
  
    
      
    
  


  Illustrations


  [image: 02_yAIgMSN][image: 03_8TVJasp][image: 04_z2t9mmi][image: 05_WWkRJru][image: 06_5w1ixba]

  Prologue


  Shisei woke up as Saito’s arms embraced her. They were lying in her luxurious queen-sized bed part of the glorious room that was too big for the 7-year-old girl that she was. Snow-white drawers stood in the corners, with an equally white dresser and various other furniture. Shisei’s small body was clad in an alluring red dress, acting as the princess of this residence. Naturally, that was the same no matter where she went. The moment she had been brought into this world, she was beloved by everybody. Her miraculous beauty was praised by whoever laid their eyes upon it, ready to spoil her at a moment’s notice. Anything she could want, she could easily obtain.


  —But, what Shise wants the most is…


  She gently ran her finger along Saito’s cheek, who was still sound asleep. Since they had no school today, she asked him to come over, eat lunch together, take a bath together, and take a nap together. Of course, Saito did not decline this request. She then moved up a bit to run her small tongue along his neck.


  —Doesn’t taste like him.


  This was most likely caused by them taking a bath before. All the taste of his sweat had gotten washed off. She regretted not getting a taste before their bath.


  “You two really are on such good terms.”


  The door of the room opened, with Shisei’s mother Reiko taking a peek inside.


  “Could you please knock? This is our lone time together.”


  “My, I’m so sorry honey.” Reiko let out a snicker as she heard Shisei’s remark. “If want to be with him that badly, why don’t I make him my son? Using my lawyers to put pressure on his parents, it’ll be easy to welcome him here.”


  “Forcing him isn’t good. Shise wants to respect Brother’s freedom.”


  “What matters is your own desire. I’ll get you whatever you want, honey.” Reiko narrowed her eyes as she looked at Shisei with all the love a mother could have.


  Her subordinates and employees saw her as a demonic and strict management official, but toward her own daughter, she was as sweet as syrup.


  “Just spoiling Shise won’t be good for her education. You have to be strict at times.”


  “You won’t need any education. Your brain is developing much father than mine…No, than anybody’s from the Houjou Family. You’ll leave us in the dust in no time.”


  “That…might be true, but…”


  Shisei understood that a normal 7-year-old would not be able to understand such a conversion. Even at school, she would always fail to have proper conversations with her classmates. Saito’s memory may be a step above hers, but Shisei’s calculative abilities were on an entirely different level.


  “Well, just let me know if you happen to change your mind,” Reiko left behind these words and then closed the door once more.


  When Shisei snuggled up into Saito’s arms once more, he slowly opened his eyes. He turned his head on the pillow, his expression still drowsy.


  “What…? I just heard Auntie’s voice…?”


  “You don’t have to worry about that.”


  “Maybe I should be heading home soon? I can’t just stay here all day.”


  “That’s not true.” Shisei clung to Saito’s arm as he tried to get up. “Shise wants you to stay with her forever. That’s her only wish.”


  “If you want me to, I don’t mind…”


  “Always? Shise wants you to be with her forever.”


  “Yeah, always.”


  Saito spoke with a gentle voice, as his pleasant scent enwrapped Shisei. She desperately tried to hold herself back from grinning like a happy child. She can’t have him realize. Can’t have him read her expression. That’s why she continued with a stern face.


  “Then…promise. Promise that Brother will always stay with Shise.”


  “I promise.”


  They moved their heads closer together, as they interlinked their fingers for a pinky promise.


  Chapter 1 - Reason


  “…Why am I crying?”


  Embraced by Akane as they sat in the living room, these words left Saito’s mouth, his tone sounding dumbfounded. When watching movies or reading books, there were times he sympathized with the characters to the point it genuinely brought him to tears, but shedding tears like this without any proper reason in his daily life was almost unprecedented. When was the last time he cried? Even back in elementary school, when he had fallen off a cliff and got gravely injured, he remained much calmer than the people around him. He may not be on the level of Shisei, but he was also the type of person to not let his emotions show. He saw no reason to actively show his emotions. He was the exact opposite of Akane, who would get angry and laugh at every small thing.


  “Ah…I’m sorry! Did I hurt you?! Maybe my grip was too strong?!” Akane hurriedly moved away from Saito.


  “No…It doesn’t hurt. I’m trained to withstand the pain of being cut to shreds.”


  “Do you not have any pain receptors?!”


  “I very much do, but I just don’t see any reason to cry.”


  “Reason…Do you not live if there is no reason to do so?”


  “What a philosophical question. Let me give it some thought.”


  “You really don’t! You’ll just wither away as you keep thinking!”


  Just as Akane stated, that topic alone could provide fodder for thought for at least ten to twenty years. But what he should focus on instead was the matter of why he suddenly broke down crying like that. He then proceeded to point at Akane’s hands.


  “For starters, could you hug me one more time?”


  “Why?!” Akane blushed furiously and jumped backward.


  “I want to find out why I cried. And the quickest way to do so is to replicate the situation I was in.”


  “But…a hug…that’s way too bold of a thing to ask for!”


  “Yet you did it for me?”


  “That…is true…But, I wasn’t myself at the time!” Akane violently flapped her hands about.


  Realizing that, at this rate, his experiment would fail before it could even start, Saito moved closer toward Akane.


  “A bit doesn’t hurt a soul, right?”


  “Why did you have to phrase it that way? Or…what?! Are you making lewd demands right now?!”


  Akane ran away to hide under the table, clinging to one of its legs. She looked like a tiger about to be dragged out onto the circus show. Her shoulders ranked tall, and her mouth was open.


  “I did not ask for anything like that! I’m just telling you to hug me!”


  “That has a severely indecent undertone if you ask me!”


  Akane suddenly shot up, as her head rammed right into the underside of the table. She held her head as tears built in her eyes, leaving the table. With how her expressions changed at any given moment, Saito felt like he could never grow tired of watching her. She then proceeded to sit down next to Saito on the sofa, hugging her knees, as she fidgeted awkwardly.


  “W-Well…If you really want me to, then I guess I can make an exception…”


  “Really?”


  “W-Well…We’re married, so…it’s the normal thing to do…” She spoke with a voice that was close to disappearing, her lips glossy as she licked them.


  “…?” Saito tilted his head, confused.


  “B-But…we have to do it properly, okay?! No fake lovers thing…and only after we’ve confirmed our feelings for each other!”


  “What in the world are you talking about?”


  “Huh? What…were you referring to…?”


  Saito felt like they were talking past each other, so he reorganized the conversation.


  “About you giving me a hug…”


  “…!”


  Akane’s entire head turned beet-red as she jumped up from the sofa. She then ran out of the living room, closing the door behind her. It didn’t take long until Saito could hear her stomping up to the second floor. She must be furious, undoubtedly.


  —What exactly…have I done wrong now…?


  Saito held his head in despair. Lately, Akane had been acting off quite a lot. He began fearing that she might even attempt to assassinate him in his sleep or poison his food.


  —I can’t let that happen! I have to protect the peace of this home!


  Saito steeled his resolve and looked toward the hallway again, when—


  “……”


  A cat costume stood at the door, staring at him without uttering a single word. Its eyes were filled with ever-lasting darkness, inhibiting no emotion. However, its mouth was raised to emit clear hostility, which helped heighten the overall pressure it gave off. Terrified, Saito’s shoulders jumped in shock as he almost toppled off the sofa. However, he barely managed to uphold his dignity and stayed seated.


  Getting a closer look at the cat costume, he felt an odd sense of deja-vu. It was one of Akane’s favorite mascot characters. When Saito mentioned this, Tenryuu sent it to him with a letter, saying “Give this to your wife as a present.” But once night came around, the sight of this turned into a horror scenario, so Saito intended to throw it away, only to be stopped by Akane’s weeping as she pleaded “Don’t throw it away! I’ll take care of it!” Of course, the other party was an inanimate object, so there was nothing for her to take care of in the first place. Still slightly terrified, Saito called out to the costume.


  “Are you…Akane…?”


  “No.”


  “Then who the hell are you?! Stop scaring me!”


  “I am…a cat.”


  “Right…You’re a cat…”


  Finally, she had become the very thing she always adored so much. Saito felt genuinely glad for Akane, and that’s why he wanted to run away that exact instant. However, Akane wouldn’t let her prey escape that easily. She swiftly grabbed Saito’s shoulder with her sharp claws. Beyond the emotionless facade of the costume, Saito heard a voice that could be from hell itself.


  “We still…have to do that hug, remember?”


  “N-No, I’m okay! I’m satisfied! Just knowing that you care is all I need!” Saito tried to break free, but Akane’s grasp on him was too strong.


  Why did the claws of a costume have to be that sharp, anyway? And then, Akane embraced him. Or rather, she captured him. The warmth of the costume immediately covered all of Saito’s body.


  “…A-And? Do you understand the reason you suddenly started crying?” Akane asked with a tense voice.


  “Not in the slightest.”


  Of course, if any regular child were to be in this position, they would start bawling their eyes out.


  “That’s weird…We’re reenacting the previous situation, and yet…”


  “Nothing is being reenacted! I was never hugged by a monster like this!”


  “Are you calling me a monster?!”


  “Not you directly!”


  Saito escaped from the hold of the gigantic cat and locked himself inside his study room.


  





  At school, Sait sat in the courtyard, reading a book. He ran his eyes along the sentences and words written there, but the contents of the world did not enter his mind in the slightest. His heart was in disarray, not allowing him to focus. On his lap, he had Shisei’s head, who was nonchalantly chewing on her melon bread. Whether they were at home or in public, the attitude she showed toward him did not change. She was always being herself, living as she liked.


  “The other day, Akane made me cry.”


  When it comes to understanding his own feelings, Saito judged that consulting in the clever Shisei would be the most beneficial and efficient. With that thought in mind, Saito brought up his main agenda, when Shisei stopped chomping on her bread.


  “Isn’t that an everyday occurrence?”


  “What image do you have in mind?!”


  “That Akane goes rabid at you being late home even a few minutes, and that you have to hide below the table in order to survive.”


  “I don’t think she’ll go that far…Maybe…”


  When they first started living together, it may have been similar to that, but right now, he could actually hold a proper conversation with Akane. She still had her violent moments, but she could show her cuteness at times. Meanwhile, Shisei gulped down the other ⅔ of the bread—in one go—and got up to sit properly next to Saito.


  “What happened? Did Akane eat your favorite pudding?”


  “I won’t cry just because of that, nor am I as much of a glutton as you are.”


  “Then, did she burn down the house?”


  “That would mean she’d lose her own home!”


  Crying would be the last of their problems.


  “It’s not like something bad happened…She just hugged me…and that made me cry.”


  Shisei’s eyebrow twitched. Her small hand gripped into a fist.


  “…Why did she do that? Did she…confess?”


  “Confess? To whom?”


  “Did Akane confess to you?”


  Saito sighed and shook his head.


  “Hell no. That wouldn’t happen even if the world were to end. No human in this world could hate me as much as Akane does. Ain’t that right?”


  “…Yeah.” Shisei blinked a few times.


  “It’s just…she said she wants to know more about me. Since we’re a married couple and all. And then she suddenly hugged me. That made me cry. But, I still can’t figure out the reason why.”


  “Do you want to know?”


  “I mean, I’d be scared to not know the reason behind those tears. Maybe I’d have to go to the eye doctor, too.”


  And, he was particularly curious because it involved himself. There was something inside of him. Like a snake, it coiled around his heart. And he knew he could not leave that be.


  “Then Shise will give Brother a hug, too,” Shisei leaned over toward Saito and whispered into his ear in a drippy-sweet voice.


  It was rare to hear her use so much emotion in her voice.


  “Yeah…Recreating it is necessary, so…Will you help me?”


  “Shise will help you whenever you need it.” She went on her knees as she stayed seated on the bench, opening her arms in an adorable gesture.


  From her skirt, her white tights were in plain sight. Her lips were red and plump as if they were vibrating with life force. Her dazzling hair shone brightly as it was illuminated by the sun. She looked like a fairy or princess. Despite having been with her since birth, Saito could never get used to her beauty. It was probably because of her looks that he stopped judging others for theirs. Because nobody could hope to compete with her.


  “Stay still, Brother.” Shise said and pulled Saito closer, pressing his head on her chest.


  Because of this, he was completely surrounded by a sweet scent. And although it wasn’t as predominant as with the average girl her age, he could definitely feel two small lumps welcoming him. This showed Saito that she was slowly changing and growing up to become an adult.


  “Brother, do you like Shise’s chest?”


  “What does that even mean?”


  “Do you want to stay like this forever? Shise wouldn’t mind.”


  “Well, it is relaxing. I do like this smell.”


  This scent represented the peace that Saito always adored since he was a young boy. He knew that Shise would always be his one and only ally. He didn’t have to protect himself or put on air when he was with this scent.


  “Shise also likes Brother’s scent…and taste.”


  Shisei gulped as she rubbed her nose against Saito’s head. And not only that, she even chewed on his hair, licking his skin.


  “Hey, stop that. You’re not some dog.”


  “Shise is showing her affection. Sexual petting.”


  “Where did you even learn that word?!”


  Saito realized that Shisei might have changed a bit too much. Personally, he’d prefer if she stayed his favorite innocent princess forever. However, a sudden outburst disrupted this sweet atmosphere.


  “You’re too lewd! The Maho Police Department will have to arrest you both!”


  Maho suddenly came running toward them at full speed, leaping at them. Shisei may have managed to evade this incoming bullet, but that only led to her slamming right into Saito.


  “Gah…!”


  Met with this impact, he saw stars. And as if that wasn’t enough, Maho jumped up and down on his lap.


  “I saw it all, y’know! You sucked on Shii-chan’s boobies!”


  “Drats, you saw.” Shisei covered her cheeks with both her hands and feigned being embarrassed.


  “There was no sucking happening!”


  “He licked them.”


  “No licking happened, either! And don’t make things worse, Shise!”


  Maho was utterly bewildered.


  “Then did you fondle them?! I’m so jealous! You have to fondle mine too, Onii-chan! And I’ll fondle Shii-chan’s!”


  “Why?!”


  “Because this will bring about world peace!”


  “I don’t see even the slightest connection between those two!”


  Saito aggressively resisted Maho’s attempt to pull his arms toward her own chest. He couldn’t get roped up in some scandal as the next head of the Houjou Family. But what a detrimental honey trap it was. He thankfully was saved by Shisei.


  “Only Brother is allowed to touch Shise’s chest.”


  “I’m not gonna do that either way, okay?!”


  “Saito-kun…I knew it. You and Shisei-chan had this kind of relationship…”


  “Himari?!”


  Out of nowhere, Himari had materialized behind the bench where this whole mess happened, looking at Saito in disgust. Despite possessing such kindness most of the time, her eyes were now devoid of emotion, making Saito’s body quiver. He realized that leaving things as-is would birth a terrible misunderstanding, so he opted to resolve it all right now. He bowed down to Shisei, pleading.
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  “Please, explain what happened! I’ll treat you to ten manju if you do!”


  “Ten…No, if Brother asks for it, then Shise has to abide.” She said and looked at Maho. “Shise and Brother didn’t do anything lewd.”


  “Then what did you do?” Maho asked, brimming with interest.


  “We saw Saito-kun burying his face inside Shisei-chan’s chest, though…” Himari commented, suspicious of them.


  “That was an experiment. To see what would happen to Brother when he’s hugged by a girl like that. Isn’t that right?”


  “Well…you’re not wrong.” Saito had to accept that.


  Explaining any further than this would require him to come clean about Akane hugging him, and him crying as a cause of that. Hearing that however, Himari faintly tilted her head.


  “Why would you do such an experiment…?”


  “I don’t care! I wanna do that experiment, too! It’ll be fun to see Onii-chan explode once it fails!”


  “Nothing is fun about that!” Saito tried to protest, but Maho already moved over to embrace him.


  She may be bigger than Shisei, but her chest was still in its growth spurt. However, he could pick up a sweet scent through the fluffy cardigan she wore.


  “See, Onii-chan! Boobies! Do they feel good?” Maho said as she rubbed Saito’s head.


  “Stop treating me like some baby…”


  “But you are a baby! You wanna enjoy my boobies, right? It’s okay, I’ll spoil you as much as you want!”


  Saito could directly hear Maho’s snickering next to his ear. He felt like he was pulled down into the seductive tease of hell, beginning to lose himself, only to be saved by Himari.


  “Maho-chan, let me do that, too!”


  “No can do! Onii-chan prefers my boobies, right?”


  “Mgh…!”


  “See? He said ‘Drowning in Maho-sama’s breasts is absolute bliss’.”Maho showed a smug smile.


  “He didn’t say anything! If anything, you’ll suffocate him if you pull him that close!”


  “But it’s his dream to die by my boobies, right?”


  “Mgh…!”


  “See? He said ‘I wouldn’t mind dying like this’!”


  “He definitely did not! And I won’t let him die like this!” Himari stole Saito from Maho and pressed his head between her own chest.


  His face was buried in softness incomparable to before. Two lumps were pressing against him from all sides, as Himari’s mature perfume drifted up his nose.


  “What do you think, Saito-kun? My breasts feel better, right?”


  “No way! Mine must have been better! Because I’m still young and sexy!”


  “You’re barely two years younger than me, right?!”


  “But you could become the president of the parent-teacher association at your age! A lion has children at two years!”


  “I’m not a lion, though?!”


  Maho and Himari continued to argue. Saito couldn’t care less about their personal parameters, but there was no doubt that Himari’s chest was much more lethal. He was reaching his limit and tried to surrender by tapping his hand on the bench, yet neither of the two realized this. As the lack of oxygen grew severe, his consciousness began to fade.


  “Brother is going to die, can’t you let him go?”


  “Ah!”


  Shisei became Saito’s savior, urging Himari to release him. Freed from her grasp, Saito fell onto the bench and gasped for air.


  “I-I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to suffocate you like that! Just come into my arms and get some rest!” Himari opened her arms once again.


  “You clearly are out to kill me, right?!” Saito immediately moved away from Himari.


  Fundamentally, she had a warm heart, but her chest was nothing short of a murder weapon. Saito grew worried that, if he gave in a second time, he might not ever wake up again. But right at that moment, he felt an oppressive wave of killing intent directed at him. It was a freezing gaze that sent shivers down his spine. A sinister aura that not even the devil himself could recreate. This gaze belonged to Akane, who watched over the group from the school’s hallway. Her eyes were devoid of any emotions, like two black pearls put into her eye sockets.


  “…Human waste.”


  The curse she uttered miraculously reached Saito’s ears painfully well. Suffering from extreme damage, Saito collapsed on the side of the bench, as Akane walked away with puffed cheeks.


  





  The school’s fifth period came to an end, now allowing the students a break. Saito made his way to the next classroom, as Akane lined up next to him. She tightly embraced her notes and workbook, not giving Saito a single glance. The way her shoulders tensed up, it was obvious she was angry.


  “You’re really fine with any girl, huh?”


  “That stings, you know? What happened earlier wasn’t…”


  Saito tried to explain himself when Akane glared at him.


  “What was it, then?! Everyone fought for you while hugging you, and I could see you were enjoying it! That was the face of a sex offender! That look on your face would be enough to get you arrested!”


  “I don’t think this would hold up in court! Also, I highly doubt it was that bad!”


  “The way you laughed like a pig was so gross!”


  “I most definitely did not laugh like that!”


  Saito’s memory supported his claim and the fact that he was not acting in such a manner. Plus, the earlier situation was out of his control, as he almost suffocated himself. Laughing would have been a massive waste of oxygen.


  “Since I couldn’t find out the reason why I cried despite you helping me, I wanted to ask Shise for her opinion.”


  “Shisei-san? But, you were acting all lovey-dovey with Himari and Maho.” Akane narrowed her eyes.


  “They just interrupted my experiment. There was no lovey-dovey-ing happening.”


  “Hm…You’re still trying to plead innocent after all the proof lined up against you…”


  “I’m not trying to talk my way out of this…” Met with such a judgmental gaze, Saito began feeling restless.


  Having been witnessed by her definitely put him at a disadvantage. How could he possibly convince Akane now?


  “Personally, having you help me out with this would be the best,” Saito said, his words making Akane’s shoulders jump.


  “H-Huuuh?! You want me to hug you again?!”


  “Well, yeah. Even if I asked someone else, it wouldn’t help to recreate that specific situation.”


  “Rather than Himari, Shisei-san, and Maho…you want me to be the one to hug you?!”


  “That’s what I’ve been saying this whole time…”


  Being forced to explain himself over and over, Saito began feeling embarrassed. His only goal was to find out the reason behind those tears, yet it began to turn into torture.


  “I-I see…”


  Akane slowly moved away from Saito.


  —Is she grossed out at me…?!


  Rather than being screamed at like always, witnessing such a reaction caused even greater damage to Saito’s psyche. That being said, her reaction was more than valid. They’ve been mortal enemies since their first year at this school, now forced to get married to accomplish their dreams. And now, that very body is asking her for a hug. Being physically reproached is a natural reaction. Akane gave him another dubious glance.


  “You really are a hopeless pervert.”


  “Stop with that judgmental gaze, I beg you…”


  “I’m not being judgmental at all. I just feel embarrassed that we live on the same planet.”


  “I’m sorry for being alive!”


  Saito’s HP is getting dangerously close to reaching zero. Maybe he could be forgiven by slicing his own belly open? Did he really commit such an unthinkable crime? Then, Akane pointed at the tip of his nose and declared.


  “You better be prepared. Once we get home…”


  “Once we get home…? What’s gonna happen…?”


  “You better wash your head and be ready…”


  “Are you going to behead me?! Just like that?!”


  “No…you better wash your whole body…”


  “You’ll turn me into sashimi?!” Saito shivered in terror.


  





  For a while, Saito played with the idea of not returning home for the day, but even if he tried to run, Akane would probably chase him until the pits of hell and back. And a violent dragon was far more dangerous than a tame one. So as he made up his resolve, he came home and continued to watch over Akane’s actions. She went to the kitchen like always, preparing to cook dinner. Didn’t seem like she added any poison, either. The food she placed on the table was a peaceful stew with sauté consisting of white fish. Even trying a bite, everything tasted perfectly fine.


  —She probably intends to kill me when I’m the least careful…


  Arriving at this conclusion, Saito decided to take his bath using the greatest manner of caution he could put up. He kept his eyes glued to the bathroom door every single second, but Akane showed no signs of entering. In the end, they both got ready for bed and nothing major happened, yet Saito felt restless and exhausted. He couldn’t figure out what she was planning. Maybe she was going to attack him in his sleep?


  —I definitely can’t sleep tonight…


  Saito finished his preparations and gulped down his nutrient drink when Akane opened the door and headed inside. Evading his gaze, she sat down on the bed, placing her hands between her legs, and looking up at Saito.


  “S-So…Let’s start…”


  “Killing each other?!”


  “Why?!” Akane looked at him in shock.


  “Didn’t you tell me at school? That you would kill me once we get home…Even if I run…so I have to be prepared.”


  “I never said something so terrifying!”


  “But it had that kind of nuance.”


  “Don’t try to interpret my words in a weird way! I just…”


  “Just…what?” Saito looked at Akane’s face, who awkwardly averted her eyes.


  “B-Because you said…you wanted me to hug you…I wanted to do that…”


  “What…?” Saito doubted his ears. “No, but…I don’t see the cat costume anywhere…”


  “Last time, you weren’t able to figure out anything, right?”


  “Well…”


  “That’s why I thought we should do it directly…And that would be better than having some random girl do it for you.”


  “Better? Why?”


  Akane’s ears turned red.


  “B-Because if I’m not the one to satisfy your desires, you’ll just keep ogling and going for a random girl’s chest instead!”


  “Stop making it sound like I’m some human trash who only has lewd thoughts!”


  “But it’s the truth! Should I send a video of today as proof to all the girls in class and ask for their opinion1?!”


  “Please do not do that I beg of you.”


  Saito immediately admitted defeat in front of the jury, despite being falsely accused by his wife who was supposed to care for him. At least she hadn’t thrown a bottle at him yet. But more importantly, if people saw that video, Saito would definitely be assassinated in the public eye. Maybe he would even be forced to suffer a physical death, too.


  “C-Come on…We’re gonna hug, right?” Akane awkwardly opened both her arms.


  Her cheeks were as red as tomatoes. The pajama she wore was a bit too big, as her hands were hidden within her sleeves. Her opened mouth and its lips looked glossy like crimson, and the sweet after-bath scent she gave off directly entered Saito’s mind. Seeing Akane in a way never before visible to him, Saito audibly gulped.


  “Th-Then…just for a bit, yeah?”


  “…Yeah.”


  Tension ran through his body, as Saito wrapped his arms around Akane’s back. As if to respond to that, she did the same and returned his grip. The soft sensation resulting from this felt like he had ended up in a dream. Her smooth hair gave off a seductive scent, her cheeks burning hot that he worried it could melt away his forehead. Despite constantly fighting with her, Saito was now forced to realize how slender and fragile her shoulders were, quivering slightly as if they would break at the smallest touch.


