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  Prologue


  When Akane was young, she’d often be alone at home. Upon arriving home, she’d grab the key to the front door from her backpack and enter inside.


  “I’m home.”


  She called out to the dark inside, but no voices returned an answer. Even so, she continued this ritual every single day without properly knowing why. The inside of her home was a bit chilly and uninviting, as she made her way up the stairs, towards her room, and placed her backpack on the floor. As Maho had yet again been hospitalized, her bed was neatly tidied up, showing no signs of life whatsoever. Only a cat plushie stood as its guardian.


  —I hope Maho feels better soon…


  Akane finished her homework, prepared everything for the next day’s classes, and began working on chores. She did general cleaning, did the laundry, washed the dishes, and then went to clean the bath. Since her parents were incredibly busy, she had to do whatever she could to make their lives easier. Their parents said she didn’t have to go that far, but they were the ones keeping the family afloat, so Akane wanted to at least help when it came to household duties. She prepared curry for the day’s dinner, and right as she was busy cutting the vegetables for the salad, the phone rang.


  —Maybe it’s Mom? It could be that Maho’s getting discharged soon.


  Filled with anticipation, Akane answered the phone.


  “Yes, hello? This is Akane.”


  ‘Ah, Akane. I’m sorry, honey.’


  Hearing her mother’s apologetic voice, all excitement vanished from Akane’s mind.


  “What’s wrong?” She asked, while already surmising her mother’s following words.


  ‘I have to take overtime again today. I think I’ll be late.’


  “What about Dad?”


  ‘We both have overtime. And we’re going to visit Maho after work, too, so eat dinner without us.’


  “…” Akane stared at the pot of curry in front of her.


  This definitely wasn’t the amount a girl like her could eat all by herself. Since she barely got any time to spend with her family, she wanted to at least see the smiles of her parents as they’d eat dinner together, but that was a futile wish.


  ‘…Akane? What’s wrong?’


  Her mother’s worried voice pulled Akane back to reality. She couldn’t afford to worry her already exhausted mother even further. Maho had been fighting a severe sickness since the day she was born, and to afford the hospital fees, her parents were working hard each and every day. Compared to all the suffering they went through, Akane’s own feelings weren’t anywhere close. She couldn’t tell her mother how sad and lonely she actually felt. Because that…would be nothing but selfishness.


  “…I’m fine.” Akane just smiled and tightly gripped the phone.


  Chapter 1 - Denial


  Akane stood at the front entrance of her home. Up to this point, she always saw Saito as the boy she despised the most, so living together with him was somewhat manageable for her. However, now that she had realized how she truly felt, this was awfully embarrassing. Horrifically so. She didn’t even know what kind of face to make when running into him, reaching the point she was frozen stiff out of worry that she might do something awkward. In fact, she had a hunch that had been the case for a while now. As Akane never had any experience in love, the situation of being married to the boy she loves and even living together with him was too stimulating for her.


  —Calm down…I just have to act the same way as always. He’s just green stuff. And since he’s green stuff, he’s not human. I don’t have any reason to be worried about him.


  A rude thought crossed her mind, which she used to calm herself down. A deep breath later, she opened the front door.


  “Oh, welcome back.”


  Half-naked Saito stood in the hallway, drinking a protein shake. He had a towel wrapped around his waist, still a bit wet from the bath he possibly had been in a few moments prior, acting like an old man at a hot spring.


  “What in the world are you doing?!” Akane instantaneously covered her sight with her student bag.


  “Drinking a protein shake?” Saito bluntly responded.


  “I can tell as much! I’m asking you why you’re naked!”


  “Because I’m slowly becoming one with mother nature?”


  “We’re inside a man-built house! There’s no mother nature here!”


  Saito sighed.


  “This is my home, so I’m free to do what I want. Nobody’s looking, either.”


  “I’m being forced to look right at this very moment!”


  “You’ve seen me wearing less at the pool and during swimming classes, right?”


  “Maybe, but still!”


  Since she was now fully conscious of him as a boy, the way she saw things changed completely. On top of that, it was just the two right now, so naturally, Akane’s heart was pounding.


  —Also…he’s quite muscular…


  She couldn’t hold the urge of taking a peek at Saito’s physique, as she remembered the time he carried her to the hospital.


  “…Wanna see more?”
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  Saito asked Akane with a dubious tone, to which she once again hid her face behind her student bag. She felt her face burning up like it was on fire, as she roared in anger.


  “No, thank you! Wear some clothes, or I’ll peel the skin off you!”


  “Roger!” Saito dashed up the stairs like a terrified rabbit.


  Akane was left behind, crouching down on the floor as she held her head.


  —I…did it again…


  She didn’t mean to threaten him, but as their regular fight broke out, she found herself back in that same mindset. As they were mortal enemies not too long ago, it was hard to flip the switch into accepting that she now had feelings for him. Especially her words that shot out faster than she could think. If she kept going like this, she’d never be able to win against her rival in love, Himari. Undoubtedly, Saito saw Akane as an assassin, a cold-blooded murderer, or maybe even the Demon Lord reincarnated.


  She dropped her shoulders in defeat as she went up to the second floor herself, putting her student bag into her personal study room. She went back down to head to the toilet when she spotted Saito standing in the laundry room, equipped with a washing machine, a drier, and several shelves. Saito was currently busy taking laundry out of the basket.


  “Wh-What are you doing?”


  “I’m gonna do the laundry…We’ve ended up with a lot by now.”


  “You’re going to fool around with my underwear?!”


  “I mean, don’t we always take turns?”


  “That’s not the problem here, you pervert!”


  “Why am I a pervert?!”


  Even as they had yet another argument, Saito continued to fish for more underwear. If left alone, he’d eventually reach Akane’s bra and panties. It was a battle against time. Seeing no other option, Akane snatched the basket from Saito.


  “You are a pervert! Y-You probably want to use this as an excuse to have your way with my underwear, put it on your head, and e-e-eat it, right?!”


  “I don’t have any disposition that would allow me to digest fabric!”


  “Liar! You’re a monster who’d casually munch up any girl’s clothes as long as you feel like it!”


  “I’d be less of a monster and more like a desperate beast.”


  “You don’t have to do the laundry! Just let me handle it!”


  “I mean, I won’t stop you if you’re that adamant on it…” Saito seemed a bit bothered but peacefully left the laundry room.


  This allowed Akane to sigh in relief. She put all the underwear on the ground and started separating it when she realized yet another problem arrived.


  —Wait, so now I have to wash Saito’s underwear?!


  The thought of having Saito see her underwear prompted Akane to steal the laundry basket from him, but now that she had gotten her thoughts under control again, she realized that she backed herself into a corner and was now forced to wash Saito’s underwear for him, too.


  —So we both touched each other’s underwear up to this point?! We’re both perverts!


  Akane buried her face in a towel as she groaned to counteract the embarrassment. She had always been acting this way, she just never realized.


  —B-But…I have to do it. We’re living together, after all…And splitting the underwear would be too much work…


  Akane steeled her resolve and took out Saito’s underwear from the basket. She told herself that she was doing what was necessary, trying to drown out her embarrassment. She grabbed the underwear with graciousness like she was defusing a bomb, as she put it on the hanger. Same for his socks, pants, and shirts.


  —That reminds me…Since we’re washing the laundry together, it means that my sweat is mixing with Saito’s whenever we put our stuff in the laundry basket! And we’re then wearing the clothes again?! We’re absolute perverts!


  Akane realized yet another crucial aspect she had not paid attention to before. Through actively washing the laundry, most of the sweat would be removed from the clothes, but that wasn’t a perfect process. Their genes were glued to the other person’s clothes. And the more she thought about it, the more she suffered in agony. The same was the case for bowls and cups. They weren’t strictly limiting them to one person, so some of their saliva would still be stuck to it. In a way, it could even reach up to an indirect kiss. Akane’s eyes began spinning because she couldn’t handle the situation when Saito took a peek inside the laundry room.


  “Oh, by the way, I left the water in the bathtub, so you can take one once you’re done with this.”


  “You’re telling me to use the same bathwater as you?!” Akane tightly embraced Saito’s shirt as she staggered backward against the wall.


  “Aren’t you always doing that?”


  “I will sue you for sexual harassment!”


  “My lawyers will crush you in the cross-examination, so I dare you. Also, why? A normal family always uses the same bath water, right?”


  “If I were to use the same bath water you used, it’d be the same as we’d be embracing each other naked!”


  “How does that even remotely make any sense?!” Saito’s ears turned red.


  “It does! It’d be like we’re doing l-lewd stuff!”


  “Not in the slightest?! And what about hot springs then, huh?”


  “It…it’d be like a huge group…activity…”


  “All right, I get it. That thought genuinely terrifies me, so let’s cut it off here.” Saito pulled the E-brake. “If you hate the idea that much, then I’ll just heat up some fresh water instead.”


  Akane watched Saito walk past her, as a sharp pain ran through her chest.


  “Y-You don’t have to…I don’t actually hate it, I’d be pretty happy…” Akane barely finished her sentence as she realized what she’d even just said and slammed her head against the wall.


  “Akane?! What’s wrong?!” Saito voiced genuine concern.


  “Nothing…I just felt like having a match with this wall here…”


  “I don’t think a person’s skull can beat a solid concrete wall.”


  “Mine can.” Akane smiled.


  “But your forehead is bleeding.”


  “It’s my medal of victory.”


  “Right-o…”


  Saito sent Akane a warm gaze, most likely realizing that there was nothing else to be said, and walked away…Or rather, it seemed more like he was trying to escape.


  —He definitely thinks I’m some weird girl now!


  Akane’s fingers were quivering as she hung up Saito’s shirt to let it dry. Her actions didn’t correlate with her thoughts at all, today. She finally realized how she’s felt all this time, but it was looking like the distance between the two was growing only further.


  “I have to do something…and quickly.” Akane lowered her body into the warm bathwater as she muttered to herself.


  This was the same bathwater that Saito used not too long ago. Akane simply didn’t wish to waste money on the gas bill, which is why she hurried to take a bath after him. There was no ulterior motive to be found in her actions. The truth however was as plain as day, as well as the fact that Akane would make an awful lawyer who’d probably get destroyed and roasted by a witness. The proof of that was the fact Akane’s body grew hotter the more she thought about it. And she knew full well that this heat didn’t come from just the hot water.


  At the very least, she wanted to cook some delicious dinner and make Saito happy that way. That should allow her to make up for the many mistakes she made up to this point. With new-found determination, Akane got out of the bath, dried her body and hair, and added a bit of makeup on her face, as well as some lip gloss. She was perfectly aware that this much amount of care was unnatural, but the fact that she felt embarrassed was washed away quickly because of her sheer joy.


  After all, she could finally get to taste what love was truly like, and why it had all the girls in the world go crazy. After the forced marriage, Akane assumed she’d never get involved with true love like this, but now she found someone she likes, and she was even married to him. If not for this ridiculous enforcement from her grandmother, she probably would’ve never even caught on to her feelings, and they’d be mortal enemies right about now.


  “…I gotta work hard.” She clapped her hands on her cheeks and stepped out of the changing room.


  * * *


  Meanwhile, Saito was still bewildered at Akane’s attitude. Since she had been quite feisty over the past few days, he wanted to soothe her mood even the slightest bit and opted to help do the chores at home. He cleaned the bathtub, went to take a bath, and wanted to continue doing the laundry. And yet, all of it had the opposite effect. Akane loathed him for taking a bath and stole the laundry basket from him. It felt like the affection his wife had for him was slowly reaching a freezing point.


  —Please tell me…where did I go wrong? Maybe I can never live in this house in peace ever again?


  Saito felt true despair. As of late, the two had just been fighting non-stop, it felt like their relationship changed shape into a whole battlefield with no victor at the end. He formed a fist to make up his resolve and entered the kitchen. Inside there, Akane was passionately preparing dinner. Her hand cutting the onions was swift and smooth, as she walked back and forth with her apron swaying at every move. Saito sat down on a chair and awkwardly spoke up.


  “Y-Yo, what will you be making for dinner, if I may ask?”


  “Can’t you tell by looking? And why are you talking like a weirdo?!”


  —It’s ‘cause I’m carefully choosing my words so that you’re not throwing a bottle at me!


  Or so he’d like to say, but he didn’t want to risk losing a finger as a result of another one of Akane’s outbursts, so he stayed quiet.


  “Man, I can’t wait for your cooking, Akane-san! It’s seriously the best!”


  “Akane-san?! Did you eat something weird on your way home?!” Akane showed a baffled reaction.


  This battle was everything right now, and yet it seemed like he was treating her as a stranger. Saito just shrugged his shoulders in return.


  “I wouldn’t dare eat anything else when your delicious food is waiting for me!”


  “R-Really? Are you that excited for it?” Akane’s cheeks grew flushed, as she fidgeted with her hair.


  Saito saw his chance and doubled down.


  “Of course. Your cooking is the best in the entire world!”


  “In…the entire world?”


  “After tasting your cooking, I can’t eat anybody else’s anymore! Just make miso soup for me every single day1, oh glorious chef Akane!”


  “If you praise me any more than this, I’ll kill you!”


  “This isn’t gonna hold up in court, and you know it!” Saito screamed in terror at a threat only Akane would ever even let loose. Her face was beet-red, easily conveying the rage she was probably filled with. She turned her back towards Saito and continued cutting the carrots on her cutting board. And yet, her hips were swaying left and right, as if she was happy.


  “W-Well, I don’t mind doing that. In fact, aren’t I already cooking for you every morning? But, that kind of pick-up attempt is a bit old-fashioned, no? Like, can’t you come up with something a bit more romantic? W-Well, I can tell you tried, at least!”


  “……?” Saito couldn’t help but turn his head in confusion at that statement.


  He had no clue what to even feel anymore.


  “Um…so, you’re not angry at me?”


  “Of course I’m not!”


  And yet she said it with a furious expression.


  “Then…do you like me?”


  “Eeek?!” Akane’s hand she held the knife in slipped, as a red liquid dripped down from her finger.


  “Are you okay?!”


  “It’s your fault because you said something weird! N-N-No way I would like you! We’re mortal enemies, nothing more and nothing less! I’m the lion and you’re the rat!”


  “Why am I the one who’s about to get eaten?!”


  Akane swung her bloody finger around as she once again roared in anger.


  “I wouldn’t eat you! Get your rosy mind out of the gutter!”


  “There was nothing rosy nor lewd about this! Can you do something about your bleeding finger first?!”


  “Blood?! What are you talking about?!”


  “I’m talking about the goddamn red Niagara falls that’s coming out of your finger!” Saito couldn’t bear to watch this any longer and wrapped his hand around Akane’s finger.


  “Huh…? S-Saito, what are you…That’s so sudden…” Akane grew flustered.


  It was an oddly adorable expression for her, but Saito didn’t have the time to enjoy it. Her finger was still bleeding.


  —Was my wife always this clumsy?


  Saito was forced to doubt his entire world, tightly pushing his fingers on Akane’s to stop the bleeding. Unlike his own, Akane’s fingers were small and adorable.


  “It’d be bad if you got an infection from this. You go wash it off with some water, and I’ll grab a disinfectant and a bandage.”


  “You don’t have to do all that much! It’ll heal eventually.”


  “Don’t play tough…What if you lose a finger and it’ll impact your studies?”


  “Why are you being this kind to me?! I’m not that cheap of a woman! Even you won’t win me over that easily!” Akane emitted clear caution as she took her distance from Saito.


  Her back curled up, and her nails shone brightly like she was a cat that went full defensive mode. Meanwhile, Saito felt genuinely hurt as he possessed no ulterior motive and simply wanted to escape this hellish scene. As he surmised before, something about Akane was definitely odd today. Saito sighed in disbelief and left the kitchen.


  Staying close to Akane while things were this way would only endanger them both, so he escaped to his study room and opted to read a book. The new release of a mystery novel he was reading just came out, so the timing couldn’t have been better. Needless to say, Saito would usually figure out the criminal from the prologue itself, but this author always threw wrenches into Saito’s assumptions, giving hints through metaphors and old symbols that made it harder to follow the tracks.


  —Reading is great…It gives me peace and a breakaway from all the troubles of the real world.


  Right as Saito was indulging in some much-needed tranquility, he heard an explosive noise coming from downstairs.


  “What happened?!”


  He stormed inside the kitchen, only to find Akane preparing the plates on the table with a confident smirk on her face.


  “I just finished dinner.”


  “And what was that noise just now?!”


  “I just had to add a final touch with gaso…Nothing. It’s a trade secret.”


  “Gasoline?! You better have not! So the food exploded because you poured gasoline over it?! Like you’re putting wine on steak?!”


  “I wouldn’t do something as dangerous as that. Do you have no common sense?”


  “I came here running because I heard an explosion, so don’t put this around on me…” Saito felt restless.


  That being said, he couldn’t pick up any leftover scent in the kitchen, so it must have been a different noise he heard. Although he was still dubious as to how an explosion like that would be needed while cooking.


  “Eat up.”


  A black lump remained on the plate Akane pointed at with a smirk. Truly, it was darker than black, like you’d gathered all the evil in the world to put it into one single object.


  —Is that…charcoal?!


  Saito doubted his eyes, but there was no way Akane would fail a dinner to such a level. It may look like pure charcoal, but it had to taste magnificent.


  “What…kind of dish is this?” Saito gulped as he asked.


  “Charcoal.”


  “It actually is?!”


  “What else would this be other than charcoal? Are your eyes okay?” Akane showed clear disgust.


  “Why am I on the receiving end of all this?! I’m the one who’s worried about you!” Saito fought back with all he had. “Why would you even make me eat pure charcoal? Do you hate me that much?”


  “It’s…it’s your fault for getting all carried away! Don’t think for a second that I’ll just be there for you to cook delicious food. Because that’s not gonna happen! We’re rivals! You should just be content with being fed charcoal!” Akane crossed her arms and looked away.


  Contrary to her attitude, her wars were crimson red.


  “Well…that makes sense. I guess I was acting too spoiled. I was just enjoying your food every single day that I saw it as a given for you to cook for me. I guess I earned this…”


  “H-Hold on, you don’t have to be so dejected about it…”


  “I get it. I’ll take responsibility and eat this charcoal.” Saito prepared himself, as well as his stomach.


  He picked up the piece of charcoal with his chopsticks, carrying it to his mouth. Readying himself for a taste awful enough to make his tongue go numb, Saito’s body tensed up.


  “This charcoal is…tasty?!” Saito’s eyes shot open in disbelief.


  Meanwhile, Akane let out a confident snicker.


  “Of course! Did you really think I would cook anything nasty?”


  “I mean, this still is charcoal, but…I guess so. It is pretty good.”


  Saito stopped thinking about the smaller details and just focused on the taste itself. When he thought of the crunchy consistency as a simple snack, there was no problem either, and the jet-black color was comparable to that of squid ink, which he could also forgive. Not long after, Saito finished his wife’s homemade charcoal fully.


  * * *


  Even as the night progressed, Akane didn’t come to their bedroom. Worried that Akane might overdo her studying again to the point she’d collapse, Saito opened the bedroom door and stepped out onto the hallway. He immediately ran into the girl in question, crouched down on the floor only for her to now shoot up straight.


  “…Akane? What are you doing there?”


  “M-Mentally…preparing myself?”


  “What would you need that for?”


  “To sleep…”


  “Sleeping doesn’t require any mental preparation. Just go to bed, we’ve got school tomorrow.” Saito pressed her with the doorknob still in hand, but Akane kept on fidgeting, not moving from her spot.


  She simply looked up at Saito with a beet-red face.


  “B-But…Isn’t it too lewd…that we’re sleeping next to each other?”


  “We’ve been sleeping together every single day since we moved in here.”


  Saito didn’t understand where the problem was.


  “That’s just weird! We may be married…but sleeping in the same bed…it’s just indecent!” Akane tightly put her thighs together as she muttered in a fleeting voice.


  Hearing that, even Saito began to feel flustered, as his body grew hotter. They indeed were doing something extraordinarily bold, but he had tried his best to not think about it.


  “It’s your loss if you think about it! Our grandparents said to sleep together, so doing it is our only choice!”


  “Doing what?!”


  “Sleeping, of course!” Saito grabbed Akane’s hand and pulled her inside the bedroom.


  “H-Hey! How dare you drag a girl to your bed like this?!”


  “This is your bed, too! Stop talking nonsense and lie down!”


  “No! I want a more romantic setting!”


  Akane kept on fighting against Saito’s grip, blurting out absolute nonsense. He tried to add more strength to give her one final pull, but that backfired as the both of them fell into the bed. Saito was lying upward in the bed, with Akane on top of his chest. Her breasts, only covered by her nightgown, were pressed directly on his chest muscles. Following that, a sweet scent of strawberry reached up to him from her neck. A sweet breath escaped her lips, acting like poison to numb Saito’s mind.


  “That…hurt…”


  “…!”


  A sharp pain ran through Saito’s heart. They were both lying on the same bed as always, on the sheets drenched in their scents, currently embracing each other. It took Saito longer than usual to grasp what was going on.


  “S-Sorry, are you hurt?”


  “You sex offender!” Akane jumped up with tears in her eyes, as she slammed one pillow right onto Saito.


  She continued for a few more hits, but the fluffy pillow inflicted zero damage in total.


  “I’m not a sex offender! This was just an accident!”


  “And an accident would make it fine if I got pregnant from this?!”


  “But you aren’t pregnant, so what’s the problem!”


  “Well, I may be?!”


  “We were just hugging each other! Are you still that much of a child you believe the stork delivers the children?!”


  “Children! You say children?! So maybe I am pregnant! What are we gonna name it?!”


  “Calm down! You understand English, right?! Please, tell me you’re able to understand basic language!” Saito pleaded like he was put on the stand to defend himself from his wife’s false accusations, but Akane had already lost it and lived in her own world.


  She let out screams that were hard to put into actual words, jumped off the bed, and escaped out onto the hallway.


  “Where are you going?!”


  “To the west coast of America!”


  “To LA?! At this time?!”


  The final flight outside Japanese borders must have left already, not to mention the buses not driving that far this late. However, Akane didn’t go to Santa Monica but instead returned with a mountain of goods in her arms. These goods weren’t traveling goods like clothes and the such, but the necessary objects for work at home. They included a hammer, pliers, long rectangular wood, a large amount of drawing pins and nails, as well as an electric drill.


  “Are we doing some torture fever night or something?!”


  Saito shot up, trying to escape through the window, but he was too late. She had already turned on the drill. The shrill noise of the drill filled Saito with fear, as Akane declared with a voice cold as ice.


  “Saito…it’s time to sleep.”


  “In the forever box?!”


  He couldn’t think of anything else after seeing her equipment at hand.


  “I’ll build a barricade between us, so that you won’t assault me…”


  “I wasn’t planning on doing that either way?!”


  “I know. But it’s time to build borders.” Akane placed the drawing pins in the center of the bed.


  “You don’t get it! One wrong move and you’re in for a world of hurt!”


  “I just have to sit still and never move again!”


  “Don’t be ridiculous!”


  “I can do it…because humanity has been blessed with packing tape!” She pulled out some packing tape and approached Saito.


  “I knew it! This is torture!”


  That statement alone was the final nail in the coffin for Saito. He wanted to at least leave behind a final message, so he searched for his phone, but Akane laughed like a villain.


  “Looking for this, Mr. Depp?” In her hand, she held Saito’s smartphone.


  “Elai—No, Akane?! When did you snatch that?!”


  “I’ll be keeping this toy on me for a while. I can’t have you take embarrassing pictures of me while I’m asleep.”


  “I wouldn’t do that!”


  “I bet you’re taking pictures of my sleeping face!”


  “…I would never.”


  That being said, Saito definitely felt the urge to do that several times. Her cuteness just was against the rules. Meanwhile, said “cute” girl was busy turning a wooden plank into what resembled a metal bat and putting it down in the middle of the bed. She placed a mountain of books on top of that, but it looked close to breaking apart any second. She probably wanted to be absolutely sure, so she added some extra goods into the mountain to have them act as the eyes of a scarecrow. That being said, Saito was no bird by any means.


  “Now I can sleep peacefully. Let’s head to bed, yes?”


  The barricade was completed, and Akane placed the drill next to her bed.


  “No way I can sleep at all like this. I won’t be getting any rest!”


  The electronic drill still growled ever so faintly, creating a threatening atmosphere.


  “Would you like me to sing you a lullaby?”


  “No thanks!”


  “Leave it to me! Little Saaaito’s entire booody will end up in taaaters~”


  “You are definitely gonna torture me!”


  His wife awakened to some new kind of torture, which left Saito sleepless the whole night.


  * * *


  Upon arriving at school, Akane entered the classroom of class 3-A, with only Saito present so far. Even as their eyes met, her heart rate spiked, and she reflexively ran out into the hallway again. She pressed her back against the wall and pressed her hand on her chest, once again thinking about how this could have happened. Before she was aware of her feelings, she had no problem dealing with him. And yet, whenever she looked at his face now, all these feelings inside of her exploded, leaving her unable to hold a proper conversation.


  Before this, she’d be fine playing games with him at home, watching movies together, and just spending time in peace, but lately, she’d just run to her study room whenever they finished dinner. Whenever it was just them two, she didn’t know what to say, but she was also equally afraid to say something weird. She was scared to openly state her own feelings. She was terrified of the possibility that he might hate her.


  —Maybe I would have been better off not realizing how I felt…


  If that had been the case, she would be able to spend her time with Saito the same way as before. Play with him, sleep next to him, and just live with him in peace. That being said, unawareness could’ve led to someone else stealing Saito away from her, too. And that possibility was even more terrifying to her. After all, Saito was quite popular. Then again, that was to be expected, since even Akane, who had no interest in love, found herself falling for him. And because her head was riddled with thoughts that pulled her away from reality, she didn’t even catch on to Shisei appearing in front of her. She didn’t say a word and just stared at Akane.


  “Sh-Shisei-san? What’s wrong?”


  “…Akane, did you finally realize?”


  “R-Realize what?” Akane was bewildered.


  “That you like Brother.”


  “…?!”


  Her heart was already in an unstable state, and now it only fluttered further. Her entire body burned up, her cheeks turning crimson red.


  “Wh-What might you be talking about?! I’m not quite sure I follow?!”


  “So you did realize. Not too long ago, you would have screamed about how much you hate him.”


  “I hate him!”


  “What part of him?”


  That question came out of the blue, which made it hard for Akane to think of something. Now that she had come to terms with her feelings, all the minor flaws Saito had felt like a joke, even though they fought so much not too long ago.


  “That’s…well…there’s a lot to hate about him!” Akane argued with a cheesy argument.


  “Is that so?”


  Seeing that she managed to satisfy Shisei, Akane sighed in relief. Shisei stepped inside the classroom and immediately jumped on Saito’s lap, looking up.


  “Let me tell you something great, Brother. Akane actually—”


  “Waaaaaaaaaaaaah?!” Akane stormed inside and pulled Shisei away from Saito.


  “Likes mguh! Because mguhgh!”


