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  Prologue


  From a young age, Saito always spent the nights alone at home. Usually, a cup of instant ramen stood on the table during that time. Only the rumbling sound of the fridge filled the otherwise silent home. The kitchen didn’t show any signs of being used, as the 10-year-old Saito just sat at the table, staring at a piece of paper. He thought of giving it to his parents if they happened to come over. But instead of that, he heard the sound of the front door opening. Saito sighed and headed over there. They dressed up, seemingly heading out for a movie or a concert, as they acted like strangers in Saito’s home. They’re both handsome people. His father wore an expensive jacket, and his mother gave off the scent of perfume. Neither of them looked like they were at an age where they’d have children.


  “…Are you heading out?” Saito asked, only to be met with his father’s disgusted look.


  “It’s got nothing to do with you.”


  “Go and eat dinner already. You have instant ramen, so that should be enough, right?”


  His mother was busy fixing the position of her necklace, not even looking at Saito. It was a necklace with a relatively big diamond attached to it. It stood out negatively because of its size, not fitting his mother at all. The mothers of his classmates always wore more casual outfits.


  “Here. My homeroom teacher told me to give this to you.” Saito handed them the piece of paper.


  “Huh? The hell is that?” His father grumbled and looked down at the paper in displeasure.


  “It’s a notice for the open classes with parent participation.”


  “Why would we go there? We’re plenty busy ourselves.”


  “Absolutely. What’s so fun about brats trying to look cool?”


  His parents didn’t even try to hide their contempt.


  “I don’t care, either. But my homeroom teacher said to show up at least once so I thought I might as well give it to you,” Saito pushed the document onto his parents since they showed no signs of accepting it.


  “And I’m saying I don’t care!” Saito’s mother slapped him on the hand.


  Because of that, the document fell to the ground.


  “Don’t make me waste my time on something useless. What are you going to do if we end up late for the movie?” Saito’s father stomped on the paper and left through the door.


  Wrinkles showed on the paper, ripped in certain parts, and left a dirty footprint.


  “You better throw this in the trash later!” His mother’s harsh reprimand was the final thing Saito heard before the door slammed in front of him.


  Now Saito was once again alone in his own, dark home. All the warmth in the house had disappeared, and although it was barely still the fall season, it felt like the season had changed to mid-winter with how freezing it felt. He wouldn’t even have been surprised if his breath froze in front of him. Just what did he expect from all of this? Saito shrugged his shoulders like he had accepted this result and picked up the twisted paper.


  “…Worthless,” he said and crushed the paper in his hand.


  Chapter 1 - Divorce


  Holding Akane in his arms, Saito was plagued by a sweet confusion. She had grasped his shirt with both her hands, looking up at him. Her cheeks were colored in a strong red. Her eyes reflected Saito. A faint breath escaped from her lush lips like cherry blossom petals. The sight of her in the morning glitter was breathtaking. So much so that Saito couldn’t stop himself from giving in to his desire and touching Akane’s hair.


  “Mhm…”


  When his fingers reached Akane, her neck gently twitched. But she didn’t try to get away and instead strengthened her grip on his shirt.


  “S-Saito…?”


  Her voice sounded bewildered, close to breaking out in tears. Just hearing that alone made Saito’s heartbeat accelerate even more. Despite the kitchen being quiet otherwise, only his heartbeat was oppressively loud. As a door opened to guide him to this unfamiliar sensation, the light emitting from this new world was too bright and made it difficult for Saito to even stand.


  —Do I…like Akane…?


  He didn’t know. He never would have imagined himself falling in love with someone. Even back in elementary school, his classmates would constantly go on about who they liked or hated. And since romance was often a topic in games or novels, he obviously knew of the concept. However, he could read all the romance novels in the world and still not understand. Why would you grow so attached to a single person? Why would people risk their lives and choose love in the end? Compared to romance novels, reading a mystery or playing horror games was more pleasant.


  In the end, humans are just lumps of carbon. When they burn up, they turn into ash. When they die, they return to the earth. The concept of experiencing such a passionate love was not incorporated into their lives. Saito’s mentality was to let people come if they wanted, but not chase after them if they left. Let alone a lover, he never even felt any need for friends. That’s why he could accept this forced marriage from his grandfather. A marriage is just a contract. A means to accomplish his dream. After all, Akane was supposed to be his roommate, and nothing more.


  “What’s wrong? Is there…something stuck in my hair…?”


  Akane’s question dragged Saito back to reality. Panicking, he pulled back his hand.


  “S-Sorry…”


  “N-No, it’s fine. I…don’t mind…” Akane’s cheeks were as red as before, as she stared at Saito.


  An innocent and sweet atmosphere reigned between the two of them, beginning to suffocate Saito. And yet, he couldn’t escape. It was unpleasant, yet he didn’t mind at all. On the contrary, a part of him wanted to always bask in this air, which only surprised him more. He couldn’t look away from her large and round eyes.


  “Are you two kissing or something?”


  “Waaaaah?!”


  Shisei’s sudden appearance made both Saito and Akane jump away from each other in shock. Since she stayed over, she still wore a one-piece gown as she rubbed her eyes. She still seemed half-asleep because her step was wobbly, and yet she didn’t let up on her questioning.


  “Answer Shise. Were you two about to kiss just now?”


  “O-Of course not! Look at how rotten his mouth is!”


  “Now that’s just rude for no reason!”


  Saito made sure to brush his teeth every day, after all.


  “But it’s the truth! Your saliva is so venomous, it could probably melt any object on this planet!”


  “My potential is limitless, huh?”


  “I think that the law should incorporate a whole section just for you!”


  “So the whole world is my enemy…Nice, nice.” Saito did feel a bit excited.


  He wouldn’t mind having the strength to destroy everything around him. To have the whole world and every single peace organization chase after him. Every boy would dream of such a thing at least once. Meanwhile, Shisei looked at Saito and Akane with the sharp gaze of a detective.


  “But Akane, you were clinging to Brother’s shirt. You were clearly about to kiss.”


  “N-No, not at all! I was just…I was about to slam him on the ground with a shoulder throw!”


  “Really?!” Saito was shocked to learn his life was almost snuffed out without him even realizing.


  Akane’s shoulders shot up.


  “That’s right! If Shisei-san hadn’t intervened, you’d have your face buried in the floor right about now!”


  “You’re packing that much force?!”


  “With my full strength, I’ll slam you down all the way to the earth’s core!”


  “That’s some inhuman strength!” Saito immediately took some distance from Akane after hearing that.


  Just as he was used to it, the slightest moment of carelessness could prove fatal as long as he lived in this home. He couldn’t possibly waste his time thinking about how cute she was, or if he had feelings for her. His own life comes first. He still had things he wanted to accomplish in this life. Then, Shisei took out her smartphone and directed the camera at them.


  “Well, Shise isn’t going to stop you. Just keep going with…that shoulder throw anybody else would call a kiss.”


  “But you’re dead set on taking a picture, right?!”


  “Nope. Gonna film it and show it to the whole world.”


  “But then people will get mad at me for how cruel I am!”


  “Then maybe don’t do anything cruel to me?!”


  “But who else am I supposed to do it with then?!”


  “Nobody?! Just don’t hurt anybody?!”


  Saito took another step away from Akane. His whole body was riddled with terror. He couldn’t possibly be in love with a tyrant like her. Who would even develop feelings for their archenemy?


  —It was just…my misunderstanding, right?


  Saito watched Akane flail her hands about with a red face, as he was forced to question himself.


  



  



  He believed it to have been just his imagination, but leaving it be as is wasn’t Saito’s style, either. To a rationalist like Saito, all things in nature could be analyzed and explained, and his feelings shouldn’t be an exception. During that day’s lunch break, Saito began his research of romance and affection through reading books at his school’s library. Material dealing with psychology, books specifically about biology and social studies, romance novels, and research books about the mechanisms of youth, his large desk was buried with paper.


  He hoped that he might at least find a hint of understanding his feelings somewhere in there as he read through it all…but he was left empty-handed. Saito had no issue reading any specialist book, no matter how difficult the issue, and yet he felt like he had read so much, yet nothing at all. It’s like he had been reading the written words of an alien race. As Saito’s thoughts just drifted off, he was woken up again by a cheerful voice from behind him.


  “Saito-kun! What are you doing here?”


  A soft sensation was pressed against his head, as arms appeared from above his shoulders. Himari rubbed her cold cheeks against Saito’s, her chest tickling his back.


  “Don’t just cling to me out of nowhere.”


  “So it would’ve been fine normally?” She said with a teasing tone.


  “That’s not what I meant by that.”


  “Gotcha! Next time, I’ll warn you beforehand.”


  “You didn’t understand my point at all.”


  Himari moved her face closer and whispered into his ear with a seductive voice.


  “So if I say I’m gonna kiss you…can I?”


  “Of course not!”


  And even as they were talking like this, she showed no signs of moving away from Saito. Their bodies were so close, the mature scent from her perfume could probably stick to his clothes now. And this whole contact completely unbefitting of the tranquil atmosphere of the library left Saito’s temperature rising. Himari then caught on to the books on Saito’s desk.