  “If you hate it that much, we don’t have to do this.”


  “I…don’t hate it.”


  Saito tried to move away, but Akane clung to him. Her chest, pressed onto him, made it easier for him to feel her pulse. Especially since her nightly gown was so thin.


  “…!”


  In response, Saito’s own heartbeat accelerated. What did she mean by that? Did she want to hug him as much as he did? What an unthinkable idea.


  “D-Did you figure out the reason you were crying?” Akane asked, sounding worried.


  “No…”


  He was not crying. However, he did feel a level of comfort in this situation. His heart was going absolutely crazy, and yet he felt at peace. It was like their bodies mixed together to melt in the same heat.


  “Mmm…Don’t hold me so tight…It hurts…”


  “Ah…my bad.”


  Saito loosened his grasp. He wasn’t even aware that he put more strength into his arms. The inside of his mind began to melt away, as his thoughts began to slow down. He just voiced the desire that popped up in his head.


  “Can we…sleep like this?”


  “…If you want to.”


  “I do.”


  “…Okay.”
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  The two laid down, still in each other’s arms.


  





  —We’re actually acting like a married couple right now!


  Akane was frozen stiff inside Saito’s arms. On paper, they had been a married couple for months now, but something like this had yet to happen. They simply engaged in marriage on paper, their feelings for each other non-existent. From next to her, she could hear Saito’s faint breathing, as he was sleeping peacefully. It truly vexed her that Saito didn’t even realize how nervous she was.


  —So to him…I’m just a convenient hugging pillow?! And he doesn’t even see me as a girl?!


  That doubt even popped up in her mind. However, that should be impossible. Even just now, she had felt his heart racing at a similar speed to hers. He must be nervous, too…which meant that he definitely saw her as a girl. That thought alone made her heart race faster. Did this mean that he at least cared enough for Akane that he was fine hugging her like this? If he physically despised her, he wouldn’t be willing to do such a thing.


  Similarly, being wrapped inside Saito’s arms felt woefully pleasant. Despite them being mortal enemies, the feeling of their warmth blending together felt so eerily pleasant. Akane probably wished for this the whole time, but couldn’t admit this herself, and pushed Saito away. Because she’s a girl who isn’t cute and can never be honest with herself.


  “How does Saito…feel about me…?” Akane touched his cheek as she muttered.


  Looking at Saito’s sleeping face, which didn’t give her any response, Akane felt her chest tighten up.


  





  The next morning, Saito trembled in fear.


  —What have I done…?!


  Saito couldn’t believe the actions he had taken the previous night. At that time, Akane was just so cute, and their hug felt so good, he completely forgot himself. Because if not for that, he would never have done something so outrageous. Falling asleep while in each other’s arms…truly unthinkable. Even now, Akane was sleeping close to him, as he had his arms wrapped around her. Her eyes were closed in a comfortable way, as she grabbed onto his shirt as if she wouldn’t allow him to escape. Her slender legs were wrapped around his own.


  He carefully removed her hand from his shirt and snuck out of the bed without waking her. If she were to wake up now, he would not know how to even face her. He intended to run away to school and headed to his own study room when Akane peeked inside. From her gaze, Saito could feel a pitch-black emotion.


  “Saito…About last night…”


  “I’m terribly sorry!” He immediately lowered his head.


  He wanted to apologize before she was to bring down his death sentence. This was something he was taught as the greatest method of survival. Even more so since he caused the conflict in the first place.


  “…What? Why are you apologizing?”


  Akane furrowed her eyes even further. The difference between 0.5 mm and 0.8 mm was the small difference between life and death for Saito.


  “I don’t know what came over me! I must have gone crazy!”


  “Cra…zy…?” Akane’s shoulders began shaking.


  Saito could tell that her boiling point was reaching close. If left alone, it was only a matter of time.


  “Yes! It was a simple delusion! Normally, I would never say or ask for something like that, right?!”


  “Then…what? What we did yesterday…wasn’t actually your intention? It just happened in the heat of the moment? Like you were drunk?”


  “Since we’re still minors, alcohol’s outta the picture…but yeah. It was something like that. I’m so sorry I acted that way. Please forget about it.”


  “Y…You…” Akane’s entire body vibrated.


  “Me?”


  “Youuuuuuu idiooooot!”


  “Whyyy?!”


  Despite his heartfelt apology, Saito realized it was all futile and began running away, as he tried to evade the plush toys flung after him. Luckily, they didn’t inflict any vital injuries, but they were packed with Akane’s fury and curses. So Saito grabbed his student bag and ran out of the home.


  





  Even at school, Saito could not properly look Akane in the eyes. During lunch break, right as he walked down the hallway, she walked toward him. Immediately during that moment, he could feel the tension running between them. Despite them both wearing their uniforms, Saito could only think of Akane’s nightgown he had to look at last night. That in itself would have been fine, but the sensation of her being inside his arms still vividly remained on his skin, as well as the sweet scent she gave off.


  With her around, he found himself physically unable to remain calm. The closer they got, the more his heart began racing, as a cold sweat ran down his back. Meanwhile, both her hands were put together into fists, looking like a professional boxer. She probably wants to silence Saito after what happened the previous night. Despite his apology, this might turn into a bloody fight. And then, she opened her mouth.


  “L-Listen, Saito…”


  “…!”


  Reflexively, he ran the opposite way. He didn’t want the school to turn into a stage for tragedy.


  “Hey! Why are you running from me?!” Akane chased after him.


  “I’m not running away! I just have to go somewhere…to the battlefield of men! And women can’t be there!”


  “What kind of sexist statement is that?!”


  “I’m talking about the toilet! You definitely can’t follow me there!”


  “Don’t underestimate us girls! We have no problem destroying the walls of your stalls if need be!”


  “Girls are scary!”


  However, the scary one was Akane. Saito just ran like his life depended on it. Surely, not even Akane would follow him to the toilet…Or, so he wished, but he wasn’t very confident about that. Their footsteps ran along the floor.


  “Wait right there! Stop running in the hallway!”


  “You’re running the same way that I am!”


  “I’m not running! I’m flying!”


  “You skipped a few steps of evolution, I see!”


  Saito stormed into a nearby empty classroom, hiding inside the cleaning locket. Inside there, he could hear Akane’s footsteps approaching, as well as her gasping for air. He felt like he was playing a horror game in VR. The footsteps went back and forth in front of the locket. Saito tried his best to keep his breathing under control, and his heart from racing too fast. He was scared that she could pick up even the sound of him blinking. Finally, her footsteps grew distant. Saito sighed in relief as his body relaxed.


  “Found youuu!”


  “Waaaah?!”


  Only for the door to suddenly shoot open, a girl leaping at Saito. Backed into a corner of this dark space, Saito had no means of escaping.


  “Please, spare me…!” Saito declared himself surrendering when the girl began laughing.


  “Haha! You’re such a scaredy cat, Oniii-chan!”


  “…?!”


  Once Saito actually got a closer look at the individual clinging to him, it turned out to be Maho, flashing a teasing grin.


  “Oh, it’s just you…”


  “Were you scared? Were you about to leak?” She poked at Saito’s chest.


  “Who’d leak because of this?!”


  “Stop acting tough, Onii-chan! You were so pale in the face! And your legs were shaking! I bet you made Onee-chan angry again.”


  “Why are you already deciding that it’s my fault…”


  Then again, she wasn’t wrong this time around. Maho put one hand on her hip and confidently declared.


  “Because Onee-chan is always right! She is never wrong, and everybody who tries to go against her is always wrong!”


  “So she finished brainwashing you, eh?”


  “Not at all! Wait, no…Um, I’m not…being brainwashed…at all…”


  “You do not sound convincing in the slightest!”


  “Onee-chan! Onii-chan is right over mgugh!”


  Saito quickly covered Maho’s mouth to ensure she didn’t say anything unnecessary. And yet, Maho seemed like she was enjoying this.


  “You intend on selling me out to Akane?!”


  “It’s no big deal. I just wanna see Onii-chan’s face distorted in terror!”


  “That sounds like a very big deal to me!”


  “Because once you’ve hit rock bottom, I’ll be there to pick you up again. I’ll put a collar around your neck and keep you as my naked puppy pet in my room, taking care of you each and every single day.”


  “I’d rather die than meet a fate like that!” Saito immediately moved away from Maho in utter terror.


  He thought that Akane was the only dangerous individual amidst their group, but her little sister Maho definitely was not losing much. She reached a point where she might have to be put on a blacklist. And the distance he put between himself and her was crossed in an instant, too.


  “Also, why are you even hiding from Onee-chan in the first place? Did she see you trying to wear her panties to school?”


  “If she really happened to see me like that, I would rather slice my belly open and end my miserable life.”


  “So you’re still wearing them?!”


  “Like hell I am! It’s just…things are a bit awkward between us right now,” Saito grumbled.


  He knew that, as long as they were living together, he could not run forever. However, right now, he simply wanted some time to organize his thoughts. Maho put one finger on her lips and started thinking.


  “Hm…I don’t really get it, but if you want, I can keep quiet at Onee-chan.”


  “That would be great,” Saito sighed in relief.


  “But in return, you have to play with me until lunch break is over.”


  “What are we gonna do? I don’t have any games on me?”


  “Let’s see…I wanna walk around school while being lovey-dovey so that all the jealous boys will want you half-dead! That sounds like a fun game!”


  “H-Hey…”


  Maho locked arms with Saito and pulled him out into the hallway. The second they left the classroom, they found Akane standing there with her arms crossed. Her eyes glared at Saito with utter disdain, as she uttered a single word.


  “…Disgusting.”


  It felt like a thousand needles stabbed into Saito’s chest.


  “Waaaaaah!”


  “Onii-chan! You’re too fast!”


  Saito ran through the school building while pulling Maho after him.


  





  “Sniff…Hicc…Saito, you dummy…” Akane grumbled as she tightly grasped the cup in her hand.


  Sitting across from her was her grandmother Chiyo, giving her a worried look.


  “Akane? Have you gotten drunk on green tea or something?”


  “I’m not drunk…Hicc…”


  “If anything bad happened, then let’s talk about it. I can use my connections to resolve whatever problem you may have.”


  Even her attempt to cheer up Akane was terrifying.


  “Well…things have been awkward between me and Saito.”


  “With Saito-san? In what way?”


  “Even when we’re at home…we rarely talk. He immediately averts his eyes whenever ours meet. Normally, we’d watch a movie after dinner, but that hasn’t happened lately, either. I feel like he’s avoiding me…”


  The more she talked about it, the greater the damage to her own psyche. Meanwhile, Chiyo’s eyes opened wide, looking closely at Akane.


  “Wh-What’s wrong?”


  “Well…I was just surprised. I didn’t expect you to miss Saito-san that much.”


  “Th-That’s…” Akane began blushing.


  Chiyo pushed her face closer to Akane, whispering.


  “Have you…realized how you feel about Saito-san?”


  “Wha…Huh? Grandma, you knew?!”


  Chiyo smiled gently.


  “You’re my precious granddaughter, so of course I did.”


  “Since when…?” Akane asked, sounding worried.


  “Quite some time ago. When Tenryuu-san told me of Saito-san’s graduation party, I heard how much fun you were having with him. I realized then that you could not fight your blood.”


  “Fight my blood…?”


  Chiyo smiled.


  “Just as I had fallen in love with Tenryuu-san at a young age, I figured the same must have happened to you with Saito-san.”


  “…!”


  Akane felt like she might burn to cinders because of the shame boiling inside her body. Just as her grandmother stated, that party was the beginning of it all. Akane herself may not have been aware of this initially, but she definitely was attracted to Saito from the moment they had met. And the fact that her own grandmother saw through that made it all the more embarrassing.


  “Grandma, did you…”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “…No, never mind.”


  For a moment, Akane felt like she could see her grandmother’s true intentions amidst this whole scheme. However, she decided against thinking about it. Complicating the situation further wouldn’t help her. Seeing Akane hesitate like that, Chiyo shrugged her shoulders.


  “So, why did things get complicated between the two of you?”


  “It’s because…I hugged him.” Akane responded with a quivering voice, about to disperse.


  “Oh dear.” Chiyo placed one hand over her mouth.


  This led to Akane growing even more flustered, frantically waving her hands about.


  “I-I couldn’t help it! I was just…beside myself, not sure what to do, so I went with the mood! After that, he asked me to hug him again, and we…fell asleep like that! Since then, things have been weird!”


  Chiyo shot up from her seat.


  “Will I get to see my great-grandchild soon?!”


  “No way!”


  “So you used contraceptives?! I will not let that stand!”


  “We didn’t do anything that would require them!”


  “But…you slept in each other’s arms…no? That’s what that means, doesn’t it?” Chiyo said, blushing as she said so.


  “That wasn’t a metaphor for anything! We really just hugged each other and then fell asleep!”


  “What a stubborn grandchild you are.”


  “Ack…!”


  Akane frantically opened and closed her mouth like a fish waiting to be fed. Hearing such a harsh comment from her usually understanding and gentle grandmother was a great shock to her. And as if that wasn’t enough, Chiyo kept firing as she narrowed her eyes.


  “If this leads to things becoming awkward between the two of you…then maybe Saito-san has grown tired of you?”


  “Wha…”


  Akane could feel her heart freeze. They had always been mortal enemies, but she truly believed that they had gotten closer through living together.


  “Am I wrong? Maybe you have an idea or two about what could have led to that?”


  “There are…so many things that I can’t even count them, but…are you sure…?”


  Thinking about it, she grew more and more terrified. Maybe she was too aggressive toward him? She wanted to know more about him, get closer to him, but this possibly opened a greater rift between them. It didn’t sound impossible, at least. Saito would usually spend his time reading books, whether that was at home or at school, and he definitely did not stick around others. Maybe he grew tired of Akane’s reckless and open attitude.


  “I think it’d be best if you figure out just how Saito-san truly feels.”


  Akane listened to those words and lowered her head.


  





  Now was the time she couldn’t let Saito escape. Filled with determination, she waited in the bathroom, counting the minutes for Saito to return home. According to Maho, who she asked to follow after Saito, he should be coming home soon. And that would be her moment to strike. In the distance, she heard the sound of the front door opening.


  —He’s here!


  Akane tensed up. Saito calmly opened the front door, placing his student bag down. He seemed to be cautious of Akane, as he sternly looked around even while taking his shoes off, and then slowly headed up the stairs.


  —I’ve got you in my sights…


  Akane silently followed after him. When he reached the door to his study room, he pulled on the door knob. However, the door didn’t move.


  “???!”


  Saito began panicking and pulled on the door further, but there was no movement to be found. And as he was utterly flustered, Akane declared with a cold tone.


  “…It’s impossible. I locked the door with instant glue!”


  “Akane?! Why?!” Saito looked around in shock.


  She formed a fist, and then screamed with an angry roar.


  “Because you keep running away from me without ever talking!” her voice reverberated inside the house.


  Saito blinked in confusion at those words.


  “You want to…talk with me?”


  “…!”


  Akane felt her face growing hot. She just latched out at him because she was unable to show restraint, but maybe she was a bit too bold in this instance. However, she also couldn’t retract her statement. She grabbed Saito’s necktie, pulling him closer. The distance between them made it impossible to fully look away, as Akane glared into Saito’s eyes.


  “D-Do you…”


  “Wh-What…?”


  Akane had to ask no matter what. Even if she was scared of his answer, she had to find out. So, with all the courage she mustered, she uttered her question.


  “Do you…hate me…?”


  Simply asking that made her tear up. Asking the boy who she regarded as her mortal enemy was utterly ridiculous, and she knew that. She lost count on how many times she stated her hate for him, so it would be perfectly reasonable for him to hold nothing but disdain for her. And yet…


  “I…”


  Weirdly enough, Saito hesitated.


  “You’re avoiding me because you do, right? Because you want me to stay away. Because I’m just a bother to you.”


  “That’s not true.”


  “Then why?!” Akane kept questioning him like she was a small child.


  Even though she knew she was just being selfish that way. Then, Saito sighed.
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  “…Because I was embarrassed.”


  “…About what?”


  “That we…you know…slept while hugging each other.”


  “…!”


  Seeing Saito’s ears turn red, Akane felt her own body burning up. The memory of sleeping in his comfortable arms came back flooding in her mind.


  “I don’t dislike talking to you. Because with all the ridiculousness you bring to the table, it never gets boring.”


  “I’m not being ridiculous at all. This much is normal.”


  “Is it now…Oh, well. I do like your food, and I’m having fun spending time with you. If you could just forgive me, I don’t mind if we could go back to how we were before.”


  “Forgive you…for what?” Akane blinked at him in confusion.”


  “That I asked you for us to sleep together like that.”


  “I…I’m not angry about that. I did that…because I wanted to.”


  She couldn’t confess her feelings. She didn’t have the courage to do so yet.


  “Was it…that bad? Did you not…like sleeping that way?”


  Saito awkwardly looked away.


  “Honestly…it was great. I think that was the first time I ever got to sleep that peacefully.”


  “~~~!!”


  Heat emitted from every part of Akane’s body, as she reached her limit and ran away. She leaped into her own study room, closing the door behind her.


  “Hey?! So you’re allowed to run away?! Also, are you forgiving me?! Am I allowed to live?!”


  She heard Saito’s voice from across the door.


  “You’re forgiven!”


  Let alone not even hating Akane, he liked their hug. He was conscious of her as a girl, and grew flustered because of it. That fact alone made her so happy, yet bashful that she failed to stop herself from grinning. She put both her hands on her cheeks, rolling around on the floor like a dog.
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  Chapter 2 - Album


  After classes ended, Saito and Shisei exited the front entrance when a car arrived to pick them up. It was a luxurious limousine that could easily fit ten people, standing out with its snow-white body and tinted glass, paired with equally shining silver wheels. Standing next to the car was the usual maid driver, opening the door for them. Saito wasn’t told her exact age, but her looks seemed like she should be in her late twenties, possessing a model figure with beautiful long hair and a charming face devoid of any expression.


  “I’ve awaited your arrival, my lady.” The maid driver politely bowed, but Shisei just looked away.


  “You didn’t have to.”


  “That won’t do. It is my duty to look after you during your daily life.”


  “Then you’ve got the day off. Or rather, the next 100 years.”


  “My salary will not last for the next 100 years.”


  “Then you can just drive Brother home.”


  “I can walk…”


  Saito wasn’t too sure what to say, as Shisei shoved him into the car and then ran away. Sour-faced, the maid driver entered the driver’s seat, as the engine began purring, with the car driving through the gate. Even after that, the woman remained silent, just glaring down the road.


  —Th-This is so awkward…


  The silence filling the car weighed down on Saito. He and the maid driver were never particularly close, but he could tell something was off because her rough driving made it impossible for him to read. He could feel the pressure coming out of her. Unable to stand it, he opened his mouth.


  “Are you…okay?”


  “…”


  The maid remained silent.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “…”


  “Rui? Did you get in a fight with Shise?”


  He hadn’t called her name in a long time. You could tell how reluctant Rui was as she responded.


  “We did not. She simply hates me.”


  “I see…”


  Saito didn’t even know what to say.


  “If I can’t even be of help for the lady, then maybe it is my time to leave this mortal realm behind me. I shall drive the car into the guard rail and end it all.” Rui stepped on the gas, as the car sped up.


  “Wait, wait, wait! I’m in the car with you!”


  “Then please count to three and then jump out.”


  “I’ll still die in the end!”


  “My word…Fine, I’ll count to five, then.”


  “The timing isn’t the problem! I’m saying that no human being could survive jumping out of the car at this speed!”


  “It is very much possible to me. Fine then, I cannot trouble you with my own problems, so I will jump out of the car instead.”


  “I will still die!”


  Rui attempted to open the door without slowing the car, as Saito frantically looked for a parachute inside the car. But of course, that was not available, so all he could do was try and convince Rui to let him live another day.


  “Calm down! I’ll do whatever it takes to help you make up with Shise, okay?!”


  “Whatever it takes?”


  
“Yeah! Anything!”


  Nothing could be more valuable than his own life. Rui closed the half-opened door and slowly dropped the car’s speed. Saito realized that he seemingly succeeded in saving his own life. Living with a dragon like Akane must have taught him a thing or two.


  “So, what happened?”


  “Ugh…”


  The maid pressed a handkerchief in her eyes. Well, he wished that she wouldn’t do that while driving, but he didn’t want her to step on the gas again so he swallowed that remark.


  “I happened to…eat the special pudding that she had been looking forward to all this time.”


  “Who the hell cares?!” Saito roared.


  “I’m sorry, but to the lady, it is a question of life or death.”


  “And why’d you even have to let it come that far?!”


  Rui’s expression stiffened.


  “Because I thought I could get to see her cute side when she’s angry!”


  “You reckless…”


  Saito remembered how she did something similar before and wondered how her love for Shisei could have ended up so warped.


  “It seemed to have been a limited edition pudding from a popular store. In a fit of rage, she caused the earth to split open, the oceans to crash on land, and the sun to fall on this wretched planet…”


  “What sort of evil deity are you referring to here?”


  “No, she is my goddess. The goddess of the Moon, Selene.”


  She completely lost Saito with that comment, but it was clear she held tremendous respect for Shisei. In fact, this began sounding more like a cult.


  “Can’t you just buy that pudding and apologize to her?”


  “As I had thrown away the package, I don’t know which store she bought it from. And she won’t tell me, either. But Saito-sama, you must know which places she frequents, yes?”


  “We do walk around together here and there, but I can’t limit it down to just one.”


  “Then let us buy up all of them.”


  “That’s a bit much, no?”


  Saito tried to calm her down, but the maid tightly grasped the steering wheel.


  “Are you sure you should be showing that kind of attitude? I am the one holding the right over your very life at this very moment, remember?”


  “What a horrible threat!”


  “It is not horrible in the slightest. You have the choice of dying with me or living on by buying the pudding.”

“I choose life and buy all the pudding in the whole world!” Saito answered immediately.


  There were still countless books he wanted to read, so ending his life here was not an option. Thus, Rui and Saito stopped the limousine at the paid parking garage near the shopping district and got out. Since the limousine took up five spots alone, Saito wasn’t sure if it was even legal to pay for only one spot. Normally, Rui would wait at the side of the road waiting for them, but that wasn’t possible right now. As the two of them walked down the street, they gathered attention from the other people.


  “A maid?”


  “Did we have a shop like that nearby?”


  “Must be cosplay.”


  “She’s a beauty.”


  “Maybe this is some special event?”


  These were the impressions Saito heard, but to even his own surprise, she was a genuine maid. And she served a genuine rich lady. And yet, Rui didn’t mind all their voices in the slightest, instead running her eyes along the buildings around them, only mumbling to herself.


  “Pudding…pudding…pudding…”


  “Stop turning this into a curse.”


  “Don’t you know about the law of attraction? The more you wish for something, the greater the chance it will be brought to your side. And if I wish for it more, then maybe the pudding in question might fall into my hands.”


  “Except that pudding will probably be outside of its package and completely inedible.”
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  Saito didn’t want to live in a reality where flying pudding monsters existed. And, when wishing for something, it was most crucial to work for it yourself. After walking down the road for a while, Saito pointed at a certain sweets store.


  “How about that place? Shise and I went there before, and it was pretty good.”


  “Pretty good…is not good enough to satisfy the lady’s delicate tongue.”


  “That’s just my own impression. I’m not really into sweet stuff, anyway.”


  “Then let us have a look,” Rui said and walked in the direction of the store.


  “W-Welcome…?”


  The employee saw Rui’s outfit and showed clear bewilderment. Meanwhile, the maid looked around the store, checking out the counter and the various cases. There stood cakes, types of soufflé, and other various foods. Including pudding, of course.


  “This isn’t the pudding I ate before. Are these all the ones you have? You’re not hiding any, are you?”


  “H-Hiding…?” The employee was even more bewildered.


  Rui pushed her body across the counter, staring into the employee’s eyes with her expressionless look.


  “I’m asking if you are hiding something from me. Depending on your answer, I may be forced to rely on violence.”


  “All right, let’s try out the next store!” Saito pulled on Rui’s arm, dragging her outside the store.


  Met with this, Rui looked at him in disgruntlement.


  “I had yet to finish my investigation of that store. Why did you interrupt me?”


  “Because we can’t have you beating up innocent people!”


  “Most conflicts in this world can be resolved with violence. Using absolute strength, you can achieve true understanding between two individuals.”


  “At the very least, I don’t think I could call any of that ‘understanding’!”


  “Rest assured, I shall never hurt another person. I will simply rip out the four pillars of that store.”


  “You’ll indirectly crush that poor person!” Saito did his best to stop Rui from going back to the sweets store.


  Saito realized how much of a fool he was to assume this violent maid driver wasn’t a nuclear warhead just because she wasn’t driving any longer. She was even more dangerous while driving a car. After walking a bit longer, they could see a line of people standing in front of a store—a fruit parlor. The first floor offered presents of the sort, and the second floor acted as something resembling a cafe. Since it could be quite expensive, the average age of the customers was way above Saito. They arrived at the end of the line, and Rui asked one of the women.


  “What line is this for?”