  Shisei fought to finish her sentence, but Akane immediately shoved a whole lunch box into her mouth and physically made it impossible for her to utter another word. Following that, she dragged Shisei out of the classroom. She stormed inside an empty classroom nearby, made sure that nobody followed, and put Shisei down again. Even if Shisei was relatively small, she was still another person, so Akane was breathing heavily.


  “To think Akane would one day abduct Shise.” Shisei shivered like a cold baby.


  “It’s because you’re trying to tell Saito that I like him!”


  “So you do like him?”


  “Ack…” Akane hurriedly covered her mouth.


  She confessed how she felt without meaning to.


  “You don’t have to try and hide it. Shise knew all this time.”


  “Wh-Why…”


  Not only Himari, but even Shisei was aware of Akane’s feelings all along. This made her worry if she was too obvious when it came to that. It’d be awful if Saito himself realized.


  “As someone who watches Brother, Shise would know.”


  “What…”


  What did she mean by that? Was she referring to the fact that she could feel other people’s gazes because she was always with him?


  “Why aren’t you telling Brother?”


  “How could I?! We’ve been enemies this entire time! I said so many cruel things to him, and hurt him countless times, there’s no way he doesn’t hate me. Even if I confessed now, he’d just reject me flat-out…” Akane tightly put her hands together.


  She declared herself Himari’s rival in love, but Akane was unsure if she could even reach up to become a rival. Himari worked hard to become friendly with Saito, whereas Akane started from a minus.


  “Then Shise will tell him instead.” Shisei was about to dash out of the room, only to have her wrist grabbed by Akane.


  “That’s even worse! That’ll put me at too much of a disadvantage! He’ll grasp my weakness and force me to listen to whatever demand he has!”


  “What kind of demand? To cook food for him every day?”


  “I’m already doing that.”


  “Then, what?” Shisei tilted her head.


  “L-Lewd stuff, I guess?”


  Even saying it out loud was too embarrassing for Akane, she mumbled it with reddened ears. Shisei continued to stare at Akane with her gemstone eyes.


  “Do you not want to do that sort of thing with Brother?”


  “Th-That’s…Well…Um…”


  She reached the limit of her embarrassment and crouched down while covering her burning cheeks. Just imagining it made her heart race painfully fast, and she felt dizzy.


  “If only Brother got to see you right now.”


  “Huh?”


  “Nothing. Shise just thinks you’re a bit clumsy, Akane.”


  “I sure am…”
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  Ever since she was in grade school, she was never good at forming human relationships with people outside her family. She managed to do somewhat fine with Himari, but that was mostly because Himari did the most work. Without her, and especially with a boy, Akane was a lost cause. She stood up again and grabbed Shisei’s hands.


  “Anyway, please don’t tell Saito about my feelings. If he finds out, I will die.”


  “That’d be bad. Shise likes Akane.”


  “Th-Thanks.” Akane grew flustered again.


  She felt jealous because she couldn’t be as honest with her feelings as Shisei was. In return, she began drooling.


  “And if you want Shise to stay quiet, you need to supply her with food for an equivalent exchange.”


  “Fine. What would you like to eat?”


  “You.”


  “Who’s gonna cook for you, then?” Akane shivered in fear.


  “Hamburger steak, then.”


  “Noted.”


  Shisei opened her fingers and started counting.


  “Steak, okonomiyaki, pizza, gratin, miso soup, spaghetti carbonara, crape, and Akane, too.”


  “We’ll go one at a time. Also, I’m not part of the menu.”


  They discussed conditions as they stepped out of the empty classroom.


  * * *


  —Akane is definitely avoiding me, right?


  Saito sat on a bench in the courtyard, thinking to himself. Right as she came into the classroom this morning, she immediately ran away when she saw him. At home, she’d always hide in her own room, spending less and less time with him. And at the same time, Saito was confused as to why this hurt him so much. Not being insulted or hurt by her should be a positive thing, and also allow him to use his time more efficiently.


  —Like I’m living alone and by myself, yeah.


  It was the same when he still stayed at his family’s home. His parents treated him like he didn’t exist. They didn’t pay any attention to him, not even talking to him. No harsh interactions, but equally no kindness, either. Remembering this, Saito felt a spark of pain run through his chest. His parents were a far-cry from the examples he’d see in movies or in real life.


  “Onii-chan!”


  He suddenly heard a voice close by, as his ears screamed in pain.


  “Waaaah?!”


  Together with a shriek, Saito jolted up. Looking around, he spotted Maho biting into his ear, flapping about like a fish that just got caught up.


  “What are you doing?!”


  “Mngh! Mgnh ngh mgnh!”


  “No clue what you just said. Let go of my ear already!”


  “Mgh!”


  “I’m going deaf if you keep going next to my ear!” Saito forcefully peeled Maho off him.


  Any longer and his earlobes would have stretched out like gum, and Maho’s saliva was slowly dripping deeper inside.


  “This is my punishment for you!” Maho pointed at Saito.


  “What did you do to me?!”


  “This is my line! What the hell did you do to Onee-chan?! Something’s definitely weird about her behavior! It’s gotta be your fault!”


  “I’m just as troubled since I don’t know what’s gotten into her.”


  The Houjou Family possessed a memory greatly surpassing that of the average person, and yet Saito had no recollection of doing anything. Maho sat down next to him.


  “Mhm, I thought she’s angry because you and Himarin kissed, but she said that wasn’t the reason.”


  “Not like that’s something she’d get angry over in the first place.”


  “Maybe you fondled her boobs while she was sleeping?”


  “That…I didn’t do that…I think?”


  Since he had no way of knowing what he did when he was asleep, it was hard for him to tell.


  “You took off her clothes while she was asleep, had her wear a maid uniform, and forced her into embarrassing services?! You’re such a pervert, Onii-chan!”


  “That I most definitely did not do! I’d have to be awake for all that!”


  Maho started thinking and put a hand on her chin.


  “No, a super perverted playboy like you would manage that…That one night, I also stripped you naked while I was asleep…Apparently.”


  “That testament definitely won’t hold up in court!”


  “Are you denying that steamy night we spent together has never happened?!”


  “And stop trying to falsify my claims! You were bedridden because of your fever, that’s all!”


  “Oh yeah! Thanks for carrying me to the hospital, by the way.” Maho smiled and embraced Saito.


  “I swear…”


  She constantly put more trouble on Saito’s plate, but since she was almost too good and caring of a girl, he could never find himself genuinely resenting her. She may have given him a punishment, but it was all because she deeply cared about her sister.


  “I wonder how we could make Akane cheer up…”


  “You definitely can’t do that!” Maho said without a glimmer of hesitation.


  “No need to be so blunt about it.”


  “I mean, you’re a virgin! To you, Onee-chan’s like the Demon Lord of girls. You never dated a girl, so you definitely can’t do it!” Maho snickered.


  “I guess so…”


  Knives bore into Saito’s chest. She brought her face closer to him and flashed a captivating smile.


  “…I still think we should get married. I’m pretty easy, you know? I fell in love with you just because you treated me kind once.”


  “R-Right…”


  Her blunt words packed an impressive punch and Saito didn’t know how to respond. In a good and bad way, it was terrifying how she could be as straightforward as she is. She followed that up by whispering into Saito’s ear.


  “But, that only works for you, y’know? This is the first time I fell in love with a boy, after all.”


  “Because you treat all the other guys as servants.”


  “And? Are you happy that a beauty like me is being this open about her feelings for you?”


  “Not at all.”


  “Liar~ Your face is red!” She said and poked her finger at Saito’s cheek.


  She was obviously teasing him, but he wasn’t too bothered by it because she harbored no ill intent.


  “Your face is red, too.”


  Saito wanted to fight back at least a small bit, to which Maho showed a similarly flustered expression.


  “I mean, I’m flirting around with the boy I like, you can’t blame me.”


  “We’re not flirting.”


  “Then would this count as flirting instead?” Maho interlocked her arm with Saito’s.


  “Will you drop it already?”


  “No can do! You don’t hate it either, right? And if you don’t get angry at me for real, I won’t let go!” Maho hummed in a good mood.


  Saito didn’t try to resist any further and just let her do as she pleased. He always admired the idea of having a younger sister because of Shisei’s existence.


  “Then give me some advice. I want your sister to cheer up. You should know what would work best, right?”


  “Sure do! Just leave it to me!” She proudly puffed out her chest.


  “Normally, she’d cheer up as long as she gets anything related to strawberries, but that didn’t even work this time around. She just takes it and stays in her study room. That just raises the difficulty, so I don’t know what to do,” Saito argued.


  “She’s probably gotten tired at this point.”


  “Of her beloved strawberries?”


  “Of the human being called Onii-chan.”


  “That’s a bit cruel, isn’t it?!”


  Saito suffered a large amount of damage after a single strike. Rather than being hated, the thought of being cast away hurt a lot more. Meanwhile, Maho crossed her arms and nodded.


  “It’s just her lethargic period. This is where you’ll start to become a Kamen couple, go to random Kamen stage events, tainted by the Kamen monster, and Kamen Onee-chan will have to free Kamen Onii-chan with a Rider Kick…”


  “Hold on, what are you talking about?”


  Saito felt like he was being left in the dust, so he pulled the brakes.


  “Basically, you can’t be acting like some impotent dude if you wanna get her out of her lethargy!”


  “I don’t have that condition. Not to mention that Akane and I never did something like that in the first place!”


  “So making babies doesn’t count as doing lewd stuff?! Did you tame her that much?! Waaah, give me back my innocent older sister!” Maho shook Saito.


  “I’m getting tired of this…” He grabbed Maho’s shoulder with an iron claw and stopped her.


  She sunk back down on the bench.


  “I’m calm now!”


  “I don’t get you…”


  Saito felt utterly exhausted after a few minutes of Maho’s presence. She simply had too much energy.


  “Anyway, that whole lethargy thing is the truth.”


  “Seriously…”


  “It’s important for a married couple to share hugs, kisses, and generally any kind of expression of love. Did you do anything like that to Onee-chan since you two got married?”


  “If I did, I would be six feet under right about now.” Saito valued his safety over almost everything else.


  Hearing that, Maho swung her finger.


  “You’re such a no-good, Onii-chan! This is why she’s gonna file for a divorce.”


  “Which she hasn’t yet, mind you.”


  Then again, Saito felt like it was only a matter of time.


  “For now, wanna practice with me? I’ll let you practice whatever you want!” Maho placed her hand on Saito’s lap, pushing her lips closer toward him.


  A sweet fragrance drifted towards him from her lips looking as soft as gum.


  “Not like I would ever use what I learned in my practice.”


  “No need to hold back! You’ve got a chance to kiss a super beauty like me, and that won’t come often, let me tell you!”


  Maho moved in close range at a distance their lips were about to touch, whispering at him with a seductive tone. Her eyes looked brimming with joy, playing around with Saito like he was her toy. At that moment, Saito felt the urge to deliver a bit of payback. When he went on the initiative to hug her that one time, she acted oddly flustered. She was fine being on the pushing side, but the receiving end made her weak.


  “Then…I guess I should take you up on that offer.” He grabbed her chin with his fingers.


  “Huh?! W-Wait, for real?!” Maho panicked.


  “For real, for real. You offered to let me practice as much as I want, right? I’m not gonna let you go even if you’re begging for quits mid-way through,” he said and slowly approached Maho’s lips with his own.


  Meanwhile, her face was as red as a tomato.


  “W-Wait! I haven’t brushed my teeth yet since I just had lunch, and I’m not wearing any lip balm either! My makeup isn’t perfect…and right now is really a bad time…”


  “Like I care. Close your mouth.” Saito demanded.


  “Noooo!” She screamed and pushed Saito away with all her might.


  She used this chance while he fell to the floor and escaped to the other side of the bench, gasping for air.


  “I didn’t know you were so much of a playboy! You’re too forceful!”


  Saito basked in this small victory.


  “You asked for this. I just paid you back.”


  “Tsk…I’m sorry, okay!” Maho lamented with tears in her eyes.


  As long as she stayed honest, she was as cute as always.


  “We can have this kiss another time! It’ll be when I’m ready, and when we’re looking down at the sea from a viewing platform!”


  “I’m not gonna kiss you, that was just a joke.”


  “Nope! I’m gonna drag you there if it’s the last thing I do!” Maho remained stubborn as she glared at Saito.


  Saito realized that he may have made things worse by trying to fumble his way out of the previous dilemma.


  “Anyway, to continue our previous conversation…”


  “Sure, sure. Since you don’t understand how a woman’s heart operates, the great Lady Maho shall teach you.” Maho placed her head on Saito’s lap and grinned.


  * * *


  After receiving a certain piece of advice from Maho, Saito waited at home for Akane’s return. He built up a plan with Maho that should hopefully cheer up Akane and raise her affection for him, with its preparations being complete. Not even a demon with a heart of ice should stay apathetic if this plan succeeds.


  ‘Onee-chan’s gonna be home any second! Fight!’


  Maho was tagging along after Akane, sending Saito a message on her phone.


  —All right, let’s do this.


  Saito stood up from the living room sofa and went to the front entrance. The door opened, and Akane entered, carrying her student bag in one hand.


  “?!”


  Seeing the scenery that greeted her, Akane froze up. An oppressive amount of roses were scattered everywhere, acting almost like a red carpet welcoming a famous Hollywood actress. On top of that, a pleasant scent from a way-too-expensive perfume filled the air.


  “Wh-Why’d you dirty the floor like this?”


  “I didn’t dirty anything. I prepared all of this for you.”


  “For…me?”


  “Yeah. You shouldn’t have to walk on just any normal floor. Your beautiful legs and feet only deserve the best, which is why I prepared this carpet of roses for you.” Saito said while putting on a handsome face.


  He practiced this line and expression, which came from Maho who boasted to be of idol-level popularity, and he was sure he absolutely nailed it.


  “Eeek?!”


  And yet, Akane let out a faint shriek. It appeared as if Saito’s line was a bit too emotional for her.


  “Let me carry that bag for you. A princess’s hand shouldn’t carry anything heavier than a pen.”


  “N-No need!”


  Akane tightly embraced her student bag, as she shook her head violently. She took a step back out of sheer fear. Saito however continued to smile peacefully, as he approached her.


  “Why are you scared, my lady? You mustn’t. I won’t do anything vile with your bag. I shall treat it like my own child…like the child of my dearest princess.”


  “Nooooooo!” Akane dashed up to the second floor without wasting a second.


  Saito, in return, was bewildered and took out his phone to send Maho a message.


  ‘She seemed to absolutely hate it. Any idea why?’


  ‘She’s not used to this stuff, so she’s probably just surprised! She’s happy, I bet!’


  ‘You sure?’


  ‘Believe in me! I know Onee-chan better than anybody else in this world. I’ll make sure you both become happy!’


  ‘Guess I gotta push some more…’


  ‘I’ll watch you from the shadows, so let’s move on to the cooking part of the plan!’


  Saito put his phone in his pocket and moved to the kitchen. He prepared the food he cooked on plates, putting them on the desk. While he was busy with that, he heard footsteps coming closer, which turned out to be Akane taking a peek inside the kitchen.


  “S-Saito…?” Akane was twitching awkwardly.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “That’s what I want to know…Did something bad happen to you? Are you that stressed out?”


  Saito forced the best smile he could and beckoned her over.


  “Don’t worry about it, just have a seat on the sofa. I’ll be the one to prepare dinner tonight.”


  “O-Oh? It’s not…filled with supplements, right?” Akane narrowed one eye.


  “Of course it is.”


  “Are you for real?! How messed up has your common sense become?!”


  “I’m saying that it’s a regular dish. Filled with all of my love, that is.”


  “L-Love…” Akane’s earlobes turned faintly pink.


  She reluctantly sat down on the sofa, fidgeting awkwardly as she looked back at Saito. That wasn’t so bad of a reaction, for once. In fact, it seemed like a good enough result. Maybe Maho’s plan might actually work out.


  “Now, go on and eat.” Saito placed the food on the table, revealing itself as a special pilaf filled with seafood.


  And in the center of it was a hamburger steak.


  “Wow, that looks delicious…” Akane seemed delighted as she grabbed a spoon.


  Saito previously used a tube of ketchup to write “LOVE AKANE” on the top of the hamburger steak. And the flag stabbed into it had Saito’s smirk imprinted onto it.


  “…?!” Akane’s hand holding the spoon stopped mid-air, as she froze up.


  “Wh-What am I looking at…?”


  “Pilaf. What else?”


  “That’s not what I meant! Why does it have a heart on it And why the picture?!”


  “…Why?”


  “That’s what I’m asking!”


  “Well…I don’t really know myself.”


  He was simply following the advice Maho had given him.


  “What is even going on?!” Akane was utterly taken aback.


  “Honestly…I can’t say I’m particularly on board with this…”


  “Then why did you make it?! Is this some new kind of harassment?!”


  “Just eat it. If not, I’m gonna feed you!” Saito picked up a spoonful of pilaf and pushed it toward Akane’s mouth.


  “Eeeek?!”


  She tried to evade the spoon by rolling off the sofa. This position was close to revealing the underwear beneath the skirt, but she showed no intention of getting up, simply shivering on the spot.


  “Wh-What is this?! What are you plotting?!”


  “I’m not plotting anything. This is…my LOVE.” Saito gave her a thumbs-up with a wink.


  Met with this, Akane ran away as fast as her legs could carry her.


  * * *


  —Saito is acting like a completely different person!


  Akane ran to her study room, pressing her back against the door as she heaved for air. Something was off about Saito. Normally, he would never blurt out embarrassing lines like that, let alone talk about affection and LOVE and whatnot. He should be as stern as his looks suggested.


  —W-Well, it’d be a lie if I said I wasn’t happy…


  Or so she caught herself thinking, her cheeks growing hot. That was her one chance to have Saito feed her, but she wasted it simply because she was flustered. When would another chance like this come? All she knew was that it was a waste to let it go. However, Saito’s suspicious actions deserved more thought right now. A sudden awakening of feelings for Akane sounded highly implausible, so he should have some ulterior motive for this.


  —Maybe he…realized that I like him?! That’s why he’s teasing me?! What an awful person he is!


  Akane’s body burned up in rage. Or rather, mostly because of the embarrassment filling her. She had been insulting and verbally abusing him this entire time, only to realize how she truly felt. She didn’t even know how she would manage to live with him from now on.


  —Th-That’s not it, right? He hasn’t realized…has he?


  Akane shivered in fear as she opened the door of her study room.


  * * *


  Left behind in the living room, Saito sank down on the sofa and held his head.


  “Where…where did I go wrong in life?”


  He tried to ignore it, but there was no doubt in his mind that Akane was disgusted at his previous behavior. Her face was filled with disgust and disdain when she ran away.


  “Now you messed up big time, Onii-chan!” Maho suddenly clung to his back, leaving Saito baffled.


  “Where did you even come from?!”


  “I’ve been hiding in here this entire time. And, Onii-chan…” She placed both her palms on her cheeks as she grinned. “You were super gross just now.”


  “Aaaaaaaah?!” Saito writhed in agony as he felt like he was thrown into the pits of endless shame. “I had a hunch, but…was I really that disgusting?”


  Maho nodded energetically.


  “Yup, that was crazy! Like, instead of a national treasure, you were a national disaster! Onee-chan looked like she was gonna puke any second, and I was close to it, too!”


  “Stop…You don’t have to go that far…”


  Right as Saito was on his knees after receiving too much damage, Maho continued with another 2-hit combo. She sat on his lap and wrapped her arms around his neck.


  “Well, it’ll be fine! Onee-chan might hate your guts now, but you still have me! No matter how gross you may be, I’ll accept all of it! I can do it all, like doing it all night!”


  “For now, get off my lap, okay?”


  “Huh? Why? Shii-chan’s not here, so this seat should be reserved for me, right?” Maho’s slender fingers ran along Saito’s chest, as she licked her red lips like a predator looking at its prey.


  “I’ll throw you out the window.” Saito tried to stand up while carrying Maho.


  “Oh, nooo! Don’t touch me there! Onii-chan, you pervert!” She clung to Saito’s face, laughing with all her heart.


  This led to her chest equally being pressed onto him. It may have been through her uniform, but Saito could directly feel her softness, as well as her feminine scent.


  “I smell pretty good, right? Go and get a whiff, Onii-chan.”


  “No thank you.”


  “You don’t need to hold back! I know you’re getting excited!” She said and deeply gazed into Saito’s eyes.


  Her lips were wet with excitement, as a juvenile passion emitted from her limbs.


  “You’re the one who’s excited.”


  “Sure am! Being this clingy to Onii-chan just makes me feel all hot and bothered! Gonna put it in like this?”


  “Put what in?!”


  “You know what I’m talking about! Don’t play dumb!” Maho pressed further as she wrapped her legs around Saito’s waist.


  “I swear…”


  Saito was slowly approaching critical boiling point, ready to actually throw her out. However, in that instant, he spotted Akane standing at the door. Her eyes—were empty. Like an endless void, missing any sort of emotion. It transcended simple anger and fury, like she had given up on Saito’s entire existence.


  “…Take your time.”


  She didn’t even meet eyes with Saito, as she just quietly walked away.


  “Wait! This is a misunderstanding! I don’t know what you’re thinking, but you’re wrong!”


  Saito stretched out his hand in an attempt to stop Akane, but she didn’t listen. She simply dashed back up the stairs, followed by the sound of her study room’s door closing. Then came sounds from something being smashed. A wild beast was currently running wild on the second floor.


  “Geez, Onii-chan! It’s not a misunderstanding, right? But we got Onee-chan’s permission, so let’s have lots of fun tonight!” Maho clung to Saito with a bright smile.
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  1 This is actually a reference to the top-class romance series “Gimai Seikatsu”.


  Chapter 2 - Battle Inside the Water


  Upon arriving at school, Saito immediately ran into Akane on the fourth floor.


  “…!”


  Spotting Saito’s face, Akane came to an abrupt halt, turned her back toward him, and started running. She resembled a character in a horror movie who happened to run into the monster, as she quickly disappeared around the corner. Before they got married, they pretty much talked every single day (although it was mostly fighting), and once they moved in together, it was pretty much the same (with mostly fighting), so Saito wasn’t used to being avoided like this.


  —Do I…want to talk to her badly enough that I’d be fine fighting?


  If so, Saito was a lost cause. Wishing to receive attention no matter what kind it would be was the same as admitting he was a child deprived of affection. As Saito prided himself on being a solo player, he was utterly shaken by this possibility.


  “Man…” Saito leaned against the guard rail of the balcony and sighed.


  “Did you do something to make Akane hate you for good this time?”


  Himari walked up next to Saito and took a glance at his face. Her blonde hair shone brightly as it was hit by the morning sun, as her well-developed body was clad in a white uniform.


  “She’s still treating me like an insect. Whether it’s at home or here…”


  “You’re still fighting?” Himari laughed.


  “This isn’t a laughing matter. The air at home is so bad it’s giving me stomach cramps, and I can’t really sleep at night.”


  “Pent-up stress, huh? Let me give you a good round of healing.” Himari walked up behind Saito, gently massaging his neck and shoulders…which in itself was fine, but she was pushing herself toward him at an awfully close distance.


  Her chest was pressing against his back at full force, and he could hear her faint breathing. This left Saito restless.


  “Stop clinging to me like this.”


  “Why?”


  “Because your chest…is hitting me.”


  “I know that.” Himari let out a snicker.


  She pressed her two melons against him with even greater force, as if to emphasize their size.


  “Then stop it.”


  “Remember that we’re still technically dating? And as lovers, this much is normal, right?”


  “Ugh…”


  “No way to escape, huh?”


  “…You make a good point.”


  “It’s rare to see you at a loss for words like this. I might actually be a bit happy.” Himari spoke with a teasing tone.


  She ran her slender finger down Saito’s neck, pressing at certain parts of his back. Since Saito was already sleep-deprived, this odd massage was even more effective.


  “You’re pretty good at this…”


  “I’d give Akane massages whenever her shoulders got stiff from all the studying, so I’m used to it. I know all the parts that make her feel really good.”


  “You two should just go out instead.”


  “Hee, hee. I wonder about that.” Himari didn’t even try to deny it.


  The relationship between Akane and Himari was much more like a married couple than the actual married couple. Having spent years with Akane, Himari knew exactly how to build a proper conversation.


  “Thanks. I feel a lot better.”


  “You’re welcome.” Himari moved next to Saito again.


  As she leaned against the guard rail, her long hair fluttered from a breeze.


  “Hey, Saito-kun? Should I tell you why she’s avoiding you?”


  “Do you know?”


  “Of course I do. We’re best friends, remember?”


  “Then, please! Tell me!” Saito pushed his body towards Himari.


  “Well…I’d like a reward.” She ran one finger along her lips as she stared at Saito.


  Her suggestive gesture made Saito remember what happened at the train station. Illuminated by the setting sun, Himari pressed her lips onto Saito’s. The soft sensation he felt at the time was now filling his mind, as he was reliving it.
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  “A kiss is a bit…” Saito grew flustered, which made Himari pout.


  “I never said anything about a kiss, though? Do you want to do it again?”


  “No way!”


  “Aw, that forceful rejection sure hurt…Was our kiss that gross to you?”


  “No…” Saito reflected on the fact that his vocabulary was too limited to properly express himself.


  Himari pushed her mouth to his ear, gently whispering as if she was out to grasp his heart all at once.


  “So…it felt good?”


  “…!” Saito struggled for an answer.


  It definitely didn’t feel bad back then. In fact, he remembered how much his heart was racing. He could never feel bothered by the fact that a girl with a personality and looks like Himari was gunning for him. And Himari probably knew that was exactly how he felt, as she grinned brightly.


  “Sorry for teasing you. I don’t need a kiss as a reward.”


  “Then what else do you want…?” Saito took a defensive pose.


  “I might need some help with school, actually.”


  “That I can do no problem. Should we meet up in the library room after school?”


  “Actually, I’d prefer my own place instead.”


  “I don’t know if that’s…”


  Himari put her hands together in front of her chest and gave a genuine response.


  “I just can’t focus too well with other people around. And I’d feel bad if you taught me all for nothing.”


  “…Is that really all?” Saito gave her a dubious look.


  “That really is all I want!” Himari pressed on further.


  Her eyes showed no suspicious glimmer. If she really was planning on taking her studies more seriously, then Saito wanted to support her. He didn’t want to see Himari’s life go down the drain.


  “…Got it. But I’ll make sure to pump your head full with as much knowledge as I can. We’re not gonna quit mid-way, you hear me?”


  “Yup! With Saito-kun, I can go at it all night!”


  “We’re not gonna work that long!”


  “But you said we won’t quit mid-way, remember? You can be quite the beast, Saito-kun.” Himari blushed.


  —Are we really just going to study…?


  Saito grew worried.


  * * *


  After classes ended, Saito and Himari left the classroom together. Since their classmates still thought they were dating, they didn’t bat an eye at that fact. They simply commented on how close they are, and that they were probably going on a date again. The majority of them were sending them off with warm gazes. When they first started their fake relationship, most of Himari’s male fans were ready to murder Saito on sight, but now they moved on to genuinely support them. Maybe they’d simply given up. Saito felt a glimmer of guilt since he was deceiving all of them. Arriving at the front entrance, they ran into Akane who was changing into her outdoor shoes.


