th floor, Saito opened the door to the empty classroom, checking that nobody was inside. He headed inside, with Himari following after him shortly. They kept the door open just enough to let onlookers check the inside. Himari went ahead and hid in the shadows of a desk and chair, with Saito next to her.


  “This feels like we’re doing something forbidden.” Himari snickered.


  “Don’t say that.”


  Becoming aware of this made Saito feel even more uncomfortable.


  “So…what should we do to be flirting?”


  “I wonder…” Himari returned a genuine question with a straight face.


  “You brought it up yourself, yet you don’t know?!”


  “I do know! I really do! There’s just way too many things I wanna do! I doubt I’ll ever get this chance again, so I’m trying to carefully select what I want without regret!”


  Seeing Himari so panicky and flustered, Saito couldn’t hold back his laughter.


  “W-Why are you laughing?” She asked.


  “Usually you’d be pretty chill, so seeing you be torn between your desires was just too funny.”


  In general, Himari was the one who’d always stop Akane’s rampages, clearing up the mood in class, and acting as their teacher in life. Because she could prioritize other people’s needs over herself and support everybody’s happiness, she was loved in return. However, the current Himari wasn’t perfect, but rather clumsy in trying to handle her feelings for Saito.


  “…How could I be chill. I really like you, I can’t help it.” Himari pouted which sent a shock right through Saito’s chest.


  “So what do you want to do? I’ll do whatever you’d like.”


  “Whatever?!” Himari immediately latched on to that word, which had Saito stagger backward.


  “As long as we don’t cross certain lines…”


  “Then….I’d like you to carry me.”


  “…Carry you?”


  Himari was almost the same height as Saito, not to forget her exceptional figure, so he didn’t expect this kind of childish request. For a moment, he wondered if he had misheard. Himari seemed flustered as she poked her index fingers together.


  “W-Well…You’d often let Shisei-chan sit on your lap, right? I was always jealous of that. It allowed her to be really close with you, and it seemed like you could spoil her lots like that, so…yeah.”


  “I-I see…”


  That being said, things were slightly different when comparing a girl as small as an elementary student, and a grown, well-endowed woman. When carrying Himari, all sorts of places would bump into him or pop out. Himari must’ve seen the hesitation on Saito’s face, because…


  “W-Well, I guess I’m asking for the impossible! With how heavy I am, I’d probably end up crushing you instead! Sorry, just forget about it!” Himari covered her face in shame.


  “No…I don’t mind. You won’t be hurting me, that’s for sure.”


  “R-Really? Won’t I break your legs?”


  “You should have some more faith in a man’s muscle strength.” Saito felt his pride hurt.


  “Then…don’t mind if I do.” Himari stood up and faced Saito.


  Since she had her skirt as short as always, Saito could glance up to see her thighs, and almost spot what was beyond that holy territory. Following that, Himari sat down on Saito’s lap, directly facing him. What followed was a soft sensation, as her breasts were pressed right onto Saito’s face, smothering him. Himari then asked in a worried manner.


  “A-Am I heavy…?”


  “Not at all, but…”


  The attack power of her chest was enough to inflict serious damage on Saito. He tried to shake his head left and right to escape this trap, but he kept on sinking deeper inside this quicksand of pleasure. The sweet scent of honey melted his brain cells and left him even further defenseless. And if that wasn’t enough, Himari gently whispered.


  “This position…makes it feel like we’re doing something lewd. I wonder why…”


  “No idea…”


  The scent emitted from Himari’s body was enough to rob Saito of his ability to reason. He tried to divert his attention from the girl in front of him, but all his five senses were drawn towards her to the point he could hear her breathing.


  “Maybe this is a bit too much…” Saito attempted to escape when Himari whispered into his ear.


  “Everyone’s watching…we have to do this properly.”


  Just as Himari stated, Saito felt gazes coming from the door, as well as the faint voices of their classmates. They tried to keep their voices low but their excitement was unhinged. This, of course, forced the two to play it up to the very end.


  “So…what do I do?”


  “Mmm…” Himari suddenly twitched with a faint moan.


  “W-What’s wrong?”


  “Your breath tickled me…”


  “S-Sorry.”


  “It’s okay. It felt good so…I don’t mind…”
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  What exactly did she mean by that? Saito felt like he’d be losing something important, so he stopped his thoughts. The stimulus of being this close to Himari was more than enough he had to worry about.


  “If we want to show off even more, then…I’d like a hug, too.”


  “Like this…?”


  “Ah…”


  When Saito gently embraced Himari, a gentle yet ecstatic breath escaped her lips. Her body shivered with surprise but also pleasure, directly conveyed onto Saito’s arms. The gentle sunlight shining in from the window illuminated her blonde hair even further. This sugary atmosphere melted Saito’s brain. He was worried that the smallest movement would allow him to feel Himari’s body even more closely, leaving him absolutely frozen. Her breath tickled him, the throbbing of her body, and her chest being pressed onto him…it was too much.


  “Is this…enough?”


  “N-Not yet, people are still watching.” Himari pressed her body against Saito’s chest.


  The curious voices of the onlookers had already vanished, but Himari must be able to see them from her position.


  “How long are we supposed to stay like this?”


  “I don’t know…Just…just a bit longer…” She begged like a small child, clinging to Saito.


  * * *


  When the two returned to the classroom of class 3-A, their classmates immediately leaped at them.


  “Himari-chan, what was that about?!”


  The first person to approach Himari was a girl looking equally as flashy. Since Saito often saw those two together, it didn’t surprise him that they were on good terms.


  “Err, wh-what are you talking about?” Himari played innocent.


  “What you just did with Houjou-kun! Some girls saw you flirting around with him in the empty classroom! You were practically glued to each other, I demand an explanation!”


  “Ah, so you saw us…Ahaha, that’s a bit problematic…” Himari seemed truly bothered by this fact.


  Once again, she portrayed her excellent acting talent. If Akane had been in this position, they would’ve been found out ages ago.


  “I saw them eating lunch together, too!”


  “What’s going on?!”


  “Ishikura-san?!”


  “Explain yourself!”


  The other classmates were closing in on Himari with no remorse whatsoever. Secret conversations in the hallway, eating lunch together in the cafeteria, a rendezvous in an empty classroom, all these events built up their classmates’ curiosity which now exploded. Witnessing this, Himari glanced at Saito.


  “What should we do about this? Should we tell them?”


  Even that part was perfectly executed. Adding the “we” into her question only aided in getting her classmates more riled up. The room was in Himari’s control, the students dancing in her palm.


  “Well…I don’t mind.”


  Saito was filled with half admiration but also fear as he nodded along. He once again realized that the individual most dangerous in this class might be Himari after all. Receiving his permission, Himari moved closer to Saito, fidgeting awkwardly.


  “T-The thing is…Saito-kun and I are going out.”


  “““Huuuuuuuuuuuuh?!”””


  The classmate’s voices roared loudly.


  “What was that?!”


  “I thought Houjou-kun and Akane-chan were living together?!”


  “Maybe they broke up already?!”


  “Is he two-timing?!”


  “Houjou…I’ll kill you!”


  “He’s the devil! Kill him! Right now!”


  “Somebody bring a red pepper we can put up his ass!”


  The girls were bewildered, and the boys were riddled with bloodlust. The classroom slowly changed into a ritual site, the classmates ready to burn Saito at stake, when Himari stepped between them.


  “Sorry, but all of this chaos is actually my fault. I was just joking when I said that Saito-kun and Akane are living together.”


  “Joking…?” The girls all seemed confused.


  “We’ve been dating for a while now, but when I saw Saito-kun and Akane getting along like that, the jealousy got the better of me. I said that as a joke and in the heat of the moment.” Himari gently embraced her own shoulders to emphasize her weakness. “I should’ve cleared it up sooner, but then this whole thing just sorta blew up, so I didn’t know what to do. Since Saito-kun is going to inherit the Houjou Group, I didn’t want to cause him trouble by announcing our relationship, so…I’m sorry, everyone.” Himari deeply lowered her head, explaining the basis for the rumors. She perfectly acted out her role that even Saito thought she was speaking the truth. However, in reality, they were all being played by Himari.


  “You don’t have to apologize, Himari-chan!”


  “We’re the ones who are sorry, okay?”


  “I’m glad you and Houjou-kun finally got together!”


  “Congrats!”


  “Don’t you dare make her cry, Houjou!”


  Receiving blessings and words of support, Himari seemingly successfully managed to overwrite the rumors of Akane and Saito living together. Himari looked at Saito with dampened eyes, smiling with a bit of relief mixed into it.


  “Thank god…Now we don’t have to lie anymore. We can be open about our relationship, right?”


  “…Yeah.”


  Saito couldn’t help but admire what he had witnessed. From the movement of her body to her expressions and tone, everything worked perfectly into controlling the minds of their classmates. Himari’s acting talent greatly surpassed anything Saito would have imagined to see. Not even the skilled PR employees of the Houjou Group could pull off such a feat.


  “Thanks for all the support, everyone!” Himari looked around, and her classmates nodded in unison.


  * * *


  “Saaaaito-kun~”


  The fifth period ended, and right as Saito stuffed his textbooks into his student bag, Himari clung to him from behind. Her slender arms wrapped around his chest, as her cheek rubbed against his neck.


  “Hey…don’t do that out of the blue.”


  “Why? I think a girlfriend’s got the right to hug her boyfriend, no?”


  “That’s true, but we are…” Saito wanted to argue that they were simply pretending, but Himari whispered.


  “…Don’t let down your guard.”


  “…!”


  Saito observed their surroundings, seeing that several classmates were stealing glances at them. Himari seemingly managed to convince most of her friends, but some people were still dubious. Himari tried her hardest to erase those rumors, so a careless word from Saito could ruin it all. He had to pour all his focus into playing along.


  “Doing this…in front of people is a bit…”


  “Everybody knows we’re dating, so what’s the problem? If anything, I wanna brag about it.”


  “Brag…”


  Feeling the strength in Himari’s arms, Saito realized that she was serious, and not only because people were watching.


  “You can be pretty possessive, huh?”


  “Of course. I’m not handing you over to anybody.”


  Her grip grew even stronger. Feeling that he became Himari’s possession made Saito’s chest flutter. Himari was generally pretty open-minded towards everything and everyone, but she was oddly passionate when it came to love, it seemed.


  “Let’s head to the next classroom, yeah?”


  “Okay.”


  Saito stood up when Himari clung to his arm.


  “I can’t walk like this.”


  “No problem~”


  “It’s a big problem for me.”


  “Embarrassed because my boobs are hitting you?” She asked with a teasing tone.


  “If you’re aware then stop it!”


  “This is also a special right as your girlfriend.”


  “And how many special rights are there?”


  “108, methinks.”


  “Like the 108 defilements in Buddhism?!”


  With a bit of banter back and forth, the two walked down the hallway. Himari seemingly enjoyed Saito’s reactions as she’d cling to him even stronger. She was clearly much closer than your average buddy at school, which is why they gathered a lot of attention from the other students walking down the hallways. Even the girls from other classes called out to them.


  “Himari, so you’re actually dating Houjou-kun?”


  “That’s right. We’re super lovey-dovey.”


  “I can tell by looking! I’m so jealous.”


  “You better be~”


  The girls were chatting energetically. Saito should have been part of this conversation, and yet the girls treated him like an accessory. This must be how a boyfriend feels when his girlfriend runs into a friend on a date.


  “How far did you two go already? Did you kiss?”


  “Erm…how far did we, Saito-kun…?” Himari asked as she looked up at him.


  Saito wanted to throw in a rebuttal but held himself back.


  “We…haven’t, yet.”


  “Not yet? I feel bad for you, Himari.”


  “I wouldn’t mind doing it soon…you know, Saito-kun?”


  “I bet~” Saito just commented with a monotone response.


  His face must’ve been deadpan beyond belief.


  “Then do her a favor, Houjou-kun~”


  “Eventually…”


  “Why not right here?”


  “What kind of torture are you proposing?!” Saito felt the urge to run away before he’d get forced into anything weird.


  Is dating genuinely supposed to be this exhausting? Since Saito never had anything to do with romance before, he just wanted to get back to reading. The two were finally freed from the girls, already running late for their next class. They ran down the hallway while gasping for air.


  “Sorry that I ended up late, Saito-kun!”


  “Don’t talk while running or you’ll bite your tongue!”


  “Ah, right! Hold on!” Himari clung to Saito’s arm and stopped.


  Saito could barely stop, which had them almost fall over.


  “We’ll be late at this rate.”


  “That’s fine. Let’s be a few minutes late.”


  “Why would we…”


  “Just trust me~”


  Himari must have her own thoughts about this. When it came to controlling the opinions of others, Saito guessed it’d be best to leave it to her. With that decided, the two spent some extra time near the stairs. The bell quickly rang with most of the students disappearing from the hallways, as only the two of them were left near the window. Himari ran her fingers through her long hair, looking at Saito with a somewhat bashful expression. The sun illuminated her back, creating something of an angelic shine.


  “…Say, why don’t we just skip classes altogether?” Himari flashed a grin as she asked.


  “Were you always the type to skip classes?”


  She may look like a gal, but she had quite a diligent personality despite that.


  “I normally wouldn’t. But I figured it’d be fun if I had you wish me. So let’s do it?” Himari sat down on the windowsill next to Saito.


  Her skirt fluttered ever so slightly because of the breeze.


  “And what would we do, then?”


  “Let me think…We could take a random train to leave this country and never come back?” Himari spoke of a wild adventure.


  “…Are you that stressed out?”


  “Not at all. Going to the Antarctic would be nice, right? Nobody knows us, and we wouldn’t run into anybody. We could build a home away from the penguins and seals to live in isolation for the next 100 years.”


  “Something’s up with you, right?” Saito grew genuinely worried for Himari.


  She might just be suffering from her worries and troubles he wasn’t aware of.


  “Then how about taking a stroll through town?”


  “We can do that once classes are over, right?”


  “You’ll do that with me?” Himari’s eyes lit up.


  “Err…”


  “A genuine couple would definitely go home together, right? And so that the others have absolute faith in us dating, we need to be lovey-dovey even outside of school.”


  “That might be true, but…”


  Himari wrapped both her hands around Saito’s, speaking with passion overflowing from her voice.


  “Then let’s go on a date after school, no? It can be a pretend date! I’ll pay for everything, and we can do whatever you’d like! I’ll even carry your stuff!”


  Seeing how earnest she was about her invitation, Saito had trouble flat-out rejecting her. The guilt of having previously rejected her still lingered in his chest, and he didn’t want to hurt her any further. Looking at her as a single human being, Saito was quite fond of her, after all.


  “…Got it. If it’ll help us pretend.”


  “Yay~! You’re so kind, Saito-kun!”


  “Wha…”


  Himari leaped into Saito’s arms, leaving him bewildered and uncertain about how to react. Pushing her away would’ve been rude, but something hindered him from returning the hug.


  “Anyway, we gotta go. If we’re too late, it’ll negatively impact your grades.”


  “I knew it, you’re so kind. You’re worried about me, right?”


  “Of course. If your grades drop any further, you’ll be in deep trouble.”


  Himari pouted.


  “Hm? What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Exactly what I said.”


  “Welp, it’ll be fine! You’ll help raise my grades ten-fold, so I’m not worried at all, Teacher!”


  “When did I become your teacher?”


  Their footsteps resounded through the otherwise quiet school building as they headed down the stairs. And yet, Himari seemed to be having fun, almost stepping down the stairs in rhythm. The second they entered the chemistry classroom, a roar of noise exploded from their classmates.


  “They’re late!”


  “What were they doing up to now?!”


  “Do you really have to ask?”


  “Curse you, Houjou…”


  “So lovey-dovey!”


  They were showered with gazes of excitement and welcomed with cheers.


  “Keep it quiet, we’re in the middle of class.” The teacher scolded them, but the chattering wouldn’t stop.


  —I see, that’s what Himari was aiming for…


  In just five minutes, the impression of the two dating grew even stronger. It was masterfully done, once more. Saito apologized for being late and sat down in his seat. Right as he opened up his textbook, he felt a shiver running down his spine. Looking at his side, he spotted Akane glaring at him. She emitted evident killing intent, which overwhelmed Saito with its peer pressure. In her hand, Akane had a pen she had snapped in half. Saito felt terrified, thinking he might just get killed as soon as he got home that day.


  * * *


  The second the bell rang, Akane realized that neither Saito nor Himari were present. She wondered what they were up to, sending Himari messages here and there. However, no responses came. Himari wouldn’t even read the messages. Once the two rushed into the classroom, Akane could see Himari’s flushed cheeks. She had never seen such an expression on Himari. Her hair was in disarray. She simply clung to Saito’s arm like she was a cat.


  —Seriously…what were they doing?


  To Akane, it felt as if the two had left her behind, heading somewhere else without her. She felt terrified, like she was about to fall off her chair, so she clung to the corners of her desk. She didn’t know why her heart felt this restless. She knew they were just acting, and yet…When she saw the two smiling at each other again and again during class, it felt like a small needle was driven right through her chest. When classes ended and she saw Himari fixing Saito’s crooked tie, she felt the urge to break between the two…But, she couldn’t.


  If she did that, it’d lead to their classmates doubting their relationship again. Himari was doing her hardest to ease up the situation for them, so she’d ruin all of that. Akane couldn’t afford to approach Saito in any way. Even their daily fights that had continued for the past three years were now on hold. Right as the group around Himari weakened, Akane saw her chance to approach her friend.


  “So…Himari? Aren’t you going a bit too far?”


  “What do you mean?” Himari sounded confused.


  Akane fumbled over her explanation, struggling to speak up.


  “A-About Saito. You don’t have to go all out, right? You look like…a couple who only got eyes for each other.”


  “We do?” Himari’s voice harbored excitement.


  “Why do you sound so happy?!”


  “I mean, becoming such a couple with Saito is like a dream come true! So we look like that…? Hehe, I’m so happy.” Himari grinned in joy.


  Seeing her friend happy made Akane happy, too…or so it should have been. Yet for some reason, Akane couldn’t be happy. She simply embraced her textbook close to her chest, as if to protect her heart.


  “Anyway, I don’t think you should be acting so clingy with him.”


  “That’s the whole point. It’ll get rid of the rumors faster. At least more than doing it half-baked.”


  “But…but…”


  Since Himari was speaking solely with reason, Akane had no room to argue. Why was she even trying to stop them from acting as a couple in the first place? If their plan of acting lovers was currently working out, there should be no reason to stop it. As Akane was bewildered about her own feelings, Himari was once again surrounded by classmates, not allowing Akane to speak another word, who could only waltz away in defeat.


  * * *


  After classes had ended, Himari didn’t waste much time leaving the classroom with Saito. They had their arms linked like a true couple, showing off immediately.


  —Are they heading out on a date…?


  Akane was left behind, preparing to head home as her chest was filled with hazy and gloomy feelings. As of late, she and Saito couldn’t head out shopping together, all the focus was on Himari.