  “How To Youth…? Saito-kun, are you finally growing up?!”


  “I’ve been experiencing my youth for a hot minute now!”


  “But you don’t assault Akane despite living in the same home with her, and whenever I try to seduce you like this, you don’t try to rip my clothes off of me…”


  “Is that how boys normally spend their youth?!”


  In fact, it sounded more like what a bandit would do than anything. Saito eventually escaped Himari’s hug. If they stayed like this for much longer, this might actually end up in some level of savagery.


  “I was just looking for love, romance, and all that.”


  “Riiight, I can see you not being too knowledgeable about that,” Himari said and sat down next to Saito.


  “You can tell?”


  “Duh, of course I can. How much do you think I’ve been watching you.”


  Her gaze, packed with raw emotion and passion, left Saito in an uncomfortable state. He simply didn’t understand where all this passion came from. The heat people felt toward each other, the pain of being apart, the motivation to obtain the other, it made no sense to him.


  “What…does it feel like to love someone?” Saito asked, to which Himari’s cheeks began turning red.


  “You’re asking me that?! You do remember that I have feelings for you, right?!”


  “I would never forget.”


  “Explaining that to the person in question sure is embarrassing, you know…” Himari began fidgeting.


  “Please tell me. I can’t stand not understanding something.”


  “I’m pretty much confused all day, everyday…”


  “Excluding love and romance, I’ve grasped the meaning behind every phenomenon in this world.”


  “Someone’s confident?!”


  “Please. You’ve been working in this field for ages, and you know just how to control someone’s emotions. You’re the only one I can ask,” Saito pleaded as he took Himari’s hand.


  Himari’s cheeks turned even more red.


  “O-Oh, geez! Fine, okay. I can’t decline a request of yours, after all.”


  “I appreciate it.”


  Saito let go of Himari’s hand. She grasped both of hers in front of her chest and showered Saito with a complicated gaze.


  “You’d probably make a great gigolo, Saito-kun.”


  “I would like to work properly, so no thanks.”


  “That’s not what I meant. I feel like you know just how to have girls listen to you.”


  “Since I aspire to be someone standing at the top of a company, I need the skill to give concrete orders to both men and women.”


  “And that’s not what I was talking about, either! Oh well…You’re you, after all.”


  “…?”


  Saito was unsure if he was being praised or ridiculed…or both at the same time. Himari’s gaze looking at him resembled that of gazing at a young child. She then put one finger on her lips and explained.


  “Well…In my case, I just kept thinking about you until I eventually realized that I like you.”


  “Is that the reason your grades dropped…?”


  “I am listening to class, of course! Though there are times I catch myself staring at you during class, which makes me lose my chance to copy whatever’s on the blackboard.”


  “…I see. So it’s like you’re watching an ant colony being at work?”


  “Not at all?! Why did you think of ants?!”


  “Maybe like you’re watching the growth of protists…?”


  “You’re not one of those…whatever thingies, right?!”


  “I’m a human, yes.”


  “I know! That’s why I’m worried!”


  Saito leaned toward Himari.


  “What else? What symptoms do you show when you’ve caught feelings?”


  Himari flashed a wry smile.


  “You’re making it sound like some sickness…Well, when I look at you, my heart feels like it’s gonna explode, just being close to you makes it harder to breathe, and it’s like the food gets stuck in my throat.”


  “That’s clearly a sickness!” Saito was terrified.


  “Well, they call it lovesickness, after all.”


  “At the very least, it contradicts the existence of a living being. Maybe it’s some sort of bug developed over the millions of years that humans have developed.”


  “You’re the one who got me sick like this, so you better take responsibility, okay?” Himari showed a teasing smile and pressed her cheek against Saito.


  “How do I do that…?”


  “I’m just kidding. You’re so diligent at the weirdest of times.” Himari laughed to herself, which made Saito even more comfortable.
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  If he really troubled the girl that much, he would have wanted to make up for it in some way.


  “What else…Oh, right. I want to touch the person I like and be touched by him. I want all of you, and I’m willing to give you my everything. Just being with you makes me feel pain that I want us to become one. I just…wanna gobble you up,” Himari looked at Saito like he was her prey.


  A fire unlike anything Saito had ever seen from her burned in her eyes as her whole soul begged for him. Saito didn’t feel all too comfortable as he was captured in the hunter’s gaze.


  “That’s how it is. Do you get it now?”


  “…No, not really. Sorry.”


  Saito felt guilty for receiving such a lengthy explanation yet not doing anything with it. He knew what her words meant, but the feeling just didn’t line up with what he thought. Himari seemed a bit impatient as she ran her hand through her hair.


  “Then…how about now?”


  “…?!”


  Himari then pressed her lips onto Saito. He was greeted with a squishy, soft, and bewitching sensation. Her whole body emitted a sweet scent that could get any man drunk on it. Her long eyelashes quivered like she was worried. She then placed one hand on Saito’s cheek, the other wrapping around his back. She clung to him to not allow him any escape, as she continued to gulp him up. Eaten whole by her, Saito could only hold his breath.


  



  



  After sharing a long kiss, Himari moved her lips away from Saito. The students around them had watched this unfold while murmuring to themselves, but she didn’t seem to mind. She had completely forgotten that they were actually sitting in the library room. And all that because Saito had such a lonely gaze in his eyes. She wanted to close this emptiness deep within him, who didn’t understand love despite being in his teens, no matter the method it would cost. She couldn’t fight the urge to do so.


  “How was that…Saito-kun…?” Himari carefully asked.


  “I don’t know what to say…”


  Yet, Saito didn’t seem fulfilled even now. Himari had hoped she could convey this feeling with not her words, but her body instead, yet nothing changed. Saito’s gaze was as empty as before. A bottomless abyss looked back at Himari, who felt a sharp pain run through her chest.


  “I guess that hole inside of you is much bigger than I expected…”


  “Hole? What are you talking about?” Saito asked a question.


  He was not aware of it, apparently.


  “It’s what you don’t have, but what you want desperately.”


  “I don’t really get it, but I’m enjoying my current life.”


  “Then why…”


  Why do his eyes look so empty? Himari was burning to ask that question, but she kept it in her mind. Is it really the right thing to do? To make him realize how hungry he was? What if she couldn’t fill this gap? What would he do then? She didn’t want to step out of her comfort zone.


  —Am I a coward after all?


  She was too scared to run the risk of destroying him. If she was Akane, she probably would have barged right into this issue head-on.


  “But why did you even start looking into all this? Did you fall in love with someone? Wondering if your feelings might be love?” Himari asked with a joking tone, trying to change the topic.


  “No, not really…” Saito awkwardly scratched his cheek.


  “Ah! So you did! Who is it? Do I know them?”


  “I’m telling you it’s nothing. Don’t worry about it,” Saito tried to play it off, but Himari knew.


  The one who changed him…was her best friend she loved so much.


  After classes, Akane left the classroom together with Himari.


  “Do you have time today? Why don’t we relax a bit at a cafe?”


  “Um…Well, I don’t know…” Himari’s expression seemed a bit awkward.


  Even the greetings she gave the people passing her by lacked her usual energy.


  “What’s wrong? Did something happen?”


  “…”


  No response came.


  “Himari…? Did I…do anything?” Akane grew worried and took a close look at Himari’s face, who finally responded with a sigh.


  “No, you didn’t. I just…can’t help but think it’s a bit unfair…No, really unfair, actually.”


  “Huh?” Akane stopped in her tracks.


  “I’m talking about Saito-kun. No matter how hard I try, I can never catch up. You’ve got everything on your side of the field.”


  “That’s not true! I can’t even talk properly with other people, I don’t know how to get along with Saito, and I’m not nearly as cute as you!”


  The difference between them was staggering. Although it hurt her to admit this.


  “But you’re living together with Saito-kun, right?”


  “That’s…”


  “Being around him all day every day is just that strong. The effect comes in simple, too, because you can easily get close to him. You don’t have to try hard and talk to him, either. Just being around him makes him look more at you.”


  “I…I’m sorry.”


  Akane looked down at the ground. After years and years, scars covered the whole floor from the students’ slippers walking across the ground. Akane was scared to raise her head. She didn’t want to find out what expression Himari had right now. They accepted that they were rivals in love, but Akane had the absolute advantage since she was forced into this marriage. How was she even a rival?


  “I really…don’t need you to apologize. Just, today, I…don’t feel like it.”


  Himari’s footsteps as she walked away created a lonely sound, ringing within Akane’s ears. She didn’t know what to say in order to stop the girl, so she could only bite her lip. If only they hadn’t fallen in love with the same person, then this never would have happened. If she hadn’t fallen for Saito, she could have supported Himari’s love with all her heart. However, it was Akane herself who chose this battlefield.


  Raising her head, she confirmed that Himari had left. Stepping outside the school, she was greeted by Reiko, Saito’s aunt, standing next to a black limousine. Akane couldn’t suppress her shock. She knew from all their previous interactions that Reiko didn’t exactly have the greatest impression of her. And it was plain as day why Reiko couldn’t stand her.