  “Akane! See you tomorrow!” Himari waved her hand and said goodbye.


  “…Yeah. Tomorrow.” Akane looked away and started walking.


  For a split second, it felt like she sent sparks at Himari.


  —Was I just seeing things?


  They didn’t seem to be fighting, and yet Himari had a somewhat confident expression on her face. And as expected, Akane still didn’t honor Saito with even a glance. A feeling of dejection filled him, as he went on his way with Himari.


  They reached the flat and went up to the third floor, to which Himari opened the front door. Visiting someone else’s home was truly a weird experience. The residents themselves didn’t know, but their home was filled with a distinct smell. Walking inside an apartment full of Himari’s scent made Saito feel even more nervous. He stopped at the front door to hesitate for a moment when Himari turned towards him.


  “Come on in, Saito-kun.”


  “Y-Yeah. Are your parents home?” He took off his shoes and stepped inside.


  “They’re not. They’d just be getting in the way, right?”


  “In the way of what…?”


  “A lot.” Himari stretched her arm past Saito and locked the front door.


  The metallic locking sound reverberated in the otherwise quiet hallway. It only emphasized the fact that it was just the two right now, making Saito even more conscious of Himari’s distinct scent. Himari’s room was decorated with a glass table, on which the two put their workbooks and notes, as they began studying. Himari had changed into her casual clothes in a different room, wearing a camisole plus short pants.


  There was no danger of accidentally taking a peek at her underwear…but with the camisole far too short, her belly button was in plain sight. Contrary to her well-endowed chest, her hips were slender. Her delicate shoulders were easy for Saito to see, shining like they had been bathed in oil. However, contrary to Saito’s worries, Himari was actually putting her mind to studying. He’d go through the questions from class or homework that she didn’t understand, carefully explaining it to her.


  Since she was by no means inept at learning, she mostly grasped the concept after a brief clarification. It made sense that she could so easily control her classmates with a bit of reading up on psychology. After they worked through a good portion of their workbook, Saito took out his smartphone and checked the time to see two full hours had already passed.


  “Shall we take a quick break?”


  “Are you sure?” Himari seemed relieved.


  “I can tell that you’re running out of focus, so it’d be more efficient if we take a breather.”


  “Thank God!” Himari jumped on the bed and buried her face in her pillow.


  Her long body stretched along the sheets, with her well-formed butt creating a small hill, revealing her snow-white calves. Meanwhile, Saito took out a mystery novel from his bag and continued from where he stopped last time. However, none of what he read actually registered in his mind. Staying in the same room as his female classmate, let alone a girl who harbored feelings for him, his mind was focused elsewhere.


  “…Hey.”


  “?!”


  Himari’s finger poked at his neck, making his shoulders twitch.


  “Wh-What do you want?” He turned around as his entire body was covered in goosebumps, finding Himari grinning at him.


  “Why don’t you join me while we take a break together?”


  “I’m busy reading.”


  “But you didn’t make any progress?”


  “I’m rereading the passages to fully digest them.”


  “Really now? I think you’re just flustered because you’re in my room.”


  As Himari hit exactly where it hurt for Saito, he had no possible choice of rebuttal. The ticking sound of the clock hanging on the wall was the only noise breaking apart the silence. But even louder than that was his own heartbeat.


  “What’s the big deal? You’re sleeping next to Akane every single night, right? It shouldn’t be a problem if you lay down next to me.” She gently pulled on Saito’s arm, her lips colored in a seductive tone, which contradicted her regular peaceful expression.


  “My grandfather forced that condition onto us, so we have no other choice but to sleep next to each other. We’re not doing anything weird or unholy.”


  “Then it would be totally fine if you laid down next to me, right?”


  “That’s…”


  “Am I wrong? You’d be doing the same thing as you and Akane are.”


  “That…is true?”


  Saito still wasn’t fully accepting of this logic, but he couldn’t find a way to break out of it, either. And since Saito valued logic over emotions, there was no reason to argue against that. Thus, he kept a bit of space between them as he put his body down on the bed. Just as Himari stated, nothing was weird about this…But sleeping next to a female classmate of his felt a bit different from how he was used to it. The blanket and pillow were all drenched in Himari’s scent, it felt like his entire body was embraced by Himari.


  At the same time, Himari rolled around to face him. Her facial features and beauty, distanced from the Japanese standard, were right in front of him.


  “D-Don’t get too close.”


  “Why? Do you and Akane also sleep at the absolute opposite ends of the bed? Don’t you end up entangled when you wake up in the morning?”


  Despite Himari speaking with a gentle tone, Saito felt like he was being interrogated. No, this was evidently an interrogation. She was questioning Saito if he and Akane ever did anything unsavory.


  “Sometimes…we do end up like that.” Saito thought he was confessing his crimes in front of a jury and judge at this point.


  “Then there shouldn’t be any problem if I snuggle up to you a bit, right?”


  “I can’t argue against that.”


  “Hee, hee. Then, excuse me~” Himari smiled happily and pushed her body closer toward Saito.


  Her thighs intertwined with his hip, pulling him towards her.


  “That’s a bit much, isn’t it?!”


  “It’s fine…We’re both wearing clothes.”


  “That’s not the problem, right?!”


  Himari put one finger on the shoulder string of her camisole, pulling it down.


  “If you want me to strip that badly, I don’t mind. If we both became naked and put our bodies together, I bet we’d recover our energy a lot faster.”


  “I feel like we’re both just gonna end up exhausted instead…”


  “Because you’re gonna assault me?”


  Saito realized too late that he misspoke.


  “I know how to hold back.”


  “So you don’t hate the idea of doing that with me?”


  “I’m not gonna deny that you’re a beautiful and charming girl.”


  “That makes me happy…”


  Himari placed her head on Saito’s shoulder, and her earlobes were beet-red. Her scent grew stronger and stronger, as Saito began to feel dizzy.


  “You don’t have to, though. I…won’t tell a soul. Even Akane…okay?” She placed her fingertips on Saito’s chin.


  Her eyes were burning with passion, her lips half-opened in anticipation, about to suck in Saito’s lips like a black hole. But at that moment, the front door opened. Both Saito and Himari jumped in shock and froze up.


  “Crap…She’s back.”


  “Who is she?”


  “Rieko-san. My dad’s new wife.” Himari fixed her clothes in a hurry.


  They quickly got off the bed and sat down normally at the glass table. In reality, they hadn’t done anything that would warrant this kind of panicky attitude, but he’d rather not be seen cuddling with his classmate, let alone by her parents. Footsteps reverberating with anger approached Himari’s room, as the door swung open. A woman seemingly in her thirties entered the room, furrowed eyebrows that covered a judgmental gaze. Fitting with her glasses was her black hair, beautifully tied up. She seemed like the exact opposite of Himari, not caring too much to add accessories and such.


  “Himari-san, who is that?” Rieko observed Saito.


  “He’s my classmate from school, Houjou Saito-kun,” Himari answered with a faint tone.


  “Bringing a boy home while your parents are away…I cannot believe it. You’re always wearing those revealing clothes, and now you’re engaging in an illicit relationship? If you have time to dirty your body and mind, then maybe you should focus on your studies some more. Why are you even abandoning your academic career to work part-time? In this society, idiots like you won’t survive like this. Do you understand?” Rieko just continued to bash down on Himari without a single second of reprise.


  Meanwhile, Himari bit her lip in silence.


  “Don’t stay quiet. Explain yourself.”


  “…I’m sorry.”


  “I wasn’t asking for apologies. I want you to think about your own future, and realize that this situation isn’t going to help you.”


  “I’m sorry. It’s all my fault.”


  “You are just…!” Rieko was about to burst with anger.


  Saito knew this wasn’t his place to join in, but he couldn’t keep watching this slaughtering.


  “We were actually just studying, though.”


  “It’s okay, Saito-kun. Let’s just go.” Himari grabbed his hand and stepped out of her room.


  “You better not leave!” Rieko roared, but Himari didn’t bother to even turn around and just stormed out of the apartment together with Saito.


  Inside the elevator heading to the ground floor, a stiff and awkward air reigned.


  “Why didn’t you tell her? All we did was study.”


  “She’d just get angrier at me if I talked back.”


  “No way. As long as you talk with them, they’re bound to understand.”


  “Were your parents the kind of people to understand?”


  “…”


  Saito was at a loss for words. Before even understanding anything was possible, there existed zero communication between him and his family. They didn’t even scold him as Rieko had done. Finally, the awkward elevator ride ended, as the two stepped into the residential district. They encountered countless family homes, reaching the main street with a bus stop.


  “Sorry about that. You came all this way to help me study, and yet…”


  “I don’t mind, but…what are you going to do now?”


  “Good question.” Himari shrugged with a smile.


  The sight of her emphasized her expression of solitude, which made Saito’s chest tighten up. He wasn’t used to seeing a cheerful girl like her end up this dejected.


  “I’ll probably go for some karaoke to pass the time. What about you, Saito-kun?” Her eyes were growing watery as if she was a puppy begging not to be cast away.


  No human being would be able to just leave her standing and go home.


  “I’ll tag along for a bit.”


  “Really?! Yay! A karaoke date with Saito-kun!” She interlocked arms with Saito and spoke with a cheerful voice.


  However, that was only the case for her expression. Rather than love or affection, Saito felt genuine fear from Himari’s grasp. She was afraid of something. Was it the terror of being left alone, or that she would have to face reality? Her face was stiff as she just stared into the distance.


  They made their way to the nearest karaoke box on the same street as the bus stop, and they booked a rectangular room on the third floor. With evening right around the corner, a lot of customers were visiting, so they could only get a small room, equipped with a small monitor and table, paired with a fitting sofa. The two sat down next to each other, their bodies about to touch.


  “Should I put in a song?” Himari asked.


  “I don’t really know any songs.”


  “I’m not feeling like it, either.” Himari placed her head on the table.


  Her blonde hair scattered like a spider web, spreading her distinct and sweet scent. Her white and slender fingers wandered around aimlessly. The monitor showed an interview with one of the musicians that recently had a new song added, observed by Saito because he had nothing better to do. As the monitor turned off, they could hear the awful singing voices from the room next to theirs. It annoyed the two because they seemingly had no worry or care in the world.


  Saito opted to leave for a moment and went down the hallway for some drinks at the drink bar, which offered various juices, soups, and even ice cream. He got some hot chocolate for Himari and grabbed himself some coke. Since his throat felt parched, he drank it all in one go and got another serving before returning.


  “You want some?” He offered the cup of hot chocolate to Himari, who raised her head.


  “Ah, yeah! Thanks!” She accepted the cup and took a sip after blowing on it a few times. “Phew…” A warm breath escaped her lips, as her expression softened up.


  “You knew I liked hot chocolate?”


  “I saw you buy it often at the school’s vending machines.”


  “You’re…really kind.”


  “Not at all. I just don’t like seeing you down in the slums like that.”


  Himari’s cheeks reddened.


  “You…playboy.”


  “How?!”


  “You’re way too good at making my heart skip a beat. You’re doing it on purpose, aren’t you?” She glared at him while speaking with a sulking tone, which looked incredibly cute.


  “I’m not doing it on purpose.”


  “Then you’re a natural playboy. I feel bad for all the girls falling in love with you.”


  “The only girl who’d actually fall for me is you.”


  Maho was constantly going on about how much she loved Saito and whatnot, but there was no telling if she was serious or not. It felt more like she was teasing him. Himari, hearing this, covered her mouth and let out a snicker.


  “That’s true. If you let your chance with me go to waste, you won’t ever get to have sex for the rest of your life.”


  “Don’t say that!”


  “Why? Is Akane letting you hit it?”


  “Not in the slightest…”


  “Aren’t you…pent-up? I would be since I always think about you…” Himari took Saito’s hand, placing it on her thigh.


  He could directly feel her warmth, as she bit on her own lip, filled with tension. Saito wasn’t oblivious enough to not realize he was being invited. Her thighs possessed a healthy squishiness. Even though the A/C was running right now, Saito’s body kept on burning hotter. However, he still managed to withhold.


  “…We have school tomorrow, so I don’t think we should stay out too late.”


  “But I’ll just get scolded once I get home.”


  “Then just wait until your father gets home? He’s gonna be on your side, I bet.”


  “No, he won’t. He’ll just join her as they both get angry at me. I have no ally at home.”


  A color of resignation and indifference lit up inside Himari’s eyes.


  “Well…I’m not much better off in that regard, I guess.”


  He painfully understood the wish of not wanting to go home, as well as the solitude even when staying at home. His family never offered a safe space.


  “Saito-kun…You’re lonely, right? I’m lonely, too. So, let’s comfort each other. We’re the only ones who understand each other’s feelings.” Himari put her shoulder against Saito’s


  It felt like they reached a distance where their hearts conjoined and became one. Something started itching inside Saito’s chest. This was dangerous, and so were Himari’s words. It was a letter of invitation straight to the bottomless abyss of deprivation.


  “Nothing good will come from us liking each other’s wounds.”


  “But that’s what I want to do. I bet it’ll feel good. For both of us.” Himari whispered into Saito’s ear.


  * * *


  Yet again, Saito was late. Akane sat at the kitchen table, feeling restless as she waited for him. As of late, she felt too embarrassed she had no other option but to avoid Saito, but since she actually fed him charcoal before, she wanted to make sure he’d at least come home to some of his favorite food today. And yet, he would not come home no matter how long she waited. He didn’t send her any message either, so the food she worked so hard on had already grown cold.


  —It’s like back when I was still a child.


  At the time, all Akane would do was wait for her parents to come home. Since they had to earn money for Maho’s treatment, they were both busy working overtime. Even on the days they promised to hurry home like Akane’s birthday, they had to often cancel it because Maho’s condition worsened. They’d then have to stay over at the hospital, so when Akane had to eat her birthday cake all by herself, she just broke out in tears.


  She knew that Maho and her parents were suffering all the same, but for a girl as young as her, being left alone was detrimental. And even now that she got married to Saito, she was still waiting for him. Always waiting.


  “…Is waiting all I can do?” She muttered.


  It felt like a large hole opened up in her chest, but she didn’t know how to fill it. She didn’t know where Saito was or what he was doing, so her fantasies were going crazy. If she truly hated him, she wouldn’t be feeling this way. However, she had to fall in love with him. That’s why she was overcome with joy and excitement when she heard the front door opening. She wanted to come to meet Saito right this instant, but she suppressed that desire. She didn’t want him to realize how happy she was.


  “Sorry I ended up late.” Saito entered the living room, showing a sour expression.


  “Finally. Dinner is ready.”


  “Yeah. I’m tired, though, so I’ll eat it tomorrow morning.”


  “Wha…”


  All the joy inside Akane cooled down instantly. She worked hard to at least spend time with Saito during dinner. It was her one chance to hold a proper conversation.


  “I’ll go take a shower. You can head to bed already.” Saito was about to leave the living room.


  At this rate, they’d spend even less time together. They’re living together, only meeting up in the morning and evening. Nothing more, but much less than right now.


  “Saito!” Akane couldn’t contain herself and approached Saito.


  “Wh-What?” Saito staggered backward.


  He ended up being pushed against the wall, and Akane slammed her hands on the concrete to make sure he wouldn’t escape.


  “T-Time…together…”


  “Time…?” Saito tilted his head in confusion.


  Akane felt her heart rate spiking. She was scared of speaking in honesty, as her knees were about to give out, her voice coarse.


  “I-I’d like it if we…spend a bit of time…together.”


  Her cheeks were burning up, as she was terrified of being rejected by Saito. She was close to tearing up.


  “I was actually thinking the same thing.”


  “Wh-What?”


  “Like I said. I was actually thinking of spending some time with you.”


  They felt the same way. That on its own made Akane happy enough that she felt like her knees were about to give out. This…is what it meant to be in love with someone. Every single word and act of Saito made her heart flutter, putting her emotions into an unstable state. It felt like she was riding a rollercoaster.


  “What do you want to do?” Saito smiled. “I’m fine with whatever you’re interested in.”


  “Huh? I…that’s a bit too sudden…” Akane panicked.


  She was genuinely fine just talking with Saito, but given this option, she felt greed fill her mind.


  —What would be good?! A cat cafe?! But, I’m not allowed there…Maybe watch a movie?! Then again, we can just watch a movie at home…


  Unable to decide, Akane’s eyes wandered all over the place. At that moment, the TV was playing an advertisement for a leisure pool.


  “M-Maybe we could go to the pool?!” She blurted out.


  * * *


  —I never would have imagined he’d agree to that.


  The shock filling Akane had yet to completely wear off, as she prepared her belongings to head home after a long day at school. Granted, they sometimes went out shopping together, and that could technically qualify as a date…but going to the pool as just them two was undoubtedly a genuine date. It was indecent. Akane couldn’t believe she actually asked Saito for that, even if it was in the heat of the moment, and the fact that he agreed still felt unreal.


  —I bet he’s getting his hopes up! He’s expecting us to cross the line, I just know it! That’s the kind of man he is!


  Or so went a thought in her mind, but it was a fact that her cheeks softened up, close to forming a grin. She envisioned herself and Saito swimming together, checking out the wave pool, and possibly eating shaved ice. The problem, however, was the matter of swimsuits. Akane had the school-designated swimsuit, but she wasn’t a child anymore, so going with that to a pool outside the school’s area was something she couldn’t allow herself to do. It’d just end with Saito endlessly making fun of her. That being said, the swimsuit she had bought some time ago to hang out with Himari didn’t quite fit her anymore, and it was a bit too plain of one to use on a date.


  —Maybe I should…buy a new one? But, which type would be the best…


  Akane was deeply lost in thought when someone leaped at her from behind.


  “Onee-chan!”


  “Eeek?!”


  Akane turned around in shock, only to be met by Maho staring into her face.


  “What’s that scary face for?”


  “Stop leaping at my back all the time…I might just throw you over my shoulder.”


  “No worries! I’ll just fight back with all I have if that happens!”


  “But I don’t want to fight you…”


  “Sometimes, we cannot avoid a battle…right? It is as fate demands it! It is our destiny!” Maho’s eyes lit up.


  Akane was once again not sure what her little sister was saying. That being the case, Maho was most likely the best person to ask for advice in this case.


  “Maho, you’re pretty knowledgeable when it comes to fashion, right?”


  “Sure am! I’m the fashion leader of this school…No, the whole universe! I’m also the founder of the Fashion Week in Paris!”


  “That’s amazing!”


  “Right? After a lot of fighting against the four heavenly kings of Fashion Week, I was the one who obtained the seat of the queen!”


  “So, what is this Fashion Week?”


  Since Akane worked hard on her self-study, it was an odd feeling to not know a term like this. Maho put her index finger on her cheek and started talking.


  “You don’t know? It’s where adults dress up neatly and then fight against each other to decide the seat of the leader!”


  “…That’s amazing!”


  Akane was still confused, but since she didn’t want to lose some of Maho’s respect, she opted to just let it slide and look it up later in a dictionary. However, she was now certain that asking Maho for fashion-related advice was definitely the best idea. From her point of view, Maho was always wearing adorable clothes, and she always saw Maho as the cutest girl in the world. Surely, the rest of humanity would agree with her on that.


  Normally, Akane would seek help from Himari, but this one instance made it impossible. After all, she had declared war on her, as they were both rivals in love. She couldn’t risk anything now.


  “I’m looking for some clothes to wear, would you mind joining me shopping? I’d like your advice.”


  Maho jumped for joy.


  “Seriously?! I’m going! I’ll turn you into a dress-up doll!”


  “I’m not gonna do as you please, okay?”


  “Oh, I’m sure you will! Your mouth may hate it, but your body will accept it! I’ll dress you up cutely from head to toe, even down to your organs!”


  “My organs don’t need to look cute!”


  “People may not be able to see them, but you can’t relax about that! There might be a chance your prince charming gets a glance at your stomach.”


  “I don’t have any intention of swallowing a camera to reveal my insides!”


  The two sisters left the school behind them and made their way to the business district that was about five stations away. It was a paradise for pedestrians, offering European clothes, accessories, and even cosmetic and lingerie shops. Rather than the small shopping area near their way to school, this business district offered a lot more variety. Maho took Akane’s hand and took her along the shop windows.


  “You’ve got a lot of feminine clothes, but sometimes it wouldn’t hurt to get you something gal-ish. Changing your vector to create a fresh image. Though, actually, a masculine outfit would probably look great on you, too.” Maho was starting to get into the groove, but Akane had to pull her back.


  “A-Actually…I’m not looking for a normal outfit like that.”


  “Huh? Not an outfit? Then what is it?” Maho tilted her head.


  “I…am looking for a swimsuit,” Akane commented, her voice coarse and about to disappear.


  “Got it! I’ll find a swimsuit that perfectly matches your perverted image!”


  “I’m not a pervert!”


  “But you are, though?” She said, crouched down, and poked her finger at Akane’s thighs.


  “You’re clearly the bigger pervert here!” Akane complained as she pulled down her skirt.


  She knew this was a sign of affection, but since Maho would not waste a chance to fondle her chest, Akane could not let down her guard even once.


  “You’re the pervert! You’re sleeping in the same bed with a boy you don’t even love! And every single night, no less!”


  “Can you not make it sound like there’s more going on behind the scenes?!”


  And it should be fine since she genuinely loved Saito, but there was no chance she could actually say that out loud. If Maho were to find out about that, she would mercilessly use that for leverage in the future. Maho was now even more excited than before and dragged Akane to a large shopping center inside a building. They headed up to the sixth floor, reaching a store specializing in only swimsuits.


  The inside was riddled with mannequins with their hands on their hips. Everywhere you looked, you could see nothing but swimsuits, varying greatly in design.


  “I think this would look good on you. This too. And this. And maybe this…?” Maho grabbed several swimsuits.


  “Aren’t you a bit too random at picking them?”


  “I just wanna see you wear all sorts of swimsuits…Erm, no. We just have to try out which type of swimsuit fits you the best! It’s the armchair theory!”


  Maho couldn’t have been fishier about her argumentation. She dragged Akane to the changing room, pushing her inside.


  “C’mon, Onee-chan! I’ll help you change!”


  “H-Hold on, I can do that myself!”


  “But you helped me change when I was little, remember? I wanna pay you back for that. And I definitely don’t wanna get a good look at your boobs!”


  “I can smell the ulterior motive up to here!”


  As proof of that, Maho was drooling.


  “It’s okay, it’s okay! Just believe me…hehe…”


  “The way you’re giggling to yourself like that makes it really hard!”


  “It’s just the noise I make!”


  “What kind of animal are you?!”


  “The ‘I wanna see Onee-chan’s boobs-Saurus’!”


  “You’re just admitting it at this point!”


  Akane tried to resist, but Maho showed strength unbefitting of a previous hospital regular, as she pulled Akane inside. The curtains closed shortly after, as Akane’s clothes practically got ripped off her. In a matter of seconds, she stood there without even a bra, as she covered herself with her hands. In awe of that sight, Maho raised her thumb.


  “Good, good, Onee-chan! I like that bashful gesture!”


  “If you weren’t my sister…I’d report you on the spot!” Akane curled up into a ball and shivered.


  Meanwhile, Maho puffed out her chest.


  “Shame, shame, but I am your sister! And boy am I glad to have been born as your sister because I legally get to look at your naked body as much as I want! Is this what it means to be born a winner?”


  “Oh, whatever…Let me get changed already.”


  Akane surrendered and gave up on arguing with her sister, as she realized it was a waste of time and effort.


  “Leave it to me!”


  Maho wrapped what felt like a single string around Akane’s body. A regular swimsuit would usually cover her chest and her upper body to a certain degree, but this showed almost everything. The string bit into her body, revealing her chest, and it made Akane think that being butt-naked would be less embarrassing and seductive.


  “Wh-What is this…”


  “It’s a micro bikini! If you wear this to the beach, you’ll get everyone’s attention.”


  “Which I don’t even want to begin with!”


  “It’d be a waste to keep your beauty hidden from the world! You’re a national treasure! I know, I need to take a pic of this and upload it to…” Maho took out her smartphone, ready to snap a picture, but Akane grabbed her wrist.


  “Do not.” She warned her with a voice as cold as ice.


  “O-Oh geez, Onee-chan! I was joking!”


  Maho tried to cover it up as a joke, but she was evidently serious. If Akane was too late in stopping her, she’d have ended up on social media.


  “Then how about this one? Hup!”


  Maho brought in another swimsuit, which was the exact opposite of the micro bikini. It covered quite a bit of skin, resembling the design of a racing swimsuit, covered by a cardigan and a swimsuit skirt.


  “How’s this? Now you won’t need to be embarrassed, right?”


  “This is…a bit…”


  “Don’t like it after all? But there’s barely any skin visible, it’s like a jersey.”


  “I don’t know about a jersey…”


  It lacks all types of charm. Akane could see the future in which Saito reprimands her, saying “You can’t get into a pool wearing a jersey,” and became terrified. Hearing that response, Maho took the swimsuit off her again.


  “Which one would you prefer, then?”


  “I’d rather not have it be too lewd, but…Maybe it could be a bit adventurous? I’d like to look cute in it, at least…” Akane blushed as she mumbled on and on.


  Maho brought her face closer and stared at her.


  “Wh-What?”


  “Onee-chan…Who is going to see the swimsuit?”


  Maho’s sharp remark had Akane’s voice shaking.


  “Wh-What? Isn’t that obvious?”


  “…Who is it?”


  “Himari! I don’t have any other friends!”


  A sharp pain ran through her chest as she said that. Meanwhile, Maho put her thumb and index finger on her chin, showing a detective’s gesture as she started thinking.


  “But…if you were going with Himarin, you’d just ask her for advice, right? Since you went to me, there must be a reason you don’t want her to know about this, yeah?”


  “…!”


  Maho may be fooling around on the daily, but she definitely had the brains to see through any half-baked lie. She picked up countless languages with ease as she traveled the world, and her grades at school are at the upper level. Compared to Akane, who had to learn everything through sheer effort, Maho had it much easier to figure things out.


  “I…I wanted to get a cute swimsuit and show off to Himari.”


  “Why would she be happy about that? She’s not me, right?”


  “So you’d be happy…”


  “Be honest with me. It’s a guy, right?”


  “It isn’t!” Akane aggressively shook her head.


  “I wonder who it is…Who’s the trash who’d dare approach my Onee-chan…Tell me his name, okay?” Maho clung to the naked Akane from behind, caressing her body as she fiercely questioned her.


  She moved like she was petting a cat, almost.


  “Like I said…it’s Himari.”


  “Enough of your excuses~”


  “It’s not an excuse…”


  “C’mon, Onee-chan! Come clean already!” Maho gently breathed at Akane’s neck.


  “N-No…” Akane protested with tears in her eyes.


  In response, Maho sighed and let her go.


  “Oh, well…I’ll just have Onii-chan tell me.”


  “Wait! That’ll just make things more complicated! I’m going with Saito, okay!” Akane heaved for air as a cold sweat fell over her body.