  “Their famous pudding uses seasonal fruits. It’s limited to 100 a day.”


  Rui’s eyes lit up.


  “Saito-sama, have you visited this place with the lady before?”


  “Sometimes, yeah. Though I’ve only ever had water.”


  “Wha…You sat next to the lady, enjoying her delicious pudding, with nothing but water…? What a pitiful person you are. And that doesn’t even come close to describing it.”


  “Oh, shush.”


  Rather than throwing money at random sweets, Saito preferred to buy lots of books. And without this mentality, the average human that he was could never hope to pay the prices that the rich lady Shisei threw around.


  “Let’s line up here. We should be able to buy a single piece if there are a hundred of them,” Rui said, sounding confident.


  However, the number of available pieces grew smaller with each customer in front of them.


  “I’d like ten, please.”


  “That will be 10,000 yen!”


  “Twenty, please.”


  “That will be 20,000 yen!”


  The pudding portions were being sold off like crazy, as each passing one only fueled Rui’s murderous hostility.


  “What are you doing to the lady’s puddings?!”


  “They don’t belong to either you or Shise!”


  “No, they most definitely are the lady’s. Every food in this world belongs to her, just waiting to be eaten. That is what she told me.”


  “Is Shise out to eat the whole world…?” Saito grew terrified.


  Time passed, and it finally became their turn. The window was filled with reddish melon cakes, and other fruit dishes like cream puffs. The employee greeted the two, lowering her head.


  “My sincerest apologies, but the previous customer just bought the last pudding we had.”


  “Which direction did they walk off to?!”


  “Like I said, don’t murder innocent people!”


  Rui’s eyes changed into that of a wild hunter, as Saito tried his hardest to keep her locked down. If left alone, she would chase that innocent soul even to the pits of hell only to get that single pudding. Following that failure, Saito and Rui walked around the shopping district, looking for that pudding. However, they struggled to find the limited pudding in question.


  Soon enough, the sun began to set, the sky turning violet. Fewer and fewer people walked around on the streets, as the lights on the stores around them began to dim, as a cold atmosphere reigned in the air.


  “I’m sorry, but…that will be enough,” Rui said with a sigh.


  “Enough? Are you giving up?”


  “No…I will continue to look alone. I believe you should return home, Saito-sama,” Rui said as she wobbled ahead.


  She looked a lot weaker than usual…possibly even defeated. She must be utterly devastated that she can’t find the right apology for her master. Even though Saito was finally free, he couldn’t feel much joy from this.


  “I swear…Fine, I’ll help until we find it.”


  Rui turned around.


  “There is no need for that. You have nothing to gain from me being able to make up with the lady.”


  Saito scratched his head.


  “Sure don’t, but…I don’t like this.”


  “What exactly?”


  “That things are so awkward between you and Shise. You’re not just any servant to her, but an important partner.”


  “Partner…”


  Rui repeated these words as if she chewed on them.


  “Shise can’t be happy while she’s fighting with you. I want Shise to be happy. And for you to smile with her.”


  “……” Rui looked away. “…That…is not something you should say to any girl other than Shisei-sama.”


  “Why?” Saito wondered if he’d said anything odd.


  “Because…hearing such things will make me happy,” Rui said with a smile.


  It was a smile he’d never seen from the usually sour-faced aggressive driver and was absolutely beautiful. It emitted a gentle warmth, even.


  “R-Right…” Saito was unsure how to respond.


  “As I thought, the lady really needs you.”


  “Hm? What do you mean?” Saito tilted his head in confusion.


  And yet, Rui gave no response and instead put her index finger on her lips as she began thinking.


  “I doubt there are any more limited puddings in this shopping district. And if you’re willing to help me, we should probably tour the entire country next.”


  “Please don’t tag me along for that.”


  “Then the entire world, yes?”


  “Don’t add the search radius even more. And looking around randomly isn’t all too efficient either. Can you draw me a picture of what the pudding looked like?”


  “I’m not too confident in my artistic skill. The last time, I tried to draw a dog but people assumed it to be a rice cracker.”


  “How did you even achieve that?”


  The whole category got warped in the process. She went from a living organism to food.


  “Ah, I do have a picture. It’s from the time the lady ate the same pudding before.”


  Rui moved her hands inside her dress to take out a smartphone. Unlike her master’s, it actually had a cute look to it, with adorable decorations attached to it, stickers of flowers or Shisei on it. She opened up her phone gallery, swiping through it. Shown in this gallery were pictures of Shisei’s sleeping face, when she was eating cake, when she was bathing, in her underwear, and many more.


  “Hold on…some of those are very suspicious.”


  “They are peek…No, secret…No, snaps of love, yes.”


  “You can rephrase it as much as you like, it won’t change the fact that you’re committing a crime.”


  “It most definitely is not a crime. It is…love!”


  “Really now? So taking a hundred pictures of just Shise’s soles is love, too?”


  “Naturally. Her soles are the treasure of this world.” Rui showed absolutely no hesitation as she boastfully declared that.


  “Right, and next you’re gonna throw a bottle of wine at her…Maybe I should tell Shise about this.”


  “If you dare tell the lady, I will make it my only goal to ram a mysterious limousine right through your living room.”


  “What mysterious limousine?! I don’t need some sleep needle to figure out it’ll be yours!”


  And yet, Saito had no way to counter this threat. If he were to get crushed by a car that size while sleeping in the living room, there’d be no hope for him. Meanwhile, Rui finished swiping through her phone and turned the screen toward Saito.


  “I found it. It’s this right here.”


  “Let me see…” Saito took a closer look.


  On the screen, he saw a picture of Shisei stuffing her open mouth with pudding. She probably took this in secret like the rest, because it was a bit blurry, and it didn’t show much of the pudding. However, Saito remembered that pudding.


  “This…is soja pudding from a tofu-specialized store.”


  “So it’s not from a sweets store?!” Rui’s eyes shot wide open.


  “Yeah. And it’s actually not located here in the business district, but a bit further away at a local electricity shop. And the reason they’re limited is that the auntie there makes them whenever she feels like it, so it’s pure luck if you run into them…”


  “Then let’s head there right away!”


  Saito was still in the middle of talking as Rui grabbed the back of his collar to forcefully drag him along. Saito tried to protest and break free, but his throat was slowly being crushed, giving him no option to even make any sounds. When they arrived at the store in question, they found three of the soja pudding servings stored in an old wagon, hidden from the average customer.


  “This is it! Thank god…”


  “Yeah, I’m so glad (I didn’t suffocate there)…”


  Rui and Saito both sighed in relief, except for different reasons. They bought up all the remaining portions of pudding and returned to the limousine. Brimming with motivation, Rui held onto the steering wheel, overflowing with a passion so much even Saito could tell.


  “Okay…We shall be off then! At full speed!”


  “You’re always driving at full speed, right?! Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to drop the speed a bit?!”


  “Not quite! Normally, I only show 10% of my true skill, but now I’m feeling motivated! Make sure that the pudding doesn’t get crushed back there!”


  “Maybe you could worry about me some more?!”


  But of course, Saito’s plea was erased by the roaring engine, as the scent of melting tires filled the inside of the limousine. The limousine snuck between the open spots created by the other cars, somehow proceeding incredibly fast despite the rush. It’s almost like the limousine, as well as its driver Rui, completely disregarded the laws of physics, and was freed from traffic laws. Saito wanted to tell her to at least abide by the traffic laws, but he worried he might bite his tongue, so he just frantically clung to the package with the pudding inside. Finally, they arrived at the residence.


  “I’ll be waiting here, so off you go.”


  “Why do I have to be the one to go? You should go, Saito-sama.”


  Rui showed no signs of moving from the driver’s seat.


  “But this is supposed to be your apology to her, right?”


  “If the lady were to reject me once again, I might actually die from sheer despair. Just imagining it makes me feel dizzy, I can’t set foot inside the residence.”


  “You’re surprisingly sensitive, huh?! Why can’t you be like this when driving next time?!”


  “My driving is just as sensitive. Now please, offer my apologies to the lady. And while you’re at it, offer your heart to her, all the same.”


  “Nobody’s getting my heart!”


  “Why do you have to be so stubborn?! I bet you have ten of those anyway?!”


  “I’m not a regenerator! I only have a single yet precious one!”


  Sati stomped on the ground, as Rui forcefully pushed him toward the entrance. But as they were fighting with each other, another voice joined them.


  “Is that for Shise?”


  “My lady?!” Rui froze up.


  Without making so much of a sound, Shisei suddenly appeared next to the two.


  “If you have a present for Shise, then hand it over before you completely crush it.”


  “Y-Yes…” Rui accepted the bag from Saito, subsequently handing it over to Shisei, who took a peek inside it.


  “Oh, three of them today? Wow.”


  “Will you…forgive me…?”


  “It’s okay now. Shise overdid it, too. She should have forgiven you by cutting your salary for the next ten years.”


  “Thank you so much, my lady!” Rui tightly embraced Shisei.


  “Mgh…Can’t…breathe…”


  But because Rui completely overdid it, Shisei was brought to the brink of death. Not to mention that a cut of ten years did sound extremely harsh, but if they seemed satisfied with that, then Saito didn’t want to cut between them. It was a pointless fight, but he was glad they managed to make up. However, that only stayed that way until Rui suddenly glared at Saito with a cold gaze.


  “How long do you plan on standing there? You’ve done your part, so go home.”


  “Even though we’ve been together this whole time?!” Saito was utterly baffled.


  Then again, he knew that this was the kind of person Rui was. She was oddly docile because she was on bad terms with her master, but deep down, she was a demonic maid. Rui got inside the limousine and then called out to Saito.


  “What are you doing? Hop in.”


  “Huh? You’re taking me home?”


  “Of course. I brought you here, so I can’t have you walking all the way back.”


  Saito was shocked to see she wasn’t an absolute demon, as he entered the back of the car. Then again, it was questionable to even appreciate the fact. Compared to before, the limousine drove down the street in a much calmer fashion. It felt almost comfortable like Saito could fall asleep. He was shocked to see that Rui could drive in such a fashion. Outside the window, the world had turned dark already, as the lights in the city began to turn off. Only a few scattered lights guided their way, as human silhouettes swayed inside of it. And then, he heard Rui faintly muttering to herself.


  “Really, I’m so glad. If the lady were to hate me forever, I wouldn’t know how to live on.”


  “You’re exaggerating again,” Saito laughed.


  “Not in the slightest. She is the only reason I am alive right now. Because she was kind enough to hire me when I had gotten fired over and over again.”


  “Why…?”


  Saito wanted to ask for the reason, but he could somewhat trace it there. After all, it would require an immensely twisted individual to even have them look after Shisei’s insane requests. Reaching that far, Saito realized that he might have to be cautious of her in the future. Finally, the limousine stopped in front of his home. Saito got out of the car, and so did Rui.


  “Anyway, I’ll be heading in…” Saito tried to give his farewell when a sweet scent of soap tickled his nose.


  Rui had suddenly embraced Saito#s body, as her long hair tickled his neck.


  “Wh-What are you…?!”


  Then, she whispered right into his ear.


  “Thank you very much for today, Saito-sama.”


  “Why are you…?!”


  And then, another voice ruptured Saito’s eardrums.


  “Y-You?! What are you doing there?!”


  Turning around, Saito spotted Akane standing at the front door, looking at them in shock.


  “I just gave Saito-sama a farewell hug. To thank him for spending today with me.”


  “What were you two up to?!”


  “We went on a date.”


  “A date?! What’s going on?! Why would Saito go on a date with some maid?!”


  “Stop saying stuff that will invite misunderstandings!” Saito protested, but Rui had already evacuated inside the limousine, starting up the engine.


  As she drove off, she stuck out her tongue at Saito.


  —You damn…!


  Sparks flew between the two, as Saito cursed with a fist.


  





  “So basically, you two weren’t actually on a date, but you just helped her look for an apology gift she could give to Shisei-san?”


  “That’s what I’ve been saying this whole time…”


  It took much longer than Saito would have loved to admit for him to finally convince Akane that he was innocent. During that time, there was no dinner for him either, except he could smell Akane’s delicious cooking just waiting in the kitchen. It was just a prime example of torture.


  “Now I get to see Onii-chan and Onee-chan having a genuine fight!”


  Maho, who had been over to visit, watched this unfold with sparkling eyes.


  “How about you support me a bit?!”


  “Why would I do that? I love seeing you two have an argument!”


  “You goddamn onlooker!”


  At school, Himari would be the one to offer Saito a rescue boat, but she was not present right now. After a lot of hard work, Saito finally managed to resolve the misunderstanding, and once they finished dinner, it was decided that Maho would be staying over. Saito was never a fan of chaotic times like these, but he also didn’t dislike his home being a bit more lively than usual. Hearing laughter in his home oddly helped him relax. It’s like sitting under a kotatsu on a cold winter day. Plus, it was a lot easier on his heart since he wasn’t alone with Akane. When they had just gotten married, the air between them was difficult, but that was still the case now, only in a different direction. He sat on the living room sofa, with Akane next to him, when he realized she was staring at him.


  “…What’s wrong?”


  “…Nothing!”


  She quickly looked away and dropped her gaze onto her textbook. However, she probably struggled to focus, because she still kept sneaking glances at him. Each time that happened, Saito’s feeling of disarray grew, leaving him unable to focus all the same. His heart was racing faster, and his hands holding the book were sweaty.


  —Just what is this atmosphere…?


  Saito wanted to head to his own study room, but the door was still glued shut, so that was not an option. And it was a lot of trouble to remove that, since he didn’t want to destroy anything of this home Tenryuu lent them, so they had to wait for a professional to arrive.


  “I brought some of Onee-chan’s albums! Let’s look through them together!”


  Maho came running into the living room, carrying several albums. Immediately after, Akane looked the opposite way of Saito, which allowed him to take a moment of relief.


  “Huh? What’s this weird atmosphere about?” Maho looked at the two as she raised an eyebrow.


  Akane began to flush, awkwardly fidgeting. Meanwhile, Maho sat down on the sofa, whispering into Saito’s ear.


  “Onii-chan…Did you do the lewdies with Onee-chan while I wasn’t here?”


  “Of course not?!”


  “Huh? But…there’s this lewd smell in the air!”


  She put her nose to Saito’s neck, taking a deep whiff. And of course, she gave off a bewitching scent that made Saito’s head spin.


  “M-Maho! Don’t cling to him like that!” Akane tore Maho away from him.


  “You don’t have to get all jealous, Onee-chan!”


  “Wh-Who’s jealous?!”


  “The one I love the most is Onee-chan, after all! Onii-chan is second. He’s my mistress!”


  “Who’s your mistress?!” Saito glared at Maho.


  “And Onee-chan is giving off some super lewd smell, too! From where? Here?”


  “H-Hey, stop it!”


  Maho rubbed her nose on Akane’s chest and cheeks, but Akane didn’t attempt to push her away. Just like Saito, she was always weak against her little sister.


  “Come on, let’s look through the album. You bought it from home, right?”


  “Oh, trueee!”


  Reminded by Akane, Maho stopped clinging to her sister and sat back down on the sofa. She opened up the album and leaned against Akane, happily looking through it. And what a heartwarming scenery it was. Saito couldn’t see the pictures from his end, but he wasn’t particularly interested either so he just went back to reading. And for today, he was happy with a simple protein shake, too, as that made it easier to read.


  “Tada! It’s Onee-chan’s nude photo!”


  “Pfffft?!”


  However, when Maho suddenly pushed a photo right into Saito’s face, he could not keep the protein inside his mouth. Although he barely managed to dirty the photo, he could almost feel it even coming out of his eyes. That being said, the nude photo Maho was talking about was actually just a snapshot of Akane when she was a baby. It was hard to tell, but some features to be found there could definitely belong to the current Akane…maybe.


  “Kyaaaaaaah?!” Akane immediately leaped at Maho to forcefully close the album shut. “What are you showing him?!”


  “What’s the big deal? You were a baby.”


  “But I must have looked so awful! My figure! It’s embarrassing!”


  “So you’d be willing to be naked in front of Onii-chan as long as you’ve got a good figure?”


  “I-I never said that!”


  Thus, the two sisters began fighting for the album. To cool down his own racing heart, Saito pressed one hand on his chest and took a few breaths.


  “Geez…If you hate it that much, then I’ll just show him pictures of us in kindergarten, okay?”


  “That…should be okay…” Akane reluctantly gave permission.


  She sat next to Maho, and formed fists on her lap, ready to leap at her if the need arose. She was more than just cautious.


  “I don’t…really have to look, you know?”


  “Why?! No, you better look!”


  “Oookay…?” Saito didn’t even know how to respond.


  Did she want him to look at the photos or not? Saito didn’t know. Maho seemed to be having the time of her life, flapping her legs up and down, as she went through the album.


  “Onee-chan and I even went to the same kindergarten! Though, I rarely ever went there myself!” Maho just bluntly dropped a bombshell.


  Inside the album were photos of them having fun together at the kindergarten when they went cherry blossom viewing with their family and grandmother, and even when they sat around the hot pot during the holidays. Akane always had a strong conviction on her face, but surrounded by her family her expression was gentle and warm. And on most of the family pictures, you could see what resembled a sticker that showed Maho doing a peace sign with a wink.


  “What’s with these stickers?”


  “Ah, these? Because I was constantly hospitalized, I could never participate in the group pictures, right? Since I would have felt lonely and left out, I added these afterward!”


  “Isn’t that…even worse?”


  That was the same as cutting out a student after the picture, just the opposite way.


  “Not at all! As long as I can be there with the others, that’s all I need!”


  “But the age doesn’t match at all. Akane’s in kindergarten, yet you’re wearing a middle school uniform.”


  “You worry about the smallest stuff, Onii-chan! Familial love transcends time! You get that, right?”


  “Not in the slightest.”


  “Man, I feel bad for you, Onii-chan! I’ll teach you all about love then!” Maho said and pushed her lips toward Saito.


  However, Akane grabbed her by the neck and pulled her back. And then she declared sounding like a god of death.


  “Saito…doesn’t need any love!”


  “That’s a bit cruel, don’t you think?! Even Onii-chan wants to be loved! Isn’t that right?” Maho looked at Saito with dampened eyes.


  “No, not really. I’d rather just read books.”


  “Okaaay, then let’s look through the album some more!”


  “I just said I’d rather read! Were you not listening?!”


  “I sure was! I just chose to ignore you!”


  “That makes it even worse!”


  Maho laughed and continued to go through the album.


  “Ah, this is Onee-chan during the entrance ceremony for elementary school! Back then, she had longer hair, and more of a peaceful air to her!”


  Akane quickly closed the album.


  “No pictures of me from back then! There’s some of me in a swimsuit!”


  “But that’s what makes them great!”


  “In what way?!”


  “I bet you wanna see elementary school Onee-chan in a swimsuit, right?”


  Saito was at a loss for words. It would be a lie if he said he had no interest. He was a bit curious about what Akane looked like with long hair. And when they went to the pool before, she looked incredibly cute in her swimsuit, too. She must have been just as cute back then. However…


  “D-Do you…want to see them?” Akane asked with a quivering voice.


  The fact that she was blushing was proof enough how furious she was. If Saito showed even the smallest glimmer of an ulterior motive, he would be blasted off this planet.


  “Not at all! Not in the slightest! I’d rather gouge out my own eyes instead!”


  Saito prioritized his own life over short-lived curiosity. And he believed that to have been the right choice…yet.


  “How rude! At least say you’re a bit interested!”


  “Why?!”


  Women are complicated. Just what answer would have been the right one to avoid any trouble?


  “Geez! You’re a good-for-nothing virgin as always, Onii-chan! Then I’m just gonna enjoy those pictures all by myself!”


  “Hey, Maho?!”


  Maho didn’t listen to Akane’s outburst and just ran out of the living room while embracing her album. You could even hear some sinister laugh while she did so.


  “She’s a bit too…free, huh?”


  “Yes…”


  Left behind, Saito and Akane looked at each other with a wry smile. As Maho was like a storm, she came and left as she pleased, but thanks to her, there was no awkward atmosphere between them anymore, so that was one thing they should be thankful for.


  “I…would like to have a look at your albums, Saito.”


  “There aren’t any.”


  “Huh? Why?” Akane’s eyes opened wide.


  “Because my parents never took any pictures.”


  “Why…?”


  “Because there’s no need to take any?”


  “…” Akane fell silent.


  She just stared at the table, biting her lip. Saito didn’t understand the reason for her sudden mood swing, but he grew worried that he may have done something to ruin the mood again. He frantically looked for a way to brighten the mood, as he spoke up like a scholar.


  “Pictures are just data. And with my memory so perfect, I remember it all.”


  “Saito!” Akane suddenly screamed.


  “Wh-What?”


  Akane suddenly leaned forward, looking up at Saito with a serious expression.


  “If you don’t have any pictures, then we just have to take lots from now on. We have to be together even if we don’t like it, so let’s see all sorts of sights, visit many places, and take lots of pictures together.”


  “O-Okay…” Saito was bewildered but still nodded along.


  





  Sitting in a stall in the boy’s bathroom at school, Saito glared at himself in a mirror. He fixed his hair with his wet hand, trying out poses here and there, even different faces. However, he did not achieve any satisfying result. He was doing this so Akane wouldn’t think of him as weird when they’re taking pictures at home.


  “Maybe I should read a book about posing…?” Saito sighed in resignation when Shisei appeared.


  “Brother, are you planning on becoming a model?”


  Saito was bewildered.


  “Shise?! This is the boy’s bathroom, you know?!”


  “So?” Shisei tilted her head, not understanding the problem.


  “So that’s a problem! The girl’s bathroom is next to this!”


  “Shise knows that. She knows a lot.” Shisei puffed out her chest in pride.


  “That makes you being here even worse!”


  “Not at all. Shise just went where she wanted to go, doing what she wanted to do. Nobody will go against her in that.”


  “You’re…Yeah, that is true.”


  Since Saito had never seen a single human being who spoke up against Shisei’s actions, she wasn’t wrong. Then again, Saito was the same, and even the absolute ruler of their family Tenryuu was always sweet to her. That being said, he felt bad for all the boys running out of the bathroom in terror at Shisei’s appearance. So, he grabbed Shisei by the neck and dragged her out of the toilet. She didn’t fight that either as her legs dangled in the air like a kitten being carried by its mother.


  “Brother, are you planning on becoming a model? Then Shise will be your manager.”


  Saito put Shisei down on the hallway floor.


  “Hell no. Akane just said she wants to take pictures of me, so I was practicing my poses.”


  “Anatomical pictures?”


  “Don’t say scary stuff like that. She wants some of me alive…I think? Please, let it be that…”


  Saito was beginning to lose confidence by the second. Maybe he’d be turned into an autopsy subject the second he got home today. Used as material by the science department for further research. These doubts began filling his mind.


  “Why is she taking pictures anyway?”


  “I told her I have no album of my own, so she said she wants to take pictures from now on.”


  “Aren’t you a bit too excited, then? Practicing poses and all that.”


  “Not at all! For anything that will be left behind for the generations after this, the future head of the Houjou Family has to always look perfect.”


  Meanwhile, Shisei formed arms like a crab would.


  “It’s okay. You just have to run around laughing naked and do a handstand.”


  “No way this would be okay! That’ll result in the greatest scandal the family has ever seen!”


  A single photo had the power to turn the whole world into his enemy. Saito scratched his cheek and continued.


  “Well…I don’t really need photos or anything like that. I don’t understand the reason behind wanting to store random footage like that as data. It would only suffice as proof in a trial, and I don’t see any personal or educational value.”


  Shisei stared at Saito’s face.


  “But you seem happy.”


  “I’m not happy at all. I’m just helping out Akane because she seemed so adamant about it. And if I said no, we’d just end up fighting again.”


  “…Really?”


  “Really.”


  “Really really really?”


  As they walked down the hallway, Shisei kept doing circles around Saito, asking him from all sides.


  “Yes, really.”


  Being asked this much, Saito could feel himself blushing. He placed his hands on both her shoulders, forcefully changing the topic.


  “I don’t know much about the customs of other people, but do you have any albums, Shise?”


  “Sure do. About 200.”


  “That’s a lot! How could you normally accumulate this many?!”


  Shisei deeply nodded.


  “That’s common sense. You should learn about the world some more, Brother.”


  “Agh…”


  Treated like an alien who’d eat stones off the street, Saito felt utterly humiliated. He was basing his logic and reason off the books he’d read and movies he watched.


  “But…a regular home shouldn’t have the space to store 200 albums.”


  “Shise’s mother stores them away in the Shisei Art Gallery that’s part of the company.”


  “That crazy aunt of mine…”


  Shisei began counting with her fingers.


  “Shise’s pictures, statues, oil paintings, regular paintings, figures, snow globes, herbarium, records of her growth, and story movies, it’s all in there. The employee of the month usually gets to enter there as a reward, and it’s open up during the foundation festival, too.”


  “Are you some cult leader?”


  “Whenever Shise hands out certificates and whatever, the employees usually grovel down on their knees and start crying.”


  “You’re some empress!”