  “H-Hello…”


  Akane attempted to greet her and walk away but Reiko blocked off her escape route. She had crossed both her arms, looking down at Akane as the sunlight illuminated her black hair.


  “We have to talk. Could I have some of your time?”


  Akane was given no time to think, let alone respond, as she was pushed into the limousine, which drove off shortly after.


  —Huh?! What?! Am I being abducted?!


  Would she be taken to a remote island owned by the Houjou Family to live the rest of her days in exile, or was she en route to the Houjou Group’s execution site to have all traces of her removed from this world? Akane tightly grasped her bag as she quivered in terror when Reiko showed her a reassuring smile from across her.


  “No need to be so scared. I wouldn’t kill you this quickly.”


  “Excuse me, I’m getting off here!” Akane screamed, but the door was locked regardless.


  Reiko placed one arm on her leg to rest her head on it, showing a smile.


  “Oh dear, what a troublesome girl we have here. If you jump out of a moving car, you’re going to die for good, you know? I’m telling you that I won’t kill you.”


  “But you’re going to make me suffer to the point I’ll be wishing I was rather dead, right?!”


  “With how noisy the laws are nowadays, I couldn’t possibly do such a thing. Although the Houjou Family did have those getting in their way taking a long bath at the bottom of the ocean a long time ago,” she said with a peaceful expression, but her eyes were serious—Dead serious.


  “Just who in the world is the Houjou Family…?”


  “We’re gods.”


  Even now, her eyes showed no glimmer of this being a joke.


  “O-Oh…Gods, huh?”


  “You don’t sound all too convinced, my dear?”


  “I mean, I don’t know what I expected…”


  What other reaction would Reiko have expected after dragging Akane, a high school girl, into her black limousine to declare herself a god? Akane just wanted to go home and be freed from this weird atmosphere.


  “Though I say that, I’m referring to the Eastern Gods, of course. Not the Western one. I believe they were called demons at one point, too…It gets a bit hazy, but it’s important to draw a distinction between us and regular humans like you.”


  Akane began to realize what Reiko was hinting at.


  “So you’re saying that I’m not worthy of being with Saito?”


  “That’s one thing I would like to discuss with you today,” Reiko said as she gazed outside the window.


  Akane assumed she’d be taken to a torture room called “discussion”, but that apparently didn’t seem like it. Instead, the limousine stopped at a high-society hotel, where they headed into a cafe on the first floor. Unlike the cafes Akane or Himari would frequent, this one was equipped with chandeliers and stained glass, creating a luxurious atmosphere. Walking between the antique tables were the employees with their silver trays. The tables were decorated with golden-green cups and saucers, as the scent of black tea drifted in the air. The majority of the customers were adults, so someone like Akane in her uniform stood out like a sore thumb. Reiko however, in her suit, looked like she was right at home.


  The reason Saito’s parents wanted him to stop living together with Akane was because Reiko offered them money to convince him. Akane heard about this from Shisei, although she asked to keep this a secret from Saito. It showed just how hostile Reiko was toward Akane. Naturally, she was nervous from head to toe.


  “First, I’d like to apologize. I couldn’t afford to leisurely choose my methods, but I still went too far by using Saito’s parents.”


  “Wha…”


  Akane didn’t expect to receive an apology from Reiko like that, her eyes widening in shock. Why would an absolute queen like her admit her own mistake?


  “What’s that look about?”


  “Well…It just came as a surprise.”


  “Even I know when to apologize. Especially when this is related to my goal.”


  “Goal…?”


  Just what could Reiko’s goal be?


  “You won’t get angry at me? You could just slap me across the face like you did with that foolish older brother of mine.” Reiko pushed her body across the table, offering Akane her cheek.


  Her lips were colored in beautiful lipstick, and her eyebrows showed no lack of trimming. A dark flame burned in her eyes. She didn’t seem like the type of person who would take a hit and not do anything. And of course, Akane was the same. They resembled each other. Their temper being strict, the way they both ended up drowning in irrationality when it came to accomplishing their goal…And the fact they both cared for Saito.


  “Rather than apologizing to me, maybe you should reach out to Saito instead. He’s the one who was hurt the most, not me.”


  Reiko showed a wry smile.


  “You haven’t told Saito-kun about my plan to use his parents, right? Why is that?”


  “You’re Saito’s ally. And I don’t want him to lose any more people who care about him.”


  Reiko has been something like a parent to Saito, so Akane didn’t want the two of them to fight. Even more so if she was related to that.


  “But that’s why you should know that I can’t apologize to him, right?”


  “Well…Yes.”


  Sure, it might help with Reiko’s guilt, but the shock will remain the same for Saito. If she really cares about Saito, she’ll have to carry this guilt. But as a punishment, it was far too heavy to bear.


  “You know, it’s not as if I hate you or anything like that,” Reiko muttered.


  “R-Really?” Akane was bewildered.


  “Yes, of course. In fact, I feel like we’re quite similar. If you had just been a regular friend of my daughter, falling in love with a boy other than Saito-kun, I would have supported you with all my heart. That said, the reality we have to deal with is different,” Reiko gave Akane a serious look. “I want to prioritize my own daughter’s happiness. I don’t want to see Shisei suffer. I can’t bear to see it. From the moment she was born, she only ever had eyes for Saito-kun.”


  “…” Akane didn’t know what to respond.


  She could feel the bottomless love Reiko had for her daughter. It was plain as day that these were her genuine feelings, completely without his usual thorny attitude.


  “And as something like a stand-in parent for him, I want Saito-kun to be happy, too. And if Shisei stays by his side forever, then that will be possible. She always prioritizes Saito-kun over her own desires, and she has the ability to calculate the route to happiness. Unlike you, who just continues to fight with Saito-kun.”


  “As of late…we’re not fighting all that much. We’ve started to adjust…”


  “Adjust?” Reiko shrugged. “I think you’re just trying to force yourselves to get along. If you really were meant to be together, you would have felt that from the moment you met, to the point you immediately matched. There’s no way you would be fighting all the time otherwise.”


  Her words stabbed Akane in the chest like a sharp blade. It’s because she also felt that. Not just Shisei, but even Himari or Maho were better candidates for Saito, since they got along with him just fine. Could someone so clumsy like her really be the one to bring him happiness? Because she was aware of the truth, it hurt even more.


  “But did you immediately get along with your husband, Reiko-san?” Akane attempted to fight back, which made Reiko stagger.


  “That’s true…At first, we were only fighting, too.”


  “Then I don’t think you have any right to make decisions for us.” Akane glared at Reiko, but she didn’t back down.


  “But we worked hard and overcame that hurdle ourselves. Unlike you, who only gets help from her surroundings. If you hadn’t been forced into this marriage, living together with him, you never would have made it this far, right?”


  Yet again, Reiko was absolutely right. Granted, it all started because of her grandmother’s selfishness, but if they hadn’t been pushed into this arranged marriage, Akane might not have realized her feelings for Saito. She would have just continued to fight with him, not knowing why she was so concerned with him until they’d have graduated to never seeing each other again. And then, she would have spent her life always feeling like something was missing. It was a scary thing just to think about.


  “So, how about it? Why not reset it all and start from the beginning?” Reiko rested her head on her palm as she smiled.


  “Start from the beginning…?”


  “That’s right. Compared to my daughter, you have all the advantages. So, if I were to offer to pay for your medical tuition, would you break up with Saito-kun?”


  “I…” Akane struggled to find the right words.


  “Of course, that includes any living expenses. I’ll even allow you to go to a medical school overseas. I can recommend you to research labs or big hospitals where I have connections. Needless to say, I’ll handle any complaints from Father or the like. So, what do you think? It’s not that bad of an offer, right?” Reiko’s long fingers lifted Akane’s jaw, as she whispered.


  Her red rouge lips brought Akane a seductive offer. Her eyes were sharp like a hunter having spotted its prey.


  “I don’t need the tuition!” Akane pushed away Reiko’s hand.


  “How odd. Didn’t you agree to this marriage so that you could get the tuition necessary to get into the medical facility? Weren’t you the child who would do anything for her dream?”


  “If I were to break up with him just to get the money for my tuition, I wouldn’t be any better than his parents. I can’t sell him out like that.”


  Reiko flashed a smile.


  “That’s not a very nice thing to say. I’m just trying to pay you back for the inconvenience I caused. It’s compensation to have you agree to my terms. To make reparations.”


  “Compensation, reparations…I don’t like these kinds of words.”


  It makes it sound like Saito is just an object. And the time they spent together, fighting with each other while taking steps toward the other person, wasn’t something so cold and heartless. Reiko began feeling agitated, as she ran her fingers through her hair.


  “Then what else am I supposed to do? These are all the cards I could play. Just what do you wish for?”


  “I…don’t need anything. But, I understand what you’re trying to say, so…please give me some time to think about it,” Akane responded while gritting her teeth.


  



  



  After Saito finished eating Akane’s dinner, he clapped his hands together.


  “Thanks for the food. It was delicious as always.”


  When they had just gotten married, he didn’t even know how to properly thank others for their kindness, but now it all came naturally. He gathered up all the dishes and began washing them at the kitchen sink.