  She didn’t want Saito to think that she was out playing with other guys, and it’d be even worse if he found out that she was buying a new swimsuit just for this occasion. Hearing this, Maho blinked in confusion.


  “Huh? With Onii-chan? Where to?”


  “The pool that was built recently. It’s called ‘Southern Summer Land’…”


  “Ah, that sounds nice! I was interested in that, too! I wanna tag along!” Maho leaped at Akane.


  “But…”


  Akane wanted to say no, as this was supposed to be a date, but she was too embarrassed to openly confess that. She couldn’t say that she wanted to go with just Saito.


  “It’s not far that you get all his attention. I wanna go to the pool with Onii-chan, too! Let’s all have fun!” Maho kept on begging like a kitten waiting to be fed, her eyes filled with hope and anticipation.


  Maho had always been an adorable ball of energy, but seeing her beg like that made Akane feel powerless. Seeing her sister’s smile was always her top priority.


  “…Okay. We can go as the three of us.”


  “Yaaay! I love you, Onee-chan!” Maho was overcome with joy as she rubbed her face at Akane’s chest.


  * * *


  In the end, it didn’t just stop there. Gathered at the parking lot of the ‘Southern Summer Land’ were Saito, Akane, and Maho, as well as Himari and Shisei. They came here with the same group as always.


  “What is even going on…” Akane sighed as she carried the strawberry design beach bag on her shoulder.


  She enjoyed spending time with Himari, and she definitely didn’t mind having Shisei around, but they were not supposed to be here. This was supposed to be her date with Saito.


  “What do you mean?” Saito was bewildered.


  “Why are all five of us here?!”


  “Because Shise and Himari wanted to join, too.”


  “That’s not what I mean!”


  “Would you have preferred if I got more people with us? These are the only people I could really invite…Sorry.” Saito lowered his head with an apologetic expression.


  In the end, he had no idea how Akane felt. But since he apologized for this severely, she couldn’t bring herself to blame him, either.


  “Whatever…”


  Akane’s shoulders dropped in defeat, heading for the entry. This parking lot had the size of around eight school sports grounds, buried with cars as far as you could see. Staff members were frantically running around, trying to guide visitors to open spots as space efficient as possible. On the way to the front entrance, they passed by a crepe shop, and it took a moment for Saito to pull Shisei away from it. The walls of the entrance were decorated with paintings of palm trees and dolphins to emulate the southern feeling. Right after going inside, they were greeted with statues of penguins wearing flower headbands. Whether this was the mascot for this particular pool or if it was a typical sight in the southern part of the world was a debate for another time.


  Just like an amusement park, the entrance was equipped with several ticket gates, as families, groups of friends, and couples all lined up to pay for entry. As the thrifty person Akane was, she felt a bit of hesitation paying the hefty entrance fee and split up from Saito to head over to the changing rooms. The four girls stood in line, putting their beach bags into the pink lockers.


  Even though the sunlight was pretty strong today, Shisei wore her usual dress in gothic fashion. And yet, she showed no signs of sweating even the slightest bit, which made you wonder if she was actually some sort of alien. However, she walked around aimlessly while failing to smoothly take off said dress. It was probably designed to be taken off with help.


  “Shise have Brother help me change.”


  “You can’t!” Akane stopped Shisei, who was about to rush out of the changing room.


  “Why?” Shisei tilted her head.


  “Do you really need to ask that?! Saito is a boy, and you’re a girl.”


  “It’s okay. Brother doesn’t see Shise as a girl.”


  “That doesn’t make this any better! What if things went out of control?!”


  “Meaning?”


  “Th-That’s…” Akane didn’t know what to say.


  “Shise wants to hear what kind of vision you had. What do you think would happen? Is it because you and Brother experienced that before?” Shisei kept on questioning Akane, who was burning up in shame.


  “W-Well…Maybe there’s a good mood building between the two of you, and then…”


  “And what’s so bad about that? Should we rather be on bad terms?”


  “That’s not what I meant…”


  Akane reached her limit, crouching down on the floor. She had zero experience with love, to begin with, so thinking of vivid situations was too much. Meanwhile, Maho placed her hands on Shisei’s shoulders, jumping up.


  “Shii-chan, I’ll help you change! But, you’ll let me touch your boobs, too!”


  “Any touch means a death sentence.”


  “Woohoo! Shii-chan’s gonna kill me!”


  Shisei’s warning was met with deaf ears, as Maho already worked on undoing Shisei’s dress. She rubbed her cheek against Shisei’s bare legs, helping her put on the swimsuit as she got her head stepped on. Maho always was weak when it came to beauties like Shisei. These two should be fine even if Akane left them alone. She sighed in relief and opened up her blouse when Himari whispered to her.


  “Inviting Saito-kun on a date…Not bad, Akane.”


  “Th-That’s not what happened!” Akane embraced her blouse as she protested.


  “Then what happened? You invited him to a pool date. Not to mention at a pool that’s really popular with couples.”


  “I didn’t know about that! I just…wanted to spend more time with him!”


  “But, you bought a new swimsuit, right? A really cute one you probably wanted to show off to Saito-kun, no?” Himari glanced at the new swimsuit in the top part of the locker.


  “Y-Yeah! What about it?! This was supposed to be my date with Saito! Why did the rest of you tag along anyway?!”


  Backed into a corner, Akane confessed. Luckily, Maho and Shisei were so busy with each other, they didn’t hear a word of what Akane just said. They seemed to be in the middle of a battle.


  “It’s all fine. I expected as much since we’re rivals. I also bought a new swimsuit for today.” Himari showed off the swimsuit in question, which had Akane audibly gulp.


  “It’s a bit…too flashy, no?”


  “This much is necessary if I want Mr. Logical to fall for me.”


  “Well…He’s the type of boy who doesn’t do anything to a girl he lives under the same roof with…”


  “Oh…so he’s not going after you, Akane?” Himari narrowed her eyes with a smug expression.


  “Ugh…W-Well, not yet, I say!” Akane delivered a weak attempt at fighting back.


  “Well, Saito-kun and I already shared a kiss, you know?”


  “That’s because you forced yourself onto him!”


  “A kiss is a kiss. And it works just fine to make him conscious of me as a girl.”


  “Really…?” Akane didn’t really understand it, but there must be some reason behind it, considering it came from Himari, the popular girl in class.


  “Just so you know, but I’ll do everything I can to seduce Saito-kun today. You better be ready, Akane.”


  “I-I will, too! I’ll make Saito go head over heels for me today!”


  The two once again declared war on each other and put on their battle suits.


  * * *


  The Southern Summer Land functioned as a giant indoor leisure pool, covered by a large dome. The center of it all was one giant pool, with waterfalls and other sprinklers scattered across the area. Additionally, there were water slides built here and there, whether it was for one person or as a group with smaller rubber boats. You could even check out the high-speed water slides if you’d like.


  And not just that, there were various food stalls all around, offering both Japanese and Western food, which allowed you to spend the entire day inside the dome. They even built a game center that you could enter with just swimsuits.


  —I don’t think we’ll be home early tonight…


  Saito finished changing into his swimming trunks early, now waiting for the girls at the exit of the changing rooms. Maho said he should wait here, but it genuinely felt like some sort of trap. The gazes from the passing women had been hitting him right where it hurt for a hot minute now. Some even held their phones, ready to report him if the need arose. Right as he felt cornered and ready to run away, the girls appeared from the changing room. Maho was the first to speak up, covering her mouth as she showed a disgusted reaction.


  “Yikes…You’re actually waiting in front of the women’s changing room. You pervert!


  “You wench…” Saito glared at her.


  “Just kidding! You’re not a pervert, you’re just too pure for your own good. You virgin Onii-chan!” Maho leaped at Saito’s arm, rubbing her cheek against him.


  Saito didn’t know if this was her joking around or genuinely trying to agitate him, but he certainly didn’t appreciate her clinging to him like she was wearing proper clothes. Her swimsuit had designs of tropical flowers like the hibiscus engraved into it, split into top and bottom. The bottom part was set as low as possible, revealing her thighs. It matched her innate beauty and the tropical resort she was in.


  “…And?” Maho looked at Saito.


  “And what?”


  “C’mon, don’t you get it? I put a lot of effort into this cute swimsuit, so as the male representative here, I’d like to hear your impression.”


  “What representative, I’m the only boy here…”


  “Oh? So you don’t have any friends you could call for?”


  “Ugh…” Saito grit his teeth.


  Maho covered her mouth and snickered.


  “Wow! Hit the mark, did I? Onii-chan’s a loner! Poor guy!”


  “I don’t need your sympathy.”


  In fact, Saito considered inviting some of the boys from his class, but he didn’t even know any of their contact addresses. It is the result of him not forming any deeper relationships with them, but it still was a shame. Maho continued to rub her body against Saito.


  “Don’t you worry, I’ll just be your sex friend instead!”


  “I don’t need that kind of relationship!”


  “Then tell me what you think about my swimsuit already! How many points? 100? 200? 530 billion?”


  “I think you’re evaluating yourself a bit too highly!”


  However, he couldn’t deny the fact that she was cute enough to easily outshine all the other girls at the pool. And as proof of that, all the boys who passed them turned around at least once to look at her.


  “I’d also…like to hear what you think, Saito-kun.”


  Himari approached them, revealing her bold swimsuit. The bra part formed a cross that covered her chest, which also wrapped around her waist. She possessed an impressive chest either way, but this swimsuit emphasized her chest even further, making it shake at every step she took.


  —It’s super lewd.


  This was Saito’s initial impression. But of course, he hesitated to accept that and stayed silent.


  “Brother, Brother, what about Shise?”


  Shisei trotted towards him as she spoke up. Out of all the girls, she wore the most wholesome swimsuit. Her bottom part had frills attached to it, with the top part looking black and white like a maid uniform. Her white hips stood out because of the ribbon attached to the skirt. It made her look like an innocent fairy that came to visit the beach.


  “Come on out and show him yours too, Onee-chan!”


  “I-I’m okay…” Akane just continued to hide behind Himari.


  She wore a white cardigan, making it hard to see what she wore beneath that.


  “You went out of your way to buy it just for today, so it’d be a waste not to show it!”


  Akane blushed and crossed her arms.


  “I didn’t buy it just for today! The old one I had ended up in tatters, so I had to get a new one!”


  “How does a swimsuit end up in tatters…I think you’re saving a bit too much monkey.” Saito said with a saddened tone.


  “Yes, that’s right! Both chest and butt were in plain sight!”


  Himari was bewildered at that statement.


  “Akane?! Pull yourself together! Are you even aware of what you’re saying?!”


  “Not in the slightest!”


  Akane seemed to have gone mad. In truth, it was how Akane usually acted, which filled Saito with an odd sense of relief. However, the other three girls wouldn’t allow him to taste much of that. Maho, Himari, and Shisei all surrounded Saito, staring at him.


  “So, Saito-kun? Who of us looks the cutest?”


  “It’s gotta be me, right~”


  “Brother should call Shise the cutest.”


  The girls gradually grew closer, close enough to see the droplets of water on their bodies after they took a shower. Since they were all rocking a different but stunning body type, Saito was starting to feel hot.


  “Y-You guys…are scaring me!”


  No matter who he may choose, he’d walk right into a death trap. It might even turn into a bloodbath, ruining the peaceful atmosphere between them. As for Saito, he was simply hoping to spend his weekend reading some books in peace. But since Akane invited him, he decided to sacrifice that time and tag along, so he wanted to avoid any needless fighting. Thus, Saito desperately thought of a possibility to preserve this peace.


  —I know! It might end up hurting me a bit…but this is my only solution out of this!


  In an instant, Saito came up with an answer. He pointed his thumb at his own face and declared.


  “The one cutest here…is me!!”


  “““What?”””


  Excluding the expressionless Shisei, the other three girls blinked in confusion at Saito’s statement.


  “Look at my swimsuit! This color combination, the pattern of a palm tree emphasizing vitality, the beauty of the fabric binding around me…Don’t tell me you haven’t realized. Today’s MVP…is me!” Saito put both his hands on his swimming trunks to show them off.


  Indeed, he was just trying to fumble his way through this mess. He chose to not pick any of the girls to escape the situation. Although he knew nobody would be happy by doing this.


  “Onii-chan…are you okay?”


  “I’m sorry, I don’t really understand that kind of artistic view…”


  “You’ve got rotten eyes, Saito.”


  The girls all sighed in unison and averted their eyes. Since they were all kind deep down, they didn’t hold much of a grudge, but they were definitely disappointed. This led to Saito suffering more damage than he previously assumed, as he crouched down to hold his head. Shisei approached him, gently caressing his head.


  “Well done, Brother.”


  “You understand, Shise…?”


  “Of course. Even if the world were to end by your hands, Shise will be your ally. Thus, Brother should take Shise to the pool with a floatie.”


  “Let’s do that! Women are all evil!”


  Saito held hands with Shisei and headed to the rental area. Naturally, they were walking slowly because running at the corner of the pool was dangerous. The small rut at the rental corner offered beach balls, floaties for one and two, as well as a large floating tool in the shape of a shark.


  “If we don’t get a child-sized one, you’ll immediately slip through it, huh…”


  Saito hesitated between a duck floatie and a unicorn floatie. That’s when Shisei poked her elbow into his side.


  “What?” Saito’s body twitched as that tickled him.


  “Shise wants this one.” Shisei carried a heart-shaped floatie, made for couples.


  “That one’s too big, no? I think the duck one would look better on you.” Saito pointed at the duck floatie but Shisei pushed it away.


  “Shise wants to sit in the same one as Brother.”


  “I see…We can split the bill, so it’s the logical choice.”


  “Shise thinks that Brother is her wallet.”


  “You don’t think so, you genuinely see me as that, right?” Saito was about to talk to the employee to rent the floatie, when Himari and Maho came rushing over.


  “Wait a second, Saito-kun! Let’s use that one together! I’ll even pay for it!”


  “I wanna get on the lovey-dovey floatie with Onii-chan, too! Take a pic and upload it on social media!”


  “Shise brought it up first, so she deserves it.”


  Yet again, the girls were fighting each other. Saito had just survived the first battle, and yet he was dragged back into the following war.


  “Rock, paper…”


  A sudden rock, paper, scissors battle began, and Himari and Shisei also joined in with scissors.


  “We’re even!”


  “We’re even!”


  “We’re even!”


  They all ended up putting the same thing. Another demonic round began, as they began gathering an audience.


  “Why are you deciding this without my consent…?”


  Saito was left alone and bewildered. As for Akane, she didn’t participate in the match and just carried the heart floatie while fidgeting. Something was off about her, too. She seemed a lot more docile.


  “Wooo! I won!”


  The one to emerge victorious from the battle was Himari. She pushed her arm into the air and flashed a peace sign, jumping for joy. Because she did so, her chest was about to pop out, which gave Saito a fright. At the same time, Maho clung to Himari.


  “Himarin, we’re not done after one match! You have to win 5000 matches!”


  “No can do, Maho-chan. A loss is a loss, so you have to accept it. And I’ll be taking Saito-kun.” Himari said with a smug face and clung to Saito’s arm.


  “You’re such a bully!” Maho lamented, and Shise nodded along.


  “Himari is a bad witch. She’s gonna eat up Brother.”


  “That’s right, I’m an evil woman. Anyway, see you later~” Himari rented the heart floatie, grabbed Saito’s hand, and walked away.


  Saito didn’t like the idea of being treated as some sort of prize, but he equally couldn’t reject Himari. She did work hard in the previous study session, so she was allowed a breather with friends.


  “Wah, this looks like it’ll feel really good!” While still clinging to Saito’s arm, Himari jumped into the pool.


  “Ah, hey!”


  Saito was taken aback but had no time to prepare himself as he landed right in the water, as it splashed everywhere. Underwater, Himari’s blonde hair spread out like a spiderweb, as she grinned at him.


  “Puha!” Saito pushed his face above the water and gasped for air.


  Himari followed shortly.


  “What are you doing?!”


  “Sorry, sorry. I was just too excited, I couldn’t help myself. Coming to the pool with you is just like a dream.”


  “I swear…”


  Hearing these words thrown at him with a beaming smile made all of Saito’s anger vanish instantly. They called her an evil woman before, but she showed no glimmer of animosity.


  “Here, Saito-kun!” Himari threw the heart-shaped floatie at him.


  Because the sunshine entered the transparent glass dome above them, the heart shone with a bright red color. He put his body on the floatie and let the waves do the heavy moving. Following that, Himari dove under the water once more, appearing inside the floatie.


  “Coming in!”


  Her wet skin and swimsuit came in contact with Saito. A sweet taste filled Saito’s mind, as his entire body was riddled with goosebumps. Since there was barely any space inside the floatie, her chest was directly pressed on Saito’s back, and the thin fabric made the sensation even more vibrant. They practically bit into his back to the point they may have very well been naked.


  Saito turned his body around and tried to escape from Himari’s chest, but now it was pressed directly on his own, which didn’t resolve a thing. On top of that, he could actually see how they changed shape, which made the situation only worse.
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  “This floatie…is a bit small for two people, huh?”


  “What? No way, it said that it was made for two people.”


  “Normally, that would make sense, but like this…” Saito looked away from Himari’s chest.


  “Are you saying that my chest is too big?”


  “I most certainly did not!”


  But he was thinking that, so he wasn’t much better than that. It probably showed in his attitude, so Himari snickered.


  “You’re quite the pervert, Saito-kun.”


  “Not at all?! I’m always calm, always peaceful, with no wicked thoughts!” Saito was failing to make up a reasonable excuse.


  “Really now? Maybe I should check if you’re speaking the truth…”


  Himari flashed a mischievous smile, running her fingers along Saito’s chest. Her well-formed lips formed an arc, ready for her next action.


  “Stop that. You’re actually the pervert here, aren’t you?”


  “Haha, maybe I am. But, it’s your fault because you’re making me feel this way.”


  “I don’t remember doing anything…” Saito sighed.


  Himari was already plenty of a catch, but with this bold swimsuit and attitude, her attack power was buffed tenfold. The two of them just rested in the floatie and let it carry them down the pool. In the center of the large river was a small land. There stood a castle roughly the size of the previous small hut, offering a slide and a narrow tunnel, as well as an area for water guns. The children were going down the slide, shooting at the other visitors with the water pistols. A large bucket stood atop the castle’s roof, gathering water through pipes, and once it was full enough, it turned around and created a shower.


  “That over there looks interesting, Saito-kun! Let’s check it out!” Himari pointed at the bucket.


  “No…that’s dangerous. We can’t predict when the shower will happen, and there’s a chance you could break a bone when you fall down.”


  “Of course not! They’d never build something that dangerous at a public pool! Look, everyone’s gathering around it! It seems to be popular.”


  Just as Himari stated, a group of people stood beneath the roof, waiting for the next shower. Saito saw this and grinned.


  “Fools…Unbeknownst of your impending deaths…”


  “They won’t die. It’ll just spray water at them!”


  “What’s the point of getting wet if they just came out of a pool? It only raises the risk of death, I see no merit in this. No logicality to be found.”


  “Enough of the complicated thoughts! Let’s go ourselves!” Himari pulled on Saito’s arm as they walked towards the bucket.


  Saito tried to move the opposite way with the floatie, but they were slowly being dragged toward it. Because the floor was slippery, he couldn’t get a proper hold.


  —She’s not…more leg power than me?!


  Himari’s legs were probably trained a lot more than Saito’s because she worked at the café, but it was still quite a shock for a boy like him.


  “I…cannot lose this battle!”


  “Saito-kun?! Who are you fighting?!” Himari was bewildered, but Saito kept on fighting.


  Eventually, their floatie reached the area beneath the roof, and the bucket just finished filling up. Immediately after, they heard cheers. Ths shower from the bucket reached all the way to Saito and Himari. It ran down their shoulders, pushing down the floatie to the point it almost sank. Rather than simple rain, it was like a giant lump of water itself, possessing enough power to make them feel like they were getting crushed. Himari let out a shriek and held onto Saito. This led to her chest, hips, and other areas being pressed against him, but he had no time to enjoy that. Explosive water noises covered his ears, and he couldn’t even breathe. Finally, the downpour passed and only a faint glimmer of relief and freedom was left. Saito felt like all his impure thoughts and stress had been washed away.


  “This…does feel pretty good.”


  “Right? Doing stupid stuff doesn’t hurt once in a while.”


  “I guess so.” Saito had no choice but to admit it.


  At first, he didn’t particularly feel like visiting a leisure pool like this, and he didn’t understand the desire for land animals like humans to enter the dangers of the water, but it turned out a lot better than expected.


  “I’ve been so stressed out because things between Akane were a bit awkward, but this might be a good change of pace for me to take a break.”


  “Yeah, yeah! Just forget about Akane and have lots of fun with me!”


  “Did you two have a fight or something?” Saito grew worried.


  “Huh? Not at all. Why?”


  “Normally, you’d always be hanging around with Akane, so…”


  “I would do that, but today we’re having a serious battle, so I can’t waste my time.”


  “What serious battle are you talking about?”


  “That’s a secret for you, Saito-kun. It’s a secret between girls~” Himari put her index finger on her lips and showed a wink.


  With her proportions and looks, a pose like that made her resemble a supermodel of sorts. Her glossy blond hair sucked up all the sunlight, making it look like it was sparkling, which only emphasized the idea that she was a foreigner.


  “There’s a waterfall over there! Let’s check it out!”


  “Hold on, let’s take a quick break!” Saito pleaded, but Himari didn’t stop moving her legs.


  On the way there, the floatie bumped into a stone or down a sloping waterfall, which left Saito on edge each time. He was just being dragged along by the childish-acting Himari, when they heard an announcement reverberating across the whole area.


  ‘Dear visitors, we’d like to bother you for a moment to announce that we’ve encountered a lost child. Houjou Saito-sama, a child around ten years old is waiting for you to come to pick her up. Please come to the security room near the break area as fast as possible.’


  As soon as the announcement ended, Himari looked at Saito in shock.


  “Saito-kun…You had a child?! With Akane?!”


  “If she’s ten, then I’d have to have made her when I was eight, right?!”


  “You’re crazy! You did it when Akane was still in grade school?!”


  “You’re the one who’s crazy, dangit!” Saito protested against this ridiculous accusation, but it was met with deaf ears.


  “You had a mistress other than me?!”


  “Again, that’s not my child, and you’re not my mistress!”


  “Then who is that child?”


  “If I had to guess, it’s probably Shise.”


  “…Ah.” Himari showed an expression like everything clicked.


  “Whenever she’s walking around alone in a crowd of people, she often gets mistaken for a lost child, so they bring her to the security or whatever.”


  Her body stature was that of a child in grade school, awakening the protective desires of anybody who sees her, and Saito experienced that herself countless times, so he understood that all too well.


  “It’s tough being too cute, huh? I’ll go with you.”


  “You go have some fun with the others. I don’t think Shise would like to be seen by her classmates while she’s being treated like a lost child.” Saito slipped out of the floatie and went up to the poolside.


  Himari kept holding onto the floatie and showed a somewhat dissatisfied pout. Saito checked the map of the pool, made his way down the path, and headed to the security room. The poolside was decorated with palm trees and flowers, creating an even stronger southern image. Even taking a walk felt like a small adventure. There were even some gals and influencers taking pictures to upload online.


  A bit away from the water, you could take a rest on beach chairs, with some visitors building up tents to eat lunch with their families or drink something. Walking between the densely-packed nature area and the poolside, Saito reached the security room, which turned out to be a small log house with two floors. A sofa stood at the wall, which is where Shisei sat while eating some ice cream. The staff was probably trying to have her stay calm, as mountains of sweets were on both sides. Or rather, the empty wraps of such, as Shisei ate most of them already.


  “Brother.” Shisei jumped off the sofa and ran towards Saito.


  “I knew it’d be you.” Saito flashed a bitter smile at the sight of Shisei.


  One staff member put her hand on her hip and scolded Saito.


  “This isn’t good, you know? You have to keep watch over a small child like her. Who knows what might happen.”


  “I’ll be careful from now on.” Saito lowered his head, grabbed Shisei’s hand, and left the room.


  While grumbling complaints, Shisei walked alongside the pool.


  “Shise explained that she wasn’t lost, but nobody listened to her. She just opted to call for Brother, but everyone is so rude.”


  “Well, you do look like a child, so I don’t blame them.”


  “Shise is overflowing with maturity. How could they be so blind?” She puffed out her modest chest, which had approximately zero effect.


  It looked like she was doing some light stretches.


  “C’mon, you have to be careful while walking or you’re gonna slip.” Saito put his hand on Shisei’s side, pushing her closer.


  To the average person, it may look like a man who could be a father caring for a young girl who could be his daughter.


  “There’s a waterslide for children over there. Should we check it out?”


  The one for adults probably wouldn’t be too dangerous either, but Saito didn’t want to take any risk. Shisei apparently didn’t like that, however, as she moved away from Saito’s hand and fixed her posture.


  “Are you going to treat Shise as a child, too?”


  “…What?”


  Saito was bewildered, not knowing where that even came from. Unlike usual, a faint glimmer of emotion resided inside Shisei’s voice. Her expression was the same as before, but she seemed a lot more dejected compared to before.


  “Brother…Shise isn’t a child anymore.” She said and looked up at Saito.


  Her eyes, even bluer than pure sapphire, shook as she tried to guess what Saito was thinking. She took Saito’s hand with both of hers, putting it against her chest.


  “See…Shise isn’t some small child here, right?”


  “H-Hey…”


  “Shise’s in her third year of high school. She’ll soon be 18 like you. It might be happening slowly, but Shise is growing…Did you realize?” Shisei’s plump lips shone with a bright red color like the dawn of a new day.


  Her cheeks were colored in a faint pink, too, as she awkwardly rubbed her cheeks together. The water droplets on her white skin shone like pearls. That sight of hers didn’t belong to any child, it was that of a normal girl. Her innate beauty was emphasized tenfold as it completely obliterated Saito’s ability to reason.


  “What’s gotten into you?”


  “Nothing. Since Brother was mocking Shise, she saw the need to correct him.”


  “I wasn’t mocking you…Also, what’s bad with being small and adorable?”


  Saito didn’t mean to look down on Shisei, especially since he was aware of how extraordinary her looks were. Her popularity with their classmates just spoke more of that.


  “In your eyes…is Shise cute?” Shisei tilted her head.


  “You’re cute, for sure.” Saito said without hesitation.


  “How much? The cutest in the whole world?”


  “The whole world…”


  “Please, tell Shise. She wants to be praised by Brother.” Shisei stared at Saito evermore.


  Her slender hips, befitting of a snow spirit, were covered by her long and glossy silver hair. Her nose was built perfectly, with eyelashes longer than a doll’s. Her beauty made her look like a succubus that would take your soul with her any moment. And yet, Saito just shrugged his shoulders like it wasn’t his problem. He already knew the answer to that question a long time ago.


  “You’re the cutest in the whole world, Shise.”


  “…!”


  Shisei’s ears turned bright red. Because of her white skin, every change in color was obvious, revealing her reddened neck and chest. It was a genuinely rare sight to see Shisei flustered like this. She then pushed her cheek against Saito’s chest.
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  “…Then Shise will forgive you.”