  Then again, knowing Shisei’s charisma, that much was to be expected, and Saito had no trouble imagining a scenery like that. Maybe this was all a plot by Reiko to ensure that Shisei had an easier path to inherit the company. Then again, there was plenty of a chance this was all just to spoil her adorable daughter. Said daughter now looked closely into Saito’s eyes.


  “Shise always thought that brother hated pictures. You never take any yourself, and you don’t try to join any group pictures, either.”


  “I just don’t see any need. Not like I hate it or anything.”


  “……”


  Shisei went silent, holding Saito’s hand.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing. This result is just different from Shise’s calculations, so she’s a bit bewildered.”


  Holding hands, the two returned to the classroom. The sun entering the room through the open window was awfully fresh that day, and the voices of the students inside the classroom overlapped.


  “…Then Shise should’ve taken more pictures,” Shisei mumbled to herself.


  





  Time moved on, and the location changed to the cafeteria in Shisei’s residence. Atop the stone furnace hung a picture of Shisei, the drape curtains covering the windows. A chandelier hung down from the white ceiling, illuminating the antique long table below. The chairs surrounding this looked as ancient as the atmosphere, built in the 18th century. Sitting around the table were Shisei, her mother Reiko, and her father Mikhail. Naturally, the table was covered with luxurious food. While cutting some of the steak filet, Mikhail spoke up.


  “I’m happy we got to have dinner like this today. Hearing that you keep visiting Saito’s home, Shisei, I feel bad for Reiko. She must feel lonely.”


  Reiko showed a bitter smile.


  “I don’t mind. As long as Shisei has fun.”


  “Shise is having lots of fun. But having dinner with you is too.”


  As Shisei kept on munching down dish after dish, the maids continued to deliver new plates carrying more food. To them, this was a necessary skill.


  “If only Saito finally joined us. Then you would be happy, and your mother would be happy. Then I would get to see your smiles, which makes me happy.”


  Reiko’s face changed expression.


  “How long will that frail couple continue to live together anyway? I figured it wouldn’t even last a whole week.”


  “Well, I don’t think it’ll continue for much longer. They’re the exact opposite in terms of personality, and they’re constantly fighting, right? Unlike us, who truly love each other,” Mikhail said and threw a wink at Reiko.


  “Oh, dear…Mikhail.” Reiko blushed.


  Despite all the years that have passed, they were still acting like they’d barely just started dating. And since they both look young enough to be in their twenties, they may very well be like that.


  “Actually, Brother and Akane are doing pretty great.”


  “Pretty great…?” Reiko narrowed her eyes.


  “Through their constant fighting, they’ve arrived at a common ground. Since they were the complete opposite, the steps they had to take toward each other were longer, but they were never at a standstill.”


  “I still think it would have been better to pair him with someone he gets along with. Even once he succeeds in the family, he needs a woman that can support him, not make his life harder.”


  “Were you two always this close?” Shise asked as she looked at her parents.


  Mikhail responded with a laugh.


  “I wonder about that. Reiko’s always been a bit of a queen, always boasting with pride. At first, I was confident that I wouldn’t fall into her hands, but eventually, she succeeded in taming me…”


  “Hey, Mikhail!” Reiko blushed furiously and slammed her hand on the table.


  “Reiko? What’s wrong?”


  “You shouldn’t be saying that in front of a child!”


  Mikhail waved his hands to show innocence.


  “No, no! She’s our beloved child, so she should know of the history of our love.”


  “But she needs to retain her respect for her parents!”


  “I already threw all my pride at you.”


  Shisei may have been present during this argument, but she didn’t mind her parents’ words at all and instead munched on the food in front of her. If she prioritized them over food, she would eventually die of starvation.


  “But even if they may be getting closer, it still is a futile effort, no? After all, Saito-kun and that girl share no feelings for each other. That is something you need as a married couple.”


  “That’s the kind of family the Houjous are. Even gramps was forced to marry his fianceé, no?” Shisei commented.


  “That was ages ago. I married the person I love, and so did my siblings. Saito-kun has the right to be happy.”


  “At the very least, Akane has feelings for Brother.”


  “…What did you say?”


  “She liked him for the longest time, but couldn’t accept it. Except now, the realization finally set in. And since she loves him, she should be able to make him happy.”


  “Saito-kun might be fine with it, but…” Reiko looked at Shisei and asked. “…Are you sure you won’t regret that?”


  





  During lunch break, Saito and Shisei sat on a bench in the courtyard. As always, Saito was reading his books, with Shisei enjoying her after-meal snacks, when Himari arrived.


  “Awww…Awwwww…”


  She sat down to the left of Saito, sighing non-stop. And she kept on sneaking glances at Saito, too. Normally, this act alone would be nothing but a bother to Saito, but seeing it from Himari was more cute than anything else.


  “…Are you bored or something?”


  Unable to just ignore her, Saito stopped reading and asked her. Resulting from that, Himari looked at him with stars in her eyes.


  “That’s right! Incredibly bored! How could you tell?!”


  “Because you keep sighing like that…And it’s rare to see you not be around Akane during lunch break.”


  “She’s just…so busy lately, and she doesn’t give me much attention.”


  Saito assumed that Akane was off studying as always. Then again, the regular exams were not too close, either. Himari then leaned against him.


  “Hey, Saito-kun, give me some attention.”


  “Why would I…”


  “My wife Akane is not giving me any, so it’s up to you, my husband, to satisfy me.”


  “That makes no sense.”


  “You’re the one who made me crazy, so you have to take responsibility, okay?”


  “That actually makes no sense!”


  And despite Saito’s outburst, Himari pushed her body closer to him, bumping shoulders which completely threw Saito off concept. Was it just his imagination or was she getting more assertive than before? At the same time, Shisei got off the bench and squeezed herself between the two of them.


  “Sh-Shisei-chan? What’s gotten into you?”


  “Shise just wanted a place to sit.”


  “But there’s a lot of space over there?” Himari said and pointed at Saito’s right side.


  “Shise has to be close enough to Brother so that she can always aim for his heart.”


  “Are you…out to…?”


  “Shise won’t eat your heart, so don’t worry,” she said while drooling.


  “I have more than enough reason to worry very much!” Saito covered his chest with his palm and jumped away.


  She may be his precious sister, but he was still in the presence of a predator, so he could not let down his guard in the slightest. But said predator now sighed in grand fashion.


  “Well…Shise’s got something on her mind.”


  “I don’t mind hearing you out, you know?” Himari responded, doing the polite thing.


  “Lately, it feels like someone’s been stalking Shise.”


  “You’ve got a stalker?! Maybe you should talk to the police?”


  “Shise is hungry. Brother, more snacks.” Shisei pushed her hand toward Saito.


  “You still have some, right? What’s that castella in your hand?”


  “Shise wants more. Human greed and hunger are limitless.”


  “…Wait, that was it?! What about the stalker?!” Himari was clearly bewildered.


  “Talking about it made Shise feel better. And having stalkers is something normal to her.”


  “It shouldn’t be! What if you get abducted?!”


  “Shise will be surprised.”


  “I bet you will, but I think that’d be the least of your problems!”


  Shisei put her fingers on her jaw and flashed the look of a detective.


  “Maybe he…might treat Shise to some food?”


  “Then it wouldn’t be an abduction! The best you’ll get is bread, probably!”


  “That would be bad.”


  “Right?”


  Finally, they reached something resembling a common ground. Talking with an alien must be hard work for Himari. Finally, Shisei got up from the bench and pointed up at the sky.


  “If Himari says so, then it can’t be helped. Let us fight against the stalker.”


  “Wooo!” Himari clapped her hands.


  “I’m all for that, but…are you gonna set up surveillance cameras?”


  “That is such a thing of the past. We’ll use Shise’s newest technique.”


  “What is it?!”


  “Just you wait. This technology…will change the history of humanity.”


  “The history…of humanity?”


  Saito gulped.


  





  “So this…is your newest invention?!” Himari’s eyes shot wide open.


  Standing in front of them was something resembling a trap. A draining basket was put upside down, supported by a wooden stick, and a rope was spread in front of it to capture the stalker if he dared to step too close. At the sight of this, Shisei puffed out her chest.


  “It took Shisei a hundred years to develop this.”


  “100?! That’s amazing, Shisei-chan!”


  “Maybe doubt her a bit? This is such a primitive trap, I can’t even!”


  Saito just had to point that out.


  “It’s not good to doubt others.”


  “That’s right, Saito-kun! Shisei-chan worked so hard for this!”


  “Right…”


  Saito did not understand why he was being treated as the bad person. Shisei then proceeded to place a photo of herself under the basket, as well as right outside, too. They were pictures of her in uniform, a dress, in gym clothes, all of them in great variety.


  “The bait will be pictures of Shise. And once the stalker falls for the trap, Shise will drop the basket.”


  “No way anybody will fall for this…”


  “Humanity is foolish. They know they are wrong and still fall for the bait.”


  “I think you’re underestimating us as a species.”


  And she must be mistaking them for sparrows.


  “All we have to do is wait here.”


  “Ready for war…!”


  Shisei and Himari hid in the nearby thicket. Saito could already tell that this would just be a waste of time but still joined them. After a brief silence, Himari whispered.


  “I wonder what kind of person that stalker is…I just hope he’s nobody dangerous.”


  “They are dangerous the second you can qualify them as a stalker.”


  “He might be a kind person?”


  “What in the world is a kind stalker?”


  Meanwhile, Shisei’s eyes were brimming with confidence.


  “Shise can tell. This stalker must be incredibly hairy, looking like a gorilla. And since he never took a single bath in his life, his body looks like nature itself.”


  “If that person was walking around on school grounds, they’d get reported immediately!”


  And as they were bantering back and forth, they heard sounds coming from the trap.


  “?!”


  Tension ran between the three of them, as Shisei pulled on the string.


  “Eeek?!”


  From inside the basket, they heard a shrill scream. Immediately after, Shisei struck a victorious pose.


  “There you are, gorilla. You’ll be gorilla hotpot tonight.”


  “You can eat gorillas?!”


  “All living beings can consume each other. And gorilla fits with about anything.”


  “I see! What about gorilla crepes?”


  “Quite popular, in fact.”


  “You know so much, Shisei-chan!”


  “Like I said, stop believing her. She’s just saying what comes to her mind.” Saito crawled out of the thicket, approaching the trap.


  Inside the basket, he could hear someone’s muffled voice. Himari then followed with sweaty palms.


  “This is…a gorilla’s groaning voice?! First time I heard one!”


  “Be careful, you’ll never know when they start shooting beams.”


  “This isn’t a gorilla’s voice, nor do they shoot any beams!”


  That scream was far too high to have been from a gorilla. So, Saito slowly raised the basket. What appeared from underneath…


  “Mgh! Mghugh!”


  It was Maho, carrying several of Shisei’s pictures in her hands, chewing on one where she wore a swimsuit. She seemed genuinely terrified for once, as her shoulders were standing on edge. THen, Shisei put one hand on her hip and struck a pose.


  “As Shise thought…a gorilla!”


  “It’s just Maho-chan!”


  “No mistaking it…This hideous aura…This terrifying scent…It’s a gorilla.”


  “Nothing about gorilla’s is hideous, though?”


  “It’s not nice to capture a cute girl like me only to call her a gorilla, Shii-chan!” Maho leaped at Shisei but was met with empty air.


  Shisei was used to this excessive expression of Maho’s affection.


  “So Maho-chan was the one stalking Shisei-chan?”


  “Exactly. So, it’s time to bestow Sakuramori Maho with a fitting punishment.” Shisei said and raised her hands as she approached Maho in a suspicious manner.


  “This almost sounds like a lewd punishment, which I’d be very happy about, but you’re wrong about this! I wasn’t stalking you or anything!”


  “Then how do you explain all those pictures in your hand?”


  “Ah.”


  Maho awkwardly froze up, as she quickly dropped the photos.


  “Th-This…There’s a good explanation! I just wanted to print some of these to fill my whole room!”


  “Guilty.”


  “She sure is guilty.”


  “You’re matching the motive of a stalker, too.”


  “You’re all in unison! I request a lawyer!”


  “Denied.”


  Shisei’s judgment did not waver.


  “I said it’s different! There were other people following after Shii-chan!”


  “Who?” Himari asked.


  “I couldn’t see their faces…but I think it was around 5000 of them.”


  “They would definitely stick out if they moved in such numbers!”


  That was close to being a small army.


  “Ah, right. I overdid it a bit. Maybe 500?”


  “That’s still way too many!”


  “Don’t sweat the small stuff. Let me help catch the real culprit. That way, you’ll believe me, right? Right?” Maho clung to Shisei as she pleaded.


  That being said, the way she rubbed her cheek against Shisei didn’t seem like she was too desperate.


  “Fine. But the job of a detective is harsh, so are you sure you can keep up?”


  “Yeah! I’ll do the job of eating the sweet bread!”


  “When did you become a detective…?”


  Saito couldn’t keep up with this sudden development.


  “You’re not going shopping. Shise wants you to capture the true culprit…With these modern capture tools,” Shise said and offered Maho a net for hunting bugs.


  “This is not modern in the slightest!”


  Or so Saito retorted, but Maho gratefully accepted it.


  “Thank you, Shii-chan! I…will do my best to capture the true criminal! Even if the other person has a gun, I can use this net!”


  Shisei tightly grasped Maho’s hands.


  “You can do it, Maho.”


  “Can she…?” Saito couldn’t shake off his anxiety.


  





  While talking about this and that, Saito, Shisei, and Himari walked through the courtyard. However, this was just a facade. Maho was hiding in the shadows, waiting for the true stalker to show themselves so she could catch them. Then again, could she even capture a human being with a net used to catch bugs? The size definitely didn’t fit. And if it actually was someone dangerous, they could easily turn the tide against Maho. That being said, she was brimming with determination, so Saito gave up on trying to stop her.


  “Once we catch the new stalker, we’ll put them into the insect box,” Shisei said while forming fists.


  “Can you even do that?!” Himari was shocked.


  “Of course. Someone as unimportant as an insect will easily fit.”


  “I see! Then what should we do as bait?”


  “Yakisoba, curry, ramen, biscuits, arrosticini .”


  “Arrosticini are super delicious after all!”


  Himari and Shisei were also not hiding their excitement, making it impossible for Saito to throw in a veto.


  —I guess it’d be best for them to see how pointless a net like that will be.


  That’s what Saito thought.


  “Caught you!”


  Behind them, they heard Maho’s energetic voice. Turning around, she had caught a person’s head inside her net. Because the net was so thickly woven, it was impossible to make out the face beneath it, but judging from the knitted top and tight skirt, it definitely was an adult. They were trying to escape the net with all their might, but they were hiding in the nearby trash bin, unable to escape.


  “Good job, Maho-chan!”


  “You did it.”


  “Hehe! Praise me more! Praise me more!”


  Maho showed a proud smile as Himari and Shisei approached her.


  —Are you kidding? Idiots like this exist in this world…?


  Saito couldn’t believe the sight in front of him. And the person who appeared from inside the net was their arts teacher.


  “Don’t misunderstand! I wasn’t tailing a student at all! I just wanted new ideas for my drawings, so I chose Houjou-san as my inspiration!”


  Maho pushed her face closer to the teacher and grinned.


  “Really? Then why were you hiding inside the trash bin?”


  “Because it was right here!”


  “That makes no sense,” Saito sighed and shook his head.


  If this was regarded as normal in this world, then he wouldn’t want to live here anymore.


  “Shii-chan, test it.”


  “Okay.” Shisei gave the teacher a hug.


  In an instant, her facial expression changed.


  “Shisei-samaaaa! You’re so cute! And so delicious!”


  The teacher completely lost herself and raised Shisei high into the air. She wasn’t even trying to hide it anymore, as she drooled.


  “Oooh.”


  Shisei didn’t seem bothered much, and just let the teacher do as she pleased.


  “Sensei, could you stop swinging around my little sister?”


  “Ah?!”


  The teacher returned to her senses.


  “See! I knew you were a stalker, Sensei.”


  “N-No, I’m not…”


  And as the teacher held her head, a plastic bag fell from her chest pocket.


  “What is this…?”


  Himari picked it up.


  “That’s the plastic bag of melon bread Shise ate this afternoon. So you’re the collector type of stalker?”


  “I just picked it up because I saw it lying around! It’s my duty as a teacher!”


  “But there’s a date written on the paper…” Himari said and looked at the teacher in absolute disgust.


  “Ugh…!”


  Backed into a corner, the arts teacher slammed her hands on the ground.


  “That’s right! I’m a stalker teacher! But it’s not just me! Everyone is stalking Shisei-sama!”


  Himari looked at her and asked.


  “Just because everyone does it doesn’t mean you’re free to go. I think you should probably reconsider your choices in life…”


  “I’m sorry! I will restart by becoming a trainee teacher!”


  Since she had fairly good looks and was popular with the boys, it was an eerie sight to see her grovel on the ground like this. And then, Shisei nodded deeply.


  “That resolves things.”


  “Nothing is resolved. There’s still countless other stalkers around, remember?”


  “All right, let’s capture them all!” Maho raised her hand with the net into the air.


  





  The courtyard was riddled with students sitting on the ground. Boys and girls, from the first year to the third year, the variety was unnerving. They all had their arms and legs tied together, with no chance of escaping.


  “There were…a lot more than I thought.”


  “Shisei-chan, you’re way too popular.”


  Saito and Himari were gasping for air. As for Maho, she collapsed on the ground, knocked out completely.


  “To think Shisei-chan would tie me up like this…”


  “What a reward…”


  “Tie me up tighter! Use electricity, too!”


  “Shisei-chan’s hands are so small and cute…”


  Yet, the tied-up stalkers showed no remorse whatsoever. Instead, they seemed excited at this event. They even looked ready enough to leap at Shisei again if the chance were to arise. Said Shisei looked up at Saito.


  “Brother, what do we do? Burn them?”


  “I feel like that’s a punishment a bit too harsh for a stalker…”


  “We’re just gonna burn their clothes.”


  “Don’t let naked stalkers run through the town! You’ll scare the poor people!”


  A shiver ran down Saito’s spine. Not to mention that they were still tied up. They’d get arrested by the police and put behind bars.


  “Then Shise will scold them.”


  “Will they really listen?”


  “If spoken with all one’s heart, it will get through to them. That’s how Shise managed to tame Nessie from Loch Ness.”


  “You’re amazing, Shii-chan!” Maho had recovered and jumped up.


  “Nessie doesn’t exist…”


  “She does. Inside Shise’s heart…” She rubbed her chest and then stood in front of the stalkers, looking over them with a calm gaze. “Shise…will forgive all of humanity.” She declared like a goddess.


  “You’re not angry?”


  “You don’t think it’s gross?”


  “If anything, please call me disgusting!”


  “Glare at me with your beautiful eyes!”


  “Step on me, Shisei-sama!”


  It seemed like it was too late for those stalkers to be cured.


  “Shise isn’t angry, and she doesn’t think of it as gross, either. But, you’ll have to pay for your crimes. Each of you will have to buy 100 pieces of melon bread every day from now on,” Shisei said as she began drooling.


  This goddess was filled to the brim with gluttony.


  “One hundred?! That alone won’t be enough to convey my love!”


  “I’ll bring a thousand instead!”


  “I have to buy a bakery right now!”


  “This marks the beginning of our legend as bakers…!”


  The stalkers were brimming with motivation.


  “They’re going the homemade route…?” Saito was utterly terrified.


  He could not understand how these many people were ready to change their lives for a single individual. He didn’t understand the celebrity and idol culture that was reigning in Japan. He always considered interesting stories or precious knowledge to be much more inspiring than that. Meanwhile, Himari voiced her concerns.


  “Shisei-chan, if you eat that much bread, you’ll ruin your stomach.”


  “No problem. Anything that’s left over will be circulated back into the market.”


  “So you’re making a business out of this…”


  “Someone from the Houjou Family has to always keep a business outlook on things. And Shise will rule the world with melon bread.”


  “You can use melon bread to conquer the earth?!”


  “Of course. Because melon bread is the strongest thing on this earth.”


  With that statement, she had lost Saito completely, but this was just an average occurrence at this point, so he just accepted what he heard. And then, Himari joined in.


  “Does this mean we captured all the stalkers?”


  “These are all the ones we could find, so there shouldn’t be any more issues.”


  The bell rang to signal the end of lunch break, so Saito and the others returned to the classroom.


  





  Indeed, there shouldn’t have been any more issues. School ended, so they all went home, and Shisei decided to visit Saito’s home to play games, when her shoulder suddenly jumped, as she stopped playing with the controller and whispered into Saito’s ear.


  “Shise can feel a presence watching. It must be another stalker.”


  “?! Even at home?! Where?”


  To ensure the culprit wouldn’t realize, Saito carefully looked around.


  “Don’t know. But quiet. Focus.” Shisei put her finger on Saito’s lips, as he focused on his ears.


  Shisei sat on the sofa like a doll, not moving an inch. And as there was no sound made in the room, they heard a faint rustling of clothes. As well as faint breathing that came from the hallway.


  “Over there!”


  “Eeek?!”


  Saito swung open the door. The one who appeared behind there was…Akane. She still wore her uniform, directing the camera of her smartphone to the living room.


  “Akane?! Were you the one stalking Shise?!”


  “I’m not a stalker!” She quickly hid the smartphone behind her back, as Shisei looked at her with quivering eyes.


  “This presence and scent…it’s familiar. Shise’s been picking this up every time she was around Brother lately. But she had no idea it was you, Akane.”


  “Akane’s stench…?” Saito’s eyes opened wide, as Shisei nodded.


  “Shise could pick it up from far away.”


  “Now I feel like you’re insulting me! I’m taking a bath every single day!” Akane roared in anger.


  By the way, Saito didn’t dislike that scent. It smelled like strawberries, creating a sweet and welcoming scent. It was utterly unbefitting of her image as a violent dragon, though.


  “Akane…You shouldn’t stalk others. Though I understand that Shise’s cuteness is enough to make others go crazy.”


  “Shise is cute, so that can’t be helped,” Shisei agreed.


  “I’m not being crazy!”


  “But you were secretly taking pictures of Shise, right? Why don’t you show us that smartphone of yours.” Saito tried to take the phone, but Akane frantically jumped away.


  “No!”


  “That doesn’t help your defense too well.”


  “Th-There’s nothing there…And I set it up so it’ll explode if someone other than me touches it!”


  “Why would a security system cause death?! Consider the safety of others!”


  “I value privacy more than safety!”


  “Just give up and show me already!”


  “I’d rather explode and go to hell than show you!”


  The two began fighting for the phone. Akane grabbed Saito’s hand, which tried to reach for the phone. It was terrifying how much grip strength Akane packed. Almost enough to break his bone. That being said, Saito could not back down either. Because the safety of his precious sister depended on this. And the one to pick it up when it fell to the ground was Shisei.


  “Got it.”


  “Ah!”


  Akane grew pale, but it was too late. Saito had her on lockdown with both his hands. Shisei then opened the gallery on her phone, looking through it.


  “……”


  “And? Did you find any pictures of you?” Saito asked as he kept Akane locked up.


  “There’s pictures of Shise…but she’s not the main focus. They’re all of Brother.”


  “Of me…?”


  “…!”


  Akane’s head turned beet red, whereas Saito began shaking in terror.


  “What…are you plotting? Are you trying to use pictures of me for some curse?!”


  “I won’t!”


  “Then what other method are you gonna use to assassinate me…?”


  “I’m not trying to have you killed!”


  “Then…why…?”


  Saito had no idea what exactly she could be plotting.


  “I don’t know! I don’t know a thing!”


  





  After enjoying Akane’s homemade dinner, Shisei went home. Saito would have preferred for her to stay the night, but she decided to leave as she didn’t want their parents to feel lonely. And since Rui came to pick her up, there was no containing her. Left alone with just Akane, Saito readied himself for what would happen now. He had no clue why exactly she would be gathering pictures like this, but he could not afford to be killed mercilessly. He swore to fight back until he would draw his final breath. With that thought, Saito wanted to escape from the living room, but then Akane came over. She hid something behind her back, blocking the door.


  “G-Good evening…”


  “Good evening…?”


  For some reason, she greeted him. Something was off about Akane, which only heightened Saito’s sense of danger. She must be hiding some tool to kill Saito behind him. And now, the time has come.


  “L-Let’s have a talk. Talk it out, yeah? I don’t want to fight you. I’m ready to negotiate if it means bringing peace. How do you feel?”


  Saito tried to reason with Akane, but she didn’t show any signs of listening. She remained silent, just walking toward Saito.


  “Okay! What do you want?! Just today is special, I’ll listen to whatever you want me to do!”


  Saito raised both his hands to surrender. And yet, Akane just quietly showed him what she was hiding.


  —Am I gonna die?!


  Saito tensed up, but…


  “Th-This!”


  The object she pushed towards Saito was not a spear, nor was it a sword. In fact, it looked almost like a book. And on the cover, it said ‘Saito Year 1,’ together with a red ribbon running around it.


  “What…is this?” Saito was bewildered.


  “It’s…It’s your album. Since you said you don’t have one, I thought of making one for you.”


  “And…that’s why you took all those pictures of me?”