  “Wait, let me help.” Akane wanted to stand up, but Saito stopped her.


  “It’s fine, I can do this much. You’re tired, right? Just go take a bath and head to bed.”


  “How…did you know I was tired?”


  “How couldn’t I? I’m watching you every day, after all.”


  “…!” Akane rolled her hand into a fist, placing it on her chest.


  His kind words entered her body, melting away deep within her heart. In reality, he was a kind soul. She simply never realized because they kept fighting at school. She assumed he was an arrogant Me guy but after they started living together, she was forced to accept how wrong she was. Saito might seem uncaring on the outside, but he realized the smallest things about people, showing consideration for others.


  “I…I’m not that simple of a person,” Akane pouted.


  “Yes. Yes, you are.”


  Akane gazed at Saito from the table. Despite seeming annoyed by it, he would still do his part of the housework, proceeding effectively. The dirty dishes were cleaned in a matter of minutes. Though he could also be a bit childish and cute at times, playing with the foam bubbles between his fingers. You wouldn’t expect this sight from the top genius at school.


  —I…don’t want to break up with him.


  Akane had long realized that the time they spent together was what made her the happiest. They were still fighting here and there, but when they found a common ground like this, she was the happiest. The more she learned about him through their daily exchanges, the more attracted to him she felt. But, she knew this wasn’t fair.


  “Hey, Saito? If our grandparents didn’t force us into this marriage…Do you think we would’ve ever gotten married ourselves?” Saito washed off the dishes as he responded.


  “I don’t think so. All we were doing was fighting, after all.”


  “I…guess you’re right, yeah.”


  Akane had anticipated this answer, and yet it still hurt her.


  “What would you do…if I suddenly left?”


  “I’d call the police and file a missing person’s report.”


  “Not that. If you knew where I was but I just wouldn’t come home.”


  “Then there’s no problem, right? I’ll just drink my protein and play games.”


  “That’s not what I meant, either! It’s…you know…”


  As Akane struggled to express herself, Saito got closer.


  “You okay?” He pressed his wet hand on her forehead, looking into her eyes. “You’re acting weird today. Do you have a fever?”


  “…!”


  Akane felt her whole body growing hot. Her heart was beating so fast it could explode any second. She began feeling dizzy, too. When she hadn’t been aware of her feelings yet, she just felt embarrassed at this physical contact, but now she couldn’t stay calm.


  “You’re hot. And your face is red, too.”


  “Th-This is…My face is exploding and this is the blood coming from it! I’m totally fine!”


  “You’re not fine at all!”


  “I am totally fine! I can come back no matter how many times my face explodes! Even yesterday, it happened at least 50 times!”


  “What kind of living being are you?!”


  “That’s what I wanna know! Explain it to me!”


  “How would I know?! Forget about the bath, just go to bed!”


  “Ah, hey…!”


  Saito grabbed Akane’s hand and pulled her to the bedroom forcing her onto the bed and pulling the blanket over her. He then turned on the lights like she was some child.


  “I’ve gotta clean up the rest downstairs, so you take it easy here,” he said and left the room.


  “…!” Akane tightly embraced her pillow.


  Being treated this kindly would only make her fall in love with him more. All these sweet feelings built inside of her would come gushing out. But, she couldn’t give in to that. Just being dependent on the environment given to her would be unfair toward Himari, Shisei, and even Reiko. And more than anything…it wouldn’t be fair toward Saito. Since she loved him so much, she didn’t want to push herself and her feelings onto him. Much rather, she wanted him to enjoy his own life in his own way. She wanted him to be the one to choose. Who he wants to be with, and who he wants to spend his life with. Because if she didn’t do that, she probably wouldn’t ever be able to forgive herself. If she had hated him still, they would’ve been able to always be together, but now that she knew of her feelings, that wasn’t possible anymore.


  



  



  As the sun began to set around him, Saito stood in front of a sweets store located on the shopping street. He used reference books, asked other people, and analyzed his own feelings, which cost him a hefty amount of time in the end, but he still didn’t know if what he felt toward Akane was romantic affection. He never once even thought about ever being in love with someone, and he wasn’t ever truly interested in women, let alone other people. Truthfully, he didn’t know if he was in love with Akane, but there was one thing he was sure of.


  He loved seeing Akane smile. And so that he could enjoy her smile again, he decided to head home only after buying a present for her. As of late, she seemed awfully tired, like there was something weighing down on her. And to help with that, it was always best to give her something related to strawberries.


  He lined up after female officer workers, housewives, and high school girls, as he awkwardly waited for his turn at the counter. He bought two slices of a strawberry Swiss roll and two of a strawberry shortcake, had it put in a box, and then made his way home. Would she be happy about this present? And what would they do after they were done eating? Playing a game? Watching a movie? All these thoughts raced through Saito’s mind, as the path home looked a lot more exciting and dazzling than usual. Even the people he passed by on the way seemed to smile at him. Knowing that someone was waiting for him at home was a level of joy he’d never experienced. Because his parents never waited for him to come home. In fact, he was like an afterthought in their eyes.


  “I’m home.”


  Arriving at his familiar doorstep, Saito unlocked the door and headed inside. Usually, he would be greeted by the scent of cooked rice and sounds coming from the kitchen, but today, the home was quiet. Cold and distant…


  —She still hasn’t prepared dinner?


  Saito walked down the hallway with the box of cakes in hand, opening the door to the kitchen.


  “…Saito.”


  Akane sat at the kitchen table. She wasn’t wearing her apron, instead carrying a coat over her uniform. She had a large red suitcase next to it, with a green letter on the table. She looked like she was close to breaking out in tears, staring at Saito.


  “Wh-What’s wrong? Are you going on a trip?” Saito was confused as to what was going on.


  “…Here.”


  Akane pushed the green paper on Saito. At the top, it said divorce form. Akane had already filled out her name.


  “Wha…?”


  His thoughts couldn’t keep up. Despite his confidence in his ability to rationalize everything, this once he was completely overwhelmed.


  “Let’s get a divorce,” Akane mumbled with a voice about to disappear.


  “Wh-Why…?”


  “Because that is the right thing to do.”


  “The right thing…?”


  “Why would two people who don’t even love each other get married? If you don’t spend time with the person you really love, aren’t you just wasting your life away?”


  “What does that matter now…? Weren’t you willing to throw love out the window to accomplish your dream? If you do this, we both will end up right where we started.”


  Akane looked down at the floor.


  “Since this is my selfish decision, I’ve accepted that grandma won’t pay my tuition. That said, I’ll talk to your grandfather and apologize. I’ll do anything so that you will get what you wish for.”


  “But I…don’t want that.”


  Then…what did he want? He wasn’t sure. An inexplicable frustration began to build from the depths of his stomach, as all strength left his body. His voice began quivering. Just why was he so bewildered?


  “Did you…fall in love with someone?”


  “…!” Akane didn’t answer, but her cheeks turned red.


  She awkwardly averted her gaze, forming fists on her lap. Saito’s guess seems to have been right on the mark. Considering her good looks and cute personality, once you get to know her, the other person will surely fall in love with Akane, too. And if she could walk that kind of life, it was definitely wrong of her to stay married to someone she didn’t like just to get the tuition to achieve her dream. What good would any of that do if she spent her days unhappy? This decision was absolutely correct.


  “…I see. Well, if you’ve decided on that, then that’s all that matters, right?”


  “A-Are you fine with that…? Even if…I’m gone…?” Akane carefully asked.


  She might be scared of Saito rejecting this divorce. You can’t get one with just one side’s decision, so she needed him to agree. Without his approval, she wouldn’t be able to experience love with the one she likes.


  “Just do what you want.”


  In the end, nothing mattered to Saito anymore. He wouldn’t stop those who try to leave, not get attached to anybody in particular. This was and always has been Saito’s stance. Even in elementary school, when his classmates had left him by himself, he didn’t try to form new relationships. It’s because he doesn’t need anybody else. Saito can do everything on his own. No need for help, no need for attention. He can just escape to the realm of fantasy and imagination with his books and games, going on countless adventures. Trying to get along with people in this plain reality was a waste, and meaningless.


  “Okay…” Akane bit her lip and pulled the suitcase as she walked toward the front door.


  She opened said door and turned around once more, looking at Saito like she was hoping for something.


  “What? Aren’t you going?”


  “…You’re right. I’m leaving…and, I’m sorry.” She turned her back to Saito and walked outside.


  It felt like this was the first time she genuinely apologized to Saito. And yet, he didn’t feel happy in the slightest. As she left, the sight of her overlapped with Saito’s parents. How they left him alone at home, wandering off into the night.


  “Aka—”


  Saito subconsciously reached for Akane, but he quickly pulled back his hand. What good would calling out to her do now? In the end, nothing mattered. He just squashed the paper in his hand and closed the door.


  



  



  Pulling the suitcase along, the way home to her family felt awfully long. The further she walked from her home with Saito, the heavier Akane’s footsteps felt, as she slowly began getting sucked into the black asphalt beneath her. She knew that suppressing her own feelings for Saito’s sake would hurt, but not to the point it would tear her heart apart. Even writing her name on that paper took everything out of her, even to the point she almost dropped the pen. In reality, she didn’t want this divorce. She didn’t want to leave Saito’s side. But they couldn’t stay together at this rate. This was all just Akane being selfish.