  “Great. I’d rather not fight with you.”


  “That’s true. Shise would rather us both love each other.”


  “I’m not too sure about that expression.”


  “So, you don’t love Shise? You hate her? If so, then Shise has her own idea.”


  The sky suddenly felt like it became clouded, so Saito quickly corrected himself.


  “Of course I love you!”


  “So Brother will treat Shise to some yakisoba?”


  “Didn’t you just eat a mountain of sweets?!”


  “Brother goes in a different stomach.”


  “Stop making it sound like you’re gonna eat me.”


  While talking back and forth like that, the two headed for the food corner. The larger area was built like a circle with tables and chairs all around, food stalls offering takoyaki, crepe, shaved ice, ramen, and other foods surrounding the park. The two went ahead and lined up at the yakisoba stall. Shisei was standing even closer to Saito than before, pushing her body against him. Her hair, silky smooth as it was, tickled Saito’s side. But even more than that, the fierce gazes from the people around him really stabbed him where it hurt.


  “Aren’t those two…a bit dangerous?”


  “A high school student and grade school student dating…that can’t be!”


  “He’s a lolicon.”


  “I should take a video of this and send it to the police.”


  “Should I call for the security guard?”


  And the list of comments directed at them went on. Saito went ahead and grabbed Shisei’s bare shoulders with both his hands.


  “Shise…Could you maybe move away a bit?”


  “Why?”


  “Because I’m about to get reported, I think.”


  “That’s no problem.”


  “I can see a load of problems!”


  “Don’t worry about the gazes of other people. We were even closer when Shise was smaller.” Shisei tightly clung to Saito, wrapping her hands around his waist, as she rubbed her cheek against his chest with a blissful expression.


  The other visitors got noisy once again.


  “When she was smaller…?”


  “He’s a hyper lolicon!”


  “I think he should just die.”


  “Should I call an assassin?”


  And they continued, their killing intent giving Saito the creeps. Why’d he have to go through this on a day off? He didn’t know, but he couldn’t just push Shisei away, either. He swallowed his tears and accepted the judgment of the other visitors. Buying yakisoba, takoyaki, crepe, and some shaved ice, the two secured themselves a bench. The shaved ice had taken the shape of a fox, with cookies acting as the ears and small balls of chocolate as the eyes.


  “This shaved ice is supposed to be the Southern Leisure Land’s specialty, y’know. It’s honestly too cute for its own good.”


  “Not cute at all,” Shisei said and mercilessly pulled out the fox’s eyes to eat them.


  “I didn’t know that was a possible starting point…” Saito felt the urge to cover his eyes in an attempt to protect them.


  At the same time, Shisei sat on Saito’s lap.


  “Between the shaved ice and Shise, who is cuter?”


  “Why’d you suddenly turn into some jealous girlfriend?”


  “Shise can’t afford to lose against shaved ice.”


  “Don’t you worry, the shaved ice got nothing on you.”


  Saito wasn’t quite sure what had Shisei so jealous of a food product, but even that fact alone was quite cute. Saito found himself grinning at this fact, as he scooped up a bit of shaved ice and pushed it inside Shisei’s mouth.


  “Here, eat.”


  “Mgh.”


  Shisei didn’t ask any further questions beyond that, and just munched up the extra shaved ice she was given. It made Saito feel like he was feeding a small animal. He took a bite from Shisei’s shaved ice, too, which had a mango flavor and was quite delicious.


  “Spotted Onii-chan and Shii-chan!”


  A cheerful voice reached them, and Maho almost dove onto the table. She pushed her mouth directly onto the spoon Saito was holding, getting a taste of the shaved ice, as she happily chewed on it.


  “Mhm, the taste of Onii-chan and Shii-chan’s saliva!”


  “You’re really grossing me out.” Saito felt terrified.


  “It’s not gross at all! It’s a saliva mix of the Onii-chan I love so much and the ultimate beauty Shii-chan! I could drink a gallon of this!”


  “You’re not gonna get that much!” Saito threw in a harsh rebuttal.


  “Needless to say, I can drink as much of Onee-chan and Himarin’s saliva. Keep ‘em coming!”


  “You’re fine with about anything, huh?”


  “Not at all! Just Onii-chan and cute girls!” Maho leaped at Shisei and rubbed her cheek against her to the point it deformed Shisei’s own, who couldn’t be bothered anymore and pushed Maho away.


  “Don’t cling to Shise like that. Too hot and she can’t breathe.”


  That being said, Maho went right back to it again.


  “Aww, but you’re always clinging to Onii-chan, right? Sitting on his lap while wearing nothing but swimsuits, it’s like you’re doing lewd stuff!”


  “Brother and Shise are almost always doing lewd stuff.”


  “Stop that.”


  That comment from Shise had Saito feeling all tingly as she sat on his lap, the sensation of her legs much more vivid than usual. She’d normally wear a skirt and he some regular pants, but now he could even directly tell the size of her petite behind. Meanwhile, intruder Maho ate from the food they ordered like it was hers and leaned against the back of the chair.


  “Man, that was delish! I was feeling a bit hungry, so that hit the spot!”


  Or so she said, but she ate a good portion nonetheless. The other half of the food was sucked up by Shisei, as if she was some sort of vacuum cleaner, disappearing inside her stomach.


  “You got too much freedom, I swear…” Saito grumbled, but he didn’t dislike this type, either.


  Then again, he was used to Shisei being fully aware of her own charm, so this wasn’t anything new.


  “Hey, hey, let’s check out the waterslide together! The ‘Jet-Black Slide’ is so crazy, there were people passed out by the end of it. Sounds fun!”


  “I don’t see how that could be fun…” Saito was worried about his own health and safety.


  Seeing this, Maho covered her mouth with her hand and immediately teased him.


  “Oh my, oh my? Are you scared of water slides by any chance? Well, as expected of a virgin!”


  “Me being a virgin has nothing to do with it.”


  “It sure does! You’re a coward, so you won’t do anything to me no matter how much I ask you for it, so I bet you won’t be able to even take the water slide properly! Little scared Onii-chan!” She pushed her shoulder against Saito, poking her finger at his chest.


  “You…”


  Getting humiliated this much, Saito couldn’t back down quietly. If left alone, Maho would keep on going forever.


  “Don’t come back crying later.” Saito grabbed Maho by the neck, dragging her to the Jet-Black Slide.


  “Waaaah! Onii-chan is abducting me! He’ll treat me cruelly until I’m all wet!”


  Yet for some reason, Maho sounded even more excited than before. Shisei walked next to them, munching on her takoyaki, making Saito wonder when she even bought that. She probably summoned it out of thin air with her magic or something. Or maybe it was her beauty that had every employee give her free food.


  “Oh! This looks even crazier from upfront!”


  The Jet-Black Slide was shaped like a giant donut. Rubber boats shot out of the pipe, doing 360° turns inside the construction. Rather than a water slide, this was more akin to a genuine rollercoaster. You could hear the screams of terror from couples inside, as they crawled off the boat with tears in their eyes once they made it to safety. One woman even stayed on the boat because her legs were shaking too much.


  “Is this really gonna be okay?”


  “It probably felt so good they started crying! Man, I can’t wait!”


  Saito felt a grave sense of danger approaching, but Maho’s positive thinking made her overcome even that as she walked toward the slide. The starting point was at a height of a four-floor building. The three walked up the metal stairs, and yet it felt like an endless hike. Mid-way, Shisei stopped and opened her arms.


  “Brother, Shise is tired. Carry her.”


  “Yeah, yeah.” Saito picked her up, as Maho leaped at his back.


  “Carry me, too!”


  “I can’t carry the both of you!”


  “Gosh, you’re such a weakling. You won’t ever be popular with a girl other than me if you keep this up.”


  “I’m fine not being on your list of candidates.”


  “Playing hard to get now? I know you’re happy!”


  Despite not having had a sip of alcohol, Maho was acting like some drunkard, which actually made Saito feel annoyed for once. However, she also wasn’t overbearing to the point he couldn’t take it any longer. And Maho probably knew this, which is why she just kept on laughing. They finally reached the top, with a black rubber boat waiting for them, able to fit the three perfectly. The male staff made sure to set it up correctly so that Saito could be the first one to hop on.


  “Make sure to protect me, Onii-chan!”


  “Shise’s life is in Brother’s hands.”


  They sat down at either side of Saito, clinging to his arm. His arms bit into their chests, their legs entangling with his.


  “Excuse me, but would you mind keeping a bit of space between each other to erase any risk of danger?” The staff asked the three, but his hostility was mostly directed at Saito.


  “Huh? No, I wanna ride together with Onii-chan! Pretty please?”


  “A please from Shise, too.”


  Begged by two beauties, the male staff bit his lip and pushed down the boat. In that split second, he whispered directly into Saito’s ear.


  “…Real hell starts now.”


  “What did I do to deserve this?!”


  Saito’s plea for help was swallowed by the roaring sound of the boat going down the slide. It immediately picked up speed to the point it became terrifying. They then shot out of one pipe, pumping around inside the donut like they were playing with life-sized pinballs. Maho screamed and clung to Saito’s head, burying his nose in her chest, allowing him to feel her unexpected size directly.


  “Onii-chan, look, look! The world is spinning!”


  “I can’t see anything because your breasts are in the way!”


  “Haha, your breath is tickling me! It’s hitting my chest!”


  “Then get away from me!” Saito demanded, but Maho kept pressing further and further.


  At the same time, Shisei had moved down to Saito’s side and aggressively licked it.


  “Brother, you taste sour. Are you sweating because you’re nervous?”


  “This really isn’t the time, right?!”


  “So Shise can lick your body as much as she wants later?”


  “Ah, that sounds nice! I’m gonna join you! Let’s just take off his swimsuit!”


  “You guys should focus on the water slide before anything else!”


  Surrounded by two beauties with absolutely no sense of danger, Saito was unable to fully take in the whole situation, just pushed back and forth, up and down, as he screamed for his life. By the time they reached the end, Saito was too exhausted to even get up himself. And his swimming trunks had been pulled down to a dangerously low level.


  “…Who did it?”


  “Shise didn’t.” “I didn’t do it.”


  “And I’m supposed to believe that when you answer at the same time?! Then you’re both guilty!”


  “Shise isn’t guilty.” “I’m not guilty!”


  Shisei and Maho both averted their eyes at the same time. It was a pleasant sight to see both his sisters getting along like this, but Saito didn’t like the idea of them attempting to rip off his clothes mid-ride. He managed to hide in a nearby bush to fix himself before an employee could spot him, but this was one step away from ending as a tragedy. To ensure that something as risky as this would never happen again, Saito moved on to scold the two.


  “You listen to me now. A man about to reach adult age cannot go full commando in a public area like this, or he’ll get reported and arrested.”


  Even having to explain this fact made Saito feel nothing but regret.


  “Okay, I got it!” Maho responded energetically.


  “Did you really?” Saito was worried, but Maho just showed him a V-sign.


  “Basically, everything will be fine as long as I visit you at night to undress you completely, right?!”


  “I did not talk about that in the slightest!”


  “You did! I heard the voice of your heart saying ‘I want to strip naked in front of Maho! I want to wear her panties on my head and dance around on the bed!’, I’m sure of it!”


  “You were probably hearing your own desires replayed in your mind! You goddamn pervert!”


  “Brother. Pervert.”


  “Were you even listening?!”


  Accused by Shisei, Saito fell to the depths of despair. He at least wanted his little sister to take his side in this. And yet, she held zero respect for him. At the same time, Maho clung to Saito’s arm again.


  “Onii-chan! Let’s ride it one more time! Just one more time!”


  “Like hell I’m gonna commit the same mistake of riding this with you!”


  “I won’t do anything this time, I swear!”


  “So you were the culprit after all!”


  “Nevermind! I didn’t say a thing! I give up!”


  Saito pulled on both her cheeks as he rammed his fingers into her mouth. However, she kept his index finger there, gently licking it.


  “Geez, Onii-chan, you can’t just enter a girl like that. You’re too wild…But, I don’t dislike it!”


  As expected, she didn’t give up in the slightest. On the contrary, she seemed happy. How could you even hope to lecture a pervert like her? Saito had no idea.


  “That reminds me, where is Akane? I haven’t seen her this whole time.”


  “She said she was tired so she went to take a break. Looking after our belongings, I think.”


  “Is she not feeling well? Maybe we should go home?”


  “She seemed to be fine. She just can’t deal with crowded places like these too much.”


  “Neither can I, to be honest.”


  Maho was confused.


  “Huh? Then why did you two plan on coming here?”


  “Two…? Who?”


  “You and Onee-chan. Wasn’t the initial plan that just you both would come here?”


  “Huh? What are you talking about?”


  Saito couldn’t find any reason why Akane would invite him to the pool. What could she even be plotting with this? As of late, it just felt like she hated him even more aggressively than before.


  —Did I…have the wrong idea when she invited me?


  Saito’s thoughts raced as he tried to keep Maho and Shisei’s hands off him.


  * * *


  Akane sat on the floor at a plaza near the wave pool, just lost in thought as she stared into the distance. Since carrying personal objects like a smartphone was forbidden when checking out the various attractions, she had everyone’s phones, wallets, as well as a tea bottle lying in front of her.


  In the end, Akane was too embarrassed to ask Saito for his impression of her swimsuit, and she couldn’t just have fun with him while wearing a bold one like this. Since they came all the way here, she wanted her friends to have fun, and she didn’t mind looking over their belongings, but this loneliness inside of her still wouldn’t go away. In the end, she was the one waiting. Just as she had done when she was younger, unable to utter her true wish.


  —We shouldn’t have come here in the first place…


  Akane sighed, when someone suddenly placed their hand on her shoulder.


  “Hey.”


  It was a man’s hand, followed by a man’s voice.


  —Is somebody hitting on me?!


  Akane felt a chill run down her back. She heard that a lot of people visited these kinds of places, full to the brim with ulterior motives, but she never would have imagined that such a thing would happen to her. With Saito nowhere in sight, she had to fight back herself.


  “You…!” Akane formed a fist and turned around with a sharp glare in her eyes.


  “Calm down, I’m not here to fight.” Saito raised both hands to declare his defeat.


  “S-Saito?! Why are you hitting on me?! You’re the worst!”


  Met with this unexpected appearance, Akane felt her heart skip a beat.


  “I’m not hitting on you! Maho just told me you were taking a break, so I thought I’d join you to relax a bit.”


  “If you wanted to take a breather, you could’ve done that elsewhere, right?”


  Saito awkwardly scratched his cheek.


  “I…guess I could have. Hey, I bought some strawberry milk, do you want it?”


  “S-Sure…” Akane accepted the cup he offered her and bit down on the straw.


  It tasted sweet. Since all Akane could do up to this point was drink tea, she wasn’t exactly thirsty, and yet even so, it felt like a void inside her body was being filled.


  —Did he…come here to see me because he thought I was lonely?


  Akane glanced at Saito, realizing that her heart started beating faster. It might just be her misunderstanding, but Saito had the disposition to care for others. And at the same time, she felt frustrated that his appearance alone made her this happy.


  “You try to act tough, but you never really say how you truly feel, right? You’re like a caring older sister.”


  “Caring older sister…?”


  That was the first time someone has ever said that to her.


  “You don’t say what you want, or what you would like to do. When we’re fighting, it’s never because of what you want me to do, but more like ‘This is the logical decision that must be done,’ right?”


  “H-Huh? Don’t talk like you know me!” Akane averted her face with a pout, but she didn’t dislike the fact that Saito had seen through her.


  It meant that he was properly looking at her, which made her happy.


  “Thanks for inviting me to the pool. I was worried I did something to make you angry, so I’m a bit relieved now.”


  “I’m not angry. I’m just…”


  —Embarrassed. But of course, she could not say that. The moment she became conscious of him, she was at an absolute disadvantage. And her pride wouldn’t allow her to be frank about it.


  “Just…what?”


  “It’s nothing!” Akane covered her face.


  “I…don’t really get what’s going on, but I’d like it if you could be honest from time to time. Being selfish is fine, too. Rather than having you pent-up with stress, I’d rather you let out some steam once in a while before it explodes.”


  “Before it explodes…?”


  Akane grew worried that Saito saw her as a volcano about to explode. Then again, thinking about all the days they fought, she couldn’t exactly blame him either.


  “C-Can I really…be selfish for once?” Akane looked up at Saito.


  “Of course.” Saito nodded.


  “And ask for whatever?”


  “Well, I’m not gonna kill myself even if you tell me to.”


  “I wouldn’t ask for that! Just who do you take me for…” Akane grumbled, but she immediately closed her lips.


  She didn’t want to fight with Saito all the time. There was something else…to spend time with him. That’s why she invited him here. With a voice about to disappear, she uttered her wish.


  “Th-Then, teach me how to swim.”


  “Weren’t you doing pretty well during swimming classes?” Saito gave Akane a dubious look.


  “I-I haven’t gotten any swimming lately, so I forgot how to do it! Right now, I can just flap my legs up and down. The moment I get into the water, I start sinking immediately, and I can never get up again! So, I want you to teach me everything from the start!” Akane just rambled on and shot up from the ground.


  Embarrassed at her monologue and afraid of Saito’s gaze, she covered her face. She realized her knees were quivering, so she put the weight on her toes to hide that, as well.


  “…Got it. Let’s go.” Saito stood up, offering Akane a hand.


  * * *


  Can people really forget something as basic as how to swim in such a short time? Saito had his doubts, but since it was a request from Akane, someone who rarely wished or asked for anything, Saito wanted to fulfill it. Plus, she must have an important reason for this. He stored everyone’s belongings away in the locker and turned towards Akane.


  “We should leave your cardigan here, too.”


  “But…” She tightly embraced the piece of clothing that hid her swimsuit.


  At school, she had no hesitation whatsoever, so Saito was a bit confused about the reason for that.


  “It’d be harder to practice with that on, you know?”


  “Urgh…that is true.” Akane hesitated for a moment but eventually chose to open up her cardigan and take it off.


  She pressed it onto Saito, who could feel some of the remnant heat on it.


  “U-Um…So, how is it? I just bought this new swimsuit…” Akane looked up at Saito with a hesitant tone.


  It was a black swimsuit consisting of a singular piece. The threads were connected at her neck, which made it look like a lewd-ish choker. Her back was mostly exposed, her white skin contradicting the black color of the swimsuit. Reaching down from the frilly ends were her almost translucent thighs. As it was a one-piece swimsuit, it also emphasized her well-endowed chest. Met with a swimsuit completely contradicting her usual attire, and adding Akane’s bashful attitude, it all mixed together to create a beautiful image.


  “Y-Yeah…I think it’s good?”


  “Wh-What do you mean by good? That it’d be better if I didn’t wear a swimsuit like this?! I know that! That’s why I’ve been hiding it!” Akane broke out in tears and attempted to steal the cardigan back from Saito.


  “That’s not what I meant! It… looks great! It hits exactly where it should, and it’s got plenty of adult charm! And I like it a lot!” Saito gave Akane a thumbs-up.


  He knew he was probably sounding like a gross freak right about now, but all of this was too much for him to handle, he just pushed out how he truly felt. He prepared himself to receive a grossed-out reaction from Akane, possibly even to be treated as a sexual offender, but…


  “Wh-What’s up with that…Pervert.” Akane just blushed and whispered in a cute voice.


  She essentially was still insulting him, but it didn’t sound that way in the slightest. Rather, Saito was filled with the urge to have her call him that a few more times, which put his brain into overdrive.


  “I am a pervert!” He slammed his head into the locker door to cool down his head.


  “Saito?! I wasn’t being serious right now! They’ll get angry at us if you break the locker! And your head’s gonna spill open like an egg!” Akane tried to pull him away from the locker.


  Saito was gasping for air.


  “S-Sorry…I’m not a pervert…”


  “I-It’s okay…Even if you are one…” Akane muttered as her ears turned red.


  Now that Saito accepted Akane’s request for him to teach her how to swim, he planned on pulling through with it until the bitter end. He had looked up various swimming styles and methods in a book before, so he could use that knowledge to teach Akane.


  “For now, we should start with some light training.”


  “Training?! Why?! I just wanted some swimming lessons!” Akane was baffled.


  “The basics are important, no matter what you do. Luckily, I brought my protein with me, so we can make do with that today. But, a mild amount would probably be better for you.”


  “I don’t want to take any protein! And neither am I going to do some weird muscle training!”


  “If you don’t do it now, when will you? Youth only lasts an instant.”


  “What are you even talking about…?” Akane didn’t know what to make of Saito’s weird personal argument.


  Since Saito was arguing for her sake, he was a bit perpetuated at such a response.


  “Then what should we do now? I was thinking of letting you do the ‘Kitten Pose’ to strengthen your back muscles and abs so that you get naturally better at swimming, but…”


  “Kitten?!” Akane pushed her body forward, which was to be expected from a cat lover like Akane.


  Just as Saito planned, of course.


  “Wh-What kind of pose is that?! Explain it to me!” Akane seemed restless.


  “You put both your hands and knees on the floor, curl up your back, and stretch it again. It’s the kind of pose cats make when you interrupt their nap.”


  “That sounds pretty embarrassing if you ask me?!”


  “But, it’s a kitty, you know? It’s your one-in-a-million chance to become like a cat. You love cats, right?”


  “Ugh…But…” Akane was hesitant.


  Seeing her this flustered, Saito grew even more curious and interested in seeing her do that. He closed the distance between the two and put some more pressure on her.


  “It’s fine. Nobody is watching right now. And I’ll closely watch over you.”


  “I don’t want that!” Akane pushed Saito away. “Just teach me normally! Even just holding my hand is fine!”


  Saito audibly gulped.


  “How can you even improve with some lukewarm training like that? You won’t make it through the ocean at this rate.”


  “I don’t have any plans of swimming that far!”


  “If the whole world is submerged by water, it’d raise your chance at survival…”


  “I highly doubt I’d survive that either way!”


  “I will. Even if humanity falls to ruin.”


  “That’s great. I’m sure you’ll do just fine.”


  Akane had to accept it, but she didn’t really feel like admiring Saito’s survival skills. In fact, she just thought he was as nimble and resourceful as a cockroach. The two eventually headed for the pool, entering with the stairs at the side. Since neither of them had been inside for quite some time, it felt refreshing but also cold at the same time. Akane carefully followed Saito, pushing her hands towards him.


  “Th-Then…if you would.”


  “Y-Yeah.”


  Even though this wasn’t their first time holding hands, Saito felt nervous. He grabbed both her wet hands, which conveyed the sensation of her skin even more clearly. He pulled on her arms, deeper into the pool as she flapped her legs up and down. It didn’t feel like any proper training to him. And to a random stranger, it was most likely seen as a couple flirting around.


  “This is what you wanted to do…?”


  “Yes, this is what I wanted to do!”


  Saito was a bit bewildered, but Akane seemed in a good mood. She smiled happily as if everything recently had just been a bad dream. Her back was in plain sight, reaching above the water. Her white legs splashed up and down. Her behind was visible too, looking oddly adorable, and her earlobes were colored in a faint strawberry-red color. The more he looked, the more he glanced toward her chest, so he had to tear his gaze away. Unable to bear the embarrassment, he turned his back towards her, speeding up as he pulled Akane along.


  “Eeek! Wait, you’re going too fast!”


  “If you don’t pick up the pace, you won’t be able to survive in today’s day and age!”


  “I don’t care about that! You’ll bump into other people! Be careful!”


  “I’m the newest model, I’m fine no matter the impact!”


  “But I’m telling you to stop!” Akane said and clung to Saito’s back.


  Her wet skin, soft neck, and chest, all bit into Saito’s own skin. He felt her panicked breathing hitting his ears. Akane probably grew scared, as she even wrapped her legs around his waist. He may have been used to that if it came from his little sister Shisei, but Akane would normally never do such a thing, leaving him bewildered.


  “Okay. I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.”


  “…Really?” Akane sounded dubious, as she still clung to Saito.


  “Really. So, won’t you let me go? This position is a bit…”


  Hearing it from Saito’s mouth, Akane finally realized what dangerous position they had ended up in. Panicked, she moved away from Saito.


  “Th-This is…I didn’t do it on purpose! Not because I wanted to! I didn’t cling to you or anything!” Her cheeks turned hot, as she punched the water to make excuses.


  “You were clearly clinging to me!”


  “It’s because you pushed your back towards me! That’s sexual harassment!”


  “You’re making it my fault?!”


  Saito couldn’t believe that the blame was being pushed onto him again. But at that moment, he saw Shisei, Himari, and Maho all swimming toward them from upstream. They rented a new floatie in the shape of a shark that could carry all three of them.


  “Everyone’s here. Let’s go.”


  Saito attempted to move toward them, but Akane grabbed his arm and stopped him.


  “…wanna.” She kept her face down, but the tone of her voice made it clear that she wasn’t too happy.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Over here!” Akane pulled on Saito’s hand, going along the shallow water.


  They moved away from the stream pool and instead went down some stairs towards an underground area. There was a small space functioning as a man-made cave. Pillars rose from the water that consisted of rock, with lights dimly illuminating the area. It was around as warm as a regular hot spring. You probably weren’t supposed to swim here, as several other visitors sat down and snuggled up to each other.


  “They even have a hot spring here? That’s one hell of a feat. I’m guessing you wanted to come here?”


  “Y-Yes.” Akane sat down, with Saito following shortly after.


  They stretched out their legs, basking in the warm water that relaxed their muscles that got all exhausted from playing the whole day. However, Saito caught on to something weird about their surroundings and stiffened up. This cave spring was visited by a fair number of couples. In fact, it seemed like the majority here consisted of them. You could see men and women hugging each other, kissing each other, women sitting on another man’s lap, and just flirting around in general.


  Because of the convenient steam filling the area, allowed these couples to become a step bolder than usual, creating a licentious atmosphere. Saito even heard faint moaning from one corner. No doubt, this place existed for one reason alone.


  —Akane wanted to come here?!


  Saito looked at her in shock, finding her with her hand in front of her face, shaking violently. She seemingly didn’t know about this either. Even if it was a popular date spot for couples, as Saito and Akane weren’t in that relationship, it was just awkward and nothing more.


  “G-Guess we should go!” Saito attempted to stand up, but Akane grabbed his wrist.


  “…No. Don’t go.” She pleaded with a weak voice.


  Saito doubted his ears, considering all she would normally do is curse and threaten him, but she looked up at him with dampened eyes. Because of this sweet plea, Saito had no other choice but to sit back down again. She kept holding onto his hand, sinking deeper into the water until it reached up to her mouth. Saito was yet again in awe at her beauty. It felt like they were taking a bath together, leaving him restless. Maybe…Akane didn’t want to regroup with the others? Maybe…Saito had been on the wrong track this entire time?


  “Can I…ask one thing?”


  “What?”


  Saito hesitated for a moment, finally voicing his question.


  “Did you…want us to come to the pool alone?”


  “…!” Akane’s body grew stiff, as she tightly put her lips together.


  Saito could easily tell that she was blushing, even amongst the dim lights in the cave. He was given his answer without another word.