  —Hold on, that makes it sound like I want to head somewhere with Saito! That’s not it at all!


  Akane violently shook her head when Maho came rushing into the classroom.


  “Onee-chan! Your adorable little sister is here to pick you up! Let’s head home together!”


  “Yes, let’s.” Akane felt as if she was being healed by her younger sister acting this energetic.


  She felt like she finally had a place she belonged to. At least a million times more than when she was around Saito. Maho took Akane’s hand, and they left through the front entrance.


  “I just saw Onii-chan and Himarin walking down the hallway! They seem really close like they’re an actual couple!”


  “They’re just acting, nothing more!” Akane stomped on the ground in anger.


  “You think so? Himarin always had the hots for Onii-chan, so I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re dating for real. Onii-chan seemed happy, too.”


  “It’s fake! All fake! Just acting!”


  “Why are you so pissed?”


  “I’m not pissed at all!”


  She clearly was. Even to the point, she herself was aware of it. She didn’t mean to act like this in front of her own sister, but she couldn’t stop herself. Her emotions were all over the place. Akane always had the tendency to be explosive when it came to her own emotions, but this grew exceptionally bad when Saito was involved. As soon as he was around, she naturally grew agitated, and when he treated her kindly, she became happy to no end. It was like an endless stream of confusing emotions. No matter what, the two were always on bad terms. That’s exactly why her emotions were in such disarray even now.


  “Onee-chan, maybe you should let out some pent-up stress?” Maho spoke with a worried tone as she glanced at Akane’s face, which pulled her back to reality.


  “I’m fine, really.”


  “Are you really? I’m worried you might go around punching random strangers.”


  “I’m not some hooligan!”


  “It’s okay, I’ll do my best to erase and destroy any evidence that could be used in a court of law and lie during my testimony to ensure your safety!”


  “I won’t do anything that would require you to do such a thing! Also, you can’t do that, you’ll get sued for perjury!”


  Akane felt hurt that her sister saw her in such a light.


  “Let’s head to a game center! We can shoot up some zombies to get rid of all the bad juju!”


  “I don’t want any zombies!”


  “Okay, then off we go on our date!”


  Akane couldn’t say no to her sister, who simply pulled her along. Akane disliked such a grotesque and vile game, but it was a lot better than simply waiting at home for hours for no end. This is why she agreed to tag along. They moved away from their usual route from school to enter the shopping district, which was crowded with students as always. As they ran the risk of being spotted by their classmates, Akane and Saito had never come here before. She did frequent this street with Himari, usually on their way home, but that also stopped as of late. Akane was always plagued by housework, and Himari had found a part-time job, so their schedules never matched enough. Akane and Maho walked down the bristling street while holding hands when Maho spoke up.


  “Now that I think about it, you went to this party a long time ago, right?”


  “A party…?”


  “You know, when you were about to graduate from primary school. Grandma took you to that party, yeah? I wanted to go myself, but I wasn’t feeling up for it. The party was held at that separate residence, owned by that friend of Grandma’s…”


  “…!” Akane froze up.


  She had never gone to any party before, but when speaking of one at a residence, there could only be one. It was a luxurious and separate residence owned by the Houjou Group and looked like the royal palace of the royal family. The attendees all wore expensive attires, enjoying food that Akane had never seen before. The one getting the most attention during that time was the son of Emperor Tenryuu, the acting prince and successor of the group—Saito.


  “You were in such a great mood when you got back from that party, right?”


  “Was I…?”


  “Yep. You’d be all restless, spacing out, fidgeting around, and totally different from usual. What was that about?”


  “That’s…”


  Akane tried to remember what exactly happened back then when she felt her body growing hot. The returning memories, the scorching shame that filled her, paired with frustration…It felt as if she had opened up Pandora’s box, so Akane frantically slammed the box shut again.


  “Nothing!”


  “Huh? That’s not true, is it~ Also, the first time you met Onii-chan wasn’t in high school, but during that party, right?” Maho took a close look at Akane’s face.


  “I don’t know! And I don’t want to remember!”


  “So something happened?”


  “Nothing at all! Not at that party!”


  “So after that party?”


  Akane crossed her arms and looked away.


  “Nothing happened! We’re done talking about this! And if you don’t drop it, I’ll make you eat rice porridge!”


  “How could you threaten me like that, Onee-chan?!”


  “And to make it extra healthy, it’ll be only water and rice!”


  “No! At least give me a hamburger with lots of juicy sauce!” Maho was starting to tear up.


  Akane started to feel slightly guilty, but this was the only method she could think of to stop this endless questioning.


  “Okay, fine! You don’t need to tell me then! I’ll just assume that you both fell in love with each other and then got separated.”


  “Seriously, nothing happened…” Akane bit her lip.


  After that party, up to their entrance exams for high school, Akane had not seen Saito.


  —That’s why I…


  Akane was engulfed in the same feelings she had during their entrance ceremony, so she slapped her hands on her cheeks to forget about it. As of late, something was wrong with her. Even today, her mind was always somewhere else…and it’s been like this for a while now. Especially so after she heard Saito and Maho talk in the hospital.


  The two stepped inside the game center. Normally, Akane would play the crane games with Himari, take pictures at the photo booth, or play rhythm games, but Maho immediately walked to the back with the more serious games.


  “Let’s play this shooter, Onee-chan!”


  She stopped in front of a sign that said ‘Gun Battle Crisis.’ The large screen in front of them showed movie-like action scenes, with two guns offered to the player.


  “I did say no to zombies, right?!” Akane covered her eyes.


  “This doesn’t have any zombies! You’re fighting either human soldiers or robots!”


  “R-Really…?”


  “Yep, yep! No need to be scared!”


  “I-I-I’m not scared at all!”


  Akane slowly moved her hands off her eyes and looked at the game itself. She spotted no zombies anywhere so far. Neither were any zombies part of the footage playing on the screen, either. Akane looked it up online, but the official site mentioned no zombies, too. Seeing all this preparatory work had Maho sigh.


  “You don’t have to be this thorough, you know?”


  “J-Just making sure!” Akane put her phone back into her student bag.


  Maho generally was a kind girl with no bad intentions, but she had the tendency to play pranks on Akane when she felt like it. Hence, Akane could not afford to let down her guard for even a moment. Akane inserted enough money for the two of them to play a round and grabbed a gun. It was simplified but felt and acted like a genuine gun. Perfect for Akane’s current mood. Maho helped explain the controls.


  “You keep the gun in your dominant hand, putting the finger here on the trigger. If you want to change your weapon, you press this button, and reloading is this button.”


  “…Does this have actual bullets?”


  “If it had, then you’d be killing people left and right with stray bullets!”


  “I guess so…I would’ve taken Saito here, otherwise…”


  “Don’t say stuff that’ll be used as evidence in court! And why would you want to use real bullets on him, anyway?! Did you two fight?!”


  “I’m not going to shoot him, just gonna tickle him with some bullets…I have this insatiable urge to test out this baby on him.”


  “Scary! Your honest feelings are terrifying, Onee-chan!”


  While they were talking back and forth, the scene stopped playing and the game began. Akane didn’t watch a second of it so she had no clue about the story, but all she had to do was decimate the enemies coming at her. Hostile soldiers showed up, with Akane and Maho pointing their guns at them. Each time bullet shots resounded, cracks showed up in the screen. Whenever they fought back, the soldiers started hiding in the shadows, attacking once Akane ran out of bullets.


  “Ahhh, this is so frustrating! Keep it quiet, already!”


  The soldiers attacking started to look like Saito. Akane poured all her pent-up stress into the bullets, relentlessly firing at the enemy. When she envisioned Saito dodging those bullets, her aim became a lot more accurate. Slowly but steadily, the enemy soldiers had their heads blown off. When Akane picked up the boxes looking like weapons, she received a buff on her bullets. Akane marched through the battlefield riddled with screams, as she picked up enemies from left to right. When she regained her senses, the screen said ‘Stage Clear! High Score!’ in bold text. Following that were loud cheers from all around. Akane hadn’t even realized that she was gathering attention from the other visitors.


  “Wow, wow! We got a high score, Onee-chan!” The third-best in the entire country! Were you actually a gamer in secret?!”


  “I never played this game before.”


  “Then how were you so good at it?!”


  “I just thought of the enemies as Saito, and then my body moved on its own…Telling me to kill them as quickly as possible.”


  “Why do you hate Onii-chan so much?!”


  “I’m glad we’re not living in America. I would’ve bought a gun by now…”


  “Oh boy, I am just as glad! I feel bad for Onii-chan! He would’ve died a hundred times over.”


  Since the game had concluded, Akane quickly escaped from there. Maho apparently planned on taking the national record, but Akane wanted to avoid any unnecessary attention. There was already a ruckus at school, so she was more than exhausted.


  “Hey, let’s play this together! Or actually, play it for me!” Maho clung to Akane’s arm, pointing at what looked like a boxing arcade game.


  A red sandbag dangled down a box-like machine, with gloves available nearby.


  “Maho…do you think I’m some kind of hitman? There’s no way I can do this!”


  “Of course, you can! Just think of that red bag as Onii-chan and whack him a good one!”


  “Saito is…the sandbag…” Akane suddenly was filled with a rush of motivation.


  She put on the glove, staring down at the sandbag. The sandbag suddenly looked like it grew a head, Sait’s face grinning at Akane as if he was ridiculing her, saying something like “Keke, you can’t ever beat me.”


  “Just you watch…I’ll smash in that arrogant face of yours…”


  “Face?! Where do you see a face?! You’re not talking about mine, right?!” Maho grew genuinely worried.


  Akane took a deep breath, pulled back her arm, and rammed it right into the sandbag with all her might. WHAPOW, an explosive sound rang out, together with celebrative music from the machine, as a mechanical voice said “High Score!” Out of joy, Maho leaped at Akane.
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  “Holy smokes, Onee-chan! You got the second highest score!”


  “Seems like I can crush Saito’s face just fine.”


  “Onii-chan’s face doesn’t matter right now! But you’re amazing, it’s the power of rage fueling you! Let’s aim for the highest score!”


  “You’re right…I need more power to utterly obliterate Saito…” Akane nodded in satisfaction.


  * * *


  Saito walked through the shopping district when he happened to glance inside a particular game center. If it was just any normal game center, he didn’t have to be this terrified. However, what truly sent shivers down his spine was Akane absolutely demolishing a punching machine with all her might. The audience watched this in astonishment, with Maho jumping up and down in joy. And then, Akane screamed “Saito, you dummy!” from the top of her lungs. Saito watched all of this unfold.


  For a split second, Saito felt like he saw himself as that sandbag. And without a doubt, Akane was doing the exact same in her mind.


  “What’s wrong, Saito-kun?” Himari looked at Saito’s face as she stopped next to him.


  “L-Let’s go over there, maybe.” He grabbed her hand and took her away from the vicinity of the game center.


  “Th-This is the first time…you ever held my hand, right…?” Himari blushed.


  It was adorable as all hell, but Saito didn’t do it out of any romantic intention. He simply felt the instinct urging him to run away. If Akane saw the two going on a date through the business district right now—even if it was just pretending—she would most likely smash Saito’s head in. That’s how much anger was built up inside of her at this moment.


  The business district was bristling with fellow students wearing the same uniforms as Saito and Himari, ranging from normal friends to openly-displaying couples. Just as Himari had stated previously, if they showed off as a couple on a date, it’d make it even more apparent that they are dating.


  “So, what should we do?” Saito spoke up.


  “You’re asking a girl that?”


  “I’ve got absolutely no experience with this sort of stuff, and I figured you’d know a thing or two.”


  “Don’t make me sound like some easy girl! Today’s…the first time I’m on a date with a boy…” Himari seemed slightly perturbed by Saito’s comment, pouting openly.


  She may look like a gal on the outside, but she was exceptionally pure. If she had black hair and wore her uniform properly, Saito wouldn’t even see her as a gal.


  “Sorry, this might be your first date, but it’s still only a pretend date.”


  Himari frantically waved her hands.


  “I-It’s okay! Just being able to go home with the Saito-kun I love is more than enough for me, really!”


  That insert made Saito feel even more guilty. Even if this was a fake date, he wanted her to enjoy herself. This was his duty, and what she deserved.


  “Where do you want to go, Himari?”


  “I’m fine with wherever you want to go, Saito-kun.”


  “But I want to know what you’d like to do.”


  Himari put her index finger on her lips, thinking.


  “Hmm, then…a hotel, maybe?”


  “On our first date?!”


  “Ahaha, I guess I’m jumping the gun a bit…But, I would be fine with that, you know?” Her eyes, brimming with passion, looked at Saito.


  Was she just testing for his reaction, or was she being genuine? Himari’s body, and her slender waist, were pushed against Saito. He felt the saliva building deep inside his mouth. His heart was racing painfully fast, not even allowing him to gulp.


  “…I can’t do that.”


  “Why? You’ve got a girl with you who’s willing to listen to whatever request you may have. You can even cast me aside once you’re done with me, too.”


  “I don’t want to hurt you. If we’d end up doing that, it’d be once we’re dating for real.”


  “Saito-kun…” Himari’s eyes lit up, as a faint snicker escaped her lips and her shoulders relaxed. “You’re such a dummy. If you’d act more self-absorbed and self-indulgent, you could finally make me hate you. If you treasure me this much, I’ll only fall in love with you more.”


  “Sorry.”


  “Don’t apologize. I’m really happy.” Himari clung to Saito’s arm. “Just take me wherever you’d like. I want to know more about you.”


  “Gotcha.”


  If she wished for it, then Saito had to oblige. He decided to bring her to a bookstore in a back alley where he’d always buy the newest releases on the way home. It was a small store with manga magazines stocked on the shelves and books aimed at children on display. Hand-written assignments hung on the outside glass window, creating a feeling of familiarity. The assortment wasn’t anything special either, but their selection was quite refined, often hitting Saito’s taste. The faint scent of ink around, and the unfriendly owner created a calm and pleasant atmosphere. Himari looked around several times and took a deep breath.


  “This…place has a great atmosphere.”


  “Oh, you can tell?”


  “Yeah. It’s pretty plain, but that’s what’s good about it. Like we’re in a different world from the outside.”


  Saito nodded strongly.


  “That’s right. It doesn’t stand out much, which keeps out all the weird customers. It makes me feel like I stepped into an ancient library, and with no folks causing a ruckus, I can take my time looking for new books. Looking up books online is one thing, but going through them with your own hands immediately gives you this sense of familiarity. Taking in everything about a book with all your senses is the best part of reading a book.”


  Himari let out a snicker.


  “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you talk this passionately about something.”


  “I wasn’t planning on doing so…” Saito suddenly felt embarrassed.


  Since he had found a kindred spirit in Himari who understood his feelings, he just started blurting out what he had been thinking all this time.


  “The usual calm and collected Saito-kun is pretty cool, too. But I like it when you’re passionate about something. So tell me more about you?”


  “…Yeah.”


  She wasn’t making fun of him by any means, but that only left Saito even more restless. He found himself unable to directly look into Himari’s eyes, which felt like they had seen right through him.


  “What kind of books do you like, Saito-kun?”


  “I’m not particular with genres. Sometimes I just go in order of a bookshelf.”


  “Seriously!? That’s amazing!”


  “It’s pretty inefficient, though, and it’s heavy on my budget so I stopped doing that.”


  Saito may be the one to inherit the Houjou Group, but his parents were average citizens. He may receive enough money to survive from them, but that wasn’t enough to just buy random books.


  “I’d like to read a favorite book of yours. Got anything?”


  “Hmmm…I don’t know what to recommend to someone whose head will explode if she reads a book…”


  “My head will be fine! And I’ll read whatever you recommend to me!”


  “Then I’ll buy a book for you as thanks for everything.”


  Himari’s eyes opened wide in shock.


  “Seriously?! I’ll definitely read it! Over and over until I can recite it by heart! Hell yeah, a present from Saito-kun!” Himari seemed overjoyed, as Saito took her along through the store.


  With Himari this motivated, Saito sought to choose a book that’d help her in some way. For her future, more than anything. With that thought in mind, Saito grabbed a compendium of laws from the bookshelf.”


  “Err…what’s this? A brick?” Himari shuddered at the thick lump in front of her.


  “It’s a compendium of all the laws of Japan. It’s got the constitution, civil law, criminal law, and commercial law written down here. It’ll help you a lot.”


  “I don’t want to become a lawyer, you know?!”


  “I know lawyers who probably got their license from the black market with how they object to their own questions, so I’m sure you could do it too if you set your mind on it. You’d at least be a lot nicer to the witnesses on the stand. And also, knowing about the law is important even if you don’t want to become a lawyer. The ones who know the system know the way to victory. If you don’t know anything, you’ll end up in court fighting some crazy ex of yours who accuses you of committing domestic violence.”


  “I didn’t know society was such a scary place! I’ll never graduate for the rest of my life!”


  “Well, if you keep going at this rate…y’know.”


  “Ouch?! My attendance is absolutely perfect, at least!” Himari emphasized, but Saito ignored her and headed for the cash register.


  A book of this size bit heavily into Saito’s wallet, but it was a token of gratitude, so Saito dealt with it.


  “W-Wait a second! I’d like something else as thanks, actually!”


  “So you…don’t like law literature? I’m a pretty big fan, you know…” Saito seemed dejected.


  “I don’t know if I will like it or not, but there’s no way I can remember all of that! And I’d feel bad just letting this thing get dusty in some drawer!” Himari shivered in fear.


  Forcing someone to learn something always had the opposite effect, and Saito knew that.


  “Got it. Think of what you’d like and tell me, okay?”


  “It doesn’t have to be anything physical, either. For example…I could have you do 5000 push-ups, or dig a hole for me that you’ll visit every single day.”


  “Do you want me to die?”


  Because that’s what this sounded like.


  “That was just an example! I wanna know how far I can go!”


  “…Well, for the most part, I’ll let you do whatever.”


  Saito knew that Himari wouldn’t ask for anything ridiculous. Unlike Akane, who’d get Saito exiled from earth, and Maho who’d ask for his chastity, Himari was a safe bet. After the two of them walked around inside the store a bit, they eventually stepped outside. Since a new release Saito was waiting for came out, he also bought that on the side. They continued to walk down the shopping district when a sweet scent drifted toward them. Himari spotted a crepe store with a colorful billboard, which had a large row of students waiting in front of it.


  “Saito-kun, do you like crepes?”


  “If it doesn’t have too much cream. I sometimes eat crepe with Shise.”


  “I never had crepes that weren’t sweet. Let’s feed each other, yeah?”


  “Like we’re a couple…”


  “We are a couple, right?” Himari gave Saito a wink, who had no counterargument.


  The two lined up after the other students and ordered the crepes. Saito chose one with tuna and cheese as more of an afternoon snack, whereas Himari went with a banana chocolate caramel custard maron vanilla triple ice, which honestly sounded like a chant to cast some magic spell. As the name suggested, the crepe was packed to the brim, about to collapse. Saito was worried just watching the crepe wobble. Yet Himari seemed calm as ever, just munching on it.