  Clouds covered the sky on this dark evening, as Akane sped up her pace. A short while later, everybody around her had disappeared. Nobody was here. Only Akane existed in this world. The traffic lights for pedestrians shone a faint light in the darkness, showing the silhouette of a person. Akane waited for her turn and then rushed across the crossing. Out of nowhere, it began raining. The cold water ran down Akane’s cheeks, along her chin. Slowly, the rain started getting stronger, now drenching her coat to the point her uniform turned wet, too.


  —I’m cold…


  It reminded her of the day it poured like crazy when she lost her ring. Back then, Saito managed to find the ring and let Akane stay under his umbrella. Her body was cold back then, too, but having Saito next to her filled her with warmth. Yet, Saito was not with her right now. She had stored her folded umbrella deep within her suitcase, but with no strength or motivation to open it up and look for it, Akane just continued to walk down the street, meeting the full force of the rain. The water running down her bangs distorted the residential area around her view. When she finally reached her family’s home, she took out a key from her suitcase. With a metallic sound, the door unlocked, allowing her to enter.


  “Huh? Onee-chan?”


  Maho showed her face from the living room, her eyes open wide in surprise. She wore a casual short T-shirt with short pants, munching on ice cream.


  “Huh?! What happened?! Did you come over to play?! Wooo! Fever nighttime! I’m not letting you sleep at all!” Maho rushed down the hallway and leaped at Akane.


  She rubbed her cheeks against her, fondled her chest, and welcomed her with open arms. Normally, Akane would have stopped her little sister ages ago, but now she couldn’t even do that. Tears fell down her eyes even though she tried her hardest to keep it cool in front of Maho.
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  “Huh? H-Hey, Onee-chan? What’s wrong? You’re drenched! What happened?!” Maho began panicking and took a close look at Akane.


  “I thought he’d at least try to stop me…I’m such an idiot,” Akane let out a faint laugh.


  She should’ve known that Saito wouldn’t do that. The only reason they were living together was because of their grandparents forcing them into it. He never had any romantic feelings for her, and it was only Akane who developed feelings for him.


  “What are you talking about? Did you and Onii-chan get in a fight?” Maho flashed a puzzled expression, met with Akane slowly shaking her head.


  “We didn’t fight. I just left.”


  “You…ran away from home? So you’ll be staying over here for a while?”


  “Not just a while…I ended things with Saito.”


  “Wha…”


  Now even Maho was at a loss for words. Akane raised her drenched and cold shoulders.


  “It was all pointless. Getting married as high school students is just like playing house, after all. Now I can finally relax and live in peace without having to see his face from morning until evening. I won’t have to make his favorite food anymore. It’s all…back to how it has always been.”


  Her knees began losing strength as she almost sacked to the ground. The feeling of loss after walking away filled her chest with pain like someone had ripped out her heart.


  “No way…” Maho muttered in shock. “Onee-chan, you…You like Onii-chan?”


  “I don’t. Of course not. Why would I ever fall in love with someone like him.”


  She lied. Naturally, she loved him.


  “But then…why do you look so sad…?”


  “I’m not sad. I just…” She rolled up her hands into fists, pressing her fingers strongly.


  If she didn’t muster up any strength now, she would break down in tears again. Meanwhile, Maho grabbed her shoulders.


  “Then hurry and go back! It’s not too late! Just make up with him!”


  “I can’t! I can’t…ever give him the freedom he needs! He has to get married to the person he loves.”


  “What does it matter?! You always put yourself second! Always holding back for other people’s sake! Just this once, you should do what you really want!”


  But Akane moved Maho’s hands away.


  “I’m doing what I want to do. I…want Saito to be happy. That’s all.”


  And for that to happen, she needed to get rid of her own feelings.


  “Onee-chan…” Maho muttered with a defeated gaze. “Aren’t you…going to regret this? In ten…or even twenties years…What if you regret leaving him?”


  “I’m already full of regret right now. But…this is all I could do,” Akane smiled weakly.
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  I can’t fall asleep…


  Was our bed…


  …always so big?


  “BEEP”


  (What a noisy TV show…)


  Chapter 2 - Alone


  A few days have passed since then, with Akane having gotten used to her life before the marriage. Akane’s parents naturally were surprised to see her back, but they respected her decision. After coming home, she’d help with the housework, eat dinner with everyone, and then study in her room. There was no more fighting like when she lived with Saito. She could spend her days in peace. Both her parents and Maho were all kind to her, looking after her. She should’ve been happy about all of this, and yet—


  —I wonder what Saito is doing right now…


  She sat at her desk, staring into the empty void while thoughts like these raced through her mind. Even now that she was back with her family, all she could think about was Saito. Her entire being had taken Saito’s color.


  “Onee-chan!”


  “Eeek?!”


  Maho whispering in her ear made Akane’s shoulders jump in shock.


  “Don’t scare me like that…”


  “But you seemed bored! Let’s play something!”


  “I’m not bored. I’m in the middle of studying.”


  “I don’t buy that for one second. You’ve just been spacing out this whole time, sighing to yourself.”


  “Ack…”


  Maho was absolutely right. Now that she had returned to her family, she should have had plenty of free time to study, and yet she couldn’t get back into the groove. She found herself unable to focus on the question in front of her, the white paper sheet completely empty.


  “And if you’re not making any progress, then staying glued to your desk is a waste of time! Just play with me instead! We can count our hair strains and only stop until we’re done!”


  “That’s going to waste even more of my time!”


  “Not at all! I’m just gonna pretend to count but fondle your boobs instead!” Maho moved her fingers like they were tentacles.


  “Even more of a reason not to play with you if that’s your only goal!” Akane moved away from Maho while covering her chest with her hands.


  “Ah, um, just kidding! I’m not gonna do that! No touch boobies! I am serious!”


  “How did you even survive overseas with that lack of English skills…?”


  “It’s all about how you present yourself. With a smile, almost anybody’s willing to help you, or forgive you!”


  “Well, I won’t forgive you!”


  “Let’s get it started! Gonna count how many boobies you have, Onee-chan!”


  “I have to! Game over!”


  Akane ended the game the moment it started. Even when it was her beloved little sister, she wouldn’t just blindly agree to being sexually harassed. Just spoiling her would be bad for her education. But, Maho pouted.


  “You really don’t know when to play along…This is the part where you should have your clothes explode and become butt-naked!”


  “I don’t have such a superpower…”


  “Well, I do!”


  “That’s amazing!”


  “Hee hee, praise me more, Onee-chan.” Maho smiled like a little child and clung to Akane.


  A familiar scent from her childhood, paired with Maho’s warmth, filled Akane’s empty body.


  “…Thanks, Maho.”


  “Hm? For what?”


  “For trying to cheer me up.”


  If not for the bottomless source of energy that was Maho, Akane would have probably spent her days crying to not end. That’s just how big of an existence Saito was to her. She had always been curious about Saito as a person since that party years ago, and once they enrolled in high school, they became something akin to rivals. And while living together in the same house, feelings that could not be easily erased had begun to grow within her.


  “I’ll just study a bit longer. Also, wasn’t there a show you wanted to watch?”


  “Ah, yeah. I’ll be in the living room, so hop on over once you’re done studying!” Maho showed a worried expression as she left Akane’s room.


  —She’s going out of her way to support me, so I gotta pick myself up.


  Akane mustered up her courage and focused back down on the reference book in front of her. She tried her hardest to allow the questions to enter her mind and get rid of any unnecessary thoughts…but no matter how hard she tried, Saito’s face kept on popping up. It would have been if it was a repulsive expression that she could get angry over, and yet she could only remember his admirable face when he carried her to the hospital during her cold, or his playful grin when they were playing games together.


  Suddenly, Akane’s phone vibrated on the desk next to her. Checking, Akane saw that it was an incoming video call from Himari. Immediately, Akane felt on edge. Since Himari declined her offer to hang out that last time, they didn’t talk much. She even wondered if Himari came to hate her for what happened with Saito. Her fingers tensed up as she accepted the call.


  “U-Um…”


  ‘Akane! I’m sorry!’


  The screen showed Himari, close to breaking out in tears.


  “Wh-What’s wrong?”


  ‘When I called you unfair last time…I immediately regretted it, but I couldn’t bring myself to apologize…I’m just the worst, I’m so sorry…’


  “No, that’s not true. You were absolutely right. I’m sorry for everything,” Akane shook her head.


  Love is a complicated thing. It makes your emotions unstable, bringing chaos to the life you’ve grown accustomed to, and creates ripples in your friendships.


  “Onee-chan! Are you still not coming? This part is really interesting!”


  Akane’s cheerful voice could be heard from outside the room. Hearing that, Himari pushed her face closer to the screen.


  ‘…Huh? Is Maho-chan over? Now that I get a good look, your room seems different, too…’


  “Actually, I came home to my family. I ended things with Saito.”