  “Sorry. I didn’t think that’s what you wanted…”


  “It’s…okay. We’re alone right now, so that’s all that matters.”


  The way Akane pouted was unbearably cute. Since they didn’t have much time to act as a family as of late, she wanted to come here as just the two of them. She had no ulterior motive. And even so, Saito’s heart began beating loudly. His entire body began to boil, and the hand of his that Akane was holding felt close to burning up. It must be because of the hot spring. That was the only reason Saito felt this dizzy.


  Chapter 3 - Three-Person Housing


  On the way home from school, Saito looked through the newest mystery series at the nearest bookstore, when he got a message from Akane.


  ‘Saito! I spotted a mouse at home!’


  Saito stopped at the side of the aisle to reply.


  ‘Oh, nice. Send me a photo.’


  ‘Why?! That’s too dangerous!’


  ‘You’re stronger than some mouse, right? I think you could hold your ground even if hundreds of thousands of aliens attacked earth.’


  ‘No way I can! I’m some sort of overpowered monster!’


  ‘So basically, you want me to hurry home because you’re scared of a mouse. I didn’t know you were such a scaredy cat, hee hee…’ Saito chose to tease Akane a bit.


  ‘Don’t underestimate me! I’m not scared at all! Mice are just mammals!”


  As expected, Akane put on a facade and acted tough, which made Saito giggle in the corner of the bookstore. Through living together with her for a while, there was one thing he learned about—that teasing his wife could be pretty fun. She’d immediately get all pouty, run her mouth about the weirdest things, and he could imagine her typing furiously with a beet-red face. Teasing her face-to-face held a certain danger, but across the phone, he had free reign and limitless possibilities.


  ‘But you’re asking me for help, right? That’s why you sent this SOS.’


  Akane seemed to really hate this teasing, as she instead called Saito directly. Saito felt a bad sweat run down his back and denied the call. However, Akane immediately tried to call him again. Saito said no. Another call came in, but yet another denied attempt. His phone continued to vibrate, but Saito stayed strong. He seemed to have poked at the hornet’s nest with that. He was wrong for thinking he could get away with this.


  At this rate, she might just go and curse him with morse code or something along those lines. Her anger could transcend time and space, after all. Finally, the wave of calls ended, and Saito sighed in relief. Instead, another message of hers came in.


  ‘So what if I’m scared?! Come back home quick!’


  “…!” A weird voice left Saito’s mouth.


  Rather than her constant complaining and insults, this rare popping in of her genuine emotions held much higher destructive force.


  ‘Got it. I’m going home right now.’


  ‘Thanks!’


  His smartphone showed words of gratitude, and Saito put away his smartphone. The warmth coming from it gave him tingles. He walked through the shopping district at dusk on quick feet, when he spotted Himari. She carried a regular bag alongside her student bag, just trotting along the road with no particular goal in mind.


  “Himari? Are you going on a trip somewhere?”


  “Ah…Saito-kun.” Himari slowly raised her head and looked at him. “I’m not going anywhere…But, there’s been some trouble at home. She got angry at me like crazy, so I don’t think I can come home for a while.”


  “Again…?”


  Himari showed a defeated smile, sending a spark of pain running through Saito’s chest. She must have cried by herself, as her eyes were red.


  “Maybe you should just apologize for the sake of it? I doubt you’re even in the wrong, but showing you’re willing to accept it would probably help cheer her up?”


  “She won’t forgive me even if I do that. It was the same before.”


  “That is true…”


  When Saito was in Himari’s room and helped her study, her stepmother Rieko didn’t even bother to listen to a word she said. That’s probably what happened and led to this.


  “To her, I’m just extra baggage. I’m in the way. Without me, she would be able to live alone with Dad.”


  “I see…”


  Himari nodded.


  “If I get her any angrier than this, I might actually get kicked out of the house, so I was just thinking of spending some time away. If I give her time together with Dad, she’ll eventually forgive me and she’ll cheer up.”


  As expected of Himari, who managed to control her classmates, it was a valid judgment, but her method was far too much to bear. In reality, wouldn’t she have the right to be with her father? She’s his legitimate child, after all. Then again, Saito wouldn’t know what would be normal, since he didn’t grow up in a regular family.


  “How long will you have to stay out?” Saito asked.


  Himari looked up at the sky.


  “She was pretty pissed this time, so I’m estimating like a week?”


  “That’s pretty long. Are you gonna stay at a net cafe the whole time?”


  “I don’t have enough money for a whole week. I’ll probably be out camping.”


  Saito’s eyes shot open.


  “Camping?! Can’t you ask a friend to stay with them? You’re pretty popular, right?”


  “I…would rather not.”


  “I doubt anybody would say no.”


  “But I’d have to tell them about my family situation…and that’d probably ruin the cheerful image I have. I might just end up getting bullied again.”


  “…”


  Saito went silent. Himari obtained her current position in class through hard work and flawless acting. If that balance went out of control, she might just drop down to the bottom again. And since she went through this before, she’d probably do anything to avoid that same pain again. To get rid of this awkward atmosphere, Himari let out a laugh.


  “It’s fine. Nobody would try to get at me.”


  “I’m pretty sure there’s a lot of people that would.”


  Even if she’s wearing the school’s uniform, Himari’s charm was enough to make guys go crazy over her. She didn’t even have the body of a high school student. If she spent the night out alone, there’s bound to be a bad guy or two. And since she was an important friend of his, Saito couldn’t just let this slip.


  “Then…wanna stay at our place?”


  Now it was Himari’s turn to be bewildered.


  “With your place…do you mean your home?”


  “Yeah. We’ve got an open room and futons ready.”


  His grandfather Tenryuu called it the baby room, but Saito had no plans whatsoever on using it for that purpose. He couldn’t ever imagine him and Akane ending up in such a relationship. Himari seemed rather worried nonetheless.


  “Are you sure? Won’t Akane be bothered by that?”


  “Why would she? She’d be happy, I bet.”


  Rather than living with her mortal enemy, Akane would be much happier to have her best friend around. Himari moved closer to Saito, looking up at him.


  “You…won’t mind?”


  Saito shrugged his shoulders.


  “Not at all. Shise and Maho stay over from time to time, too. And unlike them, you won’t cause a ruckus first thing in the morning, right?”


  “Yeah…I won’t. I’d…like to stay over at your home, Saito-kun.” Himari tightly grasped the belt of her Boston bag.


  She tagged along as Saito went his way home. Himari seemed worried that she might anger Saito if she said anything wrong, so she just walked next to him in silence. The sight of that made Saito feel pain in his chest, and he wanted to reassure her that everything would be okay.


  Upon arriving at his home, Saito used his key to open the door. He entered inside when Akane came running from the kitchen. She probably didn’t realize it, but her expression was beaming.


  “Welcome back! The bath is ready, and I’m about to finish dinner!”


  “You’re actually acting like a proper wife at home, huh?” Himari spoke up behind Saito.


  “Wait, Himari? Why are you here?” Akane’s eyes opened wide.


  Saito thought that it’d be better for him to explain the circumstances than the girl in question, so he spoke up.


  “She ran away from home because of some stuff. Doesn’t have a place to stay, so do you think she could stay here for a few days?”


  “What…?” Akane seemed bewildered.


  Himari panicked and waved her hands.


  “I guess I’m in the way, after all! Sorry, I shouldn’t rely on you like this. I can handle myself just fine, so don’t worry about me.”


  “No way you’re gonna sleep outside!”


  “But…You’d rather not have me around, right?”


  “Of course…not…”


  An awkward silence was born between the two, as they averted their gazes.


  —What’s going on between those two?


  Saito was growing dubious. These two were supposed to be closer than actual lovers, and yet it seemed as if there was a certain wall between the two. Normally, Akane would welcome her with open arms.


  “I’m sorry! I’ll just see you at school!” Himari was about to barge out of the entrance with an apologetic expression.


  “Wait! You can stay! It’s fine!” Akane reached for Himari’s wrist, stopping her.


  As a result of that, she seemed worried as she asked one more time.


  “Are you sure? I’m not…in the way?”


  “It’s totally fine! I don’t want my best friend to go through such a traumatic experience! If anything, Saito’s the one who’s in the way. Just stay over as many years or centuries as you want!” Akane blurted out.


  * * *


  Akane and Himari stood in front of the kitchen sink, preparing today’s dinner.


  “It’s been so long since we cooked together, right? I remember doing it a lot when we were younger, though.”


  “Because you’d often run away from home back then.”


  As the two went on to continue with their cooking, Saito called out to them from the sofa.


  “Is there anything I can help with?”


  “Nope! It’ll just make the kitchen more crowded, so you cheer us on!”


  “Cheer you on…”


  That was even harder of a request than simple help. Sait went into thinking mode, trying to come up with any possibility of achieving this.


  “You can take it easy, too, Himari. You’re the guest here.”


  “But you’re letting me stay over, so I’d like to be of help in some way.”


  “I’m not complaining about some extra helpers. Could you cut these vegetables?”


  “Understood!” Himari showed a salute and began cutting the cabbage with a skilled hand.


  As you’d expect from friends with a history like theirs, they were in perfect sync. Since Saito didn’t want to pollute this atmosphere, Saito opted to read a book in the living room while he waited.


  * * *


  Everything had been peaceful up to this point…and yet, when the food arrived, tension instantly filled the air. Seafood salad and tomato soup…was quite the classic and looked thoroughly enjoyable…The real problem was the main dish—Regular steak and hamburger steak.


  “Why do we have two meat dishes as the main course…?” Saito couldn’t help but pose the obvious question.


  Akane immediately slammed her hands on the table.


  “I just felt like making hamburger steak! What’s wrong with that?!”


  “Nothing at all, it’s just…”


  “I also felt the urge to make some steak. I bought the ingredients at a nearby supermarket.” Himari smiled.


  Saito felt like the project team he was part of was given two separate directions. It felt like the game he had been looking forward to was split into two different editions, both with an equal story but a different set of characters. Just what invisible battle had transpired between these two? Akane went the unorthodox route with hamburger steak, whereas Himari chose the kinder option and opted for regular steak.


  “Hurry up and eat it already.”


  “Go on and eat, Saito-kun.”


  “Y-Yeah…”


  Rushed by these two, Saito grabbed a knife and fork. He first took a bite from the regular steak. One chew later and the meat fell apart in his mouth, as a sweet sauce emerged from within. It was pleasant to chew and tasty all the same. One bite made him want to take another one. Following that, he cut off a bit of the hamburger steak and stuffed it into his cheek. This one was just as delicious. It used minced meat from domesticated cows, but also had nuts and black pepper mixed within them, creating an explosion of various tastes.


  Each and every single move he took was closely observed by Akane and Himari. The people in this world might see this as some kind of reward, but Saito felt like he was being tested while his life was on the line. After all—he already guessed what followed after the initial tasting.


  ““Whose is more delicious?””


  The two’s voices overlapped perfectly, as they put pressure on Saito. Himari had formed fists on the table, and Akane had her knife in one hand. Even if he were to choose one over the other, he would not be able to escape from this table safely. Depending on it, he might even end up as an ingredient for the next steak, or even hamburger steak.


  “Why do you two keep making me choose over things like this?” Saito asked, ready to run at any given moment.


  It was the same now as back at the pool when they asked who looked the cutest.


  “That’s…right?” “Yep…”


  Akane and Himari exchanged glances and decided on something all on their own without even bothering to fill in Saito. He could not read the current situation, which genuinely terrified him.


  “Get on and choose already! Whose is more delicious, mine or Himari?”


  “That question is a bit nasty in that context, don’t you think?!”


  “Nasty?! Are you talking about my cooking?! I’ll kill you!”


  “That’s not what I said! And please, don’t tell me! I beg you!” Saito had to beg for his life at dinnertime.


  Even if he compared the taste, there was no picking priority. He also struggled hard to find a way to escape this situation but to no avail. He only barely survived this hell, as he ran straight to the kitchen after he took his last bite.


  “I’ll go wash the dishes! You two go and take a bath!”


  In the end, he kept his answer on hold, avoiding the gravest of hell levels. He also realized that, during the duration of Himari’s stay, he had to make sure they were never together when he was around.


  “Would you like to take one first, Himari?”


  “Why don’t we take one together? We can wash each other’s hair!”


  “That sounds good. I always liked it when you washed it for me.”


  “And I enjoy touching your silky hair! It feels so good!”


  Saito listened to the two girls flirting behind him and just washed the bowls in silence. Lately, it feels like they’ve been going above and beyond flirting. Saito felt like he was the one most distanced, as Himari whispered into his ear.


  “Wanna…join us, Saito-kun?”


  “You’re telling me to take a bath with you?!” Saito staggered backward.


  “No, Saito can’t join us!”


  “The way I saw it, it’s big enough to fit all three of us, you know?”


  “The size isn’t the problem! I can’t possibly do something as embarrassing as that!”


  “Why would you be embarrassed? You’re his wife, so you take baths with him all the time, right? You’re not telling me…you take separate baths, are you?” Himari looked at Akane with a probing expression, which made Akane falter.


  “Huh?! N-No, of course not! We’re always taking baths together!”


  “Akane?! What happened?! Did you go crazy?!” Saito grew genuinely worried.


  Her memories have gone mad because she studied too much, because she remembered Saito definitely didn’t.


  “And since Akane and I are best friends, we’ll naturally take a bath together. So, that means we’re taking a bath together as the three of us, yeah?”


  “Nothing of this makes any sense! Your logic is totally unhinged!”


  “It’s boring to just follow logic everywhere. Be honest with your feelings and you’ll feel a lot better. Let’s deepen our bonds by sharing a bath together, yeah?”


  “No. Way. In. Hell!” Akane forcefully pushed Himari to the bath, who pouted in displeasure.


  On the way there, Himari turned around once and talked to Saito again.


  “You want to take a bath with us, right Saito-kun? Wouldn’t want to be left out, would you?”


  “I…”


  To be perfectly honest, he was not disinterested. However, being honest about that could only backfire. He could already feel the killing intent emitted from Akane’s gaze alone, so any careful statement could end up with his life forfeited.


  “Let’s go, Himari!”


  “Nooo, Saito-kuuun!”


  Himari was dragged away reluctantly. On the way out, Akane glared at Saito one more time and slammed the door closed behind them. That was a clear message to stay away from the bath if Saito valued his life. For once, one single moment of eye contact was enough to convey Akane’s feelings and thoughts.


  * * *


  White fog filled the shower room, originating as steam from the hot air, as a pleasant floral scent drifted through it. Himari sat on a chair, as Akane let some hot water into the bathtub.


  “Did you really plan on taking a bath with Saito?”


  “Of course! I’ve been jealous this entire time that you get to take baths with him!”


  “I…I don’t take any baths with him! That just now…I was just lying because I got desperate!”


  Himari put some body soap on a towel as she laughed.


  “Yup, I knew that!”


  “You knew?!”


  “I can tell what you’re thinking. How long do you think we’ve known each other?”


  “Ugh…”


  Akane was happy that Himari understood her this much, but it also felt like she was dancing atop her palm. She saw no chance of possibly winning against her best friend.


  “But if you’re not taking baths with Saito-kun, why do you have two chairs here?”


  “We’ve had these ready here the day we moved…I think it’s thanks to Grandma and Saito’s grandfather because they probably put them here…”


  “I see, so you’re being genuinely supported, huh?”


  “I’m sorry…” Akane apologetically lowered her head, to which Himari panicked as she waved her hands up and about.


  “Ah! I wasn’t throwing complaints or anything! I’m going after Saito-kun with all I have, too! That’s good, right?”


  “Of course. Don’t think you need to hold back just because you’re staying over. I’m gonna get in your way as best as I can!”


  She wanted to have a full-front open-handed battle with her best friend. If she managed to get ahead of Himari because of this unfair advantage, she wouldn’t be feeling right about it either. In that sense, this situation may have been for the best. And more than anything, Akane couldn’t let her best friend sleep somewhere outdoors. She may have fallen in love with Saito, but she had always loved Himari all the same.


  “Rather than getting in my way, shouldn’t you try to seduce Saito-kun yourself?”


  “I…I can’t do that! I’m not as sexy as you are…” Akane glanced at Himari’s voluptuous chest.


  They were of such a demanding size that Himari couldn’t even wash them normally, she had to put her hand beneath them to wash them with a towel.


  “Don’t sell yourself short. You’ve grown quite a lot, you know?” Himari walked behind Akane and placed her hands on her chest.


  “H-Hey, Himari?!”


  “Saito-kun’s popular, so let alone me, you have to be careful of the other girls that could be gunning for him.”


  “You…think so?”


  “I sure do. That’s why we should call him to the bath right now and…”


  “No way!”


  “Bwah?!” Akane grabbed the shower head and splashed water on Himari.


  To ensure that she couldn’t escape, she added more shampoo and put it on her hair. And yet, Himari just sighed like she was feeling good, giving her body to Akane.


  “Phew…Yeah, having Akane wash me definitely feels better than doing it myself. Yeah, that spot. Do it a bit stronger.”


  “It’s bad for your hair and skin if I do it too strongly, you know?”


  Akane carefully washed Himari’s beautiful blonde hair. Ever since they were young, Akane was always jealous of this hair, which made Himari seem like a princess.


  “I’ll never know when I get another chance for you to wash my hair!”


  “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure to wash it every day for as long as you’re staying here. Gotta be careful so you don’t drag Saito in here one day.”


  Himari kept her eyes closed as she let out a snicker.


  “Aw, c’mon. I wouldn’t do that, geez! Have some faith in me.”


  “I’d like to trust my best friend, but you’re making it really hard for me.”


  In the battle of love, all rules were void. Following this, Akane washed the soap off Himari’s hair with the shower head, adding a bit of extra care with a conditioner. Following that, Himari washed Akane’s hair the same way, and they hopped inside the bathtub. They sat facing each other with their legs stretched out, and sunk into the water, which gave them enough space to enjoy the bath together. Himari’s long hair scattered atop the water, looking like a golden thread on a work table as she played a bit with it using her white fingers. Her legs were slender but plump where it mattered, and the two melons afloat in the water were of a size even fellow girl Akane couldn’t look away.


  “You’re…really beautiful, Himari.”


  “Where did that come from? Are you hitting on me?” Himari snickered, her smile as bright as the sun.


  “I’m not, but…”


  “You’re just as alluring, Akane. If I was a man, I’d try to steal you away from Saito-kun no matter what.”


  “Th-Thanks…?”


  Akane grew worried if she could actually hope to win against a perfect girl like Himari. Her personality and looks were perfect, and she knew how to approach Saito the right way, so there’s no way he wouldn’t be happy.


  —No, no, no! I have to win against her!


  Akane shook her head and rid herself of her weakness. Giving up before the actual fight isn’t much like her. Akane would always dare the challenge no matter the enemy or wall in front of her. That’s how she managed to keep up with Saito since their first year.


  “I’ll do my best.”


  “So will I. We’re restarting our match once we get out of the bath, yeah?”


  Akane and Himari brought their faces together as they declared this.


  * * *


  Saito finished washing the dishes and spent his time reading when Akane and Himari returned to the living room.


  “Sorry we took so long, Saito-kun. The bath is open now.”


  “Thanks. I’ll take one before heading off to bed.” Saito planned on reading some more of the book when Akane fidgeted with the Blu-Ray player.


  “Th-Then, how about we watch a movie? I found a romance movie that seemed pretty interesting.”


  “A romance movie?! Akane, what happened?! Do you have a fever?!”


  Normally, all Akane would watch were movies and videos with cats, so anything other than that, let alone a romance movie, made Saito feel scared.


  “I’m perfectly fine! You don’t have to be this terrified.”


  “…But why a romance movie?”


  Akane’s eyes turned into dots as she tilted her head.


  “Because…it’s romanshic?”


  She even mispronounced “romantic.” She really didn’t understand anything about romance, but Saito wasn’t much better, so he couldn’t blame her. And looking at the DVD disk, it wasn’t even a romance movie. The title said “Iron Face’s Love,” and Iron Face is a famous horror series. She probably mistook it because of the last part of the title. Then again, a horror movie would be a lot more interesting than romance, so Saito stayed quiet.


  “Seems interesting. Let’s watch it.”


  “Sure!” Akane’s face lit up in joy as she inserted the disk, grabbed the remote, and sat down to the left of Saito.


  “Can I sit next to you, too?” Himari asked Saito.


  “I don’t mind.”


  “Yay!”


  Given permission, Himari sat down to the right of Saito. That in itself was fine, but she sat awfully close to him. Their shoulders and hips touched, clearly not resting at a distance fit for a regular classmate.


  “H-Himari, you’re too close!”


  “We’re gonna watch a romance movie, so this much is normal, don’t you think?” Himari let out a giggle, as Akane grit her teeth.


  “I don’t see the reason behind this…” Saito felt like they were fighting over him again, so he voiced his opinion, but…


  “Th-Then I guess I can’t help it! I have to follow suit and abide by these rules!”


  Now Akane moved closer, pressing herself against his other shoulder. With her face beet-red as she desperately pushed herself onto him, Saito thought that she may have been trying to push him off, but since Himari was on the other side, she ended up as a cushion. Their hair was still wet, droplets of water running down the strains of hair. This defenseless appearance was completely different from how they looked at school, giving it a certain level of eroticism. Only now did Saito fully realize what it meant to live together with adolescent girls like this.


  Since they just came out of the bath, the sweet scent of their bath soap and heat drifted in the air. They were supposed to have used the same shampoo, and yet they each had a distinct smell. And tracing that thought, Saito grew puzzled as to what he was even thinking about.


  —Calm down, me! There’s gotta be some downside to this! They’re plotting something!


  Saito used all of his excellent brain cells to arrive at a conclusion instantly. Surely, they were planning on sealing away his exit route by locking him in from both sides. And from then on, they will begin an interrogation…maybe even the world’s most terrifying torture. They still haven’t gotten an answer to whose cooking was better, which is probably what spoiled their mood to such an extent. If Saito didn’t escape from this, he had no future left ahead of him.
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  “Could I…go to the toilet, please?”


  “You’re dead meat if you try to run.” “You’re not getting away, Saito-kun.”


  Both girls smiled at him, which forced Saito to prepare for his untimely death.


  * * *


  The result was as Saito had anticipated. The girls used “watching a movie” as a pretense to just close in more on Saito. Even when he wanted to call for help with his smartphone, he realized he had kept it in his own study room. And while despair crept up Saito’s back, the movie began. The story initially seemed like a pure romance movie between the protagonist and his beautiful love interest, but the car they used was blown up by the protagonist’s rival company, and the girl passed away.


  Suffering burns on his entire body, the protagonist put on an iron mask, and began slaughtering all of the members of the rivaling business company. Beating to death, sliced to pieces, a massacre, running them over with a car, burned to death, death by explosion, poisoned to death, death by strangulation, crushed to death, stabbed to death, the protagonist used every cruel method in the book to get his revenge. As the protagonist was something of a genius inventor himself, his methods of killing using gimmicks only progressed throughout the movie, and the great appeal of this splatter movie series was always finding out which tool he came up with next.


  “Saito-kun, I’m scared!” Himari, still on his right, raised a shriek as she clung to Saito again.


  “You’re not scared in the slightest. I can see you smiling.”


  “But I am scared! When I think about all the actors that were killed in order to make this movie, it terrifies me…”


  “They are still alive, you know that right?! This isn’t a documentary!” Saito was scared more of what was going on inside Himari’s head than the horror movie on the screen.


  Meanwhile, Akane hadn’t said a single word for a while now, but she didn’t seem particularly scared, either. Maybe she was scared of the occult-type horror but was perfectly fine with splatter? Saito looked over at her.


  “You okay? You’re not scared, are you?”


  “Not at all.” She said with a smug expression but kept her eyes forced shut.


  “Then open your eyes?! This is the movie you wanted to watch, right?!”


  “The eyes of my mind are open! I’m listening to it just fine, too!”


  Or so she said, but she covered her ears with both her hands, pushing herself onto Saito. Seeing this, Himari let out a snicker.


  “You don’t have to watch it if you can’t, Akane. Saito-kun and I can just enjoy it ourselves.”


  “I won’t let that happen! I’ll take up my responsibility and watch it until the very end!” And yet, she didn’t open her eyes for even a moment.


  “You’re not even watching it! Why are you so persistent on staying here!”


  “I-I’m not! I got the movie, so I’m gonna watch it. Otherwise, the money I paid for the rental would be wasted.”


  “I can just pay the rental fee.”


  “I can’t accept your dirty money!”


  “Why do you have to make everything rude?!”


  Akane seemed to have lost the small remains of rationality she possessed, as she just clung to Saito’s arm with a strength fierce enough to crush his bones. It might look like a typical “A flower in both hands” situation right now, but Saito had absolutely no reign to enjoy that. He wanted to run away. He wanted to be saved. He wanted to greet the next day with a smile. But in the end, all he could do was quiver on top of the sofa.


  * * *


  The next morning, Saito woke up feeling like he was being dragged deeper into the futon. After they finished watching the movie the previous night, he was then dragged along by the two to play cards and other games, as well as watch some late-night shows, so he was pretty exhausted. He planned on ignoring the first alarm of the day and getting some more sleep…but there was someone who obstructed this plan.


  “Saito-kun…Saito-kun…”


  He heard a gentle voice, as a finger poked at his cheek. The chilly sensation of hair tickled his neck, as a luxurious scent entered his nose.


  “Just…let me sleep a bit longer…” Saito kept his eyes closed and answered with a foggy consciousness.


  Following that, a bewitching voice entered his ears.


  “It’s fine. I’ll just give you a good morning smooch in return, okay.”


  “?! I’m awake, I’m alive!” Saito’s eyes popped wide open.


  He was immediately greeted by Himari looking down at him. She pushed up her blonde hair with one hand, using the other to hold Saito’s face, pushing her lips closer.


  “Aw, you woke up. You could’ve stayed asleep for a bit longer.”


  “Don’t give me a heart attack first thing in the morning…”


  Himari simply shrugged her shoulders in regret, as Saito tried to get his beating heart under control. All his sleepiness vanished in an instant.


  “Huh? Saito-kun, did I make your heart race?”


  “Of course you would, dangit…”


  “Hee, hee…that makes me happy.” Himari smiled innocently.


  The faint sunlight illuminated her blonde hair, creating the image of an angel. It wasn’t as bad as being woken up by Akane with a frying pan ready to be swung at his face, but Himari’s good morning wasn’t the best for his heart, either. And next to Saito slept Akane. She seemed to have a dream still, biting her lip in agony. Seeing the various exorcism charms, table salt, and self-defense weapons (hammer) next to her bed, Saito felt a shiver. Just what ritual had she indulged in while he was asleep? And what calamity would befall them if someone dared to interrupt this dragon’s slumber?


  “Himari…You should be able to wake up the sleeping dragon without being burned to a crisp. I’m counting on you…” Saito felt like a prince pushing his work off onto his followers.


  “I’m guessing she’s running low on sleep. She was too scared to get a lot of sleep last night.”


  “Really?”