  “Mhm, delicious! The crepe from this place is the best!”


  “So there are differences between stores?”


  “Of course! Come on, have a bite.”


  “Mnom.”


  Himari suddenly pushed the crepe towards Saito’s mouth, who reflexively took a bite.


  —Sweet.


  It was a lot sweeter than any sort of candy or crepe Saito had tasted up to this point. This sweetness melted away inside of his body, making him feel dizzy.


  “That’s an indirect kiss for me!”


  “Wasn’t I the one who got it…?”


  Saito’s blood rushed to his head. This one couldn’t be avoided, so it didn’t count—is what he’d like to tell himself, but he realized he took a bite from the exact place Himari had. A feeling of shame and embarrassment filled his body as if he had directly licked Himari’s lips. Himari on her end just smiled to herself.


  “I’ve always dreamed of this.”


  “Of what?”


  “Going on a date after school with the person I love, doing some light shopping, eating delicious food, and just spending time together. I had always wanted to experience something like this since I was in elementary school.”


  “Aren’t you quite the romantic?”


  “I’m not, this much is normal!”


  “I, for one, never thought about this.”


  Let alone in elementary school, Saito never thought about this topic until now in high school. All he ever cared about were books, and he decided to not get involved with people who could provide him with substantial knowledge. And yet, here he was, going on a pretend date with the most popular girl at school.


  “…I’m having some doubts here, but we’re just pretending to be on a date, right?”


  “Hm? Yep. What about it?”


  “I feel like we’re doing pretty much what would be normal for a genuine date. What’s the difference between a real date and a pretend date?”


  “Ah…” Himari froze up.


  “Oi, what’s that ‘Oops, I got found out’ impression of yours?!”


  “I wasn’t found out just yet!”


  “The heck does that mean?!”


  Himari panicked.


  “E-Erm, okay! If this was an actual date, then you’d be dead by now!”


  “I didn’t know that a date was a battle to the death.”


  Saito had assumed a date to be a more peaceful activity. That being said, Himari must be a lot more experienced than him, so she would know.


  “On an actual date, we would’ve kissed by now! Since we’re just pretending, we left it at an indirect kiss! And you’ll survive!”


  “I better…”


  Saito couldn’t follow what exactly Himari was talking about, but he guessed what she was trying to say. Basically, since this was a pretend date, Himari held back for his sake.


  “Anyway, let me take a bite from your crepe!” Himari most likely wanted to change the topic, just frantically munching at Saito’s crepe. “~~~?! S-S-So spicy!” Her head turned as red as a tomato.


  “It’s not that spicy. This is just a ‘Bursting Hellfire Chili Pepper Tsuna Cheese Crepe’, as you can see.”


  “That name alone sounds spicy!”


  “It’s perfectly normal. They even have one that’s 50 times as spicy if you’d like. Just gotta check their hidden menu.”


  “Why does a crepe stall need a hidden menu?! Water! I need water!” Himari started running.


  She frantically looked for a vending machine but to no avail. She started shaking while biting on her lip, soon reaching her limit.


  “Over here!” Saito remembered a nearby park and ran.


  Himari reached the water fountain, pushed her body forward, and took a good sip. The water completely splashed into her face as a result, leaving her drenched, but she completely ignored that. Once she managed to survive through the spicy hell, she sunk down onto a bench.


  “Lord, that was spicy…I thought my tongue would burn off…”


  “You’re exaggerating. It was still on the softer level, so you can’t break at this level.”


  “Who am I fighting?! I’m not heading off to some fast-eating contest!”


  “In the event that you accidentally buy spicy ramen ten times and have to live off that for a week, you’ll thank me,” Saito spoke like he had experienced this before.


  “I…see…?” Himari seemed bewildered, not realizing that her hair and uniform were drenched.


  Her wet blouse stuck to her well-endowed chest, involuntarily showing her underwear. Her skirt suffered a similar fate, revealing water droplets on her thighs that sparkled beneath the sun.


  “I think you should head home for today, you’ll catch a cold.”


  “I’m fine, I can still keep going!”


  “Don’t force yourself, you hear me.”


  “I’m not! I’m on a date with Saito-kun, so I don’t wanna go home!”


  She bawled like a little child, which was another first for Saito. Usually, she’d keep a mature air to herself, which is why he couldn’t say no.


  “Here.” Saito took off his blazer and put it on Himari’s shoulder.


  “Wha…”


  “You can’t walk around like this. I’ll send you off, so let’s go home?”


  “O-Okay…” Himari blushed as she held onto Saito’s blazer.


  * * *


  Himari’s home was inside a 7-floor flat, located on the third floor. They passed by the vacant caretaker’s room, stepping inside the small elevator. The inside was packed with reminders for garbage collection day or other information on suspicious people that had appeared in the area. The box slowly moved up the floors, as Saito didn’t know where to look. Himari was wearing Saito’s blazer, but he could still see her drenched blazer, leaving him troubled. Usually, Himari was brimming with joy and energy, and yet she was now like a meek little child.


  The bell rang and the doors of the elevator opened, which allowed Saito to sigh in relief. Several lock systems were hanging on the walls of this hallway, with children’s toys scattered here and there. Finally, Himari came to a halt in front of the door plate that said “Ishikura.” She rummaged through her student bag, taking out a key with several key chains on it.


  “Anyway, I’m gonna…” Saito reached out his hand, waiting to receive his blazer from Himari.


  She however had other plans, as she took his hand.


  “…Won’t you come in for a bit?”


  It didn’t take much from Saito for him to realize how nervous she was. Her hand that grabbed him was visibly shaking.


  “I can’t…”


  “Your blazer ended up drenched because of me! I don’t want you to catch a cold. So I could make some tea for you! It’s delicious Darjeeling tea I got from the owner of the café I work at!”


  Saito found himself unable to immediately reject Himari’s offer. He had always been weak when it came to her, and she was helping him out immensely during this case, too. She was basically dragged into the whole situation with the Houjou Group.


  “…Got it. If it’s for a bit, I guess.”


  “Great!” Himari pulled Saito inside like she was dancing in joy.


  Saito had expected a typically girly room with pink colors and plush toys, but that was way off. The room was colored in a blatant white, giving it a more relaxed tone, and equipped with a large drawer. A glass table stood on the rug in the center. The inside was clean and tidy, not showing a sign of dirt in any corner. On top of her student desk stood a bottle of perfume, together with picture frames. One showed Himari and Akane, with the other being a picture of Saito alone.


  “This is…”


  Saito spotted the picture, which had Himari panic.


  “A-Ah, sorry! I wasn’t taking that in secret! I just bought this picture during our field trip! It must be gross to have this picture around! I’ll give it back to you!”


  “You don’t have to.”


  Saito genuinely felt embarrassed, but that’s all.


  “A-Are you sure?”


  “You paid for it, so you have the right to put it up.”


  “Then can I ask for additional pictures that I can put up in my room?!”


  “That…I’d rather not.”


  “I’ll pay for them! I got my part-time job money, so I can pay 100k for a picture!”


  “They aren’t that expensive!”


  Saito didn’t know why she would treasure a single picture this much. If anything, Saito hated remembering things about the past, but there was nothing he could do with his memory. That’s why he at least didn’t buy any pictures from the field trip. And since his parents never cared much about preserving the growth he had gone through, there also aren’t any pictures of him at their home.


  “I’ll change really quickly, so just wait here.”


  Himari stepped out onto the hallway, leaving Saito alone in a girl’s room. He didn’t know where to sit, so he just stood around like a dog showering in the rain, as he looked around the room some more. On the bookshelf of the study desk, he spotted women’s magazines, books about hairstyles, nail art, and other specialist books. “The mechanisms of lust and desire,” “studies of mass psychology,” “process of emotional guidance,” and so on. Many books about psychology for some reason. And they also seemed fairly worn down.


  —She was…reading all this stuff? Is she actually pretty clever?


  Saito grabbed a random book. Flipping the pages, he saw several parts of text underlined, with added small notes written in feminine handwriting. She wasn’t just reading that, she was properly studying it. She wasn’t particularly skilled at studying for school subjects, but she could be passionate about things she cared about.


  “Sorry for the wait!”


  Himari returned to the room, so Saito quickly put the book back. She carried a tray with a teapot on it in one hand, showing off her waitressing skills…which in itself was fine, but Saito was rather baffled by Himari’s attire. She wore knitted clothes with revealing shoulders and a long sweater that reached down to her waist, which barely didn’t cover her thighs. Below that was a Schrödinger’s level question if she was wearing short pants or a skirt.


  “Oi, you’re not wearing anything below that sweater!”


  “Huh?! Wait, I’m wearing underwear!”


  “Not that! I don’t see you wearing a shirt or pants!”


  “Ah, that? No worries, this sweater was designed that way. It’s like a one-piece dress.” Himari laughed in a cute way and put down the two cups on the table.


  Since she put her knees down on the floor, her thighs were in plain sight once again, troubling Saito with where to look.


  “I’m more than worried…”


  “Did I get your heart racing?”


  “…A bit.”


  “Yay~!” Himari’s ears turned faintly red, as she poured some tea into a cup.


  A pleasant smell filled the room, giving warmth and comfort.


  “Don’t just stand around. Have a seat! Over here, over here~” Himari pulled on Saito’s arm, having him sit down on the corner of the bed.


  Saito hesitated too long and found himself abiding by her motion. He had a feeling like sitting next to a girl on said girl’s bed would be more than just a bed, but moving away now would hurt Himari’s feelings. Seeing no way out of this, Saito went to pick up his cup and took a sip. A pleasant taste filled his mouth, sinking deep down his throat.


  “This is pretty good.”


  “Right? They usually don’t sell these tea leaves in normal stores.”


  Himari also tried some of the tea, letting out a satisfied sigh. She stretched out her long, white legs and put her hands on her bed. Following that, she opened up her messenger app and showed Saito her screen.


  “Take a look, this is our class’s group chat.”


  “We had that? I’m not part of that, you know.”


  “Neither is Akane. Said she couldn’t be bothered.”


  “And I wasn’t even asked…”


  “You didn’t seem interested in the first place.”


  “I guess so, but…”


  Saito still felt hurt that nobody even bothered to ask him. Even more so when he saw Shisei being part of the chat, sending random emotes.


  “More importantly, look at this. Everyone’s talking about us.” Himari swiped her finger along the screen, showing more messages.


  ‘Ishikura-san and Houjou-san seemed really close, huh!’


  ‘I saw them walking through the business district a few hours ago!’


  ‘Seriously? Are they on a date?’


  ‘They were flirting like crazy.’


  ‘Himariii, tell us!’


  ‘Dummy, she’s busy right now!’


  ‘Ah…’


  ‘I figured~’


  ‘Holy smokes~’


  …So on and so forth. All rumors about Saito and Akane were forgotten, as their classmates were hungry for more Himari x Saito material. Saito was filled with admiration.


  “That’s crazy…your plan worked out perfectly.”


  “Ahaha, that was just a fluke, really.”


  “I highly doubt that. On that bookshelf over there, I can see so many books about psychology. Were you studying up on this?”


  “Ah…I guess.”


  “You’re really good at controlling people, huh?”


  “Good…Well, I had to get good at it or I wouldn’t be able to survive.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Himari wrapped her long sleeves around the teacup, gazing down at the water surface.


  “I told you how I was bullied back in elementary school, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  Since she looked flashy with blonde hair, she always attracted negative attention. The common consensus is to exile anything other than yourself, after all.


  “Thanks to Akane’s help, the bullying eventually stopped, but it rekindled when our classes changed. Akane ended up hated because she stepped for me, so I figured I couldn’t let things continue. I don’t want to trouble Akane any more than necessary, either.” She spoke with a determined tone.


  Unlike Akane, Himari was a kindhearted girl, but she had the will when she needed it.


  “That’s why I learned a lot. So that nobody would dare to attack us. So that everybody would like me. And for that, I had to control their hearts.”


  “…I see.”


  The reason Akane managed to keep her place in class despite her severe personality is probably because of Himari’s assistance. No student had the courage to go against the friend of the school’s most popular girl. Himari looked at Saito with a bit of worry in her eyes.


  “…I bet a girl like me isn’t cute at all.”


  “No, I respect what you’ve done for your friend.”


  The Houjou Family never hesitated to choose whatever method to obtain their goals. Compared to Tenryuu’s acts in the past, Himari’s efforts rather looked cute to Saito, and her motive was simple, too. However, there was one thing bothering him.


  “I am a bit scared…that you might use those techniques on me.”


  Himari’s eyes opened wide in shock.


  “I wouldn’t use them on people I care about! That wouldn’t be fair! Obtaining something through these means wouldn’t make me happy at all!”


  “I guess so.”


  However, going out with somebody meant using these techniques to some sort of degree, at least. Saito made sure to cook Akane’s favorite food, got her a present, and is generally working hard so that they could get along. When it came to tampering with someone’s heart to a small degree, Saito wasn’t any different from Himari.


  “Anyway, you really helped me out a lot. Without you, we would’ve been stuck in this mess forever. Sorry that you had to go through this.” Saito lowered his head towards Himari.


  “It’s okay, I gained a lot from this, too.”


  “You did?”


  “After all, I couldn’t ever hope to do something like this before. You have never come to my home before. Even playing pretend lovers…it started with a lie, but…it doesn’t have to end that way, right?”


  The bed creaked. Himari put one hand on the bed, pushing her body towards Saito. A sweet fragrance drifted up from her bare shoulders.


  “I’m married…”


  “You are, but it’s like a forced marriage, right? Because of your family. Or, do you actually have feelings for Akane?”


  “I…don’t.”


  He shouldn’t have. He had seen Akane’s adorable expressions from time to time, but she gave him far too much trouble. With her looks, Saito couldn’t be faulted for almost falling victim to them. However, with Akane being the human equivalent of a violent dragon, there was no way Saito could fall in love with someone like that. After a brief silence, Himari placed her hand on Saito’s lap, bringing her face closer.


  “Then…I have a chance, right? I’m totally fine…as your mistress, you know?” She whispered passionately.


  Her eyes were filled with lust and desire, entrapping Saito. He could feel his heart beating painfully fast. Realizing that she was serious and that she would accept him at any moment, Saito’s body started burning.


  “Don’t sell yourself short.” Saito tried to stop her, but Himari wouldn’t listen.


  “I’m not. If I can get you, I’m fine doing it in any way possible.”


  “Even as a mistress?”


  “There’s a girl who managed to even one-up me in that.”


  “Huh…?”


  “Ah…”


  Saito narrowed his eyes when Himari covered her mouth.


  “Who are you talking about?”


  “S-Sorry, forget about it.”


  “You know I can’t forget about it. What are you on about?”


  “I’m really sorry. That was my fault. I know nobody will be happy even if I complain about this.” Himari grew silent.


  Even if Saito questioned her further, getting information would be difficult. Saito sighed in resignation.


  “I’ll act like I didn’t hear about it.”


  “Yeah…” Himari lowered her head.


  In order to get rid of this awkward atmosphere, Himari spoke up with an energetic voice.


  “Oh yeah! Saito-kun, aren’t you hungry? Let’s eat dinner together. I may not be as good as Akane, but I’m fairly good at cooking.”


  “I can’t stay here for dinner, you know?”


  “Totally. Both Dad and…her…aren’t coming home today.”


  “Are they out on a trip?”


  She called her not her mother, which Saito got hung up on.


  “Not a trip. When I’m here…they both don’t come home.” Himari put her fists together on her lap.


  She was different from the usual popular girl at school, showing a weaker side of hers. Piercing solitude emitted from Himari.


  “…We’re the same.”


  “Huh?”


  “Both my parents hate me, too. They never came home, or did they come to watch me during my sports festival or during the parent-teacher day. It’s funny, right?”


  “…I don’t think it is.” Himari sighed.


  —Yeah, it’s not funny at all.


  “But…I’m happy to know that I’m not alone.” Himari smiled.


  Even though there was nothing to gain if they were kindred spirits, just sharing the same pain was some kind of saving grace for her. Realizing that, if he stayed in this sweet but oppressive atmosphere anymore, he might do something irreversible.


  “I gotta go home now.”


  “You can’t.” Himari clung to Saito’s waist.


  The distance between the two melted, as their heat turned into one. Her arms would not let him go, no matter what.


  “Hey…”


  “Just a bit…longer, please? I’m so lonely…”


  Saito couldn’t brush away the weeping Himari.


  * * *


  Even late at night, Saito showed no signs of coming home. Akane saw the two of them leaving the classroom together, so their date must be going on, still. What were they doing right now, and where? Maybe they were even staying over the night somewhere? Just thinking about that, Akane was feeling restless and she couldn’t focus on her studies. After working through one page of her questions, she realized that she was working on something outside of the scope of the exams an hour later.


  “I can’t…And it’s all Saito’s fault…”


  Should she call Himari to ask for Saito’s location right now? But if Himari happened to give an immediate response, it’d only hurt Akane more. Maybe she wouldn’t catch on to Saito coming home because she was sitting in her study room. This glimmer of hope inspired Akane to grab her reference book to the first floor and wait there. She sat down on the sofa in the living room and tried to work through her homework, but it was to no avail.


  She turned on the TV, but no interesting show was on. She followed that by trying to heal herself by watching cat videos online, but that also had no effect. After what felt like endless agonizing solitude, she heard the front door opening.


  —Saito!


  Akane reflexively shot up, only to sit back down and fix her posture. If she rushed to the entrance to greet him, it’d make it seem as if she was waiting for his return. Like a puppy waiting for its owner to come home. She couldn’t stand being humiliated like that. Instead, she stayed seated on the sofa, pretending to read through her reference book. Finally, Saito stepped into the living room, still wearing his student uniform. There were wrinkles visible in his blazer, and he seemed overall exhausted.


  “I’m home.”


  “……”


  Saito awkwardly greeted Akane, who offered no response.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing at all. Dinner’s on the table, so eat up and head to bed.”


  “Dinner…” Saito winced as he saw the cup of ramen on the table. “Didn’t you say that cup ramen is bad for the body? Even when we had that fight, you’d cook meals for me.”


  “I don’t care! You like it, right? Then just eat it and ruin your body!”


  “Why are you so angry?”


  “I’m not angry!” Akane formed fists on her lap as she roared.


  She really wasn’t angry. She knew that this fake dating plan was necessary to get their lives back to normality, and Saito was most likely working hard towards that. Saito wasn’t to be blamed. She shouldn’t reproach him. What he did with Himari, where he stayed with her, it all had nothing to do with Akane. Or so it should have been, but she could not hold back her curiosity. Her thoughts and feelings were in complete disarray, she was out of control.


  “Were you…with Himari this entire time?”


  “Y-Yeah. After taking a stroll through town, we stopped by her place.”


  “H-Her place…What about her parents?”


  “Weren’t home today.”