  A long silence filled the space between them, broken up by Himari’s careful question.


  “That’s…because of what I said, right?”


  “Not at all. I just had to end things. I only accepted things because they were convenient for me, not caring about how you, Saito, or anybody else felt. And now, I don’t have to feel guilty about how I feel toward Saito. If not for that, nothing could ever begin.”


  She spoke this far and then realized. Breaking up with Saito wasn’t the end. It was a ritual to begin anew. They were forced into this marriage without reaching a proper love, so now they were given a chance to start again. Surely, Akane would fail. Making Saito fall in love with her was probably impossible. But being locked in that premanufactured box wouldn’t even have allowed her to fail.


  ‘You’re still wearing the ring,’ Himari said while looking at Akane’s hand.


  “I can’t take it off. Not because of the marriage. Saito worked to earn the money to buy me this ring, after all.” Akane placed one hand over her ring finger as if to protect it from Himari’s gaze.


  This was the last connection she had to Saito. If she were to let go of this, it would nullify everything that previously happened.


  “…Thanks,” Himari gazed into Akane’s eyes.


  “I didn’t end things with him for your sake.”


  “I…won’t hold back.”


  “I know that. I wouldn’t want it any other way.”


  Even if Himari were to steal Saito from her, it would happen because he wished for it. It’s his decision and his own life. Akane could do nothing but accept that.


  



  



  “All right, time to play all day again!”


  Saito stood up and grabbed his controller, sitting down on the sofa in the living room. The loud sound of the game botting up woke up his sleepy brain, and the flashy opening song playing on the screen made his sleep-deprived eyes hurt. Although he had just woken up, it was already past noon. He went to bed at around eleven this morning. Now that his noisy wife had left, he could live here in this house as he wanted. Nobody would wake him up with the sounds of banging frying pans, nobody would get angry at him to finish his breakfast.


  This was freedom. Perfect freedom, indeed. Since this house was built with cameras equipped, showing just how nasty his grandfather Tenryuu was, he must already know what happened. However, he didn’t reach out to Saito yet. Hence, Saito decided to stay here.


  “Not like I’ve got anywhere else to go, anyway,” Saito mumbled while playing on his controller.


  With his demonic wife gone, he started talking to himself a lot more. Even if he were to go back to his parents now, they would most likely kick him out immediately. They probably changed the locks, too. Either way, living here in this house of freedom was a thousand times better than being with his parents. There was no doubt about that, and yet—


  “…Eh, I’m not really feeling it right now.”


  Saito threw away the controller and leaned against the sofa. It was an open-world game he had been looking forward to, having bought it on release day. The type where you’d travel to a post-apocalyptic world. The reviews online praised it, and yet Saito didn’t have any fun at all. When he’d get scolded by Akane for playing games with gross enemies and played it in secret, he had so much more fun with it. Was it…because this house was far too quiet right now?


  It almost felt like the world in the game and his house were connected. And it was cold, too. Like Saito had turned into one of the undead skeleton monsters in the game, the wind blowing through his head. Before this marriage, he was happy with just playing games or reading books, yet now nothing was fulfilling anymore. It’s like Saito himself had become empty. And just as he was assaulted by a sense of emptiness, the intercom rang.


  “H-Hello! Saito-kun, are you home?”


  A nervous voice reached Saito’s ears. He slowly stood up and walked down the hallway. Opening the front door, his eyes were blinded by the bright sun. With this and the blue sky as the backlight, Himari stood there. She wore a knitted one-piece tightly stuck to her adolescent body. Every mound stood out, making it look bolder than going around naked. Her shoulders were in plain sight, which only emphasized her cleavage, as a white necklace hung down from her neck. Even Saito, who didn’t know the last thing about fashion, knew that she had put her heart and soul into her current outfit.


  “H-Hey there. I came over to hang out,” Himari raised her hand with a smile.


  “You say that…But Akane’s not here.”


  “I know that. That’s why I came.”


  “Why…?”


  “You know how I feel, right?” Himari pushed her face closer to Saito.


  Her eyes with her long eyelashes entrapped him fully, as her soft-looking lips were about to reach his. Even as he moved away, Himari wouldn’t let up. It’s like she was not letting him go today.


  “Now that you and Akane ended things, I’ve got a chance, right? Because now, you can only look at me. Aren’t I the worst?” Himari said with quivering knees.


  She clearly couldn’t act as awful as she tried to make herself look. In return, it only made her look pure.


  “…Can I come in?”


  “Do as you please.”


  Saito didn’t have any words to stop the girl, either. Himari seemed scared of being pushed away, so she used this consent and slipped past him. She walked down the hallway and headed into the living room. Immediately after, her expression froze up.


  “Saito-kun…? What’s going on in this room…?”


  The curtains were closed shut in the dimly lit room. Only the light of the TV, with the game screen on it, created any light source. The only thing on the table were bottles, bottles, and more bottles, probably used for protein. They surrounded a paper in the center, which had a mountain of protein powder on it. On the floor next to the wall stood countless empty cup ramen packs, towering up like the tower of Babel, slowly beginning to wobble. A tower of stacked books surrounded the sofa, too. They were all books Saito borrowed from the nearby library, dealing with any topic he could find, reaching up to the ceiling. As Himari was at a loss, Saito opened his arms with a smile.


  “Welcome…to what I consider my ideal space.”


  “This…is your ideal?! There’s no way anybody could be living here!” Himari felt all her strength leave her body.


  She almost jumped out of the window.


  “That’s not very nice. I actually do live here. This one room supplies all my every need. It’s my Arkadia!”


  “You’re just living off of cup ramen and protein though!”


  “That’s all we humans really need. But don’t worry, I’m adding supplements to my cup ramen…Multivitamin minerals!”


  “Now I’m worrying even more! You shouldn’t be putting supplements in your cup ramen!”


  Saito asked her a calm question.


  “And who decided that?”


  “Huh…?”


  “Who said that supplements don’t belong in there? Society? Your parents? Teachers? Or the foolish populace?”


  “I…wonder…?”


  “Worthless. Don’t fall into such limited ideas. What’s right or wrong is what you decide. Search for your own truth! It’s not that difficult, right?”


  “Y-Yeah…?” Himari could only nod along awkwardly.


  She seemed to just agree because that’s all she knew. She might even be terrified at this point.


  “Saito-kun, are you really okay…? You seem pretty exhausted. You’ve even got bags under your eyes…”


  “Bags? Are you talking about handbags? I don’t need that when I have my perfect home right here.”


  “You’re definitely tired! You’re not even making any sense! Are you getting proper sleep?!”


  “Of course. At least 30 minutes a day. Today, I even slept for a full hour.”


  “That’s not much!”


  “More importantly, have a look at my invention.” Saito pointed at a water hose attached to the sofa.


  “Invention…? What am I even looking at?”


  “A hose connected to the faucet in the kitchen. This way, I won’t have to get up and grab something to drink when I feel thirsty. Logically speaking, it allows me to play games for as long as my body can physically handle it!”


  “Get a grip already! That’s not an invention! You just put a hose on the sofa with tape! Where’s the cool genius Saito gone off to?!” Himari grabbed his shoulders and shook them violently.


  Since he was playing games all day every day, this kind of motion inflicted a lot of damage.


  “Stop…My head…is shaking…My eyeballs are gonna pop out…”


  “Is that even possible?! How malnourished can you be?!” Himari let go of his shoulders.


  “Also, even if you can drink water forever…you’ll have to go to the bathroom eventually…right?”


  Saito shrugged his shoulders.


  “Haha, you must be dying to see my next invention! You should’ve said so sooner!”


  “Nevermind! I don’t wanna see it! I’m scared!”


  “There’s nothing to be scared of. Wanna give it a try?”


  “No! I won’t, so please forgive me!” Himari grew terrified, even addressing Saito much more politely.


  But Saito couldn’t understand why she denied the offer. Himari then asked, sounding hesitant.


  “Saito-kun…You’re actually taking baths, right…?”


  “Ba…Baths…?”


  “Don’t forget about the existence of baths?!”


  “Don’t worry. I’m taking baths with my clothes on.”


  “But why?!”


  Saito gave Himari a thumbs-up.


  “Because then both I and my clothes end up clean.”


  “They won’t! You’ll just be drenched after!”


  “And if I lay down on the floor to act as a dust cloth, I’ve got three birds with one stone.”


  “No more, please! I can’t listen anymore!”


  For some reason, Himari began tearing up. She looked around his ideal space, a grim expression flashing up on her face.


  “This is the life…of a middle-aged man whose wife ran away…”


  “Now hold on, I’m still 18. And she didn’t run away, either.”


  Saito had to say at least this much to preserve his honor. He did have the divorce form with him, but he had yet to fill it out on his end.


  “I know you might be lonely, but you have to take care of yourself!”


  “I would never be lonely. I’m satisfied living all by myself. It’s how I’ve been doing things before.”


  “But that’s just as sad!”


  “It’s not sad at all. I can finally return to my origin…No, to how a human is supposed to be.”


  “Don’t go back! Stay in the 21st century!” Himari clung to Saito, trying to keep him in the modern age.