  “Y-Yes…” She awkwardly put her hands behind her, fidgeting.
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  With her flushed cheeks, she looked up at Saito to figure out his reaction. Then, Saito opened the album. Inside it were pictures of Saito as he was playing games, when he was out shopping, and when he was taking classes. There was even one of Saito sleeping, which she must have taken in secrecy at night. Countless pages were filled with Saito’s face as he went through his day. Looking through that, he could feel his chest tightening.


  Like something was holding the grasp of his heart, wrapping around it. It was an odd feeling, like something was off. However, he didn’t mind it at all. The inside of his chest began to burn up, as his view began quivering. It was the same feeling he had when Akane embraced him. The sensation he didn’t understand but longed to learn more about.


  “I-If you don’t need it, then you can throw it away! I guess it’s gross, right?! What am I even doing?! It’s weird, right? I’ll throw it away right now!” Akane tried to take the album from Saito.


  “No, I want it.”


  “Wha…”


  Saito tightly embraced the album, which left Akane speechless. Not knowing what to do, she just looked at Saito and the album back and forth. And that appearance was unbearably cute to Saito.


  “…Thank you. I’m really happy,” he smiled.


  “…!”


  Akane covered her mouth with her hands, as her eyes lit up like the stars. Even though she was the one giving out the present, it was like she was on the receiving end, nodding happily several times.


  “But, this isn’t enough.”


  “Wh-What is it? I can take more pictures!”


  “No, I’ll be the one taking it.”


  “Eeep?!”


  Saito pulled Akane’s hand to sit down next to him and raised his phone to direct the camera at them. Akane’s face, beet-red still, was right next to Saito’s, who was evidently flustered, too. And this wasn’t stored in his memory but on his smartphone’s hard drive.


  “It wouldn’t make much sense to leave you out of my album, right?”


  “…Yeah,” Akane smiled at him, shown in the camera.


  





  A white and luxurious car drove down the street running alongside the sea at night. The sparse fisher boats illuminated the otherwise black outside. The faint downpour ran down the windows, sparkling in the light. The one driving the car was the maid driver Rui. As she got to enjoy her hobby while also being paid, she was in great spirits, humming to herself.


  “My lady, are you sure about not buying any pudding on the way home?”


  “Yeah. Shise just wants to get home and sleep.”


  Sitting in the backseat, Shisei dangled her legs up and down, holding a single paper in her hands.


  “What are you holding there?” Rui looked at Shisei in the back mirror.


  “Just a picture. Akane gave it to Shise because she taught her how to print them.”


  “It’s rare to see paper pictures nowadays.”


  “It’s perfectly sufficient as data. This is illogical, and this could never make Brother happy,” Shisei said as she gently embraced the photo.


  Shown there were Shisei and Saito leaning against each other.


  Chapter 3 - Secret Hideout


  Saito and Akane sat next to each other on the living room couch, watching a movie when his phone rang. Shown on the phone screen was ‘Grandpa (Houjou)’, and the second he saw that he placed the phone back on the table. As always, Akane was fawning over the next best cat movie she found, but it was better than listening to Tenryuu’s pointless blabbering.


  “Are you sure you shouldn’t be answering?” Akane stopped the movie to ask.


  “No worries. He’ll stop trying eventually.”


  “But it’s your grandfather, right? Maybe he’s lonely.”


  Saito snorted.


  “That calamity-class dictator doesn’t know what loneliness is even if it got engraved in his brain.”


  “He’s still a human! Maybe he just wants to hear his grandson’s voice? I feel bad for him!”


  A dictator like him wouldn’t know such emotions. He’s probably plenty satisfied just hearing his own voice.


  “But…”


  “No buts! Just answer already! I can wait!” Akane ordered him.


  “Oh well…” Saito reluctantly grabbed the phone and answered. “Hello?”


  ‘What a great wife you got. Unlike you, she understands how human emotions work.’


  “I’m gonna hang up.”


  This is why Saito didn’t want to get involved with his grandfather. The fact he knew about their conversation just now was plenty of proof that he was nuts. And this home prepared for them by Tenryuu was looking more like a horror house. Hearing Saito’s response, Tenryuu laughed.


  ‘You should know that hanging up will not choose a thing, yes?’


  “What do you want? You’ve got three seconds.”


  Saito didn’t bother beating around the bush.


  ‘I wanted you and Shisei to take care of cleaning up the storage shed. It was on my list for a long time, but I just didn’t have the time. And it’s brimming with goodies from the previous head.’


  “Then have one of your servants do it? They should know more about your home than I do.”


  ‘I…actually killed all of my servants.’


  “Why?!” Saito was flabbergasted.


  ‘Don’t take me seriously, I was merely joking. If you can’t even see through a jest like this, I cannot have you set foot into my world.’


  “I mean…You sound like the person who’d do that.”


  ‘That is very true.’


  “At least deny it?!”


  Saito felt terrified that he shared the same blood as this man. Akane may have asked this of him, but Saito could not see himself having a meaningful conversation with his grandfather. And yet, she was now watching over Saito with a warm gaze, nodding to herself. What’s that gaze about, anyway? Was she just fooling around?


  ‘I’ll properly pay you. And you can take home whatever you find.’


  “There’s nothing I would want…”


  ‘Are you sure? If you won’t do it, I’ll have a professional tear it down. And I think that there might be some copies of Sherlock Holmes and other publications from the 17th century buried there…’


  “Ugh…!” Saito grasped his phone.


  Becoming the head of the family would mean that the contents of the storage shed would all be his, but that future will not arrive if it were to be destroyed. And he would not be able to stand the thought of letting all those precious books and records be lost. Even if he knew that this was just Tenryuu’s strategy of getting his way. And as proof of that, he could hear him laughing across the phone.


  ‘Now, what will you do? It all depends on your decision, so don’t regret it.’


  Saito reluctantly answered.


  “I’m going, okay! I just have to, right?!”


  ‘Kaha…You should just be honest from the start, my dear grandson.’


  Tenryuu finished the call with a burst of eerie laughter and hung up. The way he spoke and even laughed made him sound like a villain. Saito didn’t know what his true plot was, but it sure left him exhausted.


  “What’s wrong?” Akane leaned forward.


  “He wants me and Shise to clean up the storage shed of the residence. Can’t really be bothered, but I’ll have to go this time.”


  “Hmm…” Akane mumbled as she looked at the table.


  Despite the call having finished, she didn’t restart the movie. She seemed restless, rubbing her hands together.


  “T-Then…I’ll help!”


  “You can just relax at home, you know? You didn’t wanna come during our family gathering, remember?”


  Saito saw no reason for Akane to enter the front stage only to be exhausted by Tenryuu’s nonsense. In fact, being with the family of the person you were forced to marry must not be very comfortable for her.


  “No, I’m going. Because…”


  “Because…what?”


  As Saito asked, Akane bit her lip. She looked at him, whispering with a voice that was about to disappear.


  “It’s because…I want to know more about you.”


  Saito felt like an invisible hand grasped his heart. The sensation that followed…was a mixture of pain, heat, and something like he was being torn apart. And yet, he didn’t dislike it. Even as his earlobes began to burn up.


  “I-I see…”


  “…Yeah.”


  The two averted eyes. Just what exactly was this atmosphere between them? It felt like the air had gotten thicker in the living room, leaving Saito restless. Even though they weren’t even touching bodies, he could feel Akane’s temperature like they were one.


  “I…I’ll go get some fresh air!”


  Seemingly, that was the same for Akane, as she shot up and ran out of the living room. Left behind, Saito leaned against the sofa and sighed.


  





  Akane ran out of the house and crouched down in front of the door. Even as she placed both her hands on her cheeks, they were close to burning up. And it wasn’t just that. Her forehead, neck, heart, everything felt like it was on fire.


  —Again…I said it again…!


  The desire to learn more about Saito…Stating this so openly was such a bold act. Because of that, things got awkward between them, and she was worried that maybe Saito grew annoyed with her prying about everything. That being said, she couldn’t pull back either. Since Saito rarely spoke of himself, she had to instead use the people around him to learn more. In fact, Akane still couldn’t fully understand who Saito was as a person, and she was worried that Himari might just take him from her, as they were clearly similar. However, even if their origin and place of birth may be different, people should be able to understand each other. And they can make an effort to try and achieve that. She and Saito might still be far apart, but she could make an effort to bring them closer.


  And then one day, they might just be able to become a true married couple. Not just on paper, not just because someone told them to, but because they want to be together.


  “…I have to give it my all.” Akane clapped both her hands on her cheeks to motivate herself.


  





  Shisei’s limousine picked up Saito and the rest and made its way to the residence. Inside, Saito sat next to Akane, facing Shisei and her mother Reiko. Although she was happy they came to pick them up, Akane felt incredibly anxious, as Reiko had been giving her a cold stare this whole time. Slowly, Reiko opened her mouth.


  “Why are you joining us…? It’s your day off, no? Do you not have any friends to hang out with?”


  She didn’t even bother hiding her hostility.


  “I do…have a friend.”


  “Oh dear, only one?” Reiko’s eyes opened wide.


  “Yes…”


  “I’m a bit worried if you can really support the future head of the family. Are you confident you can keep his servants together while he’s busy with work?”


  “…Mother,” Shisei poked her elbow at Reiko.


  Yet, she continued.


  “Cuteness alone won’t make you a worthy wife in the Houjou Family, see. You said you wanted to become a doctor, but if you’re not willing to cast aside your dream, you won’t make it far. Even my mother sacrificed her heart and soul to support my frivolous father to…”


  “Auntie, I think that’s enough. Plus, Akane didn’t marry me because she loves me,” Saito interrupted Reiko’s monologue.


  —He…stood up for me…?


  Akane could feel her heart racing faster.


  “She didn’t marry you because she loves you? Is that really the case?” Reiko directed a sharp gaze at Akane.


  “U-Um…”


  “Which is it? How do you feel about Saito-san?” She kept on pressing to the point the pressure could break bones.


  “……”


  And yet, Akane hesitated to answer. Right now, she was aware of how she felt. The reason why she didn’t reject the marriage as much as she normally would have, and that she subconsciously even possibly wished for this. However, saying that so bluntly in front of Saito was out of the question. Let alone dying of embarrassment, she was scared of Saito’s reaction. And more than anything…confessing in such a scenario wasn’t romantic in the slightest and probably wouldn’t work out, either. But Reiko knew that, and that’s why she asked that.


  —Did I…do anything that would make her hate me…?


  Akane looked through her memories, but couldn’t find anything that would fit this. They didn’t know each other before she got married to Saito, and even after that, they barely had any contact.


  “Akane doesn’t like me, there’s no doubt about that. We’re just living together. So I think you can drop this now.”


  “Hm…Just living together, is it?” Reiko’s rouge-colored lips formed a smile.


  —You didn’t have to emphasize it like that…


  Even though Saito jumped in to help Akane, she still felt hurt. She knew that this was the extent of their relationship. She even said this multiple times before. However, putting it into words like this showed the still-existing rift between them. She already wanted to go home, and yet they haven’t even arrived at the Houjou Family’s estate yet.


  So, all she could do was pretend like the awkward atmosphere in the car didn’t bother her. This must be an attack instigated by Reiko. Because if Akane were to run away, it’d be marked as her loss. She fought against those bullies back in elementary school, so this much wasn’t impossible to handle. Akane sat up straight and glared back at Reiko. Shortly after, the car drove up the mountains and reached the residence. The backseat door opened, freeing Akane from this stiff atmosphere inside.


  “What a shame. I would have loved to talk some more,” Reiko said with a cynical tone.


  Upon leaving the car, Akane was greeted with an enormous villa, resembling a samurai residence you’d see in historical dramas. Akane had always assumed the villa would crown itself with several floors, but this example in front of her was kept relatively low, instead stretching out to the sides with a white roof. If one wouldn’t know better, it almost looked like a small town from the outside. She passed through the gate with its brick roof, crossing the gravel, and entered through the front entrance. Immediately after, she was greeted with the scent of wood and a line of servants. An elderly lady wearing a beautiful kimono put her hands together and greeted her with a deep bow.


  “We humbly welcome you, Miss Young Wife. I am the head maid, my name is Sakaki.”


  “Young wife…?” Akane was bewildered, as Shisei delivered an explanation.


  “She’s talking about you. You’re the wife of the next family head, after all.”


  “M-Me?!”


  Not used to this title, Akane was bewildered, as the head maid offered one hand.


  “Now, Miss Young Wife, I will carry your belongings.”


  “Huh? But, I can take care of that myself…”


  “Yet if they were to get lost, we would receive the blame for it.”


  “Okay…” Akane reluctantly handed her shoulder bag to the head maid.


  She entered the hallway and attempted to line up her shoes neatly at the step, when another servant rushed to her side.


  “Miss Young Wife! You mustn’t do that!”


  “Eeek?! D-Did I do something bad?!”


  Maybe lining up the shoes here was considered bad manners in this family? Or maybe it was common practice to enter a villa with your shoes on? Akane didn’t know what she had done wrong, leaving her bewildered.


  “Please leave that to us servants. You mustn’t concern yourself with such trifling matters.”


  “O-Okay…”


  How complicated. The second she went a bit beyond the line, a servant immediately came running to scold her. She’d definitely feel better being able to move freely, but the servants probably had her own problems to worry about.


  “Is this the home of a noble or something…?” Akane whispered towards Saito as they walked down the hallway.


  Saito faintly shrugged his shoulders.


  “Don’t really get it, but a distant ancestor was a Kuge. subjugated by Minamoto no Yorimitsu, he entered the palace or whatever. Something nonsense being passed down, nothing more.”


  “Oh…”


  So they technically were nobility. Since Akane was just an average commoner, she was even more nervous now. Even the paper sliding doors running along the floor looked expensive and extravagant, making Akane wonder if she could even pay for it if she happened to destroy it. The inside was quite similar to her grandmother’s restaurant, but that was home, and this is the outside. As they walked down the hallway, a middle-aged man and woman came walking toward them. They showed no intention of greeting Akane, not acting like regular servants, either. Their expressions were cold and sharp, and their facial features somewhat resembled Saito’s. They were whispering to each other as they passed by Akane and the others. Bit by curiosity, she asked Shisei.


  “Who were those two? Your relatives?”


  “Brother’s parents.”


  “Seriously?! I thought they were some strangers…”


  Both Saito and his parents showed no reaction whatsoever. Like they were living in different worlds, not categorizing each other as living beings.


  “Yes, they are. And they should just die.” Shisei sounded oddly aggravated.


  “I’ll go greet them real quick!”


  “Akane?! You really don’t have to…”


  Saito tried to stop her, but Akane was already on her way. Even if their relationship was anything but positive, they were his parents, so they were not unrelated to Akane. She couldn’t just ignore them. It’s proper manners to greet them, and with this, she might be able to find out more about Saito. Turning the corner, Akane ran after them.


  “Excuse me!”


  “What?”


  Saito’s father turned around. Despite him looking almost exactly like Saito, there was no warmth to be found in his eyes. Like a bottomless lake, all light disappeared when it met his eyes, as Akane felt a shiver run down her spine.


  “N-Nice to meet you! I thought I should at least introduce myself.”


  “Who?”


  “I don’t know.”


  Saito’s parents looked at each other, confused. Do they not even know the face of the person who married their son? Did Tenryuu or Saito not show them any pictures?


  “My name is Sakuramori Akane. And I…am married to Saito…san.”


  “…Ah.”


  That seemingly was enough to connect the dots, as Saito’s father shrugged. And yet, his gaze didn’t soften at all. On the contrary, it grew colder.


  “Thanks for taking care of that thing. Would’ve just taken up space at home.”


  “That thing…?”


  “I’m talking about the man you married. Always looking down on others, treating them like they’re worthless. I’m sure that thing must be constantly getting on your nerves, right? You must be having a lot of trouble with him.”


  Despite their words sounding like they should entail empathy, there was no such emotion to be found. They just calmly stated what they felt, like nails driving into Akane.


  “We are…fighting a lot, but…”


  Akane never saw Saito as such a bothersome existence. Even when they were fighting and arguing with each other, she treasured the time they had together. At first, they really fought a lot, but that’s also how she was able to learn about Saito’s feelings. Then, Saito’s mother spoke up.


  “You must be getting a lot of money from the main family, right? I’m so jealous you can leave all your housework to servants.”


  “No, we’re handling all the housework between ourselves. I’m the one cooking, and Saito-san handles the rest.”


  “Huh? Why would you do something so pointless?” Saito’s father narrowed one eye.


  “Why…? Because this is how I did it back home, too?”


  How could he call something like that pointless? Making food was a joy for Akane, and she loved seeing him happy while eating it. Yet, Saito#s mother laughed.


  “You don’t have to suffer through that. That child is perfectly fine eating cup ramen for the rest of his life. He loves eating what’s bad for his body. Cup ramen, sweets, you name it.”


  “But that will only ruin his health…”


  “So what? My father will just get him into a hospital to have him fixed up anyway. Because he can’t let his precious successor die, after all.” Saito’s father said without remorse.


  “…!” Akane bit her lip.


  How could they say that? Say such things about their own son? Akane’s mother always thought about her despite how busy she was, and that’s what it means to be a parent. But now, Akane understood why Shisei had such hatred towards Saito’s parents. Just by talking with them for a brief moment, she could feel frustration and anger boil inside of her.


  —I can’t get angry at them…If I start a fight here, it’ll just come back to haunt Saito…


  Akane formed a fist as she told herself that over and over. Normally, this would be the point she began exploding, but she didn’t want Saito to hate her for this.


  “Oh my, were you in the middle of something?” Reiko came walking over, asking Saito’s father.


  “It wasn’t anything special. More importantly…”


  “Yes.”


  Saito’s father and Reiko nodded to each other, as the three of them walked down the hallway, entering a room. All their expressions were dark, as the sliding door was shut. Something felt off about those three, so she tried to listen to what they were talking about.


  “…Anything that…if we just had…”


  “THe money…But we have to…”


  “Found out…Surveillance or guard…That much, father will have…”


  Suspicious words reached Akane’s ears. And as she was unable to move away, she heard Saito’s father roaring in anger.


  “Oh shut up! You’re my younger sister, so you listen to what I have to say!” Akane’s shoulders jumped.


  Even though they’re related by blood, Saito was completely different from his father. No matter how harsh he may be at times, he would never use such a twisted tone. Akane pressed one hand on her chest to get her breathing under control, when Reiko’s voice could be heard from the room.


  “It’s bad manners to eavesdrop, young wife.”


  “…!”


  Knowing that she was found out, Akane jumped up and ran away.


  





  The shed they were tasked to clean up was a bit of a distance away from the main house. It was a white storage shed you’d see in historical drama shows, equipped with a sturdy iron door and locked up with a padlock and chains. Rui undid the seal and entered inside, followed by Saito, Shisei, and Akane. One large beam ran across the ceiling, as the only light inside came from the narrow windows. Just from the scent alone, you could tell that this place was locked up for a long time. And immediately, you were greeted by vases, paintings, statues, and other expensive-looking goods. Covered in dust, some were even hard to make out.


  “Akane, you look a bit pale. Are you okay?” Shisei asked.


  “U-Um…Well…Saito’s parents were talking with your mother, and I heard some weird words in there…”


  “It’s rare to see them even interact.” Saito seemed a bit perplexed.


  “Really?”


  “Yeah. Auntie’s on really bad terms with my parents, too.”


  “Naturally. Shise hates them just as much. Anybody bullying Brother deserves to die.” Shisei formed a fist and punched Saito’s chest several times, but that was probably the wrong target to let out her anger.


  “I wasn’t getting bullied or anything. They never hit me, or scolded me for anything. In fact, I’ve gotten more bullied by Akane.”


  “Don’t bully Brother.”


  “I-I’m not bullying anybody! Do you want to eat steak tonight?! I’ll make it for you!”


  “Don’t try to bribe me now that you feel guilty.”


  That being said, a steak did sound quite juicy—no pun intended. And especially if Akane’s the one making it, because she even had all the top-class restaurants around beat. Though it made Saito wonder how she could even create this difference. He never felt so full with food made by someone other than Akane.


  “What were they talking about?” Shisei asked.


  “I think they were fighting about money. Something about taking it out, something about surveillance…”


  “Is Shise’s pudding in danger?”


  “I don’t think true adults would steal pudding…”


  “There are.” Shisei’s gaze wandered into the distance, as Rui cleared her throat.


  “They must be looking to gain something from this storage shed. Maybe they were driven in jealousy because the Patriarch allowed the lady and Saito-sama to take home whatever they liked. If you sell the objects here, you could earn quite the fortune.”


  “We have to warn Saito’s grandfather then!” Akane was ready to storm out of the shed.


  “It’ll be fine.”


  “But…”


  “Surely, the Patriarch will be aware of this. I was informed to throw out anybody who dared to approach the shed.” Rui said so as she easily carried a giant statue with one hand.


  Being thrown by her would definitely end you with several broken bones. At the same time, Shisei sat down on a wooden box, kicking up the dust by doing so.


  “It’s been so long since we played here, Brother.”


  “But remember, we’re not here to play.”


  Saito grabbed Shisei and put her down from the box. He didn’t know how robust the box was, and she’d get hurt if she fell down.


  “You were playing in here? Like hide and seek?” Akane seemed mighty interested in that but Shise shook her head.


  “Not hide and seek. Brother and I were fighting in this dark shed.”


  “What kind of survival game is this?!” Akane couldn’t believe her ears.


  “Our only weapon was a squeaky hammer. Not lethal.”


  “But it’s still dangerous. You wouldn’t know where you fell down.”


  “Well, it was juvenile innocence, as they say.”


  “We were both young back then.”


  “You still look as young as back then, Shisei-san…”


  In fact, she looked like she’d still be in elementary school.


  “It was pretty fun when we accidentally got locked inside here.”


  “I had no fun whatsoever, by the way. I thought you were gonna eat me out of starvation.”


  “Everything’s fun when Shise is with Brother. There’s some of the drawings we did back then.” Shisei took Saito’s hand and pulled him toward a wall.


  And thanks to his memory, he perfectly remembered that. It was a doodle of Tenryuu they made when he was five. He remembered not thinking too highly of him even back then. Shisei looked over at Akane with a proud face.


  “What do you think?”


  “It’s…very well done.”


  And yet, her expression seemed bothered.


  “Brother and Shise were always playing. Taking a chess board here, playing against each other…and Shise won each time.”


  “With your calculative abilities, I’m not surprised about that. You always read a hundred ways ahead of me.”


  “But you agreed to play each time. You’re so kind.”


  “Because I was terrified you’d eat me if I said no.”


  Shisei always loved playing games, especially those where she could play against Saito. CPUs and other human opponents were far too weak.


  “You two, stop reminiscing about the past and get to work. Otherwise, we’ll be here forever.” Akane said with a sharp tone.


  She seemed oddly frustrated. And Saito knew that face. She’d always show that when she lost against him in an exam. Even though there was no exam happening right now.


  “Let’s start by splitting up into two piles. One for objects that are easy to dispose of, and one for those that aren’t.”


  “Noted.” Shisei responded.


  Shortly after, Akane found an old and dusty rice bowl.


  “This is dirty, so we can throw this away, right?”


  “This is an exotic rice bowl from the 16th century. You could sell it for ten million yen.”


  “Ten…” Akane grew pale, as she returned the rice bowl with quivering hands.


  “Then what about this? Is this like…a tree branch?”


  Akane picked up a red branch from the ground.


  “That must be red coral, used to make accessories. With this size, you can sell it for five million.”


  “Why is this just randomly lying around?!”


  “Because gramps has no interest in stuff that has no use to him.”


  Just like Saito, who was only interested in books. He was looking for old records or ancient magic books but found no success. Most of the books were recent ones, even some he could easily acquire himself.


  “Eeek?!”


  “What’s wrong?”


  Saito looked toward the source of that scream, finding Akane pointing at a wooden box. Inside there was a cut-off arm. The fingers looked rotten, something similar to paper wrapping around it.


  “Th-This is a murder scene! We have to…have to call the police…” Akane’s face was pale as she stood frozen.


  “Ah, no worries. That’s just a mummified demon hand.”


  “Demons exist?!”


  “Hell do I know. That’s just what I was told. I think it’ll grant one of your wishes.”


  “Any of my wishes…?”


  “But instead, you’ll have to sacrifice ten family members of yours.”


  “That’s a pretty big prize, no?!” Akane jumped away from the box.


  “I’m pretty sure we got a demon’s eyeball somewhere in here, too. If you offer a hundred sacrifices with that, you can rule the whole kingdom. And there’s a painting of the demon that’ll take over your body and defeat your enemies.”


  “Why is this a collection of demon goods?!”


  “Gramps couldn’t care less about that, though. Doesn’t believe in it either, but it’s still considered a family treasure. Do me a favor and wrap the paper around it again and put it away.”


  “No way! I’m not touching that!”


  “If you’re worried about health hazards, you can use gloves, too. You have some, right?” Saito asked when Rui offered Akane gloves.


  “I have army gloves and vinyl ones. Which would you prefer?”