  “…!”


  Akane could look Saito in the face anymore, so she chose to run away. She rushed up the stairs and stormed into her own study room. Pushing her back against the closed door, she took a deep breath. Her heartbeat was starting to feel painful, as she could feel it in her ears. Just what were these feelings she had? She had no idea. Why was this black lump located in her heart bothering her so much? It drove her insane. And at that moment, she received an incoming phone call from Himari.


  “Hello…”


  ‘Akane, did Saito-kun get home safely?’


  Himari’s voice was as energetic and cheerful as always. Or rather, she sounded a lot more excited than usual.


  “…Yes.”


  *Good! He already ate dinner with me, so you don’t have to worry about that.’


  “I never was. Didn’t make anything, either.”


  ‘Perfect, then. Listen to this, Akane, when I said he could join me for a bath, he was so embarrassed!’


  “I don’t wanna hear that!” Akane roared.


  Himari, naturally, didn’t know how to react to that.


  ‘A-Akane? What’s got you so riled up? You’ll make me go deaf if you scream like that.’


  “S-Sorry…” Akane’s shoulders tensed up.


  Himari isn’t to be blamed for this. All she tried to do was help Saito and Akane in their time of need, driven by nothing but goodwill.


  “Um, Himari…being pretend lovers must be a lot of burden on you, right? You can stop if it’s too much…”


  ‘I don’t feel bothered at all. Even if it’s not real, I’m fine having this kind of relationship with Saito-kun.’


  “But…the rumors are mostly gone…”


  ‘It’s not enough. We have to do more.’


  “How long do you plan on keeping this going…?”


  ‘For the rest of our lives, maybe?’ Himari laughed.


  —For the rest of their lives…


  Did she mean it as a fake couple, or as a genuine one? Out of the blue, the tone of Himari’s voice dropped drastically.


  ‘…Do you not want this? Saito-kun and I ending up in this sort of relationship? If you’re feeling jealous, then I’ll stop.’


  “I-I’m not jealous! I don’t have any feelings for that guy!” Akane felt heat rushing to her nape and further up.


  ‘Then it’s totally A-okay! You and Saito-kun can live together as before, and I’m allowed to be as lovey-dovey as I want with him! Everyone’s happy, and we have no problem, right?’


  “Yeah…no problem at all…”


  So she said, but this restless sensation in her chest didn’t subside no matter what she told herself.
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  Chapter 3 - Voice


  After they had finished eating dinner, a pleasant time arrived upon them. Saito was reading a book on the sofa, and Akane sat next to him, glaring down at her textbook. This came off as a surprise since they had such a fight the previous night, and yet she now didn’t escape to her study room, but stayed in their shared space. Dinner didn’t consist of cup ramen either and rather turned out to be quite the menu which made it seem as if Akane had put quite the effort into it. Saito also felt no killing intent or hostility emitting from Akane. Oddly enough, this left him much more restless than usual.


  The rumors surrounding the two living together had started to subside through Saito’s fake dating with Himari, but they still couldn’t afford to relax. If a classmate happened to see Akane and him together, it’d ruin everything. They couldn’t even talk when they were outside. Saito closed his book and talked to Akane.


  “Oh yeah, we haven’t even exchanged our contact information yet. You mind telling me?”


  “A-Are you hitting on me…?” Akane tightly embraced her textbook and moved away from Saito.


  “Why would I hit on my wife?!”


  “What do you plan on doing…?” Akane seemed terrified.


  “Nothing! I’m just saying that we can’t communicate when we’re outside!”


  “You’re right…It’d be best if you could inform me when you’re staying the night at Himari’s place…” Akane sent him a gaze of guilt.


  “I’m not staying the night! I came back last night, remember?”


  “But you didn’t want to, right?! I bet you must’ve preferred Himari’s cooking over mine anyway!”


  “Who and what are you even competing against…?”


  Maybe she really couldn’t stand the fact that Saito came home having already eaten. As of late, Akane had been acting strangely.


  “Since we won’t be able to head out shopping together in the meantime, I figured that communicating via chat would be more convenient for us. You could tell me if you needed me to buy something, right?”


  “I see, that kind of excuse sure works a treat…”


  “Again, I’m not hitting on you. I’m being realistic here.”


  “F-Fine, then…” Akane still didn’t seem convinced, but reluctantly took out her phone so that they could exchange IDs. “…Why did we only now exchange our IDs…?”


  One reason for that was simply because they didn’t deem it necessary up to this point, but beyond that…


  “I figured you’d be grossed out if I asked you,” Saito said.


  “Well, I do feel a bit disgusted.”


  “You didn’t have to say that!”


  “I thought of reporting you to the police.”


  “I’m not some suspicious trespasser walking around the school at night, okay.”


  They may be enemies to the death, but being treated like something lower than dirt by a girl his age did sting Saito.


  “But…” Akane stared at her phone, her cheeks reddening. “This is the first time I exchanged IDs with a boy.”


  “I-I see.”


  Out of the blue, Akane’s attitude took a complete 180, as she now seemed happy for some reason, which left Saito troubled about how to react. Knowing that Akane’s name and photo were registered on his phone gave him a restless feeling.


  “It’d be bad if someone from my class saw your name pop up when you’re calling me, so I’ll change it.”


  “Gotcha.”


  Akane put more strength into her fingers holding the phone.”


  “I-d-i-o-t, yup.”


  “Don’t call me that!” Saito protested.


  “M-o-r-o-n, then.”


  “Not that either.”


  “I can’t come up with anything else, so put up with it.”


  “There’s gotta be a lot more options! Like ‘History’s Greatest Genius’ or ‘The Sublime and Absolute Ruler’, right?!”


  “Then…’The Greatest Genius Hottie Who Surpassed Time and Space’?”


  “Never mind, that’s way too embarrassing.”


  Returning irony to a practical joke showed that Akane’s attacks grew a lot more versatile. Rather than blind verbal attacks, she had begun planning out her strategy.


  “So you have an emotion resembling shame, then?”


  “Could you not make it sound like I’m devoid of the idea of shame?”


  “I thought you were the type of person who’d run around naked as a hobby.”


  “My hobby is reading, got that?!” Saito tried to get back to reading his book when his phone vibrated.


  Checking it, he found a message from Akane.


  ‘Good evening.’


  Akane held her smartphone in both hands, sending Saito a gaze of anticipation and excitement.


  —Does she want to chat or something…?


  If he ignored the message and left her on read, she’d immediately see through it, and he judged that this was just one step for them to get along better. So, he chose to respond.


  ‘Evening.’


  ‘How are you?’


  ‘Doing fine.’


  ‘What’s your name?’


  ‘Houjou Saito.’


  It felt like he was chatting to a bot. However, to his surprise, the one sending these messages was his wife, currently grinning to herself. And yet she was supposed to be the person in a close second after Saito when it came to grades. Akane sent another message.


  ‘This is a pen.’


  ‘Why’d you switch to English?’


  Not to mention something on the level of middle school English.


  ‘I am a pen.’


  ‘When did you turn into a writing utensil?’


  Saito had been under the wrong impression this entire time.


  ‘Did you eat dinner already?’


  ‘We ate it together, remember? Pull yourself together.’


  Saito added a sticker with a cat and a nasty gaze, asking ‘You alright?’. Akane grabbed her phone with both hands, her shoulders swaying left and right in joy.


  ‘What did you have for dinner?’


  ‘You made it, remember? It was hamburger steak.’


  ‘What kind of hamburger steak do you think it was?’


  ‘Wha…Err…Beef…?’


  ‘Beef?’


  Saito felt creeped out by her just repeating her words, but Akane was in as great of a mood as ever. Why was she smiling to herself like that?
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  ‘Give me a hint. I’ll try to guess.’


  ‘A hint…It has 50 legs, with 90 individual eyes.’


  ‘Now I’m even more confused.’


  This didn’t sound like a living being walking on this earth. Akane stood up from the sofa and hid behind the living room door. Immediately after, Saito received a phone call from her. Saito answered when he heard Akane whispering like a spy.


  ‘…Hello? It’s me. Can you hear me?’


  “We live in the same building, so let’s just talk normally!” Saito was feeling pins and needles.


  ‘That won’t do. This is practice.’


  “Practice for what?!”


  ‘If you get stuck in concrete, this is the only way we can contact each other.’


  “And I bet you’re the one who got me in there in the first place!”


  ‘I wouldn’t do such a thing, I’m a kind person.’


  “Akane and the word kind don’t mix…”


  Saito knew that Akane wouldn’t probably hesitate for a second to put him in concrete.


  * * *


  “Onii-chaaaaan!”


  Saito was busy eating lunch with Shisei in the school’s courtyard when Maho leaped at him from behind. Saito placed down his lunch box at high speed and evaded the incoming missile. Meeting empty air, Maho rolled along the ground with a big smile on her face. She turned around and stood up, giving Saito a sharp look.


  “Onii-chan, you’ve gotten better at dodging…”


  “When you attack me every single day, I’d of course get used to it.”


  Saito couldn’t even eat lunch in peace. And since he couldn’t enjoy Akane’s homemade food at school, he had to make do with the lunch box he bought on the way to school. And even so, it wasn’t nearly enough to fill his stomach. In response, Maho just showed another devilish V-sign.


  “I’m trying to raise your evasive abilities, which is why I’m constantly attacking you.”


  “I don’t buy that for one second.”


  “You got me! I’m just horny!”


  “Language!”


  “As an apology for lying to you, I’ll give you a big ol’ hug!”


  “No thanks…” Saito flat-out rejected the offer, but Maho didn’t listen and clung to him once more.


  She rubbed her cheek against him with all her might, which had a sweet scent drift up to Saito’s nose. Shisei used this opening to munch up the rest of Saito’s food.


  —Are those two in cahoots…?!


  Saito grew terrified. However, Shisei immediately pulled the two apart.


  “Don’t cling to him like that. Stop marking Brother with your scent.”


  “What’s the big deal? You always mark him with your scent too, right?” Maho threw in a rebuttal.


  “It’s a little sister’s duty.”


  “I’ve never heard of that argument before, though?!”


  “Well, today it’s my turn! Onii-chan said so!”


  “I don’t remember that!”


  In lockdown from both sides by a double little sister attack, Saito couldn’t move an inch and couldn’t even eat his lunch. Observed by Shisei’s female fans and Maho’s male fans, he felt like he’d be executed any second now. Hence, he shook them off and made them sit down on the bench.


  “Shii-chan, open wide~”


  “Nom.”


  Maho took out a dumpling from what seemed like thin air and threw it in the air, which was then caught by Shisei’s mouth. Judging from that, it seemed like these two were on pretty good terms.


  “But, I’m glad you came today. There’s something I wanted to ask you.”


  “Oh, wanna know who I got the hots for? That’s easy, ‘cuz it’s you, Onii-chan! Tehe~” She put both hands on her cheeks and wildly shook her body.


  If you took her seriously for even a second, you’d end up as the loser.


  “You know who the girl was that I met at that party, right?”


  “…!”


  Shisei’s shoulders twitched. Maho opened her palm to cover her mouth.


  “O-Oh? Well, I might know, or I might not know, I guess?”


  She wasn’t giving a clear answer, but it became apparent that she at least knew something. So that she couldn’t escape, Saito immediately grabbed her by the hand.


  “O-Onii-chan…?” Maho was bewildered.


  “Could you tell me? I don’t mind doing you a favor in return.”


  “Huh? T-Then…what should I ask for…Maybe something crazy?”


  “What do you plan on doing after you find out?” Shisei asked.


  “Nothing. I don’t intend on meeting her, nor do I plan on troubling Maho or that girl. I just…I can’t stand not knowing, is all.”


  Saito had a certain hypothesis. It sounded practically impossible, but the chance for that to be the case wasn’t entirely zero either. Since this party to celebrate his elementary school graduation had Tenryuu call not only members of the family but also acquaintances of his, Saito had the idea that maybe that girl could be Chiyo’s granddaughter Maho. However, another person would also match those specifics—Akane.


  Saito felt a certain resemblance to that girl when he spotted Maho, so that could be explained since those two are sisters. If that girl had cut her long hair, she’d look similar to Akane. Well, unlike Akane, that girl was docile and gentle, acting like an angel reborn.


  “Onii-chan…so you really want to know?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Will you do anything? Even if I asked for a hug right now?”


  “That much is no problem.” Saito approached Maho to embrace her.


  She seemingly didn’t expect that, as she staggered backward with a beet-red face.


  “H-Hold on! When did you become so bold?!”


  “You never hold back when hugging me, right?”


  “Because I’m fine with it! But…this is embarrassing, or something like that!” Maho flapped her arms around in a panic.


  Seeing her this embarrassed was a bit different from her usual act, but it was also cute. Maho took a deep breath and looked up at Saito.


  “G-Go ahead!”


  “Then…” Saito moved closer, to which Maho closed her eyes.


  Right as he was about to wrap his arms around her, Shisei broke between the two and took Maho’s arm.
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  “Maho, date with Shise. Right now.”


  “Huh?! Right now?!” Maho’s eyes opened wide in shock.


  “Yep. Right now.”


  “Err, what’s gotten into you, Shii-chan?! Have you finally fallen for my charm?! You love me so much you want to finally become my dress-up doll?!”


  “Not at all. Just wanna talk with you.”


  “Wooo, a date with Shii-chan! I’ll do it! Let’s skip school right now!”


  Maho took Shisei’s hand and stormed off.


  “Hey, what about me…?” Saito was left behind.


  He didn’t know why Shisei suddenly offered this to Maho, but it was clear that the girl could not resist Shisei’s charm. Sait let out a deep sigh when his phone vibrated. Shown on the screen was a message from Akane.


  ‘You left the curtains open in the living room! How many more times do I have to tell you? I don’t want people looking inside, so close them once you leave the house!’


  ‘Sorry, I forgot.’


  Since the weather was so clean during the morning, Saito decided to enjoy the scenery and simply forgot in the heat of the moment.


  ‘I also spotted some thread on the hallway floor! That didn’t belong to any of my clothes, so you were the one who left it there, right?!’


  ‘How did you even find that?! Yeah, my bad, I’ll clean it up once I get home. Later.’


  ‘Hold on! I also found a strand of hair of yours in the bathroom! The sheets on your side weren’t tidied up either, you left your cup on the table, and the TV remote wasn’t at its usual place, and also, and also…’


  ‘Now you’re just throwing complaints at me for the sake of it!’


  Saito was overwhelmed with the endless onslaught of complaints. She had evolved from a housewife to a Karen. The incoming messages never stopped, which robbed Saito of his precious lunch break.


  —Yeah, there’s no way Akane would be that girl.


  Saito gazed at the message log and smiled bitterly.


  * * *


  Upon returning from school, Saito immediately received a phone call from his grandfather Tenryuu. Saito was already running on reserves, so he’d rather not deal with that dictator for now. He just wanted to get back to reading and get back some energy. However, after he ignored the call on his phone, now the landline telephone of their house rang. He went ahead and ignored that, too, when the TV in the living room suddenly turned on, showing Tenryuu’s face.


  “Will you answer your dang call already?”


  “Waaaaaaaaaaaah?!” Saito screamed in terror.


  He had anticipated his grandfather to have set up some gimmicks when it came to this house, but this was feeling close to blackmailing.


  “Gramps…this TV had a camera? Are you observing us without telling us?”


  “Ha ha ha! No way I would do that. This is just your average TV call.”


  “I didn’t even know that function existed up to this point, so I sadly can’t trust your words!”


  “It’s written in the manual, you know? Check it out, it’s on the highest shelf of the closet.”


  Saito searched for it and quickly found it. However, he’d have to stand on his toes to read it, which made it clear it was purposefully hidden up there. Just what was his grandfather plotting? He was probably just having fun planning on pranking his grandchild.


  “What do you want?”


  “Am I not allowed to call you without a proper reason?”


  “Your girlfriend act isn’t doing it.” Saito felt a chill.


  The other person wasn’t someone who’d just tag along for a relaxed conversation. Any second of relaxation could prove fatal for Saito, that’s how much of a monster Tenryuu was.


  “Next Saturday will be my cousin’s 70th birthday, and the Houjou Family as a whole will be attending. You, of course, will too.”


  “That cousin’s the one who’s helping on holding the family together, right?”


  “Correct. He silences those who dare dispute management decisions. If you want to succeed me, you cannot afford to make him your enemy.”


  “Understood, I’ll make sure to bring a present with me.”


  Tenryuu had always been scheming behind the scenes. And ever since he chose to make Saito his successor, he tried to grant him connections and other background support. Thinking about it now, that party at the separate residence years ago was most likely another method of that. Amongst the Houjou Family of monsters, Saito currently was nothing but a small pebble in the river. After he cut the call, Akane entered the living room.


  “I heard you talking with somebody…are you talking to yourself? Must be lonely without any friends.”


  “You don’t have to treat me like some loner who never has anybody to talk to. Gramps called me, that’s all.”


  “You two are pretty close, huh?” She showed Saito a warm and compassionate gaze.


  “We’re not. Not at all.”


  “My grandma would often sing me lullabies to get me to sleep. Did he do the same for you?”


  “That sounds like hell.”


  Just imagining it sent shivers down Saito’s spine, as he felt the urge to run away. Imagining that demonic old man singing a lullaby would probably end up with death metal, instead.


  “There’s gonna be a gathering of my relatives soon, and Gramps invited me. You’re gonna come, too?”


  “Huh? Why would I?”


  “Because I gotta introduce you to my relatives?”


  Saito spoke with no deeper meaning in mind, but Akane immediately turned beet red.


  “I-Introduce?! You make it sound like we’re married!”


  “Because we are?”


  “We aren’t!”


  “Then why are we living together like this?”


  “That’s because…You keep trespassing!”


  “Then why didn’t you report me yet?!”


  “Don’t mind if I do!” Akane put her ear to her smartphone.


  “Don’t take it seriously?!”


  Only during times like these was Akane willing to listen to him, so Saito tried to steal the phone from her hands. However, Akane held onto the phone as if her life depended on it.


  “It might be a gathering of the Houjou Family, but it’s just like any other banquet. Old folks talking to old folks, so you don’t have to worry about etiquette and all that. The food’s top-class, though, so you can just tag along to stuff your stomach.”


  Akane held her head.


  “Urk…I haven’t mentally prepared myself yet…”


  “Mentally prepared…? Why do that? Shise’s gonna be there, too.”


  “So will Shisei-san’s mother, then…?”


  “I’d figure, yeah.”


  When they went to the amusement park before, Akane met Shisei’s mother for the first time in that car, so she was probably terrified of her at this point. Personally, Saito wanted Akane to get out as often as possible. They haven’t been shopping together at all lately, so lessening her burden in some way should make her more docile at home.


  “I’m not forcing you, but…We’ll be staying the night at the location, so wouldn’t you be lonely to spend the night without me?”


  Akane crossed her arms and looked away.


  “Wh-Why would I?! If anything, I’ll be having the night of my life because you’re not around!”