  “I woke up in the middle of the night, only to find Akane watching a cat movie in the living room. She probably wanted to overwrite the memories from the movie, so I tagged along. You should probably let her sleep as long as possible.” Himari gently caressed Akane’s hair, giving her a kiss on the forehead.


  This seemed to have given Akane some relief, as her expression relaxed. Saito felt like he saw yet another scene between two “friends” (?) that he rather not have witnessed.


  “Guess we’ll just let her sleep until she wakes up by herself. We can keep breakfast short and simple with some cup ramen.”


  “Ah, I already made the feast.”


  “The…feast?” Saito wasn’t quite familiar with this idea, as he raised one eyebrow.


  Heading to the kitchen, he was greeted with the breakfast already prepared on the dining table. From pancakes to crispy bacon to salad to cafe au lait, it felt like a brunch menu you’d see in a cafe. Himari even laid down a placemat with a flower pattern beneath the plates.


  “This…definitely is a feast.”


  It wasn’t anything you could nonchalantly call a breakfast. Sait was left in awe as he sat down at the table. Since Himari didn’t leave any chopsticks, Saito had to pick up a knife and fork to eat some of the pancakes, followed by the crunchy salad. Crouton and garlic flakes were scattered on top of the salad, as well as some cubed cheese and aurora sauce, which gave the salad a varied taste. After Saito had taken a few bites, Himari came to ask him with a worried gaze.


  “And, what do you think? Does it taste good?”


  “It’s great. Like this crispy thing here.” Saito gave his judgment.


  If possible, he’d like to eat miso soup in the morning, and not too much on the meaty side, but he didn’t want to ruin Himari’s good mood by being honest.


  “Thank god…I wanted you to have a good start in the day, so I looked up all sorts of recipes…” Himari smiled happily, taking a small bite from the pancakes herself.


  Once Saito’s cup ended up empty, she immediately added some more cafe au lait.


  “I went for a walk outside just now. The blue sky paired with a gentle breeze felt great.”


  “We’re having good weather again, huh?”


  “Yup. I’m looking forward to P.E. class, today.”


  “I’d rather not run around like a maniac, though…”


  “And yet, you’ve got quite the formidable amount of endurance built up.”


  They indulged in a bit of idle talk with no greater meaning. Saito felt no danger like he was being led down a dangerous path. Instead, it was so peaceful, he almost fell back asleep while munching on the bacon. Like this, their morning feast ended, with Saito heading to the bathroom. He finished brushing his teeth, washed his face, and realized that there was no towel hanging on the wall. Saito turned around, thinking he could grab one, when Himari stood here with one in hand.


  “Here, need one?”


  “Ah, thanks.” He accepted the towel and wiped his face.


  Himari watched him do that with a grin on her face. She seemed to enjoy the fact that she could look after Saito. He then headed over to his study room to change into his uniform, grabbed his student bag, and headed over to the kitchen. He needed to check if the gas was turned off properly.


  “Are you leaving already, Saito-kun?”


  Himari finished her own preparations and arrived in the kitchen.


  “Yeah. What about you?”


  “Me, too. Though, wait a moment.”

“What?”


  Saito stopped in his tracks, as Himari approached him. Her slender arm reached for his neck.


  —Is she going to strangle me?! Or maybe she’s gonna grab me by the collar to test a wrestling throw on me?!


  Saito’s body shivered in fear. However, Himari showed no signs of attacking him, just reaching for his necktie.


  “Your necktie is crooked. You can be quite the doofus, huh?” She snickered and fixed his necktie.


  The distance between them was close enough for their noses to touch any moment. Her long fingers skillfully guided Saito’s necktie, as her thighs peeked out her skirt, rubbing against his pants. And while she worked on his necktie, she would glance up at Saito from time to time in a bashful way.


  “Aaand, done! Let’s wake up Akane and head to school.”


  Himari smiled and moved away from Saito.


  —She’s not picking a fight with me?!


  Saito was bewildered. A normal morning would usually consist of two to three arguments between him and Akane. Reasons for that would range from complaints about one person’s sleeping posture, that Akane’s zodiac sign had worse luck today than Saito’s, and other trivial reasons. And yet, what is this peace he experienced? It’s like the laws of the world have been twisted and turned.


  “Are you…not going to start a fight?” Saito had to ask that.


  “A fight? Why?”


  “I mean…it’s never been this peaceful here…” Saito’s common sense had been flipped.


  “Ah. Because you and Akane fight all the time, right? I would never do that.”


  “Never…?”


  Himari nodded with confidence.


  “Yup! If I was your wife, I wouldn’t complain even if you went around cheating on me!”


  “I think you should really complain then!”


  Saito took a step back in shock at this revelation.


  “I’m just saying that I’m willing to adjust to anything if it’s with you. Unlike Akane, I won’t get angry at you, I won’t hate you, and I’ll treat you the way you deserve it. For your sake, I’d be the best wife ever, you know?” Himari moved her body towards Saito, gently whispering into his ear.


  Her dampened lips emitted a certain charm that threw Saito off-concept. And yet, somewhere deep inside of him…


  —Can we both really be happy in a relationship like that?


  A certain doubt inside of him began to sprout.


  * * *


  “I overslept!!”


  Right after Akane woke up, she immediately looked at the time on her smartphone and screamed in terror. She definitely set up an alarm, but she just slept through that. She had actually been suffering from a nightmare for a long time, but once she felt someone gently caressing her head, she was sound asleep once again.


  As expected, Saito wasn’t next to her, either. Normally, she’d be the one scolding him for sleeping in and being lousy, telling herself that she had to be the one taking care of the household, so this was a major failure for her. She rushed to change into her uniform and dashed down the stairs. She forgot to fully button up her blouse, but that was the smallest of her problems right now.


  “I’m sorry! I’ll make some toast right away!”


  She dashed inside the kitchen, only to find Himari and Saito who frantically moved away from each other. They were both wearing their uniforms already, their student bags lying on the ground.


  “What…were you doing just now?”


  “Nothing at all.” Saito shook his head at light speed.


  “Really? It looked like you two were oddly close…”


  Akane felt a storm brewing up in her chest. She became worried that their relationship may have progressed while she wasn’t around. What if Himari had already left her in the dust?


  “I already made breakfast for him, so don’t worry,” Himari laughed. “You seem desperate for some more sleep, so I wanted to let you be as long as possible. Right, Saito-kun?”


  “Yeah.”


  The two nodded in unison.


  “I-I see…Thank you.” Akane gave them her thanks, but she didn’t feel too happy.


  If it meant giving Himari some alone time with Saito, she really wished she wouldn’t have overslept like that.


  “Anyway, we’re gonna head off to school now. You can take your time, Akane.”


  “You’re going already?! What if the people from our class see you together?!”


  “Shouldn’t be a problem. We’re still fake-dating. They’re just gonna think we spent the night together and came to school together.”


  “That…makes sense, I guess.”


  There shouldn’t be any problem with that plan, but somehow, Akane felt the emotions swirling inside her heart. How long would they have to continue this fake relationship anyway?


  “Let’s go, Saito-kun.”


  Himari linked arms with Saito and stepped out of the kitchen. Akane was left alone, hearing the sound of the front door closing. Her brain was still in wake-up mode, so she couldn’t process what had just transpired.


  —Isn’t this the opposite?! Why is she acting more like a wife than me?!


  Akane was filled with a sense of inferiority, as she grabbed her student bag and stormed out of the front entrance. She ran down the way to school at full speed, passing three blocks as she was gasping for air when she finally spotted Saito and Himari. Himari tried to grab Saito’s hand, but he pulled away, so Himari went around the opposite side and forcefully took it. They looked like your average couple.


  “You’re too close!”


  Akane broke between Saito and Himari, keeping them as far apart as possible. Seeing this, Himari’s eyes opened wide.


  “Akane? Why did you come rushing after us?”


  “I’m not letting you do as you please! I’ll come with you to school!”


  Akane had forgotten that Himari was a professional at controlling the hearts of others. In this battle, Akane could not let down her guard, not even towards her best friend.


  “Wouldn’t it be bad if people found out that you and Saito-kun are living together?”


  “It’ll be fine if the three of us head to school together!”


  “But what if they find out I’m just staying at the house you two live in?”


  “There’s no way they’d figure out that much! Are they descendants of Sherlock Holmes?! Do we have someone like that in our class?!”


  Himari smiled, but she wouldn’t let up either. If Akane even became careless for a moment, Himari would pull the rug from beneath her legs. And that’s why Akane did not let them get any closer during the walk to school.


  * * *


  Since Himari was more of a docile type of person, Saito figured that this new and temporary lifestyle should calm things down a lot, but that turned out to be wishful thinking, as the day became even more chaotic. Akane and Himari would engage in a bit of banter, only to then laugh and smile, which made it hard for Saito to tell if they were on good terms or not. A relationship between girls was too much for Saito to filter.


  And then, one day…Saito heard sounds and opened his eyes. The morning was still early, and although Saito wanted to get some more sleep, he found trouble resting. To get a change of pace, he headed down to the kitchen to maybe drink some protein, when the light in the hallway was on. Himari stood in the bathroom, just finished washing her face as she looked at herself in the mirror. She had no expression, as no light resided in her eyes. She just gripped the basin with her hands like she was preparing herself.


  “…Himari?” Saito was bewildered at this dubious scenery and let out a voice before he could think.


  “Ah, Saito-kun!” Himari turned around with her usual smile.


  However, Saito knew she was just putting on an act since he saw the previous scene.


  “What are you doing this late?”


  “I was thinking of dying my hair black. I bought some hair color.”


  She pointed at the bag from the drugstore that was standing on the floor, and took out a bottle of hair dye.


  “You’re gonna turn it back to your original black?”


  “Actually…nobody other than my family and Akane knows about this, but…this is my natural color.” She ran her fingers through her blonde hair.


  “Oh, I see.”


  “That’s all you got to say?! Aren’t you surprised?!”


  “Well, both Shise and my old man are from Russia, so I don’t really care about this whole stuff.”


  Shisei was Shisei, and Himari was Himari. Nothing more, nothing less. The past or origin of the person didn’t matter, it was all about the individual in front of him. Himari couldn’t believe Saito and shrugged her shoulders.


  “You’re so nonchalant about everything…Then again, that’s what I like about you.”


  “I don’t think that would qualify as nonchalant.” Saito scratched his cheek.


  “My mother passed away when I was a child, but she was actually from America. I got my hair from her, which is why I got bullied a lot as a child.”


  “Those morons want to eradicate anything that is different from them, after all.”


  Since Saito possessed thinking abilities and memory surpassing that of the average adult even in grade school, he understood how Himari must have felt. Japanese people especially are trying to keep their peace by removing any outside force that doesn’t match them.


  “Back then, Dad told me to just dye it if I didn’t want to stand out, but…”


  “You didn’t want to do that, huh?”


  “How did you know?” Himari looked at him in shock.


  “She must have been important to you, right? And you didn’t want to erase the one thing that kept you two connected.”


  “Sometimes…I can’t tell if you’re sharp or dense, Saito-kun…” Himari lowered her head, placing her forehead on Saito’s chest.


  It was the gesture of a pleading child, and Saito could imagine Himari as a young girl.


  “But…that’s when I was thinking of ways that would allow me to keep my blonde hair while not getting bullied anymore. That’s when I found some fashion magazines with those blonde gals. That’s when I realized I could just become a gal, and people would think I dyed my hair.”


  “You’re…a fake gal?!” Saito felt like he was hit by lightning.


  “Calling me fake is a bit too much, don’t you think?! I studied a lot to become a perfect gal, I’ll let you know! I read lots of magazines, even books at the library, and talked to gals at our high schools to have them teach me their fashion! I even learned how to do my makeup with videos!”

“You’re…a hard worker even in the weirdest places.”


  However, now it all made sense to Saito. She may look and act like a gall revealing a lot of skin, but she never broke any school regulations or was overbearing towards anybody. She properly did the class duties given to her, too. Deep at her core, she was a diligent girl.


  “But…why are you thinking of dying your hair black now?”


  “Because she got angry at me because of it. That I’m never gonna grow up to become a responsible adult because of my looks. That I’ll just end up doing a licentious job, become a criminal, and lead a rotten life. Even though…I don’t plan on doing that.”


  “So that’s why you ran away from home?”


  Himari nodded.


  “She always looks down on me because I look exactly like my mother. It makes her realize that my father had someone else before her. That’s why I wanted to appeal to her by at least dying my hair black.” Himari bit her lip.


  That forced smile of hers made Saito’s chest tighten up. All she wanted was a place she could belong to. And she held much greater value than anybody who tried to deny her.


  “Stop it.” Saito grabbed the hair dye from Himari’s hand.


  “Why…?”


  “You shouldn’t throw away the things that are really important to you.”


  “But it’s just my hair…”


  “That’s not true, right? It’s the proof that you’re Himari. It’s your bond with your mother.”


  “But, what good does that do if she will get angry at me…”


  “Who cares about people like her? You shouldn’t let your beautiful blonde hair go to waste for others who just try to drag you down.”


  “B-Beautiful…?” Himari’s eyes opened wide.


  Everybody knew how beautiful she was, and yet she had no confidence in that. Was it because she had aggressively been bullied as a child, or was it because she never received any affirmation from her family? To allow her to live a life of pride and confidence, she needed proof that she didn’t need to bow to anybody. Saito took her blonde hair and observed it.


  “Yeah, it is. It looks like it gathers the rays of the sun, and just looking at it clears up my doubts and worries. I like your blonde hair.”


  “~~~!” Himari’s face turned beet red.


  She pushed it down, as her shoulders quivered.


  “Himari? Did I say something bad…?” Saito grew worried when Himari leaped at him.


  As a result of that, Saito fell backward and landed on his butt. And even so, Himari wouldn’t let go, rubbing her face at his chest.


  “You’re not fair, Saito-kun. This should be against the rules.”


  She reproached him with her words, but her breath tickling his ear was soft. She ended up sitting on him, looking down at Saito with dampened eyes. The hallway was as dimly-lit as before, but her white skin and crimson lips shone brightly. She pulled her blonde hair behind her ear, which made an alluring scent drift through the air.


  “This is your fault, Saito-kun. You say something cool like that, making my heart skip a beat.” Himari pushed her lips closer toward Saito.


  “What are you trying to do?!”


  “I’m giving you a hickey. To show the other girls that you belong to me. Where do you want it? Your neck? Your arm? Or maybe on your chest where only I can see?”


  “I’ll take none at all, please!” Saito tried to get up, but Himari used all her weight to press him down, leaving him immobile.


  “Mmmm!”


  Himari pressed her lips on Saito. With the weight of her chest weighing down on him, her lips sucking on his neck to create a faint pain, Saito suddenly felt his body temperature rise, leaving him unclear if this was reality or just a dream.


  “You two!!”


  That’s when Akane appeared, emitting immense pressure and hostility. She wore her nightgown with slippers, glaring down at Saito and Himari.


  “Aww, Akane? You woke up?” Himari finished her meal, licking her lips like a predator.


  “You pervert! Untrained dog! Why are you attacking him in the middle of the night?!” Akane forcefully peeled Himari off Saito’s body.


  Meanwhile, Himari put one index finger on her chest and tilted her head.


  “Isn’t that normal? Saito-kun got me in the mood, and I couldn’t hold back.”


  “Saito?!”

“I never did such a thing!”


  Being on the receiving end of Akane’s animosity, Saito immediately denied any guilt. If Akane were to have any wrong idea now, he’d be dead. Akane took a closer look at Saito and let out a shriek.


  “Hold on! He’s got a clear hickey on his neck!”


  “Wait, for real?!” Saito tried to check for himself by using the mirror, but it was at a perfect dead angle where he couldn’t see it.


  If he didn’t hide that, their classmates would never let him live that down.


  “Why don’t you just give him one, too, Akane? There’s plenty of places left for you to choose from.”


  “Could you stop treating me like some paper for you to write your notes on?!”


  “N-No way! I’ll get food poisoning if I put my mouth on his neck!”


  “And could you stop treating me like bacteria?!”


  Saito wondered where exactly his human rights had run off to, as he fell into deep despair.


  * * *


  The next day’s lunch break arrived. Maho and Saito were together in the courtyard, as she touched his neck.


  “Hm? Onii-chan, did you hurt yourself?”


  “What? No.”


  “But you got a bandaid on your neck. Did Shii-chan bite you?”


  “Shise would never hurt Brother like that.”


  “I’m pretty sure you’re treating me like a snack on the daily.”


  Shisei was drooling out of her mouth as she was waiting for her chance, but Saito grabbed her in a secure lock. He was worried he might be munched up because she didn’t have enough to eat for lunch. Himari joined the conversation.


  “That’s because I gave him a hickey.”


  Maho’s eyes shot open.


  “Hold on, what?! Himarin gave Onii-chan a hickey?! What happened between the two of you?! Did you already climb the stairs to adulthood?!”


  Himari blushed a bit.


  “Well, not that much…But I guess we did climb some stairs.”


  “That’s not fair, Himarin! I’m gonna give him a hickey, too!” Maho opened her mouth and leaped at Saito.


  She was trying desperately to pull off his shirt, halted by Saito who grabbed her head with both his arms. She was fighting desperately to make any kind of progress.


  “I don’t remember putting on a bandaid, though. Who did that?” Himari approached Saito and looked at his neck.


  “This looks like a bandaid with Akane’s favorite cat character, so it was probably her?”


  Akane flinched as her name popped up.


  “B-Because…you might get arrested if you walk around looking lewd like that. That’s why I put it on while Saito was asleep! Do you have a problem with that?!”


  “Not in the slightest, and yet somehow I do…”


  Just who was Akane fighting today?


  “I mean, adding a bandaid makes it even more erotic. Like it’s hiding the secret Saito-kun and I indulged in last night.”


  “Too licentious!”


  “One more question. Why do you have two bandaids popped on your neck? I added only one hickey. That’s kinda weird…” Himari pushed her face toward Akane, speaking with a teasing tone.


  “I-I don’t know?! I just had a bandaid left over so I cleaned up the storage while I was at it!” Akane’s face was as red as a tomato as she crossed her arms in anger.


  “What kind of tool am I to you?” Saito was assaulted by an odd feeling.


  If she wanted to put the bandaid anywhere, she might as well put it on a nearby telephone pole or anything of that sort.


  “Himari, you’re staying at Brother’s home?”


  “Yeah. Saito-kun picked me up when I wandered the night streets all by myself.”


  “That sounds nice! I wanna stay over, too!” Maho commented.


  “Shise will, too.”


  “Then let’s do a sleepover! I wanna take another bath with Onii-chan!”


  “Wha…!”


  Maho’s detrimental bombshell of a comment had Saito’s heart jump. He felt the air around him freeze, as Himari, Akane, and Shisei all slowly turned their heads toward him.


  “Saito-kun…?”


  “What does she mean by ‘another’…?”


  “Brother should explain himself.”


  Saito saw a slim 1% chance of surviving this hell. Gazes of animosity stabbed right into him. A cold sweat ran down his back, as he tried to beg for his life.


  “Sh-She didn’t mean it that way! Right, Maho?!”


  Maho listened. Maho chose to ignore Saito’s plea. Maho flashed an innocent peace sign instead.


  “I meant what I said! Did you really forget that time I hugged you while you were na—Mguh?!”


  Saito covered up Maho’s mouth because she could run it any longer. At this rate, lunch break would be turned into an eternal break for him. No matter the method, he had to silence this leaker. Even if he had to make her sign an NDA.


  “…Sorry, I gotta go. Just tell her I’m not here,” Himari suddenly said.


  “Tell who?” Akane asked, but Himari didn’t answer and just ran inside the school building.


  Saito and the others were bewildered, when a woman in her thirties arrived—Himari’s stepmother Rieko. Her long black hair tied up and her glasses created a strict and uptight image, like she was a teacher of sorts. She fit right into this school theme.


  “Ah, it’s Himarin’s mom! Been a while!”


  Even when dealing with a person as hard to approach as Rieko, Maho showed no restraint. She just smiled at her with a wave, which had Rieko’s expression relax.


  “We haven’t talked in a while, Maho-chan. Do you know if Himari-san is here?”


  “N-Nope!” Maho just tried to do what HImari asked her, but her acting was far too easy to see through.


  Rieko sighed.


  “Himari-san contacted us, stating that she would be staying at your home…But, is she properly attending school?”


  “She’s actually not staying with me, but with Onii-cha—”


  “She is, she is! Don’t worry!” Akane hurried to cover up Maho’s mouth, creating a lock to not allow any unnecessary comment.


  It was effective enough to cut off Maho’s air supply, which had her blink in terror. If Rieko were to find out that Akane and Saito were married, and that Himari was staying with them, things would definitely take a turn for the worse.


  “Is Himari-san doing all right?” Rieko asked Akane.


  “Yes, well…”


  “She’s not taking strolls around the street at night, doing anything dangerous, is she?”


  “Himari would never do such a thing! She always comes straight home after school, and she’s not…” Himari glanced at the bandaid on Saito’s neck. “…She’s not doing anything dangerous!”


  “Is that so…She never tells me how she feels, so it’s hard to tell what exactly she is thinking…I don’t know why she ran away from home this time, either.” She dropped her head.


  That sight of hers was definitely different from the Rieko Saito had seen at Himari’s home.


  “Don’t worry, we’ll look after her. She should come back at some point.”


  “I’m sorry that you have to do that. Do you mind telling me your address? You’ve recently moved, haven’t you?”


  “Well…”


  Asked by Rieko, Akane glanced over at Saito, probably to check if there was a problem with this or not. He’d rather not let her know, but before this could turn into a bigger problem like having the police involved, they had to at least reassure Himari’s guardian, so Saito nodded. After writing down the address, Rieko bowed once and left.


  * * *


  At home, Maho jumped on Saito’s lap as he sat on the sofa.


  “Onii-chan! Let’s play a shooting game! I’ll have a Gatling gun, and you can have a bat as equipment!”


  “I don’t think a bat is categorized as a gun.”


  “But you’ll give your younger sister a handicap, right?” Maho grabbed the controller in her hands as she flapped her legs up and down.


  Saito seemed bothered, but he didn’t try to push her away.


  “That’s Shise’s place.” Shisei ordered.


  “Oh, what’s the big deal! Let me have it once in a while!”


  “No. Shise’s got a special right as Brother’s sister.”


  “But I’m also Onii-chan’s sister, so I have that right, too!”


  They fought for the prime position of Saito’s lap, moving up and down, left and right. But to Saito, it looked like two lion cubs play-fighting. He didn’t attempt to stop them and just focused on his game.


  —He’s as nonchalant as always…


  Akane thought to herself and continued preparing dinner with Himari. They called it a sleepover, but Maho and Shisei would regularly stay over, so nothing much changed. The only difference is the amount of food that had to be made. While cutting the vegetables, Akane talked to Himari.


  “Your mother seemed really worried. Why don’t you make up with her?”


  “I’m not fighting with her. She just gets angry at me all the time. I don’t wanna be home so I’m keeping my distance.”


  Himari had always been like this. Unlike Akane, she wanted to avoid any kind of confrontation.


  “But, your mother said…”


  “She’s not my mother. She’s a random woman Dad married. You won’t understand how I feel, because you have parents who care about you, Akane.” Himari bit her lip.


  Akane felt like Himari had built a wall between them, and she couldn’t let that stand.


  “Even if I don’t understand it, I’m trying hard to get it into my head. As your best friend, I want to be of help to you.”


  “You’ve been helping me this entire time. But, you’ve been spending your days in happiness, you won’t understand how I feel. Only Saito-kun knows how this sort of life could feel.” Himari sent Saito a gaze full of love.


  It was love, but also one of relief to know there was someone who shared the same pain as her. Seeing this, Akane felt like she was being rushed by something.


  “I know that Saito’s family isn’t normal. He’s the one to inherit the Houjou Group, after all.”


  “Not that. Do you know why Saito-kun only reads books? Or why does he only read cup ramen and drink protein? I do know that.”


  “Wh-Why? It’s not just his preference?”


  Himari shrugged her shoulders with a saddened look.


  “Preferences and tastes are something that are born from the life of the person. Did he ever really talk about his family? Do you even know anything about Saito-kun?”


  “That’s…”


  Akane couldn’t say a thing. Saito had never once spoken of his own family. He’d regularly complained about his grandfather, which also showed how much he cared about him, but he had yet to bring up his parents even once. It’s like the concept of the family didn’t exist for him. Akane assumed he wasn’t the type of person to engage in such private talk but maybe that wasn’t the case. Maybe he was just putting on a mask to not allude to anything. With complicated feelings, Akane glanced over at Saito’s back, who was engrossed in playing games.


  * * *


  Maho was lying on the living room’s carpet, sound asleep. Shisei had turned into her hugging pillow and attempted to break free, but she ran out of steam and had fallen asleep all the same. The table was buried with game controllers, opened snacks, melted ice cream that turned into juice, and a board game that was pulled out of the depths of a drawer. It was the grotesque result of a regular sleepover. They all had school tomorrow, and yet nobody considered the repercussions of this.


  “Guess we should head off to bed, too. I’ll get Shise to bed before that, though.”


  Saito freed Shisei from Maho’s arms and picked her up. She mumbled something in herself, clinging to Saito like a baby.


  “I’ll take care of Maho. Come on, get up.” Akane shook her body.


  “No…I’m sleepy…I’ll use Onee-chan’s boobs as a pillow…” Maho grumbled, burying her face in Akane’s chest.


  “I’ll help you, too.” Himari grabbed one of Maho’s shoulders, helping Akane carry her.


  They managed to bring her to bed in one of the guest rooms, to which she immediately latched onto Shisei. The way they curled up to sleep together made them look like princesses from a picture book. Saito put a blanket over them, turned off the lights, and stepped out of the room. He helped clean up the living room and was about to head back to his own bedroom when Himari talked to him.


  “Listen…I think I’m gonna head home tomorrow.”


  “You sure?”


  “Yeah. I can’t bother you for too long.”


  “We’re not feeling bothered…But, you’re not forcing yourself, right?” Saito was worried.


  Himari even avoided Rieko during the day, so he wouldn’t know how she’d handle coming back.


  “I have to go back at some point, so better now than later. Sorry that I obstructed your happy life here.”


  Akane pouted.


  “There’s no happy life to be had when he’s part of it! Being alone with this…monster…I can’t even sleep peacefully at night!”


  “It was good having you around, Himari. Living together with a dragon without a tamer had me on edge all the time.”


  “Who are you calling a dragon?!”


  “You, duh!”


  Saito and Akane glared at each other, to which Himari let out another snicker.


  “You two really are close.”


  “We’re not close!” We’re not close!”


  They denied Himari’s words at the same time.


  “I’m really glad that I got to live with the two people I love the most…Good night.” Himari showed a lonely smile and disappeared into her own room.


  Chapter 4 - Feelings


  Inside the dimly-lit bedroom, Akane and Saito laid down in their bed as always. The heat of the sleepover had vanished, and only the sound of their feet rubbing against the sheets filled the otherwise quiet room. Even though she had kept her eyes closed for a while now, Akane was unable to fall asleep, so she rolled around towards Saito.


  “…Saito, are you asleep?”


  “No.”