  “Neither! I don’t want to get cursed!” Akane hid in the shadow of a pillar, her shoulders on edge like a scared cat.


  Unlike her usual attitude, this was almost adorable. Logically speaking, curses like that would never exist, but it was more than reasonable to get scared like that. And knowing this, Saito’s desire to tease her grew.


  “Here.”


  Saito picked up the box with the demon’s hand inside, approaching Akane.


  “…?! ?!?!”


  Akane stepped backward again, as her legs quivered in fear. She was being shaken by every small thing.


  “Wh-What are you doing?!”


  “I…don’t know. Your reaction is just so funny.” Saito was feeling excited.


  He hasn’t been feeling this way for years. Probably since he read the newest release of a mystery author.


  “Are you saying that it’s okay to kill people as long as it’s fun?!”


  “Nobody’s being killed here.”


  “But I will die! Die of shock!”


  “I see…But it’s important for you to build up residence, so we’re doing shock therapy!” Saito ran after Akane with the box in hand, as she did everything in her might to escape him.


  Since the shed was packed with random objects, there was soon no more escape left, as she was backed into a corner, Saito approached her with an evil grin.


  “Now…prepare yourself. You’re the one who agreed to help clean this place, so I’ll have you take responsibility.”


  “I see…Then I guess I have to clean you up first…”


  “Wha…?”


  Akane grabbed a nearby stick…No, it wasn’t just a stick. It was a silver-white spear that was passed down within the Houjou Family for generations. Since Akane was looking down and hiding her expression, Saito couldn’t tell what she was feeling, but he realized he went too far. He raised both his hands and declared his defeat.


  “All right, I’m sorry! I’ll take care of the demon’s hand, so let’s get back to work! Let’s get this over with!”


  “You were the one who started all of this!” Akane frantically waved about the spear, pushing it toward Saito.


  Although she didn’t seem to genuinely try and hit him, a spear was always dangerous, so Saito couldn’t take any risk. The one to save Saito from this predicament was Rui, speaking up in a cold voice.


  “Could you please stop flirting around and take this seriously?”


  “W-We’re not flirting! We’re fighting to the death!”


  “That was never my intention, though…”


  Hearing that, Akane blushed furiously.


  “So you were doing this to flirt with me?!”


  “Not that either!”


  “Saito-sama, I believe you should keep that for when you return home and are just amongst yourselves.”


  “Brother, you shouldn’t get horny in a place like this.”


  Rui’s and Shisei’s gazes pierced Saito.


  “You’ve got the wrong idea!” Saito pleaded innocence, but nobody present would be his ally and believe him.


  Even Akane stood at a distance from him, pointing the tip of the spear at Saito.


  “You’re wrong…I didn’t do anything…” Saito lamented as he wrapped the paper around the demon’s hand.


  





  Placing the golden wall clock where it belongs, Akane sighed once. The shred was riddled to the brim with random goods, you could pretty much open an entire market with just the objects alone. And since they were all valuable items, she had to handle them with care, which only elevated the exhaustion from it all. Breaking one item could mean the end of her life.


  Looking over at Saito, he was organizing plates with Shisei. With their faces close to each other, they vaulted the goods. This one being from the 15th century, this one being a special creation, they sounded like critics of sorts. And it made sense, as only Shisei could keep up with Saito’s knowledge level.


  —They really are close…


  Seeing them acting close enough to be seen as lovers, Akane could tell she was being jealous. Just until a while ago, she wouldn’t have felt much at this, but now she could tell. She was jealous of Shisei all this time. Although they had been raised as siblings this entire time, they were far too close. When they handed each other a plate, their hands touched a lot, and when she was reaching for a higher up place, Saito casually lifted her up. Unable to keep watching, Akane just decided to call out to them when Rui approached her.


  “…Akane-sama. I have something to talk about with you, so could you come with me to the pond?”


  “Huh? Sure…”


  Akane wondered what that was about, tilting her head in confusion. They were never too close. Akane didn’t even know what her name was. But she did as she was told, making her way to the pond. It was a beautiful Japanese garden, hard to believe that it belonged to a single person. A bridge went across a small river, and you could see splashes created by the koi fish. So far away from town, it felt like you’d entered a different time period, as the air was incredibly fresh. Akane enjoyed this world, too. Passing over the river, Akane spotted the maid driver in the distance.


  “I’m here now…” said Akane, but when she saw the maid driver’s face as she turned around, she was bewildered.


  On her face, she wore a demon’s mask. And not one you’d make in kindergarten. Not a cute one you’d see at festivals either. You could see horns growing from its head, and it looked less like a demon, more like an angry deity. But as it had lost color, scars here and there, the age was apparent.


  “Um…you’re the driver, right?” Akane asked when the maid driver responded.


  “My name is Houjou Rui. I am a driver, but also a maid, a guard, and everything that revolves around looking after Shisei-sama.”


  “Houjou…? Are you related to Saito and Shisei-san?”


  “A distant relative. I may have inherited a small amount of the endless talent of the family, but compared to the main family, I am nothing but a speck of dust. And those without talent are of no value to the Houjou Family.”


  Then again, not causing an accident with such reckless driving is a skill in itself.


  “That makes sense.”


  “What does?”


  “Your relationship with Shisei-san. You felt less like master and servant, and more like sisters.”


  Like Akane and Maho.


  “…I am but a simple servant,” Rui muttered as she looked down.


  Akane couldn’t tell what expression was on Rui’s face. Maybe there was some unsurmountable wall between her and Shisei?


  “Did you bring that mask from the storage shed? It really is filled with demon goods. Why couldn’t they have gotten cat tools.”


  “Because the ancestor of the Houjou Family is a demon.”


  “A demon…?”


  Since the conversation was turning into a fantastical story, Akane’s eyes opened wide.


  “We were told that one of the demons Minamono no Yorimitsu defeated in Oeyama was our ancestor. Unlike the other demons, our ancestor was taken in by Yorimitsu, exorcized, and freed of his anger.”


  “So he was lonely that whole time?”


  “We don’t know. It is a pointless legend. Demons do not exist, and the people with extraordinary abilities were feared as demons, I bet.”


  “…Like Saito.”


  In class, he stood out. Even though he wasn’t as nasty as Akane, or bad at dealing with others. That was because of his supernatural ability. Being the top rank at school without any hard work, his grandfather is a patriarch of a big family, and he has one of the greatest beauties of the world, Shisei, by his side, so it makes sense people would stay away.


  “That’s right. Saito-sama is a special existence, even amongst the Houjou Family members. The moment he was born, he held a talent that very much qualified him as a demon. Not loved by his parents, and feared by the average folk, the only one who stayed by his side was Shisei-sama. It was always Shisei-sama.” Rui repeated that last part with a tone like she was chewing on insects. “Such a talent usually leads to frenzy. But the reason Saito-sama didn’t end up that way is because of Shisei-sama. She always saved his heart, looked after his health, and supported him to the best of her ability. The reason she’s always eating so much is because of him.”


  “Because of him…? Why?”


  Wasn’t she just hungry all the time?


  “Since Saito-sama lived off sugar every single day without holding much hunger for any other dish, Shisei-sama would regularly eat together with him, disregarding the food she ate from the residence. Eventually, she became this much of a healthy eater herself. But in reality, Shisei-sama wasn’t that big of an eater at first.”


  “Shisei-san really treasures Saito, doesn’t she?”


  “That is correct. And that is why…” Rui took off her mask.


  Appearing from beneath there was an expression and gaze much more cold and terrifying than what the mask could ever hope to recreate. Her beautiful facial features formed an expression of hostility, as she muttered.


  “…Won’t you break up with Saito-sama?”


  “…!”


  Akane felt like her entire body was wrapped in ice.


  





  The sun began to set, as Saito and the others gathered in a hall at the main residence. Sitting around the table were the family head Tenryuu, Saito, Akane, Shisei, and Reiko. Unlike the previous gathering of relatives, this was a much smaller circle. Standing on the ebony table were various luxurious dishes. An appetizer made by a skilled chef, fresh sashimi you wouldn’t find on the market, tempura arranged like flowers, even looking at the food made you feel full.


  “Good work on everything, Shisei, Saito-kun. Thank you for listening to my father’s selfish request,” said Reiko with a smile.


  “A grandchild should always listen to their relatives’ requests. And I’ve prepared a reward, too. Here, eat up first.” Tenryuu opened his arms to show off all the food.


  “Actually, Akane and Rui worked just as much in the storage shed,” Saito had to point that out no matter what.


  “Oh my, really? You better not have stolen anything.” Reiko gave Akane a dubious look.


  “O-Of course not!”


  “Really now? As a commoner like yourself, it must have been quite a stimulating sight. There’s nothing to be ashamed of even if you give in to your desires. If you come clean now, you will be forgiven.”


  “I’m…not some thief.” Akane grumbled to herself.


  Seeing that, Saito felt anger building up inside of him. Fundamentally, Reiko was a very kind person, but she could always be strict towards others outside the family. No rather, this must be typical for adults inside the Houjou Family. They were always a step above the rest, which is why not even Rui was allowed to join the banquet.


  “Auntie, Akane couldn’t be more diligent and straightforward. She wouldn’t do anything like that.”


  “Saito…” Akane blinked a few times.


  Reiko must have seen this as peculiar, as she covered her mouth with one hand.


  “Oh dear, how passionate. That makes me sound like an evil mother-in-law.”


  “Which is very accurate right now.”


  “I was merely joking. As the wife of the next head, she can obtain whatever she wants, so there’s no need to move inefficiently.”


  “I won’t die that quick,” Tenryuu grumbled to herself. “Have you decided what to take with you from the shed?”


  “Not yet. We only worked through a fourth of it today, and I’d rather not pick something too quick.”


  Even now, Saito was hoping to find a magic book of sorts. There’s no telling that it doesn’t exist, so he was not giving up yet.


  “Shise will go with this,” she said and showed off the arm of the demon.


  “Wh-Why did you bring that with you?!”


  “Don’t bring that out during dinner!”


  Akane and Saito were bewildered.


  “That takes me back. Are you planning on activating its power by sacrificing us?”


  “Nope. Shise just thought it looked delicious,” Shisei began drooling.


  To that, Tenruyu narrowed his eyes.


  “Your stomach might be formidable against anything that enters it, but I would abstain from eating the demon’s hand.”


  “Did it expire or something?”


  “Because it’s not something you should eat.”


  “Then Shise will put a ribbon around it and hang it up in her room.”


  “That will be good enough.”


  “Wooo.” Shisei raised her arms in joy.


  “Are you sure about this…?” Saito looked at Tenryuu in doubt.


  Despite this being a supposed heirloom of the Houjou Family, he gave it away quickly. If their ancestors heard about this, they’d probably lose their mind. Tenryuu looked over at Akane.


  “What about you? Did you find something you want?”


  Akane frantically waved her hands.


  “I-I don’t need anything! You’re always sending us money, so I can’t ask for anything else…”


  “I’m having you live together under my orders, so sending you money to survive is the least I can do. This is this, and that is that. And if you want raw money, we can arrange that.”


  “That…I don’t feel too well about that…” Akane hesitated.


  Tenryuu pressed further.


  “Don’t hold back. I’ve got more than enough money.”


  “That is probably what every person would like to say at least once.”


  Saito grabbed grouper sashimi from a plate, carrying it to his mouth. It tasted fresh like the fish had just been caught hours ago, as the meat was incredibly easy to chew.


  “And? How is it?” Tenryuu asked Saito, who nodded.


  “Not bad. Though Akane’s cooking is better.”


  Akane began blushing furiously.


  “S-Saito! That’s too much! My cooking can’t compare to such a skillfully created meal…”


  So she said, but Saito wasn’t having any of that.


  “No, your cooking tops even this. With most food served to me in these places, I usually get tired of it pretty quick, but I could eat your food every single day. I’ve been thinking about how it could be this delicious, but I still haven’t found the answer.”


  “G-Geez…” Akane turned red to the point there was steam rising from her head, as she curled up her back.


  “Are you actually putting poisonous mushrooms in there?”


  “I’m not! Never!”


  “But the way you’re so adamantly denying it…As I thought.”


  “There’s nothing for you to be thinking here!” Akane pointed her chopsticks at Saito like it was a weapon.


  Tenryuu began snickering to himself.


  “I’m glad our married couple is getting along quite well.”


  “We’re not getting along at all,” Saito immediately denied Tenryuu’s statement, but Akane was busy giggling to herself.


  Her reaction was the complete opposite of usual.


  “Hey, you go and deny it, too.”


  “Huh? Buuut…”


  Akane couldn’t look more against that idea, leaving Saito bewildered, wondering what she was thinking. They’ve always been fighting on every occasion, so there’s no way they’d be as close as Tenryuu made it sound.


  “If you’re willing to become my son, Saito, you can have everything in that shed. It’s too early for you to inherit the company, but the garbage in the shed will be all yours.”


  “Again with that? How many times do I have to tell you that I’m not doing that.”


  “That’s right, Father. Because Saito-kun will become my son instead.”


  “I don’t have any plans for that, either!”


  Saito immediately corrected Reiko’s bewildering statement, as Tenryuu glared at her.


  “How could the next head of the family become the son of a subsidiary? That makes no sense.”


  “But he will be happier coming to us than rotting away as your servant, no?”


  Reiko glared back at him, as sparks flew between the two.


  “Shouldn’t you…be stopping them?” Akane asked Shisei in a quiet voice.


  “It’s okay. They’ve always been fighting over Brother. There was even one time when Mother tried to set up a coup d’ètat on Gramps’ company.”


  “Isn’t that even more of a reason to step between them now…?”


  In the end, Reiko failed with her attempt, and Tenryuu’s grasp over the Houjou Family only grew stronger. And yet, Tenryuu didn’t try to cut her off or seemed particularly bothered by it, either. Reiko stopped glaring at Tenryuu and directed her gaze over at Akane.


  “You also think that it would be better if Saito-kun became our son, right?”


  “That’s…” Akane couldn’t respond immediately.


  “If you were to support me in this, I would be the one to pay your tuition for you to become a doctor.”


  “Wha…” Akane’s eyes shot open, as Reiko snickered.


  “And then, you’ll be free from this forced marriage with Saito-.kun, right?”


  “Reiko. That’s enough.” Tenryuu grumbled with a sharp expression.


  Yet, Reiko didn’t bother much with this and just continued.


  “Think about it. You could become free again.”


  





  The long dinner finally ended. However, once the main dish was done, they now brought fruits and cakes as desserts. Akane couldn’t believe her eyes at the sheer amount. She knew she couldn’t eat all of that, but she also couldn’t leave anything behind. She could only pray that no more amount would land on her plate. Meanwhile, Shisei carried a whole melon with both her hands, stuffing her cheeks like a squirrel.


  “Let’s play something. I’m sure Gramps’ servants must have bought a new game,” she said.


  Reiko offered an idea.


  “If it’s console games, then I’ll be left out. But with Father and Saito-kun here, we could play a round of Brain Chess.”


  “…?” Akane hadn’t heard of that game before.


  “I’m not joining. I’ve got company work tomorrow.”


  “Oh, is someone sleepy? Makes sense, you’re at that age.”


  “It’s not my age.” Tenryuu grumbled.


  Reiko clapped her hands together.


  “Saito-kun and I will be team A, and Shisei is team B. Sounds fair?”


  Shisei pulled on Reiko’s sleeve.


  “Mother, Shise isn’t a team. It’s not fair.”


  “What are you saying? You can easily beat us even in a 2 versus 1, right?”


  “That is also true. Because Shise is a genius.” Shisei puffed out her chest.


  Akane once again realized that she really was Saito’s little sister. Her talent was one thing, but she didn’t overdo it with her arrogance, either. Then, Reiko smiled at Akane.


  “Would you like to participate? It can be a bit complicated as you have to remember the position of everyone’s pieces in your head.”


  “No…I think I’ll pass.”


  Akane doesn’t even know the rules of chess, let alone have the capacity to remember all of that. Weren’t there like 64 spots on a chessboard? Then again, Akane knew she wasn’t actually being invited. She must have suggested this version of chess to get rid of her.


  —Why does she hate me this much?


  Akane got up and left the room. She sat on the veranda in the outside hallway, sighing to herself. She was feeling tired after all the cleaning they did in the shed today, and all this tense atmosphere after that didn’t help cure her exhaustion either. They’d barely been for a day, and yet it felt like three whole days had passed. That was how long today was in her mind.


  However, the sight from the outer hallway of the garden at night was beautiful. The moonlight showered the black pond…Sometimes the grass was rustling, as the surface of the water was shaking. The scent of nature was carried along the gust of wind. As Akane enjoyed this brief break, a voice called out to her.


  “Are you tired?”


  “?!”


  Turning around, she saw Tenryuu standing there, his hands inside his kimono sleeves. He stood tall and straight despite his age, his expression stern like a rock, emitting pressure.


  “Yes…a bit.”


  “I see.”


  Akane thought he’d leave again, only for him to sit down next to her.


  —Why?!


  Tension immediately filled her body. She was currently talking with the patriarch of the Houjou Family. She had heard plenty about this man from Saito. Something about him chasing out his upper echelons if they didn’t play to his tune, crushing a rival company, making it so that thousands of people ended up without jobs. If she were to enquire his wrath here, a singular high school student like her would be done for. They’d probably find her dead corpse drifting down the river the next day. For that reason, she froze up and awaited his next words, but…


  “Are you and Saito getting along?”


  The way he spoke, and his choice of words…They made him sound like just any other grandfather. Akane felt perplexed at that as she responded.


  “Somewhat. We do fight here and there, but we’ve been doing just fine lately.”


  “That’s a good thing. Chiyo-san and I would always fight, too, but now we’re being friends. Though it took more than 50 years.”


  “50 years…”


  “Do you think it took too long? But you know, even if it took hundreds of years, there’s a meaning to be found. Because being at the end of your life without having all your wishes granted is the greatest regret to have.” Tenryuu shrugged his shoulders.


  “I’m aware of that. I’m going to grant my dream, no matter what.”


  For that, she was willing to put up with their grandparents’ selfish request, and she accepted this forced marriage. Tenryuu then asked.


  “Is Saito eating properly?”


  “Yes. I’m making sure he does. If I don’t look after him, he’ll just start eating cup ramen or sweets.”


  “Is he taking baths?”

“I’ll drag him in there if I have to.”


  “Did he make friends at school?”


  “Not at all.”


  Just…what is this conversation? Akane’s image of this cold-blooded absolute ruler was slowly shattering. Tenryuu was actually worried about Saito. He may have been emitting pressure at each of their meetings, but deep down, he was a caring grandfather. Even though he should probably ask Saito that himself. Because then he’d find out how Saito felt. But of course, she was in no position to say that. Because she also couldn’t be honest with Saito. Tenryuu put his hands together on his lap, looking down at the dark water.


  “…His genius is unprecedented in the Houjou Family, but there is something he’s lacking.”


  “Something…he is lacking?” Akane narrowed her eyes.


  “For as long as he can’t obtain this something, I cannot let him get control over the thousands of families under our company. But…maybe you could provide that.”


  “I…don’t really understand. If you know what he is missing, can’t you work to fill that hole instead?”


  “I can’t. Because he hates me, after all.” Tenryuu showed a bitter smile.


  “I don’t really think so. If he genuinely disliked you, he would just ignore you. But, you end up fighting because he can’t do that. He knows he can let it all out without losing his relationship with you, which is why he fights back. Because he trusts you.”


  Tenryuu’s attitude toward Saito and his parents’ attitude was the exact opposite. When he was fighting with Tenryuu, Saito’s face had actual color to it. He felt something.


  “You fight because you can’t ignore each other…Speaking from experience?”


  “That…might be the case.”


  Because of that comment, Akane began feeling awkward.


  “Anyway, I’m glad that your cohabitation is working out somewhat decently.” Tenryuu stood up. “But in the end…it all depends on your feelings.”


  “What do you mean by that?” Akane tilted her head, but Tenryuu just walked away without answering.


  





  It’s gotten late, so stay the night—is what Tenryuu told Saito and Akane, so they took their respective baths and got to their room. It was filled with gaming consoles, and bookshelves full to the brim with books. A TV was set up on the wall opposite the double bed, creating the perfect room to laze around in. On bare feet, Akane walked in front of the bookshelves.


  “So many books you’d probably enjoy…This isn’t a guest room, right?”


  “It’s my room here at the main house. Shise’s room is next to this.”


  “Preparing a room for your grandchild…What a great grandfather you have.”


  “This is just costing pointless money,” Saito grumbled and sat down on the sofa.


  “Is it really just that, I wonder…” Akane seemed a bit bothered by that, as she sat down on the corner of the bed.


  As her fingers ran along the sheets, her thighs rubbed against each other. She had just finished her bath, wearing the short pants and shirt given to her by the servants to sleep in, so she was showing a lot more skin than usual. It was different from what Saito was used to, leaving him nervous and not knowing where to direct his gaze.


  “There’s no rule to tell us to sleep together even when we’re outside the home, so you can use the bed. I’ll sleep on the floor.”


  “Come on, we’ve come too far to care about that.”


  “But I’m scared you’ll break my fingers if I accidentally touch you anywhere…”


  “I won’t do that!”


  “But you said so before…”


  Saito still vividly remembered their first night together—except it was like living through a horror movie without any glimmer of a romantic atmosphere to be found.


  “Th-That was…Yeah, I just accidentally said that out loud!”


  “So you were thinking about it!”


  “I wasn’t being serious! But if you want to sleep on the floor that badly, then do that! Just don’t come running if I accidentally step on you and crush your inner organs!”


  “Then maybe be a bit more careful when walking around?! Are you some wild beast?!”


  “Stop crying and come to bed already!” Akane slammed her hands on the bed a few times.


  In Saito’s eyes, having his fingers broken was probably better than waking up with a crushed rib cage. And with that decision made, he laid down in bed. Akane turned off the lights and carefully joined him. On their first day together, she even denied the thought of eating pizza together, and yet now she was urging him to sleep together. What a complete 180. Saito wondered if she accepted him a bit more than before, as he looked over at her. She had done the same, resting her head on her arm, as she looked at Saito. Her expression was warm and gentle, as she had narrowed her eyes, which made Saito’s heart skip a beat. He had never seen her like this before. But before he could say anything, her expression tensed up.


  “Wh-What? You got a problem?”


  “Not really, but…”


  He would have preferred to see more of that expression. Did he actually see that? Or was he just imagining things because he felt so exhausted? If it meant living together with Akane while she made that expression, he felt like he’d do whatever it takes.


  “Sorry about today. You helped clean up and all, and yet Auntie constantly had it in for you. I bet you didn’t feel too great.”


  “I’m not bothered by that. And because I tagged along, I got to know more about you, and heard a lot about you.”


  “What did you hear?”


  “Hehe…That’s a secret,” Akane said with a teasing smile.


  Saito felt something twirling deep inside his chest. Something irritating that couldn’t be undone. As they slept under the same blanket, he could clearly feel her warmth.


  —So Akane…wants to know more about me.


  Saito felt the same way. When she suffered from a fever, forcing him to carry her to the hospital, he felt like he wanted to get to know her better. He wanted to learn more about her, who rarely showed her true colors. Despite knowing they felt the same way, he felt embarrassed. Because of that, he changed the topic.


  “…Gramps really can be selfish at times. Not only does he force us to clean the shed for him, he even had us eat here and stay over.”


  “But your grandfather doesn’t seem like that bad of a person.”


  “He’s a villain through and through.”


  The Houjou Family’s ancestors were always regarded as demons, but Tenryuu even looked the part of that, too.


  “He might have the looks for that, but he’s not a bad person on the inside. He definitely thinks about you.”


  “No way he does. He always comes first. And he’d blow up the earth because he’d think it sounds interesting.”


  If not for that, he would never be such an evil person to force a marriage like this. He probably sees the whole world as his toy.


  “I don’t think you should be speaking of your grandfather like this.”


  “Can’t help it. That’s just who he is.”


  Akane gave him a dubious look.


  “That’s just weird. You should try to get along with him a bit more. Maybe give him a massage?”


  “Like hell I could do something so gross!” Saito shivered in terror.


  “That’s not gross at all. Maybe add some ear cleaning to it?”


  “Ear…cleaning…?” All blood drained from Saito’s face.


  “And finish it off with a hug as you say ‘I love you, Grandpa’!”


  “Waaaaaaah?!” Saito covered his ears as he screamed in terror.


  “Saito?! What’s wrong?! You’re bothering the other residents!” Akane held him down.


  “Why are you taking his side?! Did he promise you a strawberry plant?!”


  “He did not! And why strawberries?!”


  “Because that’s what you probably want the most!”


  “N-No I don’t! Don’t take me for an idiot!”


  And yet, Akane was drooling. That childish reaction made Saito burst out laughing.


  “…Thanks.”


  “Huh? F-For what?” Akane was bewildered.


  “For getting angry at me like this.”


  “I’m not angry!”


  So she said, but that was clearly a lie.


  “You know…I rarely have people get angry at me. Or scolded.”


  “You mean…by your parents?” Akane asked with hesitation.


  Saito showed a weak smile.