  “You okay? I’m worried you might die if the electricity cuts out.”


  “I won’t! What do you think of me?!”


  “You’re like a scared cat.”


  “Not at all! Even if a ghost jumps at me, I’ll exorcise it in seconds!”


  “Didn’t know you were an exorcist.”


  Another fact learned about Akane he never heard about. At first, Saito was excited to see a new side of hers, but it was probably different. Akane’s face was pale, shaking in terror. She was terrified.


  “You gonna be okay? Can you take care of the house when I’m not around?”


  “Are you making fun of me?!”


  “I’m worried. I can make a charm for you.”


  “I don’t want your scam charm!”


  “It’s not a scam. The faithful followers shall be saved, no matter what.”


  “That smells even fishier!” Akane bluntly denied Saito’s good faith.


  “I wanted to have some fun with Himari anyway, so that’s perfect! Be it a day or a month, just stay as long as you want, I have no problem at all!” Akane’s shoulders shook in rage.


  * * *


  Shisei’s limousine had stopped in front of their home. Personally, Saito would have preferred to use official means of transportation, or possibly an escort of Tenryuu’s family at the least, but Shisei insisted on picking him up. Just thinking about being pushed and thrown around inside that car driven by the maid driver made Saito already feel dizzy. Surprisingly enough, Akane came to see Saito off at the front entrance.


  “I’m heading out.”


  “…………”


  Saito simply meant to say his goodbyes to Akane, but she had an oddly desolate expression. She was probably worried to be left alone in such a large home.


  “You okay?”


  “What do you mean? I’m busy, so head off, already!”


  Her words were as cold as always. Seeing no other choice, Saito boarded the limousine and headed for the Houjou Family’s main residence. Shisei was waiting inside the car, wearing a dress, fitting her mother Reiko who wore a suit. With Reiko on board, the maid driver thankfully knew how to exorcize restraint, allowing for a pleasant ride.


  The Houjou main family’s residence resembled a samurai residence, emitting immense pressure the closer they got. White mortar walls stretched on endlessly, with a glistering black brick roof. Beyond the imposing gate waited the Japanese garden, the accumulation of beauty. The dark branches of the pine tree complimented the koi swimming in the pond. The plank hallway spread in all cardinal directions, passing over a small river with a stone bridge.


  “Welcome back, Saito-sama.”


  “We’ve awaited your arrival, Reiko-sama.”


  “We’re happy to see you’ve returned, Shisei-sama.”


  The servants of the residence lined up at the front entrance, greeting the group. They accepted Reiko’s handbag and helped Shisei gallantly take off her shoes. Reiko and Shisei were used to being royal family candidates, but the commoner Saito couldn’t deal with any of this.


  “I’m not coming back, you know…”


  Reiko shrugged her shoulders.


  “To the main family, you’re the son of this place. Father also tried to adopt you many times, remember?”


  “Yep…and I said no every time before the thought terrified me.”


  Tenryuu was willing to meddle with his grandson’s life as much as he pleased, so if he even got parental rights over Saito, it’d all be over. Saito would probably be dragged to party after party every evening, taken to bungee jumping from a helicopter without a rope. Even if his parents had no love for him, it was a lot better than anything Tenryuu would do.


  “Brother, let’s go skiing.”


  Shisei jumped up and down in the well-polished hallway and slid down the floor on her stomach. The servants all raised screams along the lines of “My lady, please stop right this instant!” or “Not the foooood!!” but Shisei didn’t mind and just glanced at Saito. She was telling him to join her.


  “All right, then!”


  Saito followed suit and slid across the floor. To any person part of the financial world, this home may be the lion’s den, but to these two, it was just their grandpa’s home. The large hall acting as the location of the banquet was as luxurious and extravagant as you’d expect, about the size of a single room in a castle. Folding screens of beaten gold depicted dragons or tigers, with golden ornaments hanging down the ceiling. Tenryuu sat on the chief’s seat, already drinking.


  Next to him sat his cousin Shizu. She’d reached a formidable age of 70 years, and yet her innate beauty made it hard to guess her age just from her looks. Since she still looked the same as when Saito first saw her, he had started seeing her as a type of eternal beast.


  “Hey, Saito, Shisei! Sit over here!” Tenryuu beckoned them over, clearly in a good mood.


  “I’d rather not sit next to a drunkard.”


  “We’ll all be drunk tonight! Just give it up.”


  Since he had decided on this, there was no use arguing. Especially not in front of the family and main guest of the evening, so Shisei and Saito approached Tenryuu.


  “It’s been a while, Congratulations on your 70th birthday.”


  “Congrats. Hopefully, you’ll stay with us for a long time.”


  Both Saito and Shisei offered their presents, which had Shizu smiling.


  “Thank you. I think I can keep going for another thousand years.”


  “Ha ha ha, it sure doesn’t sound like a joke when you say it!” Tenryuu laughed, but Saito could only agree. “So, where is your wife? Is she not here yet?”


  “Akane won’t be coming. She was too embarrassed to be introduced to my relatives.”


  “My, that is quite adorable.” Shizu snickered.


  “You two getting along? When can I expect my great-grandson?” Tenryuu asked.


  “Not anytime soon. Marriage was the condition, but we aren’t in that kind of relationship.”


  “Why are you wasting your time? You’re newly-weds, remember? This is the best time in your life. You best be taking baths together, right?”


  “We are not!” Saito felt the blood rushing to his head.


  If things were already going like this without the banquet having started, he’d probably have to prepare himself for some definite shaming later in the evening.


  “Leave it at that, Tenryuu. Youngsters nowadays are sensitive.” Shizu silenced the drunkard.


  In today’s world, the only one who could go against Emperor Tenryuu was Shizu. That’s probably why the other relatives had so much trust in her.


  “Can’t you maybe also scold him for forcing his grandchild into a marriage he doesn’t consent to?” Saito pleaded to Shizu.


  “I gave him a piece of my mind from the very beginning. Well, I chose to follow Tenryuu for the rest of my life, so I should’ve known what I was getting myself into.”


  “You weren’t against it?”


  “Chiyo may have been an average citizen fifty years ago, but now she’s the lady of the Sakuramori Family, able to squint at the state assets. There is nothing lost if both our families come to a mutual agreement. Make sure to properly look after your wife, okay?”


  Tenryuu may have been acting under personal pretense, but Shizu always thought about the benefit and honor of the Houjou Family. Saito had no interest in either, but he also had no intention of going against two of these influential individuals. Shizu continued.


  “I assumed you would eventually get married to Shisei, you see?”


  “Heh, there’s no way…” Saito showed a bitter smile as he looked at Shisei.


  “……!” Her face was beet-red.


  “What’s wrong?” Saito asked.


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean, your face is red…”


  “Nothing at all. Shise ate a dash of whole chili pepper, that’s all.”


  “How did you even smuggle that in here?”


  “Shise is the ruler of time and space, she can bring any item from the parallel world to ours at any given moment.”


  “If you got such an amazing power, maybe use it for something more worthwhile, huh?”


  Why would you limit it to chili peppers?
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  “Are you…embarrassed?”


  “Not at all.” Shisei walked to her seat and sat down on the floor cushion.


  She was probably trying to regain her cool, but her ears were beet-red, her body shaking. Saito had never seen her this flustered before, that’s for sure. Saito went ahead and sat down next to her.


  “That was just a joke, don’t worry about it.”


  “…So you don’t mind at all, Brother?”


  “It’s a lot better than Gramps constantly harassing me.”


  “…I see.”


  Shisei’s small fist rammed right into Saito’s mouth. Although he didn’t suffer any direct damage, she kept holding onto his mouth so that he couldn’t move. On top of that, she even pushed and dragged it around.


  “M-Mugh…What are you…” Saito groaned.


  Shisei pulled back her fist, resting her head on Saito’s lap.


  “Shise requests Brother to rub her head.”


  “I don’t mind, I guess…” Saito was a bit confused but still agreed to provide the services she requested.


  * * *


  As of late, Akane had been feeling as if she and Himari were talking past each other. Himari’s words and expressions were the same as before, but something was off. Ever since elementary school, she would never show any negative expressions on her face, always laughing no matter the situation, but during these past few days, Akane could not guess what Himari was truly feeling. Hence, when Saito was out of the house, Akane used the chance to invite Himari over. She wanted to have a proper talk with Himari, and make sure their bond wasn’t broken.


  —Will she come over, I wonder…?


  Akane waited in uncertainty and anxiety when the doorbell rang. Her heart rate accelerated as she rushed to the door, and opened it.


  “Glad you could make it, Hima—”


  Himari leaped at Akane before she could even finish her sentence. It was a tight embrace as if to say she would never let go again. And she didn’t allow Akane to move an inch.


  “H-Hey, what’s gotten into you…?”


  “I’m so happy you called me over…I thought you started to hate me!” Himari’s arms were faintly shaking as she embraced Akane.


  “There’s no way I would hate you! Why did you even think of that?”


  If anything, Akane was the one worried she may have hurt Himari.


  “Since I went home with Saito-kun on that date…even inviting him to my place until late at night…I was afraid you’d be angry with me…”


  “Of course, I’m not! I knew you were doing this for our sakes! What you do and where you go with Saito doesn’t have anything to do with me!”


  “Really…?”


  “Really!” Akane proclaimed with all her might.


  She couldn’t deny the fact that she was feeling quite a bit restless while saying so, but she decided to swallow those feelings because she didn’t want to lose her best friend. What she treasured the most was her relationship with Himari.


  “Thank god…I love you, Akane.”


  “Me too.”


  They both put their hands on each other’s cheeks, smiling. Just by having Himari so close, Akane felt a pleasant warmth fill her chest. No matter what, she couldn’t afford to lose this relationship.


  “It’ll be fine, right…? No matter what happens, we’ll always be best friends…?”


  “O-Of course, what are you saying?”


  She tried to reassure Himari, but when she questioned her own heart, she suddenly felt anxious. “No matter what happens.” Just what did Himari mean by that? Akane wanted to know but also didn’t.


  —It’s okay, we’ll always be best friends.


  She put a lid over the lurking shadow in her hurt and invited Himari inside. For now, she didn’t want to think about anything unnecessary. Himari was offering her time right now, so she didn’t want to waste it on anything else.


  “What should we do today?” Himari asked.


  “I bought some fresh strawberries today, so I figured we could make some cupcakes. Wanna join me?”


  “For sure, for sure! And I brought some Darjeeling tea with me as an add-on!”


  “That’ll fit nicely with the cupcakes.”


  The two discussed this and that as they began working on the cupcakes. Akane added some raw cream to a bowl, stirring it up until it became foamy. In the meantime, Himari added raw eggs to another bowl, as well as granulated sugar, stirring it up. Even if they didn’t discuss things directly, they had already finished splitting up their roles. This is the coordination they had acquired over years.


  “As I thought, having you around is the best, Himari.”


  “I totally get it~! You’re the greatest, Akane. It feels like you’ll forgive me anything!”


  “I won’t forgive you for everything.”


  “Aw, come on. Forgive me.”


  “Okay, can’t be helped~”


  Looking at Himari’s beaming smile, Akane felt like she could genuinely forgive Himari anything. The two put the dough into small cups and put it in the oven. It’ll take another 15 minutes for them to be done, so they sat down near the oven to watch over things.


  “Oh yeah! Let’s take a picture and send it to Saito-kun!” Himari grabbed her smartphone from the table and took a picture of the cupcakes in the oven, adding a few extra words.


  “H-Himari…you and Saito exchanged IDs?”


  “Hm? Yeah, a while back.”


  “A while back?!” Akane was utterly baffled.


  She had blindly assumed that, besides Shisei, she was the only one who had his contact address. And yet, Himari had gotten the jump on her by a mile.


  —That damn cheater…!


  That thought crossed Akane’s mind, but she quickly shook her head to get rid of it. He wasn’t cheating by any means, since he and Akane weren’t even dating. And exchanging contact information equally cheating is a blasphemous train of thought, to begin with. Once Saito became the head of the Houjou Family, he’d have to exchange IDs with his secretary and other subordinates, and there’s bound to be a lot of women mixed in there.


  —I bet he’s going to get himself a beautiful and sexy secretary…! That’s the kind of guy he is! Disgusting!


  Just imagining that made Akane boil from anger.


  “…Akane? Maybe I should delete his ID after all…?” Himari asked with a worried tone, which had Akane come back to reality.


  She must have had some nasty face because Himari assumed that Akane was angry.


  “N-No! It’s totally fine! As long as he doesn’t bother you too much…”


  “Of course not! If anything, I’m the one texting him every night!”


  “Every night?!”


  “Yep. Last night, I sent him a picture right after I got outta the bath~” Himari showed Akane her phone screen.


  There was Himari, only wearing her bathrobe, as she sat on the floor. Because her robe was so short, her thighs were in plain view, and you could sneak a glance deep into her cleavage. Her cheeks were reddened, too.


  “Why didn’t you tell me?!” Akane grabbed Himari’s shoulders with tears in her eyes.


  “W-What do you mean?”


  “He’s blackmailing you, right?! That’s why he’s forcing you to send lewd pictures whenever he wants, no?!”


  “Of course not! I was thinking that maybe I could get his heart racing, so I sent him that.”


  “Y-You’d go that far…?”


  “Of course. I can’t choose my methods to win over the boy I like. Well, he completely ignored me, though…” Himari scratched her cheek.


  “Forcing my best friend through such shame and embarrassment…I won’t forgive him…!”


  “I’m fine, really. As long as he doesn’t block me, that’s all that matters. Ah, I got a response!”


  Saito’s message popped up on Himari’s phone.


  ‘You’re making cupcakes? Nice.’


  Himari grinned to herself while reading that message.


  ‘I got your share covered. Filled with love, of course.’


  ‘I don’t need any love.’


  ‘Then I’ll send you the love beforehand!’ Himari continued to send Saito an endless stream of heart stickers.


  Saito returned the favor while sending skull stickers, and the endless sticker spamming began.


  —The heck is this?!


  Akane’s shoulders shook as she saw those two and their oddly intimate exchange. Akane and Saito had already exchanged contact information a while ago, and yet he never contacted her once. Whenever Akane sent him a message, he’d give a blunt and brief response, completely cutting off all contact. And yet, what kind of difference was Akane looking at right now? Maybe he enjoyed chatting with Himari more, after all. Himari’s eyes were practically glued to the phone, so Akane looked after the cupcakes, taking them out and removing them from the mold. Following that, she put them on the netting. Himari put her phone away and rushed over.


  “Sorry to make you do all of that! Let me help.”


  “It’s okay…I’m not good when it comes to chatting…My chatting parameters are too low…”


  “What even are chatting parameters?!”


  They put the cupcakes away to let them cool. Akane continued to whip some cream, with Himari decorating the cupcakes. Even as they continued their work, Akane was constantly concerned with her phone, as she glanced over at it.


  —Why does he not message me…? He could’ve at least told me he made it to the main family safely…


  However, contacting him first made it seem like Akane was lonely.


  ‘Kekeke…I knew it, you’re lonely and scared, right? Just as I said.’


  She imagined Saito’s evil smirk while he sent that message, which had her boil in fury once more.


  “I’m not lonely!” Akane rammed her fist right into a nearby plush toy.


  “Akane?! What happened?!” Himari looked at her in shock.


  “I-It’s nothing…” Akane picked up the plush toy and apologized.


  Some cotton plopped out of the toy’s mouth. She had to fix that later when she had a free moment.


  “Are you…waiting for Saito-kun to contact you?”


  “Wh-Why would I do that?!”


  Himari hit bulls-eye which had Akane blushing furiously.


  “…Akane, do you know the opposite of ‘Like’?”


  “It’s ‘Hate,’ right?”


  That was what Akane felt towards Saito.


  “That’s not it.”


  “Wha…?”


  “The opposite of liking someone is being indifferent about them. You wouldn’t hate somebody you don’t care about, right?”


  “That…but what about it…?”


  For the first time, Himari’s gentle smile truly terrified Akane. Should Akane really be asking what Himari was trying to say? Maybe some horrifying truth awaited her if she followed that thread. For some reason, her knees were shaking. Himari sighed.


  “Let’s add the strawberry for the topping?”


  “Yes…”


  Akane went back to working on the cupcakes. Usually, she’d feel delighted and in great spirits whenever she simply looked at strawberries, but just today, something was off about her. And even more than that, she was still annoyed that Saito didn’t contact her. Her smartphone resting on the table was not making any sounds.


  —I bet he’s having fun with some cute girls or relatives! Fine, then just never come home again!


  Akane glared at her smartphone as if to summon a message.


  * * *


  “Today was fun! Let’s do this again!”


  “Yep! See you!”


  Himari waved her hand with a gleaming smile as she left the front porch. The inside of the house felt a lot darker now, as the sun had begun to set. Thanks to Himari’s presence she may have forgotten up to this point, but she’d be all alone tonight. She embraced her arms as she felt a faint chill and headed to her study room.


  —But with Saito around, I can get a lot of studying done! Maybe now I can finally get ahead of him!


  She placed a mountain of reference books on her desk, tightly grasped the pen, and got her mind into studying mode. However, she still couldn’t focus for some reason. It felt as if there was a large void in her heart. She was reminded of Himari’s and Saito’s warm and enjoyable exchange through text and looked over at her smartphone. She opened up her chat with Saito, checking several times if she hadn’t gotten a message from him.


  —I’m not…lonely.


  Akane turned her head away from her smartphone and left her study room. Wanting to get some peace of mind, she headed down to the first floor, into the kitchen, and brewed some fresh tea. She sat down on a chair at the table and placed her cup down. The tea Himari brought with her genuinely was delicious, but…


  —I wonder what he’d think if he had a sip. Would he tell me the story of tea leaves, or would he not even be able to discern the taste?


  That simple thought crossed her mind. During any other day, Saito would now be sitting on the sofa in the living room, reading a book. Akane would go through her reference books, exchange a few words with Saito here and there, end up in a fight with him, and then watch a movie together. However, Saito wasn’t there right now. He was somewhere far away in an expensive mansion, surrounded by delicious food. He probably didn’t care about Akane at all.


  Since when was Akane always thinking about him? After their marriage? No, even before that. Ever since their first year in high school, she kept thinking about how to defeat Saito every single night. She wanted to put that arrogant guy down, all so that he would acknowledge her.


  —I’m not lonely.


  She gulped down the rest of her tea and headed back up to the second floor. The creaking of the floorboards hurt her ears. This oppressing silence filling her home made it feel like all of humanity had vanished. Right after entering her study room, her eyes were drawn to her phone. There was no blinking light to inform her of a message. She booted up the app, and she was met with the same result. Frustration started to rise from deep inside of her, as she threw her phone away. Her notes were wide open still, but she just rested her head on the table, burying her face in her arms.


  “I’m not…lonely at all.” She muttered with a teary voice.


  * * *


  The banquet at the Houjou main family’s residence continued.


  “Ah, Kan-chan’s out!”