  Saito didn’t seem too tired, either. To Akane, it felt like it had been half an eternity since they talked like this. She didn’t want to let this chance fall out of her hand, so she asked Saito a question.


  “What’s your family like?”


  “What do you mean?” Saito showed a dubious reaction.


  “Like, what kind of child you were, how you spent your life with your Mom and Dad, and all that.”


  “Are you curious about my personal life or something?”


  Receiving such a straight question threw Akane off concept, as her body started to burn up. That was exactly the case, but she was too flustered to admit that.


  “N-Not at all! I don’t care what you’re doing or where! I was just asking because I couldn’t sleep!” The moment she finished her sentence, she immediately regretted it.


  She always reacted like this. She had no problem showing her affection to Himari or Maho, but Saito was, as always, the exception.


  “Then there’s no need to tell you.”


  “B-But, I…”


  I want to know more about you—That was the one sentence she could not utter.


  “It’s nothing interesting. Doesn’t even have any value to pass the time.” Saito turned his back towards Akane.


  It was the same as with Himari. A translucent but sturdy wall that blocked Akane off. No matter how much she may wish to break it down, Saito as a human being felt so far away.


  —Would he have told Himari…if she had asked?


  Akane thought to herself as she gazed at Saito’s silent back.


  * * *


  Akane figured that Shisei, who had spent the longest time with Saito out of everyone, would probably have the most information about him. With that decided, she looked for a time when Shisei was alone, but…that chance rarely came. At school, Shisei would usually float around Saito at all times, and when he wasn’t with her, she was instead surrounded by a group of her fans. Shisei’s popularity was on the same level, if not bigger, than Himari’s. And since Akane didn’t have any time to waste, she opted for a more unorthodox approach.


  In other words—she’s gonna abduct her. She spotted Saito reading a book in the courtyard, with Shisei rolling around next to him. Neither of them showed any caution to their surroundings, so Akane snuck up to them. She stretched out her hand from behind the bench, lifting up Shisei’s body.


  “Broth—”


  Shisei tried to scream for help, but it was too late. Akane had a madeleine ready and steaming that she stuffed right into Shisei’s mouth, which instantly stopped all of her resistance. Instead, she stuffed her cheeks and turned into a human-sized hamster. Knowing Shisei, Akane had it easy to make up this plan. And from then on, she knew exactly what to do. She took Shisei to the nearby thicket.
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  “Shisei-san, I have something to ask of you.”


  “Mnom…Madeleine…Mnom…” Shisei wasn’t even done eating, and yet she already stretched out her hand asking for more.


  “I’ll get you plenty of a reward.”


  “Then Shise will tell you whatever you want to know. What is it? The password to the Houjou Group’s safe. Maybe you need a genetic map to reach the secret bio-weapon developed by us?”


  “I don’t want to know about anything scary like that!” Akane shivered in terror.


  If she found out too much, she would fear that the Houjou Group would hunt her down. Then again, she might already be part of that group at this point.


  “Then…what?” Shisei tilted her head.


  Akane awkwardly put her hands together, fidgeting in shame and embarrassment.


  “W-Well…I was hoping…you could tell me some things about Saito.”


  “…So you would like to get the cross-section view of Brother’s internals.”


  “Not at all! I want to know more about his family, and what he was like when he was younger!”


  “Oh, hoh. You’d like to know more Brother? That makes Shise happy.” Shisei muttered as she accepted another madeleine.


  She was chomping away at them at a speed Akane grew worried about if she even had enough for a reward.


  “Happy? Why?”


  “Shise would feel bad for Brother if he had to live the rest of his life with someone who held no interest in him. Now that you’re married to him, you have the duty of making him happy.”


  “The duty of making him happy…”


  Akane never once thought about that. They were mortal enemies that were forced to get married to each other, and they were too busy as-is just constantly getting into fights to even think about anything else. However, that was something she had to think about eventually. In fact, Saito at one point said he wished for Akane’s happiness. And although it might not look like it, he was probably working towards that, too.


  “Shise has embarrassing stories and cool stories. Which would you prefer?”


  “Embarrassing, I guess?”


  If she heard how cool Saito was even more than she already knew, she might just not be able to stay calm around him. Any more than this, and things would be even more awkward at home. Shisei stretched out her legs and began talking.


  “A long long time ago, when the Gods had barely begun descending upon this earth, there existed one Brother.”


  “Is he that old?!”


  Shisei was speaking of the beginning of the entire world, which didn’t exactly match up with the age Akane thought Saito was.


  “A long time ago, Brother would often come to Shise’s house to eat food, and Gramps would regularly drag him to traditional restaurants. One day, Shise was away to her father’s country, and since Gramps was busy, too, nobody could look after Brother.”


  Akane felt like she guessed the ending of this story.


  “Let me guess, you found him collapsed because he didn’t eat anything when you got home, right?”


  “Not at all. He bought several kilos of sugar, piling that up, and was eating that every day. ‘Look, Shise, if you want to stack up on calories, this is the best thing to eat,’ he said with a confident grin. He, in fact, had also lost a lot of weight because of that.”


  “That’s not an embarrassing story, it’s a horror story!” Akane felt a shiver run down her spine.


  “Shise’s mother scolded him and said to look after his food intake, and that’s when he stopped using sugar as a supplement for a regular dinner.”


  “Why is he this indifferent when it comes to food, anyway? Vegetable juice, cup ramen, protein shakes, it’s all he cares about.”


  “He doesn’t particularly like it. His parents simply never prepared any proper food for him. He’s not used to eating a normal meal.”


  “That’s…”


  This took Akane back to when she first cooked for Saito. Back then, he called it normal, which didn’t sit right with Akane. But maybe…he never had gotten a chance to try homemade cooking before. And that even calling it normal was something special to him.


  “…What kind of people are his parents?” Akane asked, to which Shisei furrowed her eyebrows.


  It wasn’t much, but there was a clear change in her expression. And this expression emphasized—loathing and hate.


  “They’re average people. The worst kind of people. People filled with jealousy. They’re not living beings worthy of being parents. Shise won’t see them as human beings. If Brother gives the green light, Shise will remove them from the face of this earth immediately.”


  “I-I see…”


  Akane shook in fear. Normally, Shise rarely showed her feelings. She might seem cute on the outside, but besides this faint glimpse, there was no telling what whirlpool of aggressive emotions was going rampant inside of her small body. And because she rarely showed this, it made it even more terrifying.


  “Shise has put her hope in Akane. That the one who could give Brother a true ‘home’ isn’t Shise herself, or her mother, or even Gramps…but that’s you, Akane.”


  “What do you mean…?”


  Shisei didn’t answer Akane’s question.


  “If you can’t give him that, then you failed. And, Shise won’t accept you as the person who’ll be with Brother. If that time were to come, Shise will take Brother back.” Shisei looked directly at Akane, as immense pressure emitted from her small body.


  She wouldn’t dare let anybody else talk down on her, or speak against her opinion. She was born as a queen, and just like Saito, she was a ruler who stood above others.


  “Shise? Where are you?” Saito’s voice reached the two, so Shisei jumped out of the thicket, with Akane following after. “What were you guys up to? In the grass, no less.” Saito voiced his doubts.


  “Akane came to ask Shise about Bro—” Shisei was about to reveal everything, so Akane panicked and followed in.


  “Nothing at all! We were just having a match of rock, paper, scissors!”


  “Do you like it that much…?”


  “Not really! It’s just super popular amongst girls nowadays! And since we’ve got time, I figured we might as well!”


  “I really don’t get girls…”


  Akane didn’t even understand what she was saying anymore. But she didn’t want Saito to find out. If he knew that she went to ask Shisei about him, he’d see her as a weirdo. Shortly after, the three returned to the classroom, when their classroom teacher approached them.


  “You guys are friends with Ishikura, right?” He called out to them, which made Akane stop in her tracks.


  “Did something happen to Himari?”


  “She’s been taking time off school since the day before yesterday, rightß We got a call that she was sick the first day, but it’s been radio silent since.”


  Himari wasn’t the type to just skip school needlessly, so this wasn’t normal for her.


  “Did you call her parents?”


  “Sure did, but they’re probably at work because I can’t reach anybody. I figured that maybe you’d know something, so…” He looked at everyone’s faces.


  “I haven’t heard anything.”


  “Me neither.”

“Neither did Shise.”


  They all shook their heads.


  “I see…Well, keep me updated if you heard anything,” he said and walked away.


  Akane felt anxious that Himari hadn’t come to school without notifying anybody. It’s been three days since she left their home, too. After that, she was absent from school.


  “What happened to her…?”


  “Maybe you should try and give her a call?”


  “I didn’t get through. I sent her a message, but she didn’t even read it.”


  “That is weird…I’ll send her one, too.”


  Thinking about it, something had been off about Himari since the final day she spent at their home. She seemed oddly saddened and transparent like she was about to disappear any moment.


  —What happened to her?


  Akane looked at Saito, who was operating his phone, which sent turmoil down Akane’s heart.


  * * *


  Upon returning home and opening the front door, Saito was greeted by a man looking similar to Himari and Rieko. He staggered backward, as he saw Akane standing behind them with a pale face, trying to shoo Saito away. From the looks of it, they were one step from figuring out the two were living together, so running would make it even more suspicious.


  “You were…the boy who came over the other day, right?” Rieko narrowed her eyes.


  Saito saw no other option but to introduce himself.


  “I’m her classmate Houjou Saito. Back then, I helped her study. And today, we had planned to do a study group at Akane’s home, but…why are you here?” Saito asked, to which the man showed a disgruntled expression.


  “Since Himari has yet to come home, we decided to come to pick her up. We heard that she was staying at Sakuramori-san’s home, and that brings us here.”


  “Huh?! Himari hasn’t come home yet?!” Akane’s eyes opened wide in shock.


  “That’s why we came to pick her up. Do you know where she is?”


  “She stopped staying over three days ago after she said she was going back home. She’s been taking time off school, too…”


  Rieko held her head.


  “Basically, she’s skipping school while strolling around town. All she causes is problems, I swear…”


  Saito couldn’t believe Rieko had just said that. Even if they aren’t related by blood, she’s still her mother, and it should be her utmost duty to make sure Himari was safe. Just like Saito’s aunt had done for him.


  “I wonder what happened to Himari?”


  “Do you have any idea what she might be up to?” Saito asked Akane, who dropped her gaze.


  “She rarely relies on other people. But if she were to, she may have reached out to the people from the cafe she works at.


  Rieko shook her head.


  “Already called them. She hasn’t shown up to work for a whole week now.”


  “Then I don’t know, either…”


  If even Akane was at a loss, then there was no fixing this smoothly. They could walk around the various net cafes to look for her, but there was also no guarantee they could find her. They had no proof to believe that she was even still in town. That’s when Himari’s father muttered.


  “I…might have an idea.”


  “Where?”


  “The town we lived in before I met Rieko. Her mother’s grave is there…And today happens to be her anniversary.”


  “Then we should head there right away…”


  “No. I’m not going there.” Hiimari’s father shook his head.


  “Why?”


  “When Rieko and I became a couple, I chose to free myself from the past. We were trying to move forward to become a new family. And to do that, we can’t be caught in the past. That goes for both me and Himari.”


  “That’s…are you for real?”


  Saito felt anger slowly boil inside of him. He could never understand what Himari’s father was saying. Sure enough, it would have been suffocating for Rieko to live in the same home. She can never hope to win against the dead. However…


  “Was Himari…ever even given the option to mourn?”


  “What?” Himari’s father showed a dubious reaction.


  “Wanting to gaze at the future is your wish, and I get that. But some people still want to bear the past in mind. And Himari could never forget her own mother this easily.”


  “She has. Over the past ten years, she never once talked about her own mother.”


  “That’s because Himari is kind. She pretended to forget because that allowed things to proceed smoothly. But in reality, she’s treasuring the memories of her mother. So much that she didn’t dye her hair no matter how much she was bullied at school,” Saito said and then looked at Rieko. “Do you even know why she ran away from home? It’s because you kept judging her for her looks, reaching the point she was willing to forget her memories. She was ready to dye the hair she got from her mother…all so that you would accept her.”


  “I never told her to dye her hair. I kept saying that she should stop dressing so improperly.”


  “She started dressing this way because it complemented her hair and matched a type of fashion very popular in Japan. Did you know that, too?”


  Himari’s parents were absolutely baffled. They didn’t know a thing. They didn’t even try to learn anything.


  “Trying to move on happens in a different way for each person. And as their parents, you should be willing to match your speed with your child. Don’t try to push her away. You’re still…willing to come to pick her up. You still haven’t lost everything.”


  Unlike Saito’s parents, of course. They never would have bothered to even come to look for him. In fact, they’d probably be happy that he was gone, because to them, he was a monster.


  “It’s Himari-san’s fault because she never speaks of her feelings.”


  “Because she’s afraid. That if she were to tell you, you’d get angry at her. Kick her out, even. She has no other place to go, remember?”


  Himari’s father couldn’t believe what he heard.


  “That’s…I could never chase her out. She’s my own daughter.”


  “The same goes for me.”


  “Then go and look for her already. I don’t want to see that lonely look in her eyes any longer,” Saito requested like he was praying.


  * * *


  Himari’s parents had gone away, leaving only Akane and Saito at the front entrance. He still glared at the closed door with a fist. How long has it been since she had seen him like this? Saito knows the Himari that Akane doesn’t. He knows her solitude, and the pain she bit down. Even though she and Himari were supposed to be friends, despite them being together for much longer, she had not even seen a glimmer of the one Saito knew. And that was because the two resembled each other. They share the same wounds. So profound that Akane could not hope to find a place with them. That reality itself made her chest hurt.


  “Let’s go look for Himari,” Saito said and turned around towards Akane.


  She knew he would say that. He might seem arrogant and self-centered, but he was still a lonely and kind person. That was something she knew by living together with him.


  “I…I’m not going. You go look for her alone.”


  “Why? You’re her friend. There’s no point if I’m going by myself.” He probably wanted to grab Akane’s hand as he reached for it.


  Akane wanted to take it. She wanted to not think about anything and just move with her instinct, basking in his warmth. But right now, there was someone who needed him more than her.


  “I don’t think…I can heal the wounds she has.” Akane looked away, which led Saito’s hand to meet empty air.


  Since she never realized how much pain Himari felt, Akane was a failure of a best friend. And it was her duty to send off what she needed the most.


  “I’m sorry…Himari.” Akane muttered inside the empty house after Saito had left.


  Her lifeless voice, about to disappear, was heard by nobody. The sunlight entering from the windows didn’t reach her hands. A cold, soulless breeze went through the newly-built home. And all she could remember were the days when she was still a child. Akane tried her best to allow her parents to go and meet Maho and look after her treatment. She never asked them to come to the parent-visit day, and she didn’t ever want them to take her out somewhere. Any notice for these kinds of events she threw out to not worry them.


  ‘Don’t worry about me. Go see Maho first.’


  That is what she’d always say. She didn’t want to burden her parents, who already worked way too much and worried endlessly about Maho and her treatment.


  ‘You’re a good girl, Akane. So easy to look after.’


  Akane would listen to her parents, bring back good grades, and always think of her family. That’s why she was a good girl. But in reality—she wanted to be selfish at least once. However, as long as she swallowed her own feelings for the sake of others, everyone would be happy. It allowed her parents to get a brief break, and look after Maho more. That was probably when she became unable to voice her honest feelings. She can’t press her own wish onto others if it meant bringing misfortune to some.


  “…Everything will be fine as long as I suck it up.” She buried her face in her pillow as she fell onto her bed in the dark bedroom.


  * * *


  A strong wind blew through town. Surrounded by mountains was a single graveyard. The graves were lined up neatly beneath the clear blue sky. All the chaos during their lives had been forgotten, as they were allowed to rest in peace. Then there was Himari, sitting in front of a white, western-styled grave. She simply embraced her legs as she gazed at the stone, no light to be found in her eyes. When Saito stood next to her, she finally realized his presence.


  “Why…are you here, Saito-kun?”


  “I just happened to pass by here,” Saito muttered.


  “…I see. What a coincidence.” Himari smiled without any real emotion.


  She didn’t attempt to run away but also didn’t look at him. How long had she been sitting here, anyway?


  “Why are you not manipulating your parents?”


  “…What?”


  “You managed to get the people in our class under control just fine, so your parents should be easy, too. It’s not like you to be this clumsy at something.”


  “That’s…” Himari hesitated with her answer.


  “It’s because you actually care about them, right? That’s why it won’t work out. You can’t satisfy them with empty words that solely exist to make them happy.”


  A fight can never break out if you don’t see the other person as a human. You can’t resent them if you never wish for them to love you.


  “You’re amazing. You saw right through me.”


  “It was a coincidence. A bit of guessing brought me to that conclusion.”


  Saito didn’t want to be right. Because the truth hurts more than anything else.


  “That’s right. Both Dad and Rieko-san matter to me. I don’t hate them. I want us all to be able to smile together…But, I hate this.” Himari pulled her knees closer.


  A gentle breeze tickled her blonde hair, making it sway in the wind. Saito sat down next to the lonely girl. With his gaze surrounded by graves, it made him feel like he was deceased all the same.


  “What hurt the most…was that I couldn’t visit the grave with Dad anymore,” Himari muttered. “I actually…never wanted Dad to move on. I wanted him to be sad and lament our loss.”


  “…I see.”


  “Because…Mom is still here. Nothing has changed. I wanted us to live together in this town forever…as the three of us,” She declared under difficulty, pulling the words out of her throat.


  Himari must know that nothing ever stays the same. But, changing your feelings isn’t as simple as it sounds. Especially so if these are feelings that make it impossible to directly tell the other person.


  “I know that Rieko-san isn’t a bad person. Because she chose Dad. But, I have only one mother.” Himari bit her lip.


  Saito came with her to a grave visit when nobody else would. He offered her his hand, hoping it could ease the pain at least a bit. The trees shook gently from the breeze, creating a fitting sound for this chilly evening. Saito could tell that Himari was shaking. He knew her loneliness.


  “Can I…get a bit closer?” Himari pressed herself against Saito.


  He gently embraced her while listening to her faint weeping. He couldn’t fully accept all of the heaviness her heart felt, but he wanted to help heal it. As long as it would allow her to keep going without collapsing. Finally, the sun began to set over the graveyard, as the gravestones began drawing shadows on the ground. Himari seemed exhausted after she had cried this long, as she sunk down. Since she didn’t wear too much clothing, she covered her eyes as she shivered.


  “Guess we should head home, yeah?”


  “…Yup. Sorry you had to see me like that.”


  Himari stood up as she was pulled by Saito’s hand. Her eyes were red, leaving no traces of the mask she usually wore.


  “No problem. I like your genuine self.”


  “But I’ll still put on a mask after this.”


  “Really?”


  “Girls can’t show their true selves to the boy they like, after all.”


  Since she was energetic enough to tease him like this, Saito figured she’d be fine. He felt relieved that she could joke around again. But that relief became even stronger when he saw two shadows walking up the graveyard.


  “Ah…”


  Himari was shocked and stopped in her tracks. Himari’s father and Rieko carried flowers as they walked toward them from the parking lot.


  “No way…He never once came here after getting remarried…” Himari muttered like she couldn’t believe what she was seeing.


  “They probably passed by here, too. Why don’t you join them?”


  “Huh? But…” Himari hesitated.


  She probably struggled to shorten the distance between her and the people she ran away from, so Saito gave her a reassuring smile.


  “I’ll wait right here. So, let them know how you feel.” Saito said and pushed her back.


  Epilogue


  Saito and Himari were rocking side to side on the train as they gazed at the darkness outside the window. They were the only passengers, illuminated by the fluorescent train lights. Posters hanging on the walls, paired with the scent of the walls having been painted recently. Saito gently touched Himari’s shoulder.


  “You could’ve gone home in your parents’ car. It would have been a lot more pleasant than a train ride like this.”


  “It’d be a bit too stuffy inside a small car with them. And it’d be too sudden, too.”


  It may have sounded sharp, but there was no shadow in Himari’s expression. The light had returned to her eyes, as they observed the world around her. She now existed back in the world of the living.


  “We talked a lot. And I got to say what I wanted, so I’m feeling a lot more refreshed now.”


  “That’s good.”


  Himari put the fingertips of her hands together.


  “They both said they wanted to know more about me. They reflected on their actions after getting lectured by you. You’re as amazing as always.”


  “Sorry, but I couldn’t control my anger back then.”


  The Saito from the past would have just washed away any of this like it was nothing. He was probably poisoned by Akane, who was always ready to fight no matter who her opponent was.


  “I…still really like you, Saito-kun.” Himari leaned against him.


  Her skin shone even amidst the faint light, this time in a bright red. She tried to reach for Saito’s hand but ultimately pulled away again.
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  “Did Akane not get angry at you for coming to see me?”


  Saito tilted his head.


  “Why would Akane be angry?”


  “I wonder, I wonder.” Himari showed a mysterious smile, but didn’t answer.


  She possessed a personality too kind for her own good, and yet there was no moving her once she’d decided. Saito sighed.


  “She told me to come see you alone.”


  “I see…She really is strong, unlike me,” Himari spoke with a tone of admiration.


  When they came home, darkness had already befallen the world of the living. Saito took the key to the front door out of this pocket, and put it into the keyhole, only for the door to open from the inside. Jumping out was, naturally, Akane.


  “What kind of trap is this…?! Am I being punished now?!” Saito rubbed his nose that was hit by the door and staggered backward.


  “N-No! I just thought you’d be back, so…”


  “So you planned on crushing my nose?! You villain!”


  “It was an accident, okay!” Akane stomped on the ground.


  Himari stepped forth from behind Saito, lowering her head.


  “I’m sorry that you had to go through all that loneliness because of me, Akane.”


  “I-I wasn’t lonely! I actually got to focus on my studies because this noisy idiot wasn’t home, so thanks a lot!”


  “Right. Okay. I’ll just leave for another week then, no problem.”


  “No way you can do that! You’ll run out of pet food and die at the side of the road!”


  “Am I a dog?!”


  “You are a dog!”


  Akane glared at Saito. He couldn’t believe that she had the audacity to call him noisy despite causing all this ruckus. However, he didn’t hate it, either. Throwing their feelings at each other made it feel like he had truly come home, and it gave him relief. At the same time, Akane crossed her arms to look at Himari.


  “And you, too. Don’t worry me so much. I can’t believe you left me on read, too.”


  “Sorry, sorry. I was just busy.”


  “I’m expecting you back at school tomorrow. It’s boring with you.”


  “Were you lonely without me?”


  “O-Of course.”


  Akane bashfully admitted it. Seeing the clear difference in treatment, Saito felt lonely.


  “Thanks…for letting me borrow Saito-kun.” Himari grabbed Saito’s hand and pulled him closer to Akane. “You can have him back now, but I might have to borrow him again in the future.”


  “Wh-What do you mean…?” Akane narrowed her eyes like she was cautious.


  “Well…Maybe next year, on the same day,” Himari said beneath the starry sky.


  Saito sat in the living room on a regular Sunday, reading a book. Akane enjoyed his presence she didn’t get to feel, so she sat down next to him, working through a workbook. She knew that she should better focus on studying, but she found herself constantly sneaking glances at his face. When did Saito become someone she kept thinking about? And he might have realized her gaze, as he looked at her.


  “Studying even on the weekend? Are you not gonna hang out with friends?”


  “Himari went to the shopping mall with her father and Rieko-san to eat lunch. It seems like she’s getting along with them pretty well.”


  “Well…I guess she’s got parents who actually care about her,” Saito muttered without much thought, but it sent an arrow of pain straight through Akane’s chest.


  Why…is he making such a lonely face? He possessed skill, wealth, and honor. He shouldn’t have anything to lament. And yet, why do his eyes look so devoid of emotion, like he held not a single connection to this world?


  “H-Hey…Saito?”


  “What?”


  She wanted to tell him of her feelings, if only a small bit. She may not be able to confess her love, but she at least wanted him to know that he wasn’t alone. She may be a coward beyond helping, but she still controlled her breathing and pushed out the words from inside her throat.


  “This is your home.”


  “…Huh? Well, duh. I’m not leaving.”


  It didn’t go through to him. She wanted to approach him, but she couldn’t.


  “Before…you said it was fine for me to be a bit more selfish, right?”


  “Y-Yeah?”


  “Then…tell me about yourself. What you’re feeling, what you’re thinking, what pain you’re carrying. If you keep quiet, I can never know.”


  “I…I’m not in pain or anything.” Saito tried to look away, but Akane took his head, embracing it.


  She didn’t want him to see her crimson-red face. But, she wanted him to know how she felt, how she couldn’t control these feelings any longer.


  “I want to know…about your pain, about your traumas. Because…we’re husband and wife.”


  Embraced by Akane’s arms, feeling such a gentle hug, Saito was dubious if this was even real. It wasn’t like Akane to do something like this. She should be a lot more confrontational, hate Saito with every fiber of her being, and insult him at the mere sight of him. And yet—this felt reassuring. It felt welcoming. This peace he had never felt before made him slowly melt away inside Akane’s chest. Words he didn’t understand started to rise up his throat. The inside of his head felt hot, as pain ran through his eyes. He felt something run down his cheek, which was scooped up by Akane.


  “Why…am I crying?” Saito muttered.
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  Afterword


  Finding out your own feelings is a terrifyingly difficult task. Killing off the wish or dream you had, wanting to be angry at someone or something without being able to, playing as the world demands it until eventually…your own feelings become vague. Eventually, your desires vanish to the point you can’t even feel the pain, and your heart turns empty. And if there was any hint for that, it’d be your body falling apart. Because the body is more honest than the mind.


  As a child, you should be able to voice your wishes and desires with honesty. And yet, her thoughts and common sense were twisted and restrained, as she lost herself. Turned into a robot that only wishes for the good of others, she drowned inside the ocean of rules and regulations—And that’s why this new-found emotion is so precious.


  In this volume, Akane is trying hard to fulfill the wish she finally found, but is unable to do so and struggles. She feels overwhelmed by this change in their relationship, unable to progress. Compared to Himari who had a clear mind on her feelings, Akane is much further behind. Though, she may have taken one important step before Saito, who is still unsure of the origin of his tears.


  A great many people have helped me in bringing this book to you. My editor K-sama, N-sama, everyone from the MF Bunko J editorial department, and all the people who allowed and assisted the appearance of KuraKon at the summer festival. To my illustrator Narumi Nanami-sensei. Thank you very much for allowing such a detailed representation of my character’s feelings and thoughts, and breathing life into them like this. Next, Mosukonbu-sensei, who is working on the manga adaptation. Thank you very much for showing the characters in a new light that would have been impossible with just the novel adaptation. Even I, as the original creator, am always excited to read the next chapter.


  And finally, to all the readers who picked up this volume. It’s thanks to you that I was allowed to bring out the sixth volume of this series in this harsh industry, so I have no words to convey my gratitude.


  Their relationship may change, as their feelings find their destination, and I’d be happy if you continued to watch over them as you have thus far.


  Amidst the hellish heat—


  September 4th, 2022. Amano Seiju
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