  “Parents, but also the teachers at school and our classmates. Nobody dares to cross the line with me. Even if I read books in class, I don’t get scolded. Nobody asks for my grades because they all know they can’t beat me.”


  “Well…That comes as no surprise.”


  “Nobody even looked at me. It’s like I didn’t really exist. Was I invisible? Or was it them?”


  Akane didn’t have an answer to that question. But her hands were tightly grasped on top of the blanket. This normally wasn’t anything Saito would be talking about, and yet he was unable to stop himself. It must be because he’s tired. And because he was so sleepy, his head wouldn’t function properly.


  “But, you actually are willing to get angry with me. You stand your ground. And you tell me when you think I’m wrong. You’re always looking at me.”


  “That’s because…I…”


  Akane whispered something under her breath.


  “What was that?”


  “N-Nothing at all!”


  Akane was red to the point it was visible even in this darkness, as she awkwardly turned around. An awkward but sweet atmosphere filled the air beneath the blanket.


  “…I was half asleep. Don’t mind what I just said,” Saito felt heat running along his cheeks as he turned his back to Akane.


  





  When Saito woke up, the nightlight of the ceiling was still burning. His nose was still full of the wooden scent he got used to through the past day, but there was a certain sweetness mixed in there. Next to him, Akane was faintly breathing, completely asleep. As always, her expression was so peaceful and adorable. And the way she faintly held onto his shirt in her sleep made it seem like she was a different person. Saito was suddenly assaulted with the urge to touch her cheek, only barely able to hold himself back.


  —What am I even doing…?


  If he really did that while she was asleep, Akane would actually break his fingers. It’s because something was off between them when they fell asleep. The air was so sweet, it tainted Saito’s perception. It’d probably be better to catch some fresh air outside. He carefully removed Akane’s fingers from her shirt, getting out of the bed, trying hard to not wake her up.


  Once outside the room, he ran into Shisei, sitting at the edge of the outside hallway. Even now, the moonlight was bright, illuminating her silver hair. And it made her snow-white skin stand out even further. She looked like the goddess of the moon.


  “You were awake, too?”


  “…Brother.”


  When Saito called out to her, Shisei turned around.
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  “Shise woke up because the moon was so bright. And it looks beautiful tonight.”


  “That it does.”


  Saito sat down next to Shisei, looking up at the sky. Whenever Saito stayed at this home, they’d often look up at the sky. Unlike Saito’s original home, located in a residential area, this villa was deep in the mountains, allowing you to easily see the mountains. Saito would recount the knowledge he got from reading books, explaining the names of the stars, the legends behind the star signs, and the distance to other stars, and Shisei always listened without seeming bored.


  “Brother, if Shise cried for the moon, would you steal it for her?”


  “Don’t be ridiculous.”


  “But Shise is.”


  “Well…if it’s a paper moon.”


  “That’s fine. Shise just wants the moon,” she said and leaned against Saito.


  Her cool silver hair ran down his body. Warmth was returning to the air, as morning was slowly approaching, but it was still far.


  “Aren’t you gonna sleep?”


  “Shise isn’t sleepy. She wants to play with Brother.”


  “Akane is sleeping, so we can’t play in my room.”


  “Then let’s take a walk. Shise hasn’t been there in a long time.”


  “There, huh…”


  She was talking about the place they’d often play at when they were in elementary school. Since they hadn’t been there in a while, Saito was curious about what it looked like. Saito and Shisei went back to their rooms to change into proper clothes and then left the villa through the back exit. From there, they walked down a small path that couldn’t even be called a mountain road. Each step on the grass and fallen leaves created a small sound, as more and more started to pile up under their shoes, creating a pleasant sensation to walk over.


  The wet tree trunks gathered sparkling insects, as Saito used his smartphone to illuminate the path ahead, when they scattered and flew away.


  “I think…there were some stairs around here…But now it’s all grass.”


  “Brother, Brother, over here.”


  Saito and Shisei spotted a flight of stone stairs hidden beneath the grass, as they carefully ascended. Since the grass was wet, the stairs slippery and hard to see, they couldn’t let down their guard even once. Reaching the end, a large shrine archway greeted them, built so many years ago that it was almost impossible to tell. The tides of time and nature had melted away the letters engraved into it. And after passing through this, they reached a cave.


  Saito was the one who found this cave years ago when he was reading old literature books in the shed. An ancestor of the Houjou Family seemingly used this as a location to offer blessings to the demon. Right now, nobody else knew of this place, allowing it to be their secret meeting place. Mostly because the two didn’t want the adults to prohibit them from coming here. That made it more exciting, too.


  “Be careful with your step.”


  “Yep.”


  While Saito lit up the area around them, they went deeper into the cave. Since this wasn’t being used as a tourist spot, nobody attended to it either. They had to hold hands and keep a steady hold with the stone wall to not slip. Going down the small hill, they reached an open space. Because the ceiling was so high up, you could hear their breathing reverberate. There was also a small river running along the ground, with puddles of water here and there. The rocks had been deformed because of the power of nature. And in the corner of this open area was a small hut.


  Though, rather than a hut, it was more like a small creation put together with wood and waterproof sheets. Saito and Shisei built this over the years by bringing over goods from the main residence, and it took a lot of work to get to what it was now.


  “Looking at it now, it sure looks shabby.”


  “It’s not. It’s our castle.”


  “It’s more like our secret hideout.”


  “You have that despite being in high school? Grow up, Brother.”


  “I was still in elementary school back then!”


  Thanks to the inside of the cave being saved from the wind, their secret hideout had maintained the shape it had all those years ago. Suspicious tools inside a bag, plastic toys they got as bonuses from sweets and restaurants, the shelves filled with random goods. Saito sat down on a chair as the nostalgia got to him, when the wood beneath him raised screams of terror.


  “This is a bit too dangerous for my taste,” Saito said and stood up.


  Back at the time, it was a perfect size, but now it almost felt like it was rejecting the grown Saito, making him feel sad inside.


  “Brother, did you gain weight?”


  “I grew up.”


  “Shise understands that you don’t want to admit you’ve gotten fat. Maybe Shise should regulate your diet some more.”


  “Regulate…my diet? You…?” Saito doubted his ears.


  Dieting and Shisei were a mismatch on the level of heaven and earth. But still, she spoke with unwavering confidence.


  “Shise always only uses 10% of her stomach every day.”


  “And what if you were to go all out?”


  “Shise could devour the whole world.”


  “Oh…the whole word.”


  With that, she lost Saito completely. As she sat down on the folding chair, there was no visible change from all those years ago. She rested her head on her palm like back then, looking at Saito the exact same way. She even wore a similar dress with frills and ribbons, showing no signs of aging.


  “You really never change.”


  Like this secret hideout was forever finalized in a painting, a princess sitting inside while waiting for a prince. And this gave Saito a great sense of relief and peace.


  “Shise won’t change. She’ll always be by Brother’s side.”


  “Though that’s gonna change once you fall in love with someone.”


  With her looks and personality, she had free reign over who she wanted to choose. Even if Saito was biased, he could not see anybody rejecting her advances.


  “Shise won’t fall in love with anybody.”


  “You never know. In two weeks, you might even get married.”


  “Shise is different from Brother.” Shisei said and grabbed plastic tableware from the box next to her, placing a rice bowl, plate, cup, and forks on the table.


  She then opened her arms to proudly declare.


  “Eat up!”


  “What exactly?” Saito could only see empty air.


  “Brother, you really suck at playing along. You should pretend to be eating now.”


  “We’re in high school.”


  “No matter how old we may be, we have to get used to this. Because from now on, we’ll have to live here.”


  “Sure won’t.”


  “Even though Shise is asking for it…?” She asked with dampened eyes as she looked up at Saito.


  Despite having no emotion on the daily, she really knew how to make herself look cuter whenever she was asking for something.


  “But you’ve gotta attend school just like me.”


  “Onii-chan…” Shisei rubbed her head against Saito, as her hair tickled his skin.


  “Ugh…No means no, even if you beg for it.”


  “Onii-chan…I love you.” She whispered into his ear, hugging him tightly.


  Pairing her innate looks with that destructive power she packed, even Saito’s mind was broken.


  “Urk…If I just have to pretend, then…”


  “Perfect.” Shisei went back to her usual self, giving him a thumbs-up with an emotionless expression.


  Then again, getting angry at this was a waste of time. Or rather, his precious little sister was asking for this, so there’s no way Saito could possibly decline. He sat down at the table, grabbed the plastic fork, and pretended to scoop up rice from the rice bowl.


  “Mhm! Delicious! It’s fresh! And so tasty!”


  Saito questioned the life choices that led him here. Meanwhile, Shisei took her distance from Saito, giving him a dubious look.


  “Brother, what are you doing…?”


  “You made me do this, remember?!”


  “Eat lots. And the whole bowl while you’re at it.”


  “I’m only eating empty air here!” Saito tried to swallow his shame, which filled him more than the empty air.


  But this was the expected result of an older brother who can’t beat his little sister. If Akane saw that, he would disintegrate and die. After the pretend-dinner was done, Saito placed the bowl on the table and got up from the chair.


  “Anyway, let’s go home.”


  “Shise doesn’t wanna go home. She’ll live here with Brother.” She started sulking like a child.


  Today, she was a lot more selfish than usual. Maybe she returned to being a little kid because they went to this place with so many memories.


  “Oh, fine then.” Saito went and picked up Shisei from the chair, heading back the way they came.


  She still seemed reluctant to leave, and still clung to him. And feeling how light she was, he became aware of how much he had grown.


  “I don’t think it’s bad to get older.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I can carry you like this now.”


  “…”


  Back in elementary school, they were roughly the same size. Doing a race, they’d be about equal, but Shisei could never win when they were swimming. Saito was always the target of everyone’s jealousy, hearing the boys complain in jealousy at how close he was with Shisei. Granted, he only ever saw her as a little sister, but he was still feeling proud about this.


  “…Shise can walk by herself.”


  “Really?”


  Shisei jumped down from Saito’s arms, as they walked out of the cave next to each other. Since the entrance was still a bit wet, it was slippery, so they had to take bigger and stronger steps. Saito was fine in terms of endurance, but Shisei was slowly slacking behind.


  “You okay? Maybe I should carry you after all…”


  The second Saito turned around, he saw Shisei falling backward, presumably because she slipped. Her eyes were frozen stiff in terror, as a hand reached for Saito, pleading for help. The moment Saito saw that he leaped at her. He didn’t even have time to think. He just moved instinctively, embracing Shisei in his arms. Shortly after, his body slammed into the rock wall, rolling down the small hill, as his head, shoulders, and hips bumped everywhere. Aggressive pain assaulted his mind, and his head went blank. After what felt like an eternity, he finally stopped rolling. Trying to bear the pain all over his body, he called out to Shisei in his arms.


  “Are you okay…?”


  “Shise is fine, but…Brother…”


  Shisei touched Saito’s head, coloring her palm in red blood. Saito could tell he was bleeding from the warm sensation leaving his head, so he probably got hit pretty badly.


  “Must have hit myself with a rock. Just put a bandage on it later and it should be…” Saito tried to get up, but a lightning of pain ran through his right leg.


  “…!”


  “Brother?! Did you break your leg?!” Shisei frantically supported Saito.


  “I just twisted it.”


  “You wait here! Shise will go call for help.”


  “But if you do that, they’ll find our secret hideout.”


  Saito couldn’t afford to lose this precious place that birthed so many memories.


  “Brother…you might die of blood loss. Shise can’t carry you, and if you were to die, Shise would…”


  Rarely enough, her expression was riddled with terror. She looked close to breaking out in tears, quivering in fear.


  “It’s okay, I can walk. Though I could use your shoulder.”


  “Yeah…”


  Saito grabbed her shoulder and stood up. They then carefully walked up the small hill inside the cave, heading for the exit. Because Saito couldn’t put any pressure on his right leg, the burden on his left one was exponentially stronger. Whenever he felt like he might slip, he had to put one hand on the ground to crawl up. His entire body was hurting, making it impossible for him to pick out exactly which part of him was injured. He was gasping for air, and his head felt fuzzy. His shirt was getting bloody, too.


  “Brother…Shise is sorry. Because she wanted to come here…” Shisei spoke with a fragile voice.


  She must really be shaken up by this. And seeing his sister like that, Saito wanted to cheer her up.


  “I’m okay, really. In fact, this is just more excitement that I need once in a while.”


  “There’s nothing exciting about this…”


  “We’d often adventure when we were kids, right? We went through a lot back then, too. Remember that time we were looking for bees and found a beehive?”


  “But you weren’t bleeding like this back then. And we could quickly run inside the house…”


  Shisei’s expression didn’t improve. Saito stopped in his tracks, grabbing Shisei’s cheeks with both his hands.


  “Brother…?” Shisei looked up at him.


  He looked directly into her eyes and spoke up as if he wanted to convince her.


  “You’re my little sister. My most important little sister in the whole world. You’re my princess that must be protected. And if one of us has to get hurt, then I’d rather have it be me.”


  “Most important…little sister…?” She asked like a scared child.


  “Yeah. I’ll do whatever you want me to do. Because you’re the only person who’s always supported me my whole life. The person who stayed by my side no matter what.”


  Normally, he would never say something so embarrassing, but…Saito was incredibly thankful to Shisei. Be it at home or at school, the reason he never fell into absolute solitude was thanks to her. Listening to all of this, Shisei blinked a few times.


  “So…you’ll listen to whatever Shise asks of you…?”


  “If it’s something I can do, yeah.”


  With a voice about to vanish, Shisei continued.


  “Even if it goes against how you truly feel…?”


  “Got an example?”


  “…No.”


  “I need you to explain what you mean or I won’t get it.”


  “…Don’t wanna.”


  He guessed that it was probably something on the level of giving his food to Shisei when she asked for it. So Saito shrugged and laughed.


  “Well, I guess. If I can make you happy, then my personal feelings don’t matter. If you wish, I will answer.”


  All for his precious little sister.


  “But…Shise can’t ask for something like that.” She turned her back to him and muttered.


  





  By the time the two made it back to the villa, the sun had already begun to set. The bright sunlight made Saito’s tattered body hurt even more. Servants were up and about everywhere, calling for Saito and Shisei. Tenryuu, Reiko, Akane, and even Rui were arguing, discussing if they should call the police or bring out the personal squad of the Houjou Family. Maybe even asking the defense force for help. All these words were flung around wildly. They worked hard to get back themselves to avoid this chaos, and yet it arrived either way.


  “This is…pretty bad, huh?”


  “Really bad.”


  Saito and Shisei looked at each other when the others caught on to them. Their parents immediately came running, as Rui frantically placed her hands on Shisei’s shoulders.


  “Shisei-sama?! You’re drenched in blood! Are you hurt anywhere?!”


  “Shise is…”


  But before she could explain anything, Rui glared at Saito.


  “How could you let Shisei-sama get hurt like this?!”


  “Don’t get angry at Brother. He’s more hurt than Shise.” Shisei pulled on Rui’s uniform.


  “I don’t care! What if Shisei-sama were to keep a long-lasting injury from this?!” She aggressively shook Saito’s shoulders.


  “Stop it!” Saito sharply warned her.


  He had already lost a great amount of blood, so any more than this and his consciousness would fade eventually.


  “I’ll call an ambulance!” Akane put her smartphone to her ear.


  “No, please let me handle this.” Rui lifted Shisei’s body and had her sit in the back of the limousine.


  Saito, Akane, Reiko, and Tenryuu all joined, too. The blood dripping from Saito’s shirt drenched the white sheets red.


  “I’ll be there faster than an ambulance.” She said and stepped on the gas.


  She always had driving skill like none other, but the way she moved the limousine was like a fish swimming through water, as she drove down the mountain road. As the one injured, Saito would have preferred to be a bit more careful, but he knew that she wouldn’t listen either way. Right now, she had the face of a demon. But of course, Reiko was the same.


  “What even happened?! Did someone try to abduct Shisei?!”


  “We…fell down during a walk in the mountains.”


  To protect their secret hideout, Saito only retold the bare minimum. But hearing that, Tenryuu’s eyes lit up.


  “Both of you…at the same time?”


  Saito nodded.


  “Yeah. We were running, when we tripped over a large tree that had fallen over.”


  If Reiko found out that this happened because Shisei tripped and almost fell, she might prohibit her from leaving the house again. That’s how much she cared for her. And being stuck inside like a pet bird in a cage, Shisei probably wouldn’t be able to bear it. However, Tenryuu still wasn’t satisfied.


  “Really? Looking at your clothes and injuries, it almost looks like you—”


  “We both fell. That’s all that happened.” Sait pressed further, as Tenryuu shook his head.


  Surely, it wasn’t that easy to deceive the patriarch of the family. Then, Shisei whispered into Saito’s ear.


  “Why are you lying like this? You tried to protect Shise, so it’s her fault that…”


  “It’s okay. You don’t deserve any blame.”


  “…”


  Saito placed his hand on her head, as she went silent. Her ears were visibly red. Right now, her expressions changed in a heartbeat, yet each of them was more beautiful than the last. And being able to see that, Saito almost felt glad he got injured like this. After a short while, the limousine made it to the Houjou Group’s personal hospital, and Shisei and Saito were brought to emergency care. Thankfully, Shisei’s injuries remained at the level of a few cuts and scratches, but Saito didn’t get off as easily, forced to have several wounds sewed.


  And despite that, he was relatively calm. In fact, he relished this chaotic sensation, as it had been a long time since something of this level happened. Growing up to become a high school student, it felt like his number of possible choices had grown, but it now seemed like he had limited himself quite a bit. Because before today, he never once thought of checking out their secret hideout. The immediate care ended, and right as Saito thought he could finally go home, the doctor approached him.


  “We’re going to proceed with a complete physical just to make sure. It’d be best to have you here for a day at least.”


  “But the blood’s stopped already, so there’s no need for a physical.” Saito objected.


  He didn’t have any books with him, so he’d rather not waste any time in the boring and lifeless hospital room. Not to mention that a new game came out today. However, the doctor shook his head.


  “Even if we didn’t find any immediate danger on the outside, there is a chance you could suffer internal damage after hitting your head. And we cannot let the son of the Houjou Family take any risks.”


  “Then do that for Shise. I’m going home.” Saito wanted to walk away, but someone grabbed his arm.


  Turning around, it was Akane.


  “Saito, please. Let them give you a proper check.”


  “Why are you…”


  “I’m scared. If you were to die, I would…”


  “You’re exaggerating…” Saito tried to tear her arm away, but froze up when he saw her face.


  Despite glaring at him, large drops of water ran down from her eyes.


  “Wh-Why are you crying?”


  “I’m not crying! Not crying!”


  She was evidently crying. Despite constantly voicing how much she hated him, she now bit her lip, her face a mess of emotions. Watching her like that, Saito felt something itching deep inside his chest. Seeing her cry for his sake…made him happy for some reason. It felt different from the past few times this happened, but he knew that he couldn’t just push her aside and go home.


  “…Okay, I get it,” he shrugged and went with the doctor.


  





  The hospital rooms for Shisei and Saito were VIP rooms specifically established for members of the Houjou Family. Unlike a regular hospital room, there were two large beds. It was also equipped with a leather sofa and a large TV with tables and chairs for visitors, even a large bathroom, all of it to ensure the patient was not lacking anything. Even after the physical, no concerning injuries were found, which meant they just had to spend the night to be freed. Normally, they’d be spending the night in separate rooms, but since Shisei asked for it, they were allowed to stay in the same room.


  Saito had already fallen asleep, utterly exhausted from everything that had happened. He probably wasn’t aware of it, but the blood loss was heavy enough for his body to request rest. Shisei slid out of her bed, getting onto Saito’s. The spring creaked faintly, as she got on top of Saito. Her long hair fell down from her head, tickling Saito’s face.


  He was willing to sacrifice his own well-being to protect her. He never blamed her, but also didn’t tell a soul. He declared that she is the existence most important to him. Just looking at his kind face made her small body burn up hot. A sweet sensation rose from deep within her throat. This feeling never changes. Ever since she was young, this emotion remained the same.


  “Saito, I’m sorry, but…I was really happy.”


  She ran her slender fingers along his cheek, pressing her lips on hers. As if to indulge in this time forever, she didn’t pull away for the longest time. But then, a sound came from the entrance to the hotel room. Looking over, there stood Akane, her eyes wide open.
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  Chapter 4 - Bond


  It was a breathtaking scenery. The curtains in the back swayed left and right because of the open window, as a snow-white fairy sat on the bed. The light entering the room illuminated her silver hair, as her translucent bare legs drew a curve. The fairy was on top of the young man, whispering her sweet love. The initial pecks of their lips eventually melted into a deep kiss.


  The young man was actually Akane’s husband and the fairy his younger sister, but for this brief moment, Akane completely forgot about that. The way they intertwined created a painting of sorts, making it feel less like a scene of reality, and more like a fever dream. However, together with a dull pain, this sense of reality came back quickly.


  “Wh-What are you doing?!”


  Unable to understand the situation unfolding in front of her, Akane had to let out a dumbfounded voice, when Saito slowly woke up.


  “Hm…? What’s going on…?”


  With a drowsy expression, he looked at Shisei on top of him. Their lips had just moved away, as her hand was still on his cheek.


  “Sh-Shisei-san was…kissing you…”


  “Kissing…?” Saito narrowed one eye and ran his finger along his lip.


  Shisei didn’t seem flustered or rushed in the slightest, calmly getting off the bed. Her bare feet touched the ground, as a breeze made her white one-piece flutter.


  “That’s nothing to be shocked over. Brother’s first kiss wasn’t actually with Himari, but with Shise.”


  “What?! What does that mean, Saito?!” Akane aggressively latched on to that.


  “That’s the first I’m hearing about that, too! What do you mean?!” Saito grabbed Shisei’s shoulders.


  “When we were five, Brother stayed over, and at night, he just looked so delicious, Shise gave him a kiss. That was the first one for both of us.” Shisei calmly declared.


  “Because I looked delicious…But that sort of thing is what lovers would do.”


  “…?” Shisei tilted her head.


  Saito scratched his cheek and sighed.


  “Well, that was when we were kiddos, so that doesn’t count.”


  “…Yes, doesn’t count.”


  A shadow appeared on Shisei’s face like she was lonely or hurt. Normally, Akane struggled to read Shisei’s expressions, but she could tell now. She wants it to count.


  “Hey, Saito! That’s just cruel! I’ll kill you!”


  “Why do I have to get killed?!”


  “Because this is…!”


  Akane was ready to go, but Shisei pulled on her sleeve, stopping her. She probably wanted Akane to not say anything.


  “A-Anyway, you have to repent with death! Cut your belly and end it all!”


  “Even though I don’t even know what I did?!”


  “Just being alive is a crime when it’s you!”


  “That is a bit too cruel, don’t you think?!”


  Saito looked utterly bewildered at this, but Akane couldn’t come clean either. And at the same time, Saito was a very sinful man. If they hadn’t met, Akane would not be feeling like this. She wouldn’t have to fight her best friend, and she wouldn’t spend all those sleepless nights. That’s why it was more than fair to blame him.


  “There’s no need to go rabid over a first kiss. Whenever Shise went to have a nap with Brother or stayed over, she’d always assault him in his sleep.”


  “Whenever?!”


  “That’s also a first for me!”


  Both Akane and Saito were utterly bewildered.


  “There was just no reason to say it, so Shise didn’t. As a result, Shise had eaten Brother’s lips thousands of times.”


  Shisei calmly licked her red lips. Even that gesture was extremely beautiful and absolutely unfair.


  “You are aware that I’m not supposed to be eaten, right?”


  “Somewhat.”


  “Not just somewhat. Please.” Saito took a step away from Shisei.


  “Shise’s mistake. She’s fully aware.” She said and clung to him.


  “Then…well, I guess that’s good enough.”


  “In what world would that be good enough?!”


  Akane was utterly baffled at Saito’s nonchalant attitude. She knew he wasn’t the serious type, but this was definitely too much.


  “Not like it’s hurting us now…”


  “No biggie.” Shisei nodded along.


  “Even if that’s the case, you still can’t do that!”


  “Why?”


  “B-Because…it’s lewd!”


  “Is it…?” Saito looked at Shisei.


  “No lewd meaning. Expression of family love. Normal where Shise’s father came from.” Shisei stood on her toes, pushing her head towards Saito.


  “Oh, huh. I guess the difference in culture really would explain that.”


  “Don’t just agree with her!” Akane pulled Shisei away from Saito, running out of the room.


  She took Shisei with her, as they ran down the hallway. The sound of heavy boots resounded on the linoleum floor. Despite the hospital having a melancholic and reserved atmosphere, Akane’s body was incredibly hot. The scenery she had just witnessed was still burned into her retinas, not leaving her mind. They stepped out of the garden, where Akane finally let go of Shisei’s hand. Shisei looked up at Akane like a lifeless doll, as she was surrounded by beautiful white flowers.


  “Why’d you bring Shise here? Is it time for lunch?”


  They both knew that playing around it was futile. Akane didn’t know how to bring it up but was aware that they had to clear it up right now. With sweaty and clenched fingers, she spoke up.