  “How unbefitting of his age!”


  “I’ll get revenge for Kan-chan!”


  “Somebody bring a new wine barrel!”


  “Ume-yan’s out, too!”


  The elderly folks slowly but steadily collapsed. The geniuses of the Houjou family, holding an iron grip on their companies like rulers of fear and terror, were now drunk to the brim, screaming and dancing with the other family members. Daily, they were emitting pressure just being in the same room with the others, but now all shackles came undone. Meanwhile, the servants brought more alcohol and food, having a doctor ready just in case. Saito’s job currently was to hand over the drunk folks to their drivers.


  “I’m not heading home yet! I still want to drink more!”


  “Yes, yes. Go home and drink some water, okay?”


  He pushed the influential president of a large-scale company into his luxurious car and closed the door before the drunkard could crawl out of it again. As the driver would not dare treat his boss in such a way, this preparational work was Saito’s duty. Upon returning to the banquet hall, Saito sat down and sighed. Shisei had already eaten up everything there was, now sleeping on Saito’s floor cushion.


  More and more food arrived on the plates, but Saito had gotten tired of even looking at his plate. He was missing Akane’s healthy and casual food at home. He looked over at his smartphone, pondering if he should send Akane a message.


  —Maybe she’ll just be annoyed if I contact her? I guess I shouldn’t…


  Akane must be busy playing with Himari or studying, so as long as it’s not anything important, any message would just annoy her. Not to mention that he and Akane never were on good enough terms to chat. When he was glaring at his smartphone, Tenryuu put his arm over his shoulder.


  “You go drink some more, too!”


  His breath reeked of alcohol. The absolute ruler of the family now was nothing more than an old man.


  “I’m still a minor.”


  “I know that, what I’m telling you to drink…” Tenryuu offered Saito a glass filled with a mysterious liquid.


  “Vegetable oolong tea!”


  “What did you mix in there?”


  The liquid had a yellow-brownish color. It gave off a stomach-churning stench, seeming more than suspicious.


  “It’ll be good for your health! I’m worried about my grandchild, so how could you not accept my gratitude?”


  “You’re just trying to enjoy my suffering, right?”


  Tenryuu raised his thumb.


  “Of course.”


  “I wouldn’t mind you being a bit more supportive.”


  If Saito wanted a healthy special drink, he could always rely on his vegetable protein shake. Then again, Akane didn’t understand the idea behind it, and with Akane’s homemade cooking, Saito had no reason to drink this mysterious beverage.


  “Now, suffer for me, my grandchild!”


  “I refuse!”


  Saito escaped from his grandfather’s grasp, picked up Shisei, and dashed out of the banquet hall. Walking through the outside corridor, they headed inside the room that was prepared for Shisei. The room consisted of a western-style flare with a luxurious bed and attached dome, filled with plush toys that perfectly played into Shisei’s taste. The infamous maid driver was seated on a chair, reading car magazines.


  “Thank you very much. It seems like the lady is quite exhausted.” She accepted Shisei from Saito, putting her small body on the bed.


  The way she covered Shisei with a blanket made her seem less like a maid and more like a mother.


  “Why don’t you rest together with her? I’m sure the young lady will be happy once she wakes up.”


  “And then you’d have no place to sleep, right?”


  “I wouldn’t mind enjoying the both of you at the same time, Saito-sama.”


  “What exactly are you going to enjoy?!”


  The maid showed absolutely no expression with her refined facial features.


  “I’m talking about a harem. It should be a man’s dream to enjoy the princess and servant at the same time, no?”


  Saito sadly saw them as only his little sister and a violent driver.


  “The bed’s way too narrow for that, so I’ll just sleep in the room next to this.”


  “My word, this is why virgins like you are…”


  “You say something?”


  “Nothing at all. I have nothing but respect for you, it makes my chest quiver. What a wonderful person you are, truly,” She said, but her voice was as monotone as an answering machine.


  “It’s painfully obvious that you’re just making shit up, you know?”


  “Good night, Saito-sama. I wish you well dreams.” The maid faintly lifted alongside her dignified bow and sent Saito off.


  Right after, he heard the maid driver snuggle up into Shisei’s bed, followed by an odd rustling that reached him outside the door.


  “For crying out loud…”


  Saito entered the room next to Shisei’s. This one was decorated under Tenryuu’s orders to fit Saito’s preferences. It had older gaming consoles lined up, together with shelves full of games and books. When Saito was younger, he always came here to enjoy this collection, but now he realized that his grandfather was most likely trying to seduce Saito. Since it was a bit too early to head to sleep, Saito went ahead and grabbed a book from the bookshelf. The lineup had changed from the last time he came to visit, too.


  According to what he was told, the servants of the main family regularly checked Saito’s preferences to keep the selection here updated. How they got that data was a mystery to him, though. Having found a book that tickled his interest, Saito laid down on the bed. Right as he was about to start reading, his phone vibrated. Shown on the screen was Akane’s name. In a rush, Saito answered the call.


  “What’s wrong? Did something happen?”


  ‘N-Nothing…’


  “Did you want to hear my voice?” Saito said it as a joke.


  ‘Wh-Wha…No, of course not!’ Akane frantically denied it, and then silence followed.


  Saito could hear Akane’s warm breathing. Even though they were so far apart, her existence felt like she was right next to him.


  ‘I-I just can’t rest easy if we don’t fight.’


  “You can’t rest easy…?”


  ‘That’s right. We’ve been fighting since our first year, so when it’s this quiet, I can’t relax at all.’


  “I thought you would prefer it if I wasn’t around?”


  ‘I do, but it’s just…’ Akane continued with a voice about to disappear into thin air. ‘Come home quickly, okay?’


  “…Yeah.”


  Akane hung up the call, bringing Saito’s consciousness back to the current situation. He could still hear the joyful voices from the banquet hall. The sound of the fish swimming in the pond, paired with the light visible through the sliding door.


  “Home, huh…”


  Saito glanced at the large shelf of books, biting on those words. At first, it was nothing but a prison he was pushed inside to live together with the classmate he couldn’t stand the most. And yet, for both Akane and himself, it had turned into their home. His real family never waited for him to get home. They weren’t home when he got from school, let alone picked him up, they didn’t give him any attention as Akane does, and they wouldn’t even bother cooking for him. Saito wasn’t needed by anybody. However, Akane was waiting for him. Just by thinking about that fact, Saito felt his chest grow warm.


  “…One more thing I learned about her, huh?”


  She was stubborn, a hard worker, and always embarrassed. And as of today, Saito knows that she gets lonely easily.


  * * *


  Akane rolled around on her bed. Instead of a hugging pillow, she was desperately clinging to a plush toy of hers, keeping a self-defense frying pan next to her pillow. She also had the scam protective charm Saito made for her.


  —I can’t sleep…How long has it been since I was sleeping all on my own…


  When she was back with her real family, she was always on her own, and yet she now had gotten used to sleeping next to Saito. A bed of this size felt too large for her alone, lacking Saito’s usual warmth. Suddenly, she heard a creaking sound from the ceiling.


  —I can’t anymore! All these weird sounds…


  Akane put her headphones on, playing some sleep-inducing music at max volume. Ghosts don’t exist, and neither do rats. What she can’t hear doesn’t exist. She kept on telling herself that, forcing her eyes shut. She opened her eyes again, thinking she might as well drink some hot chocolate…when she spotted a shadow outside the window.


  —What?! Huh?! A thief?!


  Akane shot up from the bed, pulling off her headphones. The shadow outside was trying to open the window. How did they even get up to the second floor like this? No human being would barge into someone else’s bedroom. It could be a trespasser, a thief, or a murderer…She didn’t even have the time to call the police. The perpetrator would make it inside first. And she also didn’t have the confidence to shake them off during an escape.


  —If Saito was here, he would’ve saved me…!


  Akane shook in terror, as she grasped her frying pan. She was scared. Terrified, even. Out of all the times, Saito wasn’t here to protect her. He was arrogant and often helpless, but he would never lose against some invader. Finally, the window opened, the curtains being pulled apart, and a man’s hand reached inside the room.


  “You damn thief…!” Akane swung her frying pan, trying to slam it down on the man.


  “Woah?!”


  The alleged thief raised a voice in shock, dodged the frying pan, and lost his balance. And then, his face became visible.


  “Saito?!”


  Akane frantically grasped Saito’s hand to pull him up. His male body was almost too heavy for Akane, but she still didn’t let go no matter how much it tore her apart. She finally succeeded in getting Saito inside the room. They both gasped for air as they sank to the ground. Saito’s clothes were dirty here and there, some parts even ripped.


  “What are you doing?!” Akane asked in utter bafflement.


  Saito, who should be at the Houjou family’s main residence, now appeared in front of Akane, almost falling from the second floor. Akane couldn’t follow what just happened.


  “The front door was locked with a chain, so I couldn’t get in.”


  “Then ring the doorbell!”


  “I did. Several times, actually.”


  “Ah…Because I was wearing headphones…”


  “You didn’t answer my calls either, so I figured you were asleep already.”


  But that didn’t mean Saito could just climb up on the second floor.


  “I thought you’d be sleeping at the main residence today?” Akane asked.


  “That was my intention, but…I took a bus to get home.”


  “So the buses were still running?”


  “Only half the way, so I had to walk the rest.”


  “You walked?! How long did that take you?!”


  “…Around two hours?”


  “Are you stupid?!”


  Saito awkwardly scratched his cheek.


  “Um…Just as you said, I feel restless when us two aren’t fighting.”


  “…!” Akane felt her chest tighten up.


  “I’m all sweaty, so let me take a shower.”


  “O-Okay.”


  Saito headed down to the first floor, leaving Akane behind in the bedroom. Downstairs, she quickly heard the sound of running water. Just because Saito had been inside the room, the faint chills Akane felt suddenly vanished, and it made her feel reassured. Even the creaking sounds from the ceiling didn’t bother Akane anymore. Akane also headed down the stairs, entering the small changing area before the bath. Through the foggy glass, she could see Saito’s movement. He would wash his hair, about to slide along the wet floor, humming some original melody to himself.


  The floor Akane stood on had Saito’s clothes scattered all around. Normally, she’d be fuming with anger about this, and yet Akane was now relaxed and totally fine.


  —As clumsy as always…


  She picked up Saito’s clothes and put them into the wash basket. They were completely dirty no matter where she looked and reeked of sweat. Yet, she didn’t mind it much. She took out a bath towel from a nearby shelf and put it in front of the bath. Since Saito seemed to have finished his shower, Akane rushed back to their bedroom. Shortly after, Saito entered the room. Akane sat up on the bed, greeting Saito as if she had been sitting here this entire time.


  “Th-That was fast, huh?”


  “Were you in the bathroom a few minutes ago?”


  “I wasn’t! Are you saying I was watching you?!”


  “Never did…But why are you so out of breath?”


  “B-Because…I was dancing!”


  “This late at night?! You’ve got lots of energy left, huh! Then show me that dance.” Saito was deeply intrigued.


  “I’d rather not! And I’m not going to show you either way!” Akane felt like she might die from the embarrassment.


  After all, she herself didn’t know why she headed down to the bath. Because she was lonely? Because she wanted to be with Saito as quickly as possible? That shouldn’t be possible, and yet…


  “H-Hey…How about we talk a bit? What happened at the banquet, who you talked with, won’t you tell me a bit?”


  “…Zzz.”


  Akane’s invitation was met with silence because Saito had already fallen asleep. He barely even pulled the blanket up to his shoulders. Akane sighed in disbelief and pulled it up for him.


  —He must’ve been exhausted. Really, such an idiot…


  Staying at the residence would’ve been a lot easier for him, and yet he came rushing home because Akane felt lonely. He came home to her. That fact alone made Akane happy beyond belief. Deep inside her chest, warmth started to build, as her heart raced, almost bringing her to hug Saito. However, he’d wake up if she did that. She’d be embarrassed if Saito found out, and she wanted to let him get some proper rest. Instead, she moved close to Saito’s ear, whispering gently.


  “…Welcome back.”


  * * *


  —I heard something crazy…


  Saito felt his entire body burning up. He just so happened to wake up a second, wondering why Akane felt oddly close to him. And not just that, he suddenly heard a gentle and warm-hearted voice he’d never would have expected to come from her. He didn’t know whether this was good or bad timing, but he was certain he’d be dead meat if Akane knew he heard that. That, of course, was something he wanted to avoid, especially since he already felt exhausted from all the stress of the party. Hence, his only option was to pretend to be asleep, like his life depended on it. He couldn’t afford to let her find out. Even as her hair was tickling him, he couldn’t show any reaction.


  —-But that voice just now, and her way of talking…it sounded so familiar…


  Indeed, it sounded exactly like that girl he had met years ago at that party.
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  Chapter 4 - War


  Not waking up early on a Sunday morning and sleeping in as one pleased is an absolute treasure. Because of the long walk on the previous day, Saito felt healed from being able to sleep that long. But suddenly, Saito felt a presence close to him, so he opened his eyes. The sun had risen and a pleasant light entered from the windows between the curtains. Amidst this pleasant atmosphere, Akane had both hands on the corner of her bed, smiling at Saito. She had the gentle expression of a goddess, which gave Saito the shivers. All his sleepiness vanished immediately, as he shot up from the bed.


  “W-What are you doing…?”


  “I was just enjoying your idiotic sleeping face. You had your mouth wide open, drooling like a spring, rolling around like some pig in the mud. It’s lousy, to say the least.”


  Forget about that gentle smile of a goddess, she immediately fired an endless assault of insults at Saito first thing in the morning. As you’d expect from the “Beauty as long as she’d stay quiet.” That being said, whenever she did speak, her words were as cold as ice.


  “If you’ve got a problem, don’t look at it?” Saito grumbled.


  “But it’s fun to watch the sleeping faces of a pig when you’re at the zoo, right?”


  “All right, I’m seriously going to take this to court. And I’ve got the better lawyers, you hear me?”


  “And I shall be the judge!”


  “How are you going to be impartial, then?!” Saito left the living room to wash his face.


  Breakfast had already been prepared, with Akane pouring some rice and extras into a soup bowl. The rising steam brought a pleasant flavor with it, and Saito didn’t waste a second stuffing his cheeks with a china spoon. The thin-striped radish had been boiled to the level it was half transparent, which allowed it to be easy to chew. The egg opened up beautifully in his mouth, matching the honeywort’s bitterness beautifully. Salt and soup stock was simple, but it healed all the left-over exhaustion Saito had.


  “…This is delicious.”


  “Good. I figured you had some great food last night, but your stomach’s probably sick and tired.”


  “Yeah. I thought of skipping breakfast, but I can eat several cups of this.”


  “Don’t eat too much. You’ll die.”


  “Did you poison it?!”


  “Not at all, eating too much is bad for your body.”


  —She’s worried about my health…?


  Saito was baffled, but he remembered that Akane was always particular about their health. And in fact, Saito felt much healthier now than when he was living with his real parents, and because of her rigorous cleaning antics, they stopped coughing and sneezing a lot more frequently. As you’d expect, she really was aiming to become a doctor.


  “Do you have any plans for today, Saito?”


  “Not really. Thought of reading a book, maybe.”


  “Then how about we watch lots of movies together? We may not be able to go outside, but we should be fine inside of our home.”


  “You want us to spend time together?”


  Normally, Akane would immediately deny such a question, however…


  “Yes, I don’t mind watching some of the movies you’d like to see,” Akane answered with no hesitation, as she filled the bowl in her hand with some more rice.


  —Why’s she so kind today…? Is she trying to make me drop my guard…?


  Saito’s wariness levels went up by ten, but Akane emitted no killing intent, let alone hostility. On the contrary, she seemed in a pristine mood, looking at Saito with a pleasant smile on her face. Maybe she is just that happy that Saito came back early last night?


  “…Got it. We can also watch some of the movies you’d like.”


  “Okay, then let’s watch ‘Snuggly! 365 Days with a Cat – Uncut Version’…”


  “Let’s keep both our picks about the same length! We’ll graduate at this rate!” Saito pressed just to make sure.


  They finished their breakfast and headed for the sofa. Saito opened up the chips he bought the other day and placed them on the table. Meanwhile, Akane brought a plate with some cat-shaped cookies.


  “I made these this morning. Let’s eat them while watching the movie.”


  “You’re thoroughly prepared, huh?”


  If he rejected the offer to watch movies together, he’d probably be seeing that plate up close.


  “One out of these ten is a special one, so be careful.”


  “…Special in what way?”


  “Because it has…No, I can’t tell you!”


  “Now you got me on the edge of my seat…out of dread and fear.”


  “Your life won’t be in danger, so rest assured.”


  “The fact that you have to emphasize that only terrifies me more.”


  Saito turned on the TV, operating the game console to open the streaming service when his phone vibrated. It was a message from Himari.


  ‘Yahooo! What are you doing right now? Can I call you?’


  ‘I’m a bit busy right now.’


  ‘Reading?’


  ‘Not really, no.’


  Akane saw Saito exchanging messages, giving him a guilty glance.


  “Flirting with Himari again?”


  “Not at all. But I also can’t ignore her, right?”


  “So you say, but you were spamming stickers at each other yesterday, right?”


  “Y-You saw that?”


  Saito felt like Akane had uncovered his deepest secrets. He just got caught up in Himari’s fun so he used some of the stickers he had, but he knew that they didn’t fit his image.


  “I saw! You look like a proper couple!”


  “We were just sending stickers to each other, you’re exaggerating.”


  “Well, close enough! A-And there were lewd pictures involved!”


  “I didn’t send any!”


  “But Himari sent them! You didn’t save them, right?!”


  “Who would do that?!”


  Akane’s face was beet-red as she roared.


  “I bet you were using that photo for something outrageous when I wasn’t looking!”


  “What are you talking about with outrageous?!”


  “L-Like summing a devil…?”


  “You’re saying I’d use my classmate as a sacrifice?!”


  “That’s the kind of guy you are!”


  It appeared as if Akane was back to her usual attitude. She munched on the cookies she made like a monster eating human remains. Saito grew worried she might just eat him whole while she was at it.


  —She’s not…jealous, is she?


  Knowing Akane, that should be impossible. She probably couldn’t stand the fact that Saito might be stealing her best friend from her. Since he didn’t want to poke the hornet’s nest even further, Saito decided to put his phone on the table. That gentle voice of Akane he had heard yesterday must have been his imagination after all. He felt like it resembled that girl, so maybe it’d be best to ask Akane directly about it.


  “We first met in high school, right?”


  “Huh…? Y-Yeah…?”


  “Then when you greeted me on our first day, why did you say ‘It’s been a while, Houjou-kun’…?”


  “…Huuuh? What might you be talking about? I don’t remember that.” Akane’s expression tensed up.


  “No, I’m sure I heard it. I don’t doubt my memory.”


  “Maybe I mistook you for someone else? You don’t exactly stand out, so even if I knew you from before, I wouldn’t approach you.” She stood up and turned her back towards Saito.