  However, Saito had no emotional attachment to society anymore. Since this home had been built by Tenryuu, he even considered just living in the wild. Rather than going back to his parents, he might as well say goodbye to modern society. Luckily, he had already studied up on survival skills, so the rest was only experience.


  “If you’re hungry, feel free to have some of the protein over there. I’ll be returning to the world of games,” Saito sat back down on his sofa and grabbed the controller.


  He ran down on the large open field and cut down any opponent he came across. He simply focused his whole being on this work, like a mechanical clock, shutting out any other thoughts. If not, he would get distracted immediately. Feelings would start to rise up inside of him, battling with his rational thoughts, and he hated that. Himari sat down next to the gaming machine called Saito and stared at him.


  “You know…You’re just like Akane. Not honest at all.”


  “I live according to my desires. Right now, I’m giving myself in to playing games.”


  “Well, I guess you just don’t realize it then. You’re a genius, yet you’re dense. Or, maybe you’ve realized but you continue to look away?”


  “Again, what are you—” Saito felt agitated and turned toward Himari, who had already moved closer.


  Her eyes looked watery, yet sharp like she was a snake that had captured her prey. Deep within those burning eyes, Saito could see himself.


  “Then…you don’t have to realize at all,” Himari mumbled with a hot breath and leaped at Saito.


  “Wha…Hey…!”


  Saito didn’t manage to stop her as she pressed her lips onto his. She then grabbed his head, bit his ear, and rubbed her nose along his neck. It was a passionate embrace, completely different from her usual gentle self. Soon enough, the two fell off the sofa. The game controller dropped out of Saito’s hand, as the character on the screen continued to run into a wall. Himari was on top of him, out of breath. Her cheeks were colored in a deep red, as her long fingers bit into his chest.
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  “You can scream for help, but nobody’s coming to save you.”


  “Isn’t that usually the guy’s line?”


  “You saved me, Saito-kun. And if you want me to, I’ll do anything. As long as you smile, I’m willing to accept everything.” She put her lips close to his ear and asked with a husky voice. “So…Saito-kun? What should I do? How can I save you this time, Saito-kun?”


  Saito sighed.


  “I can do everything by myself just fine. I don’t need people’s help.”


  “…!” Himari shut her mouth close and got off Saito.


  Saito had no idea what she was even talking about. He felt exhausted and dizzy, so he probably was tired. Wanting to freshen up his dry throat, Saito reached for the bottle with protein.


  “Wait.” Himari placed her hand on the bottle, stopping Saito.


  “You want some, too? All right, I’ll show you my ultimate shaking technique. A perfect shake for both whey and casein protein so it goes right down. And just for today, I’ll make it a BCAA blend.”


  “I don’t need any protein!”


  “You…don’t…?” Saito was devastated.


  He spent the last ten years practicing his technique, so he was pretty confident in it. In response, Himari frantically waved her hand.


  “Actually, I just don’t feel like it right now! You should preserve your number one joke for later.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” Saito asked with a serious expression. “Listen up, Himari. Our meaty body is made of protein. Our whole soul is protein. The whole world is protein. In other words, protein is one of the founding ingredients of this world, at the center of it all. And for as long as we try to find the truth about our existence—”


  “You’re starting to sound like some religious cult!”


  Saito didn’t hesitate to affirm that suspicion.


  “Why, of course. The cult of protein. And I’m the leader. We can survive solely by consuming cup ramen and protein.”


  “I swear…Your thoughts have gotten all messed up because you chose to stay in this grim-looking room! Let’s go outside! Come on!” Himari pulled on Saito’s hand.


  “But to me, games and books have enough of the outside world…”


  “I’m not listening!” Himari didn’t give him any chance and just dragged him outside.


  Since she was brimming with energy, the sleep-deprived Saito had no strength to fight back. Once outside, Saito felt like his retinas were burned from the afternoon sunlight. Because he had stayed in the living room all this time, the fresh air he was met with made it only harder to breathe. Himari then dragged Saito to the business street near the school, more specifically to a cafe on the way. A wooden board was hung up above the green front door, with Western-themed tables standing on the terrace. On said terrace sat a woman eating madeleines while drinking black tea. The place seemed like Saito would never come in here alone.


  “Where is this…?”


  “It’s the cafe I work at. Today, it’ll be my treat!”


  “Do they have protein?”


  “No we don’t! But you’ll get some delicious tea instead!” Himari opened the door and entered inside.


  The sound of a bell ringing followed that, as all the eyes inside focused on them. Not just from the employees, but even the other customers. They all didn’t say a word, didn’t make a move, and just looked at them.


  Wh-What is going on here…?


  Saito was hit with a wave of pressure he had never experienced. A bearded man, probably the owner, called out to Himari from across the counter.


  “Himari-chan, could that BOY be…”


  “Yup!” Himari smiled and nodded.


  “Him?!”


  “The one?!”


  “I can’t believe it!”


  “But I get it!”


  “Much like Himari-chan!”


  “Introduce me, too!”


  The customers got all noisy, too. They forgot about the expensive-looking tea and rushed over to Saito and Himari. Saito asked her with a quiet voice.


  “What does she mean ‘The one’ exactly…?”


  “Ah, well…I did kinda tell a lot of the customers about you,” Himari answered with a bashful smile.


  “You leaked my personal information?! To an undisclosed number?!” Saito was bewildered.


  “No, no, no! Not like that! Just…how cool you are, and all that.”


  “There’s nothing remotely cool about me.”


  “That’s not true! How come you suddenly lost all your confidence?!”


  “I didn’t lose anything. My brain works perfectly. I’ve reached the domain of the gods. However, wouldn’t it be too much to say that my coolness is the greatest in the whole galaxy?”


  “It sure is! How much of a contrarian can you be?!” Himari couldn’t believe what she heard.


  Meanwhile, the cafe owner approached Saito, grabbing his hand with both of his.


  “Houjou-kun! Our dear Himari-chan’s told us so much about you! It’s thanks to you that she managed to get along with her parents. Thank you so much!”


  “No, I didn’t really do much…”


  She achieved that goal because she worked for it and tried to improve her situation. But more importantly, the owner’s grip was so strong that he could feel his hand being crushed. His muscles were already convulsing.


  “Take care of Himari-chan, okay?”


  “R-Right.”


  “To me, Himari-chan is like a daughter. You might be part of the Houjou Family, but if you dare to make her cry, you’ll see me bawling my eyes out real quick.”


  “You’re gonna…cry?”


  Saito couldn’t imagine a man built like a gorilla breaking down on the spot.


  “Come on, Owner! Can you leave it that already? Saito-kun doesn’t even know how to react!” Himari broke between them, pulling the owner away from Saito before he could hug him to death.


  “Sorry about that, Saito-kun. I guess he’s a bit too excited.”


  The owner crossed his arms and dropped a bomb.


  “I mean, my own daughter brought her boyfriend. How could I not be excited.”


  “But Saito-kun isn’t my boyfriend! Although…I guess we are technically dating at school.”


  “So he’s pretty much your boyfriend! I bet you’re already making that a reality, right?”


  “Well…sort of?” Himari blushed and put her index fingers together.


  This made all the female customers shriek.


  “That’s Himari-chan for you!”


  “Not bad!”


  “Don’t let him get away!”


  “We’re gonna support you with everything we have!”


  “For starters, we’re gonna record you on everything you like about him!”


  Their support was genuinely scary. If Saito isn’t careful enough, he might end up assassinated in the social eye. Compared to that, he’d rather meet his end with physical assassination by the owner.


  “Now, have a seat, you two. We can have a looong talk,” said the owner, offering two seats at the counter.


  “Well, I do have plenty of time on my hands. I’m curious how you got those muscles, too.”


  “Oh, are you a protein lover yourself? I do take it a lot in private. There was a time I tried to live off it but my wife gave me a stern talk. Even though protein has everything that the human body needs.”


  “Absolutely. It’s my three meals of the day,” Saito and the owner nodded at each other.


  A bond crossing age and profession was born between them.


  “Hee hee…I know! Why don’t I make a special ‘Passionate Special Protein Mix’ for you? It’s part of our hidden menu.”


  “We have a hidden menu?! I didn’t even know that!” Himari’s eyes opened wide in shock.


  “I kept it under wraps because it doesn’t fit the aesthetic of a cafe. I would drink it from time to time after closing up shop, though.”


  “So it’s just your hobby, right?!”


  “Heh…Not gonna deny that.”


  “Please, let me try that divine beverage of yours,” said Saito.


  The owner then took out his shaker and filled it with protein, fruits, sesame seeds, pepper, and coffee beans. Saito sat at the counter, putting his hands together in prayer, as he audibly gulped.


  “That just looks like a random selection of ingredients to me…”


  The owner showed a twisted smile.


  “You’re absolutely right, it’s completely random. As the heart desires, as the wind demands, I add whatever comes to mind. It’s the okonomiyaki of protein.”


  “The okonomiyaki…of protein!” Saito felt like he had been struck by lightning. “I see…I always thought about it the wrong way. Protein…has to be free…!”