  “Shisei-san, do you…like Saito…?”


  Shisei’s expression changed ever so slightly.


  “I’ve been with Saito ever since I was born. I’ve seen how cool he can be, how lame he can be, how cute he can be…I know it all. If you were in my position, would you be able to stop yourself from developing feelings?”


  “…!”


  That answer alone was plenty. Something was off about Shisei right now. Even the way she called Saito was off. She acted much more mature than usual, as there was no glimmer of her little sister persona.


  —So this…is Shisei-san’s true face?


  If so, then what was Shisei’s regular act about? What about the Shisei who acted like a spoiled cat around Saito, the Shisei who was loved like a mascot by her classmates? Right now, her small body emitted a contradictory level of maturity and elegance, as a clear and determined light shone in her eyes.


  “Don’t tell Saito.” Shisei stepped closer, which almost scared Akane.


  “Why…?”


  “Because I don’t want to destroy the bonds we’ve built up over all these years.”


  “But…he definitely treasures you, Shisei-san.”


  “As his little sister. Nothing more.”


  “…”


  Those words, harboring deep pain within them, made Akane’s chest tighten up. Akane was the same. Saito treated her like a family member, but that was it. Akane understood the pain of not being loved as a member of the opposite sex.


  “The calculative ability that I received by inheriting the Houjou Family’s blood surpasses the average by a lot. Using that, I went through the simulations…millions of times. I simulated the world I had in mind. How I could make Saito mine. What choices and actions I would have to take so that Saito would develop feelings for me. However…it was impossible.” Shisei leaned against the wall, looking like an elderly person that was running low on vitality.


  Faint, but listless words left her mouth, as her fingers reached for the sky, met with empty air.


  “I continued to simulate this world. From birth…to death. But, I could never see a world where Saito and I would be lovers. So the next best scenario…was to live together as siblings. To be…in this world. That’s why ’Shise is fine as Brother’s younger sister’.”


  Only that part had a different intonation, almost like she slipped into a different persona. Or maybe it was like a chant to tell herself. But met with this logic, Akane was still unable to swallow it.


  “Calculations…But you can never tell in reality, right?”


  “Of course. Everything happening in this world, it happens exactly as Shise imagined it. And yet, Brother is the only thing not moving as Shise wants him to.”


  “You shouldn’t give up before even trying! I keep losing against him during the exams, and I still don’t falter! I always believe I can win! There’s no absolutes!”


  Shisei listened in silence and pushed her face closer to Akane.


  “So, what? Would you be fine if Shise stole Brother from you?”


  “That’s…”


  Akane could not see herself winning. Even Himari was more than a formidable opponent, but Shisei was way out of her league. Especially because Shisei knew everything about him. But even so, Akane didn’t want to see Shisei sad. This cute girl always helped her to make up with Saito, and she helped him when nobody else would. She wanted Shisei to be happy…even if it cost Akane her own happiness.


  —I can…put up with it.


  The one who liked Saito first was Shisei, too. Akane was used to putting herself second. And this marriage didn’t need any romantic feelings, to begin with. At first, it was just a means to achieve her dream.


  “You really are kind, Akane. But, you can’t just easily give up on the things you want.”


  Shisei turned around as her silver hair fluttered.


  “And you’re okay with this, Shisei-san?!”


  She called out to her back, feeling like this might be her last chance. Akane didn’t want her to become a sacrifice just so that she herself could be happy. That she couldn’t forgive herself.


  “Absolutely.”


  Shisei turned around once, smiling like a loving goddess.


  





  The car driving to pick up the people from the hospital arrived. Saito changed from the hospital gown into his casual clothes, sitting inside the limousine. Since his clothes from the cave trip were in tatters and bloody, a servant had previously brought him a new outfit. And with Saito sitting in the middle, he had Akane and Shisei to his left and right.


  “…”


  “…”


  Neither of them even dared to look at the other and just remained silent. The air in the car was incredibly stiff and uncomfortable. Something was off about those two ever since they left the hospital.


  “Did you guys…have a fight or something?”


  Unable to bear the silence any longer, Saito spoke up.


  “We didn’t fight.”

“We didn’t.”


  They answered at the same time, followed by more silence. Once again, Saito was left confused. Wife and sister…both are family, and Saito wanted them to get along. But, he figured that keeping quiet would be better to not cause any more fighting. After a few minutes of awkward silence, they reached the Houjou Family’s villa once more. Saito and the others entered, as Tenryuu came to greet them.


  “So you’re finally back. Are you even aware that you two are the Houjou Family’s successors? If something were to happen to you, our bloodline would die.”


  “The physical showed no problems, so let it slide. And if push comes to shove, you can just clone me.” Saito shrugged.


  For the Houjou Group, that much should be easily achievable. The family will continue even without him as the successor.


  “I just came to grab my belongings, so we’ll leave soon enough.”


  “Just stay here until you’re back to full health.” Tenryuu tried to stop him.


  “I’m doing just fine. I just tripped, is all.”


  “But nothing good will come from you overdoing it. You stay. That is an order.”


  “An order…”


  Why was he so desperate to stop Saito like this? Akane said that Tenryuu was not an evil person, but surely he wouldn’t worry about his grandson that badly. And as Saito was utterly bewildered, his parents appeared from the deeper part of the villa. His mother opened her arms wide, running toward Saito.


  “Saito!”


  “So you were okay?! We were so worried about you!”


  Saito’s father placed his arms on his shoulder.


  “…What?” Saito doubted his ears.


  Worried? Who was? About who? No matter how high of a fever Saito had, his parents went off to the movie theater or shopping…and yet they were worried now? When he broke a glass cup and started bleeding aggressively, his parents ignored him. So Saito attended to the injury himself, only to get scolded by his aunt. And that’s when he learned that people should go to the hospital when they’re gravely injured.


  “…What kind of joke is this?” Saito narrowed his eyes and stared at his parents.


  “It’s not a joke. We were really worried. What would we do if our precious son passed away so soon? That’s why we came running right now.”


  “But you could have just visited me at the hospital?”


  “We didn’t want to get in the way of the physical and treatment! So we decided to wait here for your return.” Saito’s father formed a fist in front of his chest as he looked down in an exaggerated fashion.


  —What a blatant lie.


  And although Saito knew that, he remained silent. Even talking any more than this was a waste of time. He didn’t know what exactly they were plotting with this, but he knew it was pointless to give them the time of day. He’d rather hurry home and read some more books. However, his father wouldn’t let him go.


  “Now, let’s go back to our home.”


  “Our home…?” Saito felt like something was off.


  The sensation of his father’s hand was utterly revolting. Even more so since he was never once hugged properly by his own father. Meanwhile, his mother created a fake smile.


  “We reflected on our actions. We realized that we gave you too much freedom. That’s why you fell down that cliff, right?”


  He didn’t fall down, he simply tripped and rolled down, but they don’t even remember that. Obviously, because they aren’t interested. They couldn’t care less about Saito. And then, his father created a fake smile, too.


  “That’s why we decided it’s time for us to go back home. Plus, it makes no sense that two high school students would have to live together and get married.”


  “H-Hold on, where did that come from?!” Akane grew pale.


  “Come on, Saito. Let’s go.” His father pulled on his arm.


  “Let’s live together as a normal family. I’ll make some of your favorite food. And you can even have instant ramen.” His mother’s nails bit into his arm.


  “No…I…”


  Saito was shocked that he almost shook his head. He realized—that he doesn’t want to go home with his parents. He wanted to keep living with Akane. Even though it was nothing but trouble in the beginning. Even though he always wanted to have more time to himself. Right now, he cherished Akane’s food. And he enjoyed spending time with her after dinner. They still fought a lot because of the difference in values, and it was often exhausting to be living under the same roof with her…but even so, he wanted to be with her.


  And when he realized this, he was bewildered. How did he change to such an extent? He didn’t understand his own feelings. Even though he should easily be able to understand every phenomenon in this world. At the same time, his parents must have taken his silence for affirmation, or maybe they didn’t even care, as they just tried to drag him outside. But of course, Akane didn’t like Saito being treated as some object. She wanted to stop them…But did she even have the right to do so? Could she really meddle with another family’s affairs? If she caused trouble beyond the point of no return, she would surely regret it. And Akane did not know what Saito truly wished for. But, Tenryuu glared at his parents.


  “Why are you trying to do this? I was the one who ordered this marriage, and Saito accepted the contract. I will not allow you to just drag him away.”


  But Saito’s father glared at Tenryuu.


  “I don’t need your permission. I have parental rights over Saito, and we can decide how he lives his life from now on.”


  “The current age of consent is 18. Since the parental right only lasts until then, Saito can freely choose which contract to sign.”


  “Wha…”


  Saito’s father froze up.


  “You weren’t even aware of that? My word, you really are talentless in every aspect,” Tenryuu snorted in contempt.


  “I’m not talentless!”


  A vein popped in his face.


  “Yes, you are. You didn’t inherit the talent of the Houjou Family. That much can’t be helped. However, you used that as an excuse and never tried to improve. The average people in this world are crawling along the floor for even the smallest improvement, yet you just rely on the financial influence of the family.”


  “But you’ve got way too much money anyway, so it’s pointless for me to work! Random investments will get me through life!”


  Saito’s father’s statement made Akane feel like she was going to throw up. As they were his parents, she shouldn’t hold such disgust toward them, but she had to look away. Even though he looked like Saito, he couldn’t be more different. Tenryuu then calmly declared.


  “Money exists to create new value in society. It does not exist to let people who were born in wealth be parasites and live in indolence.”


  Saito’s father began screaming as he spit everywhere.


  “Shut up! If you want to be a bastard about this, then we’ve got an idea, too!”


  “Oh? And what could a foolish mind like you hope to accomplish?” Tenryuu crossed his arms and looked at Saito’s father.


  The man showed a twisted smile, as he laughed to himself.


  “We’re going to leak the relationship your grandson and that woman have to the mass media. The successor of the Houjou Group is living together with a random woman, despite being in high school…And the mass media will eat up such an obscene story, right?”


  “You bastard…” Tenryuu’s cheek spasmed.


  “The public image of the Houjou Group will plummet. The precious company you want your grandson to inherit will be a mess. And? How do you like that?”


  “Do you even understand what will happen if you do that?”


  “Nothing at all! You kicked me out of the group. I don’t get a damn thing from you, so I don’t have to listen to your orders!”


  “You don’t get a thing…? Have you forgotten all the debt you create for me because you continue leaving that worthless life of yours?”


  “Huh? I’ll repay that debt, so stop crying!” He roared and took out a bundle of money from his chest pocket, throwing it into the air.


  The money scattered, filling the air like flower petals during spring. It even rained down on Saito’s head.


  “This is the money to buy your grandson! This is all I’ve got on me right now, but I’ll bring the rest eventually. Are you satisfied now?”


  Akane felt a shot of pain run through her chest. How could he say such a thing in front of his son? And why was Saito so calm about this despite being treated like an object? No, this must be on the surface only. His eyes were dead, and all emotion was lost from his face. He might not be able to realize it himself, but the pain was enough to tear Akane’s heart in two. She could hear his screams of pain. And seeing him suffer…made her suffer all the same. Seeing the person she loves being hurt…was unbearable.


  “Now, come with us. We’ll become a happy family. That way, everything will be resolved,” Saito’s father grabbed his wrist, trying to pull him along.


  Saito seemed like he had given up, as he just smiled weakly. The moment Akane saw that, an unprecedented amount of rage started to build up inside of her. It was anger she had never felt before, rising to the surface like magma during a volcanic eruption, as she just moved with sheer instinct.


  And then, a shrill sound ran through the room. Before she had even realized, Akane slapped Saito’s father right across the face, as she shed large grains of tears.


  “I won’t let you have Saito!” She declared.


  “You damn brat! Do you want a beating?!”


  Saito’s father tried to grab Akane, only to be stopped by the servants who had gathered around. And yet, Akane didn’t take a step back, glaring back at Saito’s father.


  “You have no right to be with Saito! Someone who could willingly hurt their child like this is not fit to be a parent!”


  Then, Saito’s mother screamed.


  “We’re the ones being hurt! We were exiled from the Houjou Group, treated as useless baggage by the patriarch! Do you even understand how we felt whenever he was spoiling Saito while looking down at us in disgust?!”


  “That problem runs between his grandfather and you! Saito has no guilt to blame for this!”


  “I should have never given birth to Saito! Because then, we wouldn’t have to suffer through this kind of mistreatment!”


  “That’s right! It’s all Saito’s fault! I figured he’d die eventually if we left him alone, but he keeps on crawling along like some insect. What a rotten brat he is!”


  “…!!”


  Akane’s hands curled up into fists, as her fingers bit into her flesh. She never despised another human being to such an extent. Compared to this, the frustration she felt when getting bullied now feels like a joke. And the stronger this hate became, the more she felt like she would lose herself. She pulled Saito into her arms, tightly embracing him, as she screamed.


  “If that’s all you care about, then I will be the one to make Saito happy! He’s mine! And I won’t let anybody else have him!”
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  Silence filled the villa. The bystanders all looked at Akane in shock, their eyes wide open. Akane gasped for air, as she glared at Saito’s parents with teary eyes. She somewhat realized she said something outrageous just now, but she simply reached the limit. She couldn’t allow someone like them, who willingly hurt Saito, to exist in this world.


  “H-Hey…Since when am I yours…?” Saito’s ears turned bright red.


  “Wh-What about it?! Got a problem with that?!” But Akane was a hundred times more embarrassed.


  “I don’t really…”


  “You don’t?!”


  “No, I do! I do, but…”


  “But…what?”


  Something odd about this atmosphere. Akane’s whole body burned up even to her fingertips like she would combust any second. Shisei walked toward Akane, smiling gently.


  “Thank you…Akane. Just as Shise thought, you’re the best partner for Brother.”


  “Wha…”


  What exactly…did she mean by that? However, Shisei didn’t elaborate and just looked at Saito’s parents. If looks could kill, they’d have been turned to minced meat right about now.


  “You don’t even want Brother back, so why are you this desperate now? Did someone give you money?”


  ““!!””


  The two froze up. They looked at each other and then stormed out of the entrance in panic. On the way, the man frantically picked up the money he had previously thrown up. He looked pathetic, not like anything you would expect from the Houjou Family. Lack of talent or not, he was simply rotten to the core.


  “Shise will handle the rest. Because Brother’s happiness is Shise’s happiness.” She turned her back toward the others and left the villa.


  





  With Shisei on board, the white limousine drove down the street. Oddly enough, Rui was in safe driving mode today. Except, she took a lot of unnecessary turns like she wanted to buy time. Matching this, Rui’s expression looked gloomy even from the backseat, as Shisei called out to her.


  “Rui…you knew?”


  “…Yes.” Rui reluctantly admitted.


  “Why didn’t you tell Shise?”


  “You should know that best, my lady.”


  “…Yeah.”


  “I’m truly sorry.”


  “You don’t deserve any blame. And neither does she.”


  The one who was at fault for all of this was Shisei herself, because she still wanted Saito. Even if she wished for it or not, the world revolved around Shisei. The people who loved her would do anything to make her happy. So, to avoid any utter ruin, Shisei had to keep her own desires locked away. She wasn’t allowed to wish for anything. Even if this was something she could easily obtain if she so pleased.


  The limousine stopped in front of the software company owned by the Houjou Group. Amidst the concrete jungle stood the high-rise building. Normally, you’d have to scan your ID to enter, but that didn’t matter to Shisei. She just had to approach the building and the guards frantically opened the door. She entered the elevator limited to the company president and headed up to the highest floor. Entering the office, her mother Reiko greeted her with open arms.


  “What a rare occasion to have you come visit me! What’s wrong? Are you lonely? Miss your Mama?” She rubbed her cheek against Shisei as she smiled.


  But, it wasn’t the smile you’d show to your family. It was a business smile whenever she was talking with other colleagues or rivals.


  “You should know why Shise came here.”


  “Nooope! I don’t knooow!” Reiko moved away, still smiling.


  But Shisei’s gaze didn’t waver, as she pointed at her.


  “You were the one who paid Brother’s parents to take him back, right?”


  “……”


  Reiko showed no reaction…which acted as the answer itself.


  “The biggest proof is that you were talking with Brother’s parents the other day, even though you’re not even on good terms.”


  Reiko snorted once.


  “That’s because they were asking me for advice. Wanted me to help them steal something from the storage shed.”


  “But there’s no way you would give them the time of day. You would smile and then push them away. The reason you didn’t is because you had something else to talk about.” Shisei moved closer toward Reiko. “The other proof is simple. The only one who has the influence and money to go against Gramps is you. Brother’s parents are both cowards, so they would need considerable backing to go against Gramps. And you could protect them if the plan failed, too.”


  Even after the rebellion surrounding Saito’s parental rights caused by Reiko, she was not banished from the Houjou Group. Thanks to her innate talent, paired with the Houjou blood, she was one of Tenryuu’s favorites. They would often fight, but Tenryuu never crossed the line and exiled her.


  “You gave Brother’s parents the money to pay off their debt and promised a big sum of money in case everything worked out. You secured a route outside the country if they seriously inquired Gramps’ rage. You tried to bribe them to take back Saito with money, isn’t that right?”


  “…You’re wrong.”


  Reiko averted her gaze.


  “Mother. Please don’t like to Shise.” She kept looking at Reiko.


  Her mother sighed and then sat back down on the leather chair. She directed her gaze outside the window, looking down on the world below her.


  “…I just wanted you to be happy.”


  “Shise knows.”


  “I’ve known about your feelings for Saito-kun since you were both young children. That’s why I tried to obtain parental rights for him and have him live with us. I did it all for you. I couldn’t allow that feeble woman with no backbone to steal your happiness from you.”


  “You don’t have to go that far.”


  “No, I do!” Reiko grabbed Shisei’s shoulder as she stood up. “If it’s for your happiness, I’ll do whatever it takes! You are just that valuable. Cuter than anybody, more clever, and more kind…! You are my beloved…!”


  “But it’s okay.” Shisei took Reiko’s hand and shook her head.


  “Wha…”


  “Shise is already happy. Loved by Brother as his most important little sister, loved by Mother to such an extent…Everyone’s working hard for Shise. Caring for her.”


  “Shisei…” Reiko’s lips quivered.


  The woman feared by everyone only losing to Tenryuu now cried solely for the sake of her single daughter.


  “Love isn’t everything…and what greater happiness could there be?” Shisei gently smiled.
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  Epilogue


  Akane and Saito didn’t stay much longer with the Houjou Family and quickly returned to their own home. Saito must still be tired from his injuries, or maybe he was mentally exhausted because of the scene his parents caused, but he quickly fell asleep in the living room after eating dinner. Akane finished taking a bath, even dried her hair just in case, as she stood in front of the bedroom. She still couldn’t believe the foolish words she uttered earlier. Not only did she say that she would make Saito happy, she even declared him to be hers. That was basically like a proposal, and there was no doubt that Saito must have been disgusted at that.


  The more she thought about it, the more flustered she grew, as new sweat built up all over her body. The hand turning the doorknob was wet like after the rain. She didn’t even know what kind of face to make when running into Saito, and she couldn’t believe that staying in the same bed was even possible for her.


  —But…maybe he at least…grew a bit more conscious of me…?


  With complicated feelings, mixed with a bit of anticipation, Akane slowly turned the door. Inside, Saito was sound asleep, one leg poking out from under the blanket, as half his body almost leaned over the bed. That itself was fine, but Shisei sleeping in his arms really stood out.


  “Mmm…Mhm…Can’t eat Brother…”


  She was talking in her sleep…or rather, pretended to sleep, as she went for Saito’s lips.


  “You’re awake, aren’t you?!”


  At lightspeed, Akane tore Shisei away from Saito, and even with that, he didn’t wake up. Just how dense could he be?


  “Not awake…”


  “Someone sleeping wouldn’t respond to me!”


  “Not awake, meow…”


  “Saying it in a cute way won’t help your case! Even if you pretend to be a cat!”


  Akane tried to stay strong, but Shisei’s cuteness was dangerous. Especially since she’s a little sister type like Maho.


  “Shisei-san, didn’t you say you’d be staying as Saito’s little sister?!”


  And yet, she was now about to kiss him again.


  “Yes, Shise wants to be his little sister. Because even if he gets a divorce from his wife, he won’t leave his sister. Shise can always be with Brother. Sometimes eat him. Sometimes eat Akane’s food,” Shisei snickered like a fairy.


  However, that wasn’t anything like an innocent fairy, but one that would abduct others.


  “I ran the calculations. And this is the safest bet to get Saito.” Shisei whispered into Akane’s ear.


  —She’s an insane strategist!


  Akane was assaulted with a severe sense of danger.


  





  The next morning, when Saito woke up, he saw his wife and sister sleeping hand in hand.


  —When did they get so close…?


  Saito tilted his head, as he got off the bed. Rather than just holding hands, it almost looked like they were restraining each other…or maybe he was just seeing things. Their expressions even looked tense, like they fought to stay awake until the utmost limit…but it must be Saito’s imagination. He didn’t want to dig himself into a deeper grave. Peace was everything.


  Saito left the bedroom and opened the fridge in the kitchen. The inside was packed with ingredients. Back at home, there was barely enough for him to survive, and he had to do with vegetable juice, but this sheer amount was almost reassuring. And after moving in together with Akane, he became able to actually cook some basic food. He had to improve his eating habits because Akane would just scold him for eating cup ramen. And right as Saito thought about what to do for breakfast, Akane came storming inside.


  “M-Morning! I’ll go and make breakfast!”


  “I can handle it if you’re still sleepy. I just thought of eating some raw eggs.”


  “Are you a snake?!”


  “I’m a human. Did you not know that?”


  “I did! Thank you very much!”


  Saito continued with confidence.


  “Eggs are great. Lots of protein, not much fat. It’s full of life energy.”


  “But you can’t just gulp them down without cooking them properly! That’s just sad!”


  “I’m not sad, though.”


  “The one looking will be! Just have a seat!”


  Saito did as he was told, sitting on the kitchen chair. And yet, he felt restless for some reason. Looking at Akane’s back in the kitchen made his heart flutter. It’s been like this since the moment they got back.


  ‘Someone who could willingly hurt their child like this is not fit to be a parent!’


  ‘If that’s all you care about, then I will be the one to make Saito happy!’


  The words Akane had screamed back then still lingered in Saito’s ears. He felt happy about them. Just remembering those words made his body feel fuzzy inside.


  “U-Um…Akane?”


  He wanted to thank her, so he stood up from the chair.


  “Wh-What?”


  Akane worked on the bacon in the frying pan when she looked at Saito, seemingly anxious.


  “Well…you know…”


  For some reason, he couldn’t just thank her. Even though he had no trouble doing so when she cooked for him. Something was off about this. He tried to forcefully get them off his chest, but they were sealed off deep within his soul, as he was unable to express himself. As he was confused about his own feelings, he had to go word for word.


  “Yesterday…What you said to my parents, um…”


  “Eeek?!”


  Akane let out a weird shriek, as she almost dropped the plate of food in her hand. Saito quickly caught this and secured her from falling over.


  “B-Be careful, okay?”


  “S-Sorry…”


  Akane’s body was in his arms, feeling incredibly hot. So much so it was transmitted to him. She smelled so sweet, too. And her neck was a charming sight. Each of her hair strains shone brightly with a stimulating light, burning into Sait’s mind. His heart was racing painfully fast. Just what was this sweet sensation that completely numbed Saito’s brain?


  —Am I…?


  An unfamiliar door opened up in front of Saito.
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  Afterword


  Every person has complicated feelings in their heart. It might be something that was never fulfilled or something that may never be able to be fulfilled. Desire turns into passion or dreams, making the person suffer. However, because we carry this in our hearts, we can move forward. Because being satisfied with the present will not change a thing. In that way, this confusion is something like guidance for people.


  In this volume, Saito realizes that he carries such a thing inside of him, trying to figure out its origin. No matter what the people around him may say, he has to be the one to find that out himself.


  Like before, I received help from many people to bring this volume to you. My editor K-sama, N-sama, everyone from the MF Bunko J editorial department, your care for my work is always appreciated. As part of the pop-up store in February, I could really tell how much the word of KuraKon spread. My illustrator Narumi Nanami-sensei provided adorable illustrations this time around again, even for the new character Rui. Looking like this, I wouldn’t mind taking a ride with her…even if it’s terrifying! And of course, I can’t forget my mangaka Mosskonbu-sensei. Thank you for providing the brief manga pages of Shisei’s painful gaze and Saito’s heartfelt smile.


  And finally, my greatest thanks goes to all the people supporting KuraKon. Your fan letters and impressions always keep me going. It’s thanks to you that KuraKon has reached its 7th volume. Since the two began living together, Akane has changed greatly, showing expressions we would never have anticipated in the beginning. Even Saito began realizing his own desires, and what will happen once they clash with Akane’s? They’re still not over the hill just yet, but their relationship evolving will be center stage from now on too, so I hope you look forward to it.


  Sensing the melting of snow…


  January 19th, 2023. Amano Seiju.
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