  “Where are you going?”


  “I’m not feeling great, right now. I’ll take some rest in my room.” Akane didn’t turn around and just stomped out of the living room.


  —I guess it isn’t Akane after all…


  If so, then who is that girl? Where was she right now? Saito had no idea.


  * * *


  Akane stormed into her study room, as her heart was in disarray.


  “Why…do you remember that…”


  Her face felt burning hot. If she’d stay in the living room with Saito any longer, he’d see her, and she was terrified of that.


  “Even though you don’t remember what’s important…” Akane bit her lip.


  * * *


  The first time she met Houjou Saito was during his elementary school graduation party. Her grandmother Chiyo had taken her to a Houjou Family’s private residence. The food was beyond luxurious and the people were sparkling with accessories all around. Young Akane was utterly bewildered. They looked like celebrities she’d see on TV, and a famous company president was talking with a voice actress.


  She had seen people like that before in her grandmother’s parlor, but those were just visitors for her grandmother, and Akane was inexperienced with such a large gathering. She wore the new dress Chiyo had bought for her and tied up her hair in a classic fashion, yet she still felt out of place. It didn’t take long for Chiyo to disappear, so Akane wasn’t sure what to do. She was nervous, and couldn’t handle talking with the other guests either. She felt like a stray cat.


  It didn’t take long for her to feel exhausted, so she ran away to the balcony when she met Saito. He wore a tight suit, letting out a bored yawn as he looked around. He was the future successor of the Houjou Group, as well as the main actor of this party. However, it sure didn’t seem as if he was enjoying himself.


  “H-Hello.”


  Since their eyes met, Akane saw no other option but to greet him.


  “Hey. Seems like you’re a bit tired?”


  “Y-Yes. I never went to this sort of party, so I feel a bit exhausted. I wanted to get some fresh air, which is why I stepped out…”


  Because of how nervous Akane felt, she ended up speaking very politely. She was talking to someone her age, but it felt as if they lived in completely different worlds. Akane had seen how all the famous people of the party were lining up to meet Saito.


  “I don’t want to be in the way, so I’ll be going ba—”


  “Wait!” Saito grabbed Akane’s shoulder as she intended to walk away.


  “W-What is it?”


  “Ah, sorry. Truth is, I can’t deal with those folks anymore. It’s all about being polite and not angering them, and I’m sick of it. So if you’ve got time, can we talk for a bit?”


  “…Of course!”


  He said a bit, but they ended up talking the entire time until they both left the party. Unlike any other boy Akane had talked to before, Saito’s thought process was much more mature. History, philosophy, and even literature, he possessed much knowledge in all possible areas, telling her interesting stories to no end. It was different from her classmates who only had an interest in gum flinging or soccer.


  The reason Akane was mostly alone at school wasn’t simply because she was bad at interacting with others. As she was at the top of her school in regards to her grades, nobody could really hope to be on the same level as her. Even if she told her classmates about something interesting she read about in a book, her classmates would just show confusion. Metaphors or sarcasm didn’t work either. It was like words didn’t get through to them. However, Saito perfectly understood what Akane was talking about. And not just that, he even taught her all sorts of new stuff.


  —This is fun! So much fun!


  This was the first time that her heart danced joyfully when talking to a boy. His gestures, his standing posture, his scent, his expression when he smiled, and the tone of his voice, it all sent shivers deep into Akane’s chest. Time passed far too quickly, with Akane crying on her way home inside the taxi. He wanted to spend more time with him, but she had to go home.


  And since she was too embarrassed, she couldn’t ask for his contact information. She’d probably never get to meet him again. She was a common citizen, and he was someone with lots of influence in the Houjou Family, after all. That’s what she had assumed up to a certain point.


  She became a third-year in middle school, heading to a certain high school to attend the entrance exams when she spotted a certain boy. The school in question wasn’t particularly hard or prestigious by any means, and yet Saito sat right there, a few seats away from her. His facial features had grown more mature, but his eyes gave off the vibe of an absolute ruler. As expected, his nameplate clearly stated “Houjou.”


  —Houjou-kun is planning on enrolling at this school? Then we might be able to attend it together…?


  Akane’s motivation rose ten-fold as she worked through the exam. Even on the day the results were announced, Saito arrived at the school in question, together with a small girl that seemed to be his little sister. He apparently passed with ease, as he wasn’t as excited as the other students around him.


  And then, their first day at the new school arrived. While putting on the fresh new uniform, Akane’s heart was racing. From here on out, she’d be able to spend every day with him. Study together, eat lunch together, and maybe even walk home together. They continue where they had left off. Surely, he’d remember Akane and greet her with a smile. Her chest was filled with anticipation as she approached Saito’s seat. Her knees were wobbling in tension, and she felt the urge to run away. Her head was spinning and she couldn’t directly look at Saito. She pulled on the sleeve of her uniform as she spoke up with a shaky voice.


  “H-Houjou-kun, it’s been a while.”


  “…Who are you?”


  As it turned out, Saito didn’t remember Akane.


  * * *


  A sharp pain ran through Akane’s chest. Two years had passed since then, but just the memory alone made Akane’s chest tighten up.


  “I really…can’t stand him…” Akane banged her fist against the wall of her study room.


  In the end, she could never tell Saito that they had met at that party. The fact that she was the only one who remembered—the only one who was looking forward to their reunion—She couldn’t tell him out of sheer embarrassment and frustration. And after that, whenever she saw Saito’s face, she grew irrational and angry, which led to their endless fighting. How could she explain herself now? Saying that her heart was racing with anticipation as she said ‘Houjou-kun, it’s been a while’?


  She could never. Her pride wouldn’t allow that. In reality, she didn’t have any fun during that party. She had to tell herself that and erase those memories.


  “Saito, you dummy…” Akane pressed her hand on her chest to subdue the pain, muttering devoid of strength.


  * * *


  Even as the night rolled around, Akane didn’t come down from the second floor. Saito had planned on spending the day reading anyway, so he had no problem with that. However, he saw it as a bit of a regret that they couldn’t watch those movies together. Saito decided to speak to Akane, knocking on her door.


  “…Akane, you okay? If you’re not feeling well, I can take you to the hospital.”


  “I’m sorry, I’m feeling okay. I just…need to organize my thoughts.”


  He heard Akane’s faint voice from across the door. She didn’t seem particularly angry either, which made Saito worried even more.


  “Did I say something to upset you? If so, then I’ll apologize…”


  “You don’t have to. I’ll make sure to get dinner done, so just give me a bit more time.”


  “I can make dinner myself if it’s too much for you.”


  “But…”


  “It’s okay, I’m not adding any protein. You just take some rest.”


  When Akane, known for her boundless energy, was feeling down, it even impacted Saito’s mental state. He thought that a well-balanced menu ought to do the trick and checked what they had inside the fridge. Sadly, he had no worthwhile ingredients left. Some bean sprouts, sliced carrots, and leftover cabbage. With this, he couldn’t do anything worthwhile. Since the two couldn’t head out shopping together as of late, their current food situation wasn’t looking too well.


  —Guess I gotta get some shopping done first…


  Saito grabbed his wallet and stepped out of the house. The sky outside had already turned dark, as night spread across the city. Despite walking past the crowds of people and cars passing him by, the city felt lonely. Maybe this feeling grasping his heart was born from him living together with Akane. On the way to the nearest business district, he passed by the train station. It was a large plaza illuminated by the street lights. Several people sat on the benches, their backs curled up as they looked at their phones. The salarymen passing through the ticket gates dispersed like a group of spiders.


  Saito spotted Himari inside that plaza. She wore a knitted one-piece with long boots, standing around. Her beautiful blonde hair and flashy looks made her stand out even amidst the crowd. Of course, it didn’t take long for some playboy-looking guys to approach her.


  “Hey girl, you’re a real eyecatcher, huh?”


  “You got time right now? Let’s go to the beach sometime.”


  “Let’s have some fun and get drunk, yeah?”


  “I’m a student, and I’m not into this sorta thing.” Himari bluntly rejected them.


  “Come on, you might just enjoy it?”


  “I bet it’ll be fun, so join us!”


  “We can give you money if you’d like.”


  “Don’t need it.” Himari tried to walk away, but one of the men grabbed her arm.


  “With how you’re looking, you must have hoped for something like this to happen, right?”


  “Come with us already!”


  The men tried to drag Himari out of the park. None of the people passing them attempted to help her, just averting her eyes. They probably didn’t want to get involved.


  —Those bastards…!


  Saito rushed to Himari’s aid.


  “Could you leave it at that?” He said.


  “You got nothing to do with this, right?”


  “Get lost.”


  “Shut up, trash.”


  The men glared at Saito.


  “I’ve got everything to do with this. I’m her boyfriend, after all.”


  “Huh? Boyfriend?”


  “Don’t make up some random BS.”


  “Are you looking down on us or something?”


  “Nope. I’m only speaking the truth. The two of us are dating.” Saito pulled Himari closer to her.


  “…!” A faint shriek escaped Himari’s lips as she clung to Saito.


  “If you don’t leave her alone, I’ll make sure to gouge out your eyeballs and throw them into the ocean you apparently love so much. Are you okay with that? I don’t mind either way.” Saito glared at the men.


  “W-What’s this problem?”


  “He’s crazy!”


  “Gross, he’s so weird.”


  The men grumbled as they walked away.


  “T-Thanks, Saito-kun…” Himari stayed glued to Saito as she thanked him. “But…wasn’t that a bit too much? What if they called the police on you?”


  “You think so? It’s a pretty popular punishment method passed down by the Houjou Family.”


  “Your family is scary! Are you guys like the mafia?!”


  “Only towards our enemies. And we’re not doing that anymore as of late.”


  Saito decided to keep quiet about the fact that they stopped doing that since they managed to develop memory erasing or personally reconstructing techniques. Plus the side effects could be pretty severe.


  “What are you doing out there? Meeting up with someone?”


  “Nope, I’m alone. Just spacing out.”


  “It’s gotten dark already, so why not go home? Otherwise more guys like those will come after you.”


  “…I can’t go home.”


  “Did you lose your key or something?”


  Himari shrugged her shoulders.


  “Not exactly…When that person’s home, then I just can’t be around them.”


  “That person?”


  “Dad’s…wife.”


  Saito immediately guessed what was going on.


  “Your stepmother, huh?”


  Himari nodded.


  “Whenever she’s home, I try to be busy with work or just generally outside the house, but she suddenly took a break from work.”


  “Well…it makes sense you wouldn’t want to be home, then.” Saito agreed as he went through something similar.


  “Since I don’t have the money to stay in Mac or net cafés all day, I just take strolls outside.”


  “Yeah, I get it. I’d use public parks to kill time.”


  “Yup…I remember.” Himari muttered, overwhelmed with nostalgia. “Whenever I’m home, it’ll just cause more pain. Especially since I was a remnant of his old relationship, I’m just a bother.”


  Saito wanted to deny her being a bother, but he had no right to do so. Even Saito, the blood-related child of his parents, was hated by them. There were walls that couldn’t be broken down despite this thick bond.


  “What were you doing, Saito-kun?”


  “I was out shopping, we’re out of ingredients.”


  “Oh, that’s a bit surprising. Even though you’re a boy.”


  “These kinds of jobs aren’t limited to boys or girls.”


  More than anything, Akane was terrifying.


  “Thanks for helping me. I’m okay now, so go back to Akane, okay?” Himari smiled, but that smile seemed like it was quickly about to vanish into the darkness.


  There was no way she’d be okay now. She wanted a place she could belong to, a place that gave her peace. Saito knew what she was hiding behind that smile, and couldn’t let her leave.


  “…I’ll stay with you a bit longer.”


  “Why?”


  “I don’t need a reason. It’s what I want to do.”


  “…” Himari’s eyes shook.


  Her cheeks turned to a rosy color.


  “…You said you’d thank me with something for playing the part of your fake girlfriend, right?”


  “Y-Yeah.”


  Saito was bewildered, sensing that something was different about Himari. Her face was slowly approaching him. The sweet scent of her perfume…as well as her innate scent enwrapped Saito. She slowly opened her lips, which let out a faint breath. The street lamp at night illuminated her golden hair, and she was undoubtedly beautiful.


  “I’d…like this.” Himari pleaded like a child and pressed her lips on Saito’s.


  * * *


  “Hey, Onii-chan! Get up, oi!”


  Maho shook Saito’s head, which pulled him back to reality. When he came to his senses, he realized he was sitting on a bench in the courtyard, with Maho and Shisei standing in front of him.


  “…What do you want?”


  “What’s that attitude about?! We’ve been calling out to you for a hot minute now, but you ignored us! Is that what you’re into?! You pervert!”


  “Don’t force some weird misunderstanding, I was just spacing out.”


  “You’ve been spacing out this entire morning, Brother. Did something happen?” Shisei asked.


  “No…”


  He couldn’t deny it fully because his memories from last night were still too fresh. It was too much of a surprise attack that Saito couldn’t dodge it in time. Himari ended up running away with a blushing face, leaving Saito behind to take care of his shopping trip in absolute confusion. It was a miracle he even made it home in time. He also forgot to buy a lot of things, but there was no way he could remain calm after that.


  “Ah! Look at your face, something must’ve happened! So…I know! You had Onee-chan kissed, right?!”


  “Not that!” Saito blurted out in the heat of the moment.


  “Not that?! So who did you kiss?! Wait…you kissed Grandma?!” Maho staggered backward.


  “Why would I do that?!”


  “I mean, age and race have no role to play when it comes to love, right? You could have a romantic relationship with a water flea.”


  “You most definitely can’t!”


  Maho was flabbergasted.


  “Are you making fun of water fleas?! I won’t forgive you even if it’s you, okay!”


  “Why are you so attached to water fleas?”


  Had her life been saved by a water flea or something?


  “So, who did you kiss, Onii-chan?”


  “Nobody, again.”


  “I don’t buy that! My detective senses are tingling! The perpetrator is purple!”


  “What kind of criminal would that be?!”


  “Brother, be honest.” Shisei grabbed Saito’s chin.


  Maho also formed a fist with her hand, as the two approached her.


  “What are you guys up to?”


  There, the person in question appeared.


  “Himarin! Perfect timing, we’re about to torture Onii-chan, so help us!”


  “I’d rather not torture him.”


  “It’s fine! We’ll just let Onii-chan drink some medicine that’ll make him feel really good, and then we’ll give him a tickling attack!”


  “You plan on killing me?” Saito immediately made plans to escape the country.


  “But there’s no other method we could make you talk…”


  “Brother, who did you kiss?”


  “…Ah, that’s what you wanna know?” Himari sat down next to Saito.


  She leaned forward as her hair fluttered downwards, hanging between her thighs.


  “Himarin, you know something?”


  “Hmmm, I might have an idea. Could you leave us alone for a second?”


  “Gotcha! Make sure to get the information out of Onii-chan!” Maho and Shisei walked away.


  With that, only Saito and Himari were left.


  “……”


  “……”


  The awkward silence was too much, making it hard to breathe for Saito. Since this happened just the day before, he didn’t know what face to make when meeting Himari, and yet they now sat next to each other.


  “…I’m sorry about this, Saito-kun. All because of what I did…”


  “Well…you caught me by surprise, that’s for sure.”


  “I knew I shouldn’t have, but I couldn’t hold myself back. My mind just went blank, and I wanted you so dearly…I just did it.” Himari interlocked her arms with Saito, bringing her body closer to him.


  She might look like a docile girl, but her true identity was quite different. Inside of her, a strong passion was burning.


  “Did you…ever kiss someone before, Saito-kun?”


  “No.”


  “Same here. You were my first one, so I’m happy.”


  “I didn’t exactly agree with it…” Saito showed a bitter smile.


  The longer the conversation continued, the more vivid the memory from the previous night became. Saito could still feel that soft sensation, feeling as if he was sucked in. Himari’s lips drew in his gaze. Himari caught on to this gaze, snickering.


  “…Wanna do it again?”


  “No.”


  “We did it once, so two or three times doesn’t matter, right? We can practice a lot as just the two of us.”


  “You’re just…”


  The seduction coming from Himari was so strong that Saito couldn’t find any words.


  “I like you, Saito-kun.” She placed her head on Saito’s shoulder.


  * * *


  Upon entering the classroom, Akane found her classmates oddly restless. They had split up into several groups, but all of them had their phones out, staring at the screens in sheer ecstasy.


  “Holy…”


  “This is pretty crazy, right?”


  “What a beautiful shot!”


  “It’s like a painting!”


  “Seems like Himari was the one who did it, right?”


  “She’s not half bad!”


  Akane heard her friend’s name among the voices, which got her curious. She approached one of the female students and asked.


  “What about Himari?”


  “You don’t know? This got sent in our class group chat yesterday.”


  The girl offered Akane her phone. Showing on the screen was a single photo. It was located in front of the train station, showing the decisive scene of Saito and Himari sharing a kiss. Saito looked at Himari with open eyes, as her hair became entangled with Saito’s face.


  “Wha…”


  A faint but dumbfounded voice escaped from Akane’s mouth. For a moment, she had mistaken the two for somebody else. However, once she came to the conclusion that the two people were indeed Saito and Himari, she felt her heartbeat accelerating. It drummed so loudly it reached her ears. Shortly after, she felt something run down her cheek. A small drop of a warm liquid landed on her palm. More and more drops followed, as her vision became blurry. Sharp pain inside her chest made her feel dizzy.


  —Why am I…crying…?


  She didn’t understand. However, standing around wasn’t an option either, and she couldn’t stand looking at the picture even a second longer, which is why she dashed out of the classroom. Running down the hallway, she passed by Himari.


  “…If you still don’t realize it, then I’ll take him for real, you know?” Himari muttered as the two passed each other.


  * * *


  Akane sank down to the ground as she arrived in the living room. Ever since that incident, the content of the classes wouldn’t even arrive in her brain, and she had already forgotten the majority of such after she got home. Everything she could even think about was the photo of Saito and Himari sharing a kiss. She wanted to forget about it as quickly as possible, and yet it felt as if it had been burned deep into her heart, flashing up whenever she let down her guard.


  Why did Akane start crying when she saw that photo? What these two were up to shouldn’t be any of Akane’s business. The only reason Saito and Akane had gotten married was for the sake of their futures, and what they did beyond that with whoever wasn’t any of the other person’s business. Himari is an important friend of Akane, and she wanted her to be happy, no matter what. Support her in her love with Saito…And yet, Akane couldn’t do that. She couldn’t congratulate Himari. Was it because her heart was twisted?


  “Akane?”


  “Y-Yesh?!”


  A voice suddenly called out to her, which had Akane turn around in shock. It was Saito who offered her a plastic bag without uttering a word.


  “Huh…? What’s this?”


  “Erm…snacks. You seemed down, so I was hoping you’d cheer up after eating some of these.”


  Akane opened up the plastic bag and met with cream puffs. They were stuffed with delicious cream, and large strawberries on them. Once again, a tear ran down Akane’s cheek.


  “Wh-What’s wrong?! Maybe you don’t like them?! I thought you’d prefer strawberries, so…” Saito panicked.


  “No, it’s okay. I love these.”


  “Then why are you…”


  “Because I was happy.”


  It wasn’t anything major that Saito had done, and yet Akane was filled with joy. The inside of her heart warmed up like a gentle fire, her cheeks turned as red as a strawberry, and Saito looked like he had sparkles all around him. And as if that wasn’t enough, she hadn’t seen this hallucination for the first time. Namely, back at Saito’s graduation party, and what she felt back then was the same as she did now. Most certainly, that was…


  Saito stepped out of the living room, leaving Akane alone with her thoughts.


  —I need to face my own feelings…for good now.


  She couldn’t deny it any longer. She’d cry for no reason, be confused, and suffer like this…she couldn’t handle it any longer. Why did she start constantly fighting Saito right after they enrolled in high school? It’s because she was frustrated that Saito never remembered her. She was embarrassed that her affection was one-sided, and couldn’t forgive herself for getting her hopes up. Of course, losing her position as the top student of her year was also frustrating, so she wanted to get back at him, and wanted him to accept her.


  And yet, Saito never looked at Akane. No matter how much she tried, how much she worked for her grades, he was always looking down at her from high up above. Realizing that he didn’t even bother with her, she blew off her steam by picking fights with him on a daily basis. She overwrote her affection with hostility, which had them end up in their current relationship.


  She wanted to hate him. She told herself that she hated him. But in the end, she couldn’t convince herself to go all the way. By getting married to him, she learned of his kindness, his touch, which reawakened the feelings deeply buried inside of her, and she couldn’t keep them contained anymore. The Saito she met at the party was a beautified image of his she had created, but the Saito she always fought with at school was just another side of him. Right now, Akane knew all sorts of sides that she didn’t expect him to have.


  He was much more of an idiot as Akane initially assumed, much more reliable than she had expected him to be, always arrogant but also considerate, sloppy but thorough. Akane enjoyed cooking for Saito and seeing his smile when he praised it. She liked it when he thanked her. Watching movies together, going out shopping, sleeping next to each other…even these small things part of their daily lives became something she cherished. They were still fighting a lot, but it’s a lot better than being ignored.


  Right now, she understood her feelings towards Saito. And at the same time, she knew what she felt towards Himari. Just swallowing all of this down and pretending like they never existed might be a lot easier for her. It would allow her to keep indulging in this never-changing daily life. However, that was merely superficial. Inside Akane’s chest, the storm was still rampaging. She had to put a clear end to everything.


  “…I can’t stay like this.” Akane wiped her tears and stood up.


  * * *


  No children were to be seen in the public park of the residential district. Was it because the sun was starting to set, or because children rarely played here? The grass seemed worn out, with rust being visible on the metal rods. Nobody used the swing, which now howled as the wind made it gently shake back and forth.


  “Woah, nostalgia flash! We’d always play in this park when we were younger, right?” Himari opened her arms wide and looked around the park. “You remember? The magazine I brought with me I ended up dropping into a water puddle, so I tried to clean it with the water from the water dispenser, but that only made things worse. Man, I panicked back then.” Himari told a story of the past with a smile, but…


  “Um…Himari. Today, I wanted to…”


  “I know. You didn’t invite me here to play around, right?” Himari shrugged her shoulders with a smile.


  However, her eyes weren’t smiling at all. Akane was never on the receiving end of such a cold gaze from her, which left her baffled. Himari knew what Akane came here to ask. Fighting with her best friend had Akane terrified. She wouldn’t be able to stand losing her best friend. However, she also couldn’t back down or hide it any longer. Akane took a deep breath and looked at Himari.


  “I want you to break up with Saito.”


  Himari’s eyes turned into dots. She covered up her mouth and let out a snicker.


  “Saito-kun and I aren’t dating, though?”


  “I’m talking about your pretend dating.”


  “So you’ll throw me away once I played my part? Isn’t that a bit cruel?”


  “Urgh…”


  Himari was a lot more aggressive than usual.


  “It doesn’t make sense. It was supposed to be nothing but an act, but you keep on clinging to Saito, going on dates with him…and even k-kissed him…” Just by retelling these events, Akane felt her chest tightening up.


  “Seems like they shot a pic of us, huh? So you saw that.”


  “Doing something like that…you’re not pretending anymore, right? You’re like a genuine couple. It’s going too far.”


  Himari looked away.


  “So what’s it matter? Got nothing to do with you.”


  “It…it does.”


  “Why? You’re just married on paper, right?”


  “But…”


  “If you don’t tell me the reason why then I’m not going to stop. We’ll go on more dates, kiss again, and do what comes after that, too.”


  “…”


  Akane envisioned just what Himari was referring to and felt a severe attack of vertigo. She couldn’t allow that to happen. She had to stop her. She had to tell Himari of her own feelings.


  “T-That’s because…I…”


  She pressed her hands on her chest, trying to push out the words. Her heart felt like it was going to explode any second, and even breathing became painful to her. Her knees were quivering, making it hard for her to stand. Saying the word “hate” had become so easy for her. And yet, this one word she truly felt was much harder. And even so, she managed to push it out, albeit with a voice about to disappear.


  “Because I—like Saito.”


  The moment she said that, her body started to burn up. The embarrassment and shame made her cheeks boil. Her head was spinning, as tears built up in her eyes. She fully accepted it. She confessed her feelings that she had kept secret for so long. And now that she had said it, there was no taking them back.


  “…So what?” Himari narrowed her eyes.


  “Wh-What do you mean…”


  “All you two do is fight. You kept on saying how much you hate him.”


  “That…is true, but…”


  “I’m different. I’ve liked Saito ever since our first year. I only looked at him! Watched him with you! Don’t tell me that now! You’re in the way, so step down!”


  Met with Himari’s rage for the first time, Akane grew frustrated.


  “You’re the one who’s in the way! I’ve liked him way before you! When we were twelve years old, we met at a party! And I was looking forward to meeting him again at our school!”


  “Huh…? I’ve never heard of that. What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Grandma took me to a party at a private residence of the Houjou Family. My grandma and Saito’s grandfather are on pretty good terms.”


  Himari formed a fist with her hand.


  “You…You’re really not playing fair.”


  “Not fair…? Me…?”


  “You met Saito-kun much earlier than me thanks to your grandmother, and because of your family, you even got to marry him! It’s just not fair! Without everybody helping you, you wouldn’t even be talking with him normally! You’d be a loner!”


  “Wha…!”


  Himari stabbed Akane right where it hurt, as her cheeks burned up.


  “And you’re far too perfect, it’s grossing me out!”


  Himari’s eyebrows furrowed.


  “Gross…Well I’m at least better at smiling than you cold-hearted robot!”


  “I’d rather bite off my tongue and die! Do you really think your weak and fake smile is convincing Saito?!”


  “H-He doesn’t know! And it’s not fake or weak! It’s proper acting!”


  “And you’re the one who isn’t playing fair! You’d accept playing the fake girlfriend, only to use that as an excuse and completely seduce!”


  “Of course?” Himari shrugged.


  “Why aren’t you denying it?!”


  “You’re too late. This is why your friend’s gonna steal your hubby from you.”


  “~~~!” Akane grit her teeth.


  Akane didn’t want this. She wanted Himari to pull away from Saito, but she didn’t want to fight with her friend. She was fine being hurt, but hurting Himari because of her actions was out of the question. She began tearing up again as she screamed.


  “You’re a big dummy! Why did you have to fall in love with the same person as me?! You’ve got all the choices!”


  “That’s my line! Don’t steal what I want! You’re the dummy!” Himari retorted.


  “Who are you calling a dummy?!”


  “I’m calling you that because it’s true!”


  “I’ve got better grades than you!”


  “And that’s all you’re good for!”
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  The two glared at each other. Both of them were at their limit, having reached what could be regarded as a children’s fight. Himari had also begun to tear up, shaking furiously. Why did they have to fight the person they cared for the most? Why couldn’t they both be happy? Himari let her head hang.


  “…You know? I knew that you liked Saito.”


  “Wha…s-since when?”


  “Our first year in high school. There’s no way you’d talk to a boy. And whenever Saito-kun was taking a day off school, you were lacking your usual energy.”


  “No way…was I that obvious?” Akane’s face burned up with shame.


  “Just as I knew how to get popular with my classmates, I was thinking of ways to win over Saito-kun. I saw exactly how to fill the void in his heart, and the words he wanted to hear.”


  Just as she said, Himari was fighting a much uglier battle, using dirty tricks. One year in elementary school, she started putting on a facade. A fake smile, so to speak. Her refined beauty, the warm atmosphere around her, and her attention toward others, it all got people crowded around her. The bullied kid in school turned into the absolute ruler.


  “Then why didn’t you go for Saito…”


  “Because I didn’t want to make it real with these methods.”


  “With Saito?”


  “Not just him, but also you. If you realized I’d stolen Saito-kun from you, you’d regret it for the rest of your life. You wouldn’t forgive me, and you wouldn’t come to our marriage. I…don’t want our friendship to break apart…”


  “Himari…”


  It wasn’t a problem of forgiving or not, but having her around would be painful to Akane. Unable to trust the other person, they wouldn’t be able to stay friends.


  “Were you…doing it all for that? Accepting to play the fake girlfriend to make me realize my feelings, even kissing him?”


  Himari aggressively shook her head.


  “I’m not that good of a person, you know? If you hadn’t realized, I would’ve not cared. I’m at my limit, and if he gave me a chance, I’d take it.”


  “…I’m sorry that I made you wait two years. If we hadn’t been friends, you wouldn’t have to go through all of this.”


  And right about now, she would’ve obtained Saito, spending a rosy-colored high school life. Even if Akane had long vanished from the face of the earth. Himari looked at the setting sun illuminating the city and muttered.


  “Even falling in love with the same person…we best friends have it rough.”


  “…You can say that again.”


  They were always on the same beat since they were in grade school, having spent many years together. They laughed about the same thing, cried about the same thing, and became closer like sisters. Considering that, it wasn’t too weird to think they would fall in love with the same person. Akane felt exhausted, so she sat down on the bench. Himari joined her on the opposite side, as their backs leaned against each other. Their breathing lined up. If possible, they wouldn’t have wanted to fight.


  “I’m not going to give up on you or Saito-kun.”


  “Same here. I don’t want to lose my best friend. But I also won’t hand over Saito.”


  They might both be greedy, but without hoping for something, you can never achieve anything.


  “What do you plan on doing now? I’m pretty strong.” Himari grinned.


  “I’ll do my best. I’ll make Saito fall in love with me and catch up to you in a heartbeat.”


  “I won’t hold back anymore, got it?”


  “I wouldn’t want you to, either way, Himari.”


  With their backs to each other, they declared war. And between the two, this was their first ever fight.
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  Epilogue


  “Eeeeeeep?!”


  The second Saito entered the living room, Akane jumped in shock while preparing breakfast. She looked like a terrified stray cat, taking a few steps backward.


  “D-Don’t just waltz in here! This is my room, remember?!”


  “It’s our shared space! Why are you so scared of me? Did I do something?”


  Saito grew worried that she may have put poison in his food for good now.


  “You didn’t do anything, it’s just that your entire existence is bringing sadness and despair to this world!”


  “That’s a bit of an exaggeration, don’t you think?”


  Saito didn’t see himself as a benevolent messiah, but he sure as heck wasn’t the demon lord reincarnated. Well, becoming one didn’t sound half bad, honestly spoken.


  “Well, whatever. Morning.”


  “Good m-mor…”


  Saito’s normal greeting alone had Akane flustered. However, right after…


  “It’s not a good morning at all!” She denied it at full force.


  “Am I late, or something? I feel like I got up at the same time as always.”


  “People who wake up with their alarm clocks are oftentimes totally stupid! You’re a hundred years too late!”


  “Who am I, Urashima Tarou? Flew through time and space?”


  Something was off about Akane this morning. She was always behaving weirdly, but not to such an extent. Akane placed his palm on Akane’s forehead.


  “…?!” Akane felt like she was hit by lightning.


  Blood quickly rushed to her head.


  “Wh-Wh-What?!”


  “I had a hunch that you had a fever…But you’re burning up.”


  “That’s because you’re touching me!!” Akane pushed Saito away.


  “If you’re caught a cold, then let’s head to the hospital. I’ll carry you.”


  “I’ll die from the shock if you do that!”


  “So it’s that bad…Then we are fighting for seconds. I’m taking you there by force.” Saito rushed towards Akane, about to pick her up.


  However, Akane tried her hardest to escape him.


  “Stop it! What’s going on with you today?! Did Himari tell you something?!”


  “What do you mean?”


  “T-That’s…that I…you…”


  “Were you plotting to kill me?!”


  Saito immediately jumped away from Akane, hiding behind the opposite side of the table. He could only protect himself. Nobody would cover for him in an emergency.


  “You’re wrong! There’s no way I could kill you, right?!”


  “95%…No, 99% chance that you could pull it off.”


  “That’s way too high! What do you think of me…?!”


  “You’re…like the god of death?”


  “That’s worse than I thought!” Akane teared up.


  “So even if you’re not out to kill me, just what am I supposed to have heard from Himari?”


  “That…Whatever! Don’t act so self-conceited!”


  “I really am not, you know.”


  Saito was losing confidence by the second. He was treated like an alien in his own home. How would he even be able to live on from now on? He didn’t want to die, at the very least. He wanted to eat more of Akane’s cooking. If possible, he wanted more stake.


  “What about tomorrow’s breakfast?”


  “Mhm!” Akane pointed at the parsley on a plate.


  Nothing else, it was just parsley. It’s like they went to the animal kingdom.


  “It’s gotten a lot more simple than cup ramen, huh?”


  “That fits you perfectly, does it not?! You got a problem?!”


  “Not at all.”


  Saito munched up the non-dressing parsley with all his might. If this was the taste of life, then Saito would cherish every single bite of it.


  “Wait, don’t take me seriously! I’ll make something great for breakfast!”


  “It’s okay, I wholeheartedly understand your feelings. Your hate for me is plain as day!”


  “That’s not what this is!” Akane pulled the parsley straight out of Saito’s mouth.


  * * *


  Saito was agonizing on his own in the courtyard.


  “Akane’s a lot more assertive than usual…Did I do something to make her angry…?”


  “Onee-chan’s angry that you and Himarin kissed, you dummy! And I’m angry too, so kiss me right now!” Maho leaped at Saito, who skillfully evaded her attack.


  However, Maho then clung to his back, and he couldn’t shake her off.


  “…Brother’s first kiss wasn’t with Himari, though.”


  “…Hm? What do you mean?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Now hold the phone, what was that?! I request for you to tell me the details!”


  “And I’m just as curious! Tell me!”


  Both Saito and Himari closed in on Shisei.


  “Got it. Shise will start explaining from the birth of the human race.”


  “That’s a bit too much detail, no?!” Saito pressed for a better start.


  “It all began when the great goats fought to keep the darkness of this world in place…”


  Shisei was actually planning to go through all of human history, which gave Saito the chills. At the same time, Himari shrugged her shoulders.


  “Also, I don’t think Akane’s angry.”


  “Really? But then…what the hell is going on?”


  Akane was always hard to understand, but that was especially bad today. If Saito didn’t grasp the origin of that soon, his life could be in danger.


  “More importantly, let’s go on a day after school. I think it’s time we moved onto the next stage now that we’ve kissed.”


  “And what would that be…?”


  “You’ll find that out during our date. We gotta show off to everyone that we’re still dating, right?” Himari clung to Saito’s arm, looking up at him.


  Himari was also acting off. It’s as if she was a lot more assertive than usual.


  “Himari~!”


  There, Akane came from the main building. She was furious, her shoulders moving up and down, as she emitted a crimson aura. Himari kept her arms around Saito’s, faking confusion.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Don’t give me that! I wanna talk with you, so come here!”


  “Can we do that later? I’m busy trying to seduce Saito.”


  “Don’t try to seduce him in broad daylight! Frivolous!”


  “So it’d be fine if it wasn’t in broad daylight? I’ll do it later tonight, then!”


  “That makes it even worse! Get away from him right now!” Akane tried her best to peel Himari off Akane.


  At the same time, Himari clung to Saito as if her life depended on it. Maybe it was just Saito’s imagination, but he saw sparks flying between Akane and Himari. He was witnessing such a fight for the first time, and yet they felt closer than before. Like they stopped holding back around each other. As he thought, something weird was going on. Urged by his sense of danger, Saito approached Akane.


  “If I did something bad, then I’ll apologize. Just tell me.”


  “Don’t get too close to me!” Akane jumped away from him.


  “You hate me that much?! What did I do to you?!” Saito felt his heart break apart.


  He felt as if he had done a good job at trying to get on Akane’s good side as of late, but this was the result.


  “So many things I can’t count here…And it’s all your fault…”


  “Then explain it to me! Otherwise I can’t improve!”


  “Don’t wanna! I’m not telling you anything!” Akane crossed her arms and looked away.


  She was always the stubborn type, so Saito realized he wouldn’t be getting anything out of her. This of course had him in shambles.


  “I just absolutely hate you…I really, really do.” Akane said with reddened cheeks.


  Afterword


  There’s a saying that two people are close enough to fight. Of course, having no fight would always be easier, but when it comes to two people closing their distance even further than before, a fight is often unavoidable. When the values of two people clash, you point out the faults in the other person and reveal what you feel unpleasant about. It’s a necessary process when exchanging information and doing negotiations, and as soon as emotions are involved, so will a fight.


  It always comes from properly facing what the other person is. Because you treasure the other person, there are times when you can’t forgive them for something, and a fight is necessary to reach a common ground. In that way, since Saito and Akane keep on fighting, they always look at each other, understanding them the most.


  I am eternally thankful to all my readers that I was allowed to deliver this volume. My editor K-sama, N-sama, and everyone from the editorial department, it’s thanks to all of you that more and more KuraKon goods will come to my office, making me scream with joy. Next, my illustrator Narumi Nanami-sensei. Seeing Himari’s illustration had my heart jump in ecstasy. We may have seen a different side in the novel, but I want to protect her smile. The mangaka Mosukonbu-sensei, who is busy with volume 2 of the comicalization, is doing a wonderful job delivering a different side to this series. Cat Akane and Cat Himari are very adorable!


  Finally, thank you to all the readers who picked up this book in the first place. The reason Akane managed to grow this much is because of your support. So thank you very much.


  This volume, Akane has begun to stand her ground against Himari. And, she also got a good look at her own feelings. On the surface, Akane might act strong, but she’s a coward at times, so that action itself must have cost her a lot of courage. Now that she has realized her own feelings, how will her life together with Saito change? How will her attitude towards him change? We’ve reached a great turning point, so I hope you’re excited to see what the future holds.


  During a spring that feels like midsummer—


  April 16th, 2022. Amano Seiju
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