  “Now, have a taste,” the owner poured the contents of the shaker into a cup.


  The liquid in front of Saito contained all sorts of mysterious ingredients. Any sane person would have considered it undrinkable. Just pushing your face closer could melt your eyebrows away. Himari carefully spoke up.


  “Y-You don’t have to force yourself and drink it, you know…?”


  “I’m not. My body…is asking for this.” Saito tilted the cup and gulped down its contents.


  The stimulus entering through his mouth sent shivers even up to his nose. A complicated and messy taste that wouldn’t allow you to guess its ingredients exploded on his tongue, as it felt like it became energy itself, running through his body. His whole body began sweating, as his heart raced heavily. It was like—a gospel of destruction caused by protein.


  “H-How is it, Saito-kun…?” Himari asked.


  “This goes hard!” Saito raised one thumb.


  “Right?!” The owner responded, raising a thumb of his own.


  However, the other customers crowded around Saito and Himari.


  “Hey, you’re monopolizing him too much!”


  “Don’t drink some weird liquid like that and instead talk with Himari-chan, Houjou-kun!”


  “Where did you get to know each other? When did you get together?”


  “At high school?” Saito was bewildered.


  After all, they were simple classmates.


  “How far have you two gone?”


  “How far…?”


  Since one of the customers had booted up her recording app on her phone, Saito struggled to respond. It’s like they were trying to get some confession out of him. They were all just as excited as the owner, showering him with questions. Meanwhile, the owner himself prepared more and more special protein mixes. Watching that, Himari whispered in his ear.


  “You okay, Saito-kun? I know you’re not a fan of these noisy places, right? They’re not always this energetic…”


  “Well, I don’t dislike the mood this place has.”


  Granted, the customers were acting a bit overly friendly at times, but it was a lot better than just staying at home. Because there, he would just constantly be reminded of Akane. And while he was talking with the other customers, he glanced over at his smartphone. It remained silent for the entirety of his stay at the cafe. Since that day, not a single message came from Akane’s end.


  



  



  When Akane wanted to enter the classroom of class 3-A, she swiftly stopped in her tracks. All her other classmates seemingly hadn’t returned from the extra classrooms because only Saito sat inside. Since she was the one who cut things off, being alone with him in the classroom would be far too awkward. She wouldn’t know what to talk about, let alone if she should even talk to him in the first place. Was he angry? Or did he just lose all interest in Akane altogether? Too scared to confirm her worries, she just stepped away from the classroom. She figured she might as well wait for her classmates to come, but right as she walked down the hallway, Shisei appeared from the stairs.


  “Why did you leave Brother?”


  “…Huh?”


  “Brother told Shise. You left the house,” Shisei slowly approached her, sounding calm but forceful.


  Usually, her eyes were calm and emotionless, but now a clear glimmer of anger boiled inside of them.


  “Shise left Brother to you. She figured that you could be the one to make him happy. Yet, you betrayed the both of us.”


  “I didn’t betray anybody! I just…want him to be free. I want him the happiness he would want. That’s why…all I could do was leave!” Akane formed a fist.


  Akane didn’t break up with Saito because she wanted to. In fact, she wanted to always be together. But that would just be Akane being selfish. It wasn’t for his sake at all. But Shisei didn’t buy that at all, as she looked up at Akane with a sharp glare.


  “You want him to be happy? Did he ever tell you to leave?”


  “That’s…”


  Akane searched through her memories, but she couldn’t think of one instance. Even when they were having a fight, he never once said they should get a divorce. Rather, he always tried his best for them to make up.
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  “He didn’t, right?”


  “B-But…That’s just because his grandfather would have been angry. If we aren’t together like that, it would be a breach of contract.”


  “Is that really all of it?”


  “What…do you mean?” Akane was bewildered.


  She had no idea what Shisei was even trying to say. The answer she tried so hard to think of was now being criticized. Shisei lowered her head.


  “You did what Brother hates the most.”


  “He should be happy I’m gone. We’re not fighting anymore, and he can do whatever he wants.”


  Thinking back on it, Akane caused Saito a lot of trouble. He’s probably playing all the horror games he couldn’t when they lived together.


  “Brother hates being left behind. No…he’s terrified of being left behind.”


  “But he didn’t stop me.”


  “He couldn’t stop you.”


  “Why…?”


  Akane received no answer to her question. Instead, Shisei pointed her index finger at her.


  “If you don’t want Brother, then Shise is gonna take him. Even if you beg to give him back, it’ll be too late then. Are you sure you’re okay with that?”


  “…!” Akane bit her lip.


  Of course she wasn’t. If Shisei were to try everything to win over Saito, he wouldn’t possibly choose Akane. That said, in order for Saito to be happy, it might be better to have him end up with someone like Shisei, who genuinely understands her instead of just fighting with Akane all day. That’s why she couldn’t say anything. She didn’t have the right to.


  Akane stood in the kitchen and grilled eggs while thinking about what Shisei told her. It was still faintly dark outside, as she poured the eggs into a frying pan. Waiting for them to harden, she used her chopsticks to turn them. She had done this work thousands of times at this point, so she had the timing down even if she closed her eyes. Of course, that was too dangerous to actually do, but it basically happened subconsciously. Once they were done, she put them on a plate and waited for them to cool, then packed them into the lunch box. She added some garlic bacon rolls and sliced steak, which she made in the nick of time.


  “Huh? I told you I had my exams today so I don’t need lunch. Why’d you make two?” Maho appeared from behind Akane, looking at the lunch.


  “Ah…I always made two, so I just did it naturally…” Akane gasped.


  She did it all subconsciously.


  “Oh? And not only that…This is all Onii-chan’s favorite food, right? Is this love? It’s love, right? You’re gonna give it to Onii-chan, aren’t you?” Maho put one hand over her mouth, grinning.


  “N-No! I really just did it by accident!”


  “Yeaaah, I don’t buy that! Your face is red, too!”


  “That’s just ketchup!”


  “But why?!”


  “I don’t know! When I realized, I was already covered in it! It’s a bad habit of mine! Got a problem with that?!” Akane stomped on the ground to fortify her position.


  She didn’t really believe she could win against Maho in a verbal argument, but she also couldn’t forcefully silence her either, so she was fighting a pointless battle. Met with that, Maho sighed.


  “All right. If you’re that adamant on it, I’ll believe you.”


  “Good…”


  “So, why don’t you just put a heart on the fried eggs?”


  “What do you mean ‘So’, huh?! You don’t believe me one bit, right?!”


  Even if it was a lunch meant for Saito, Akane couldn’t possibly put a heart on there.


  “I mean, you made it by accident, so wouldn’t it be a waste to not give it to him?”


  “N-No way! He’ll just throw it in the trash in front of my eyes!”


  “Whaaat? No way he would do that! He really likes your cooking, after all.”


  “He will! He’s that evil of a person! He’s gonna watch me pick up the lunch from the trash while enjoying French cuisine.”


  “Now you’re just characterizing as some comic villain!”


  “It’s his fault! He’s the enemy of all women!” Akane’s cheeks were hot, fully knowing that Saito wasn’t that sort of man.


  Living together with him, she knew that better than anybody else. He always enjoyed her cooking, eating it all up until nothing was left.


  “You’re so easily flustered, Onee-chan. Well, that’s what’s cute about you, too.”


  “I-I’m not easily flustered…!” Akane’s body quivered as Maho rubbed herself onto her.


  Now that she pretty much said no to living together, how would Akane even hand over the lunch box? What kind of reaction would Saito make? Just thinking about it made Akane’s stomach scream in pain.


  Meanwhile, Maho put her index finger on her mouth.


  “Mhm, if giving it to him directly is too hard, why not enter his desk at school?”


  “Wouldn’t he be terrified when finding a random lunch box under his desk?!”


  “No worries, no worries. He’ll probably just say ‘Oh well, lucky me. Time to eat,’ and munch it right up.


  “I don’t think he’ll be that nonchalant about it…” Akane said, but she wasn’t completely sure about it, either.


  Saito was someone who would eat grass growing in the garden. He might very well just accept this blessing.


  “And if that won’t do either, then I’ll just give it to him. Of course, saying that I made it with all my love just for him.”


  “But then he won’t know that I did it!” Akane screamed carelessly, which made a teasing smirk appear on Maho’s face.


  “Oh? You don’t like that? So you want to give it to him yourself? Yeah, that’s right. You don’t want him to be taken by me…Hee hee.”


  “N-Not really, but…” Akane was at a loss for words, as Maho yet again rubbed herself against her.


  “And what’s so different? So I can eat lunch all lovey-dovey with Onii-chan?”


  “That…would be troublesome…”


  “See? So, good luck, Onee-chan!”


  “Ugh…” Teased by Maho, Akane quivered in shame.


  



  



  Once the fourth period ended, Akane grabbed the cursed lunch box and checked out what Saito was doing. She couldn’t let any classmate see her hand the lunch box to him. That was way too embarrassing, and it would only shoo him away more. That said, finding a time where nobody was looking was far too difficult. As Saito then left the classroom, Akane secretly followed him. She only had a chance until Saito reached the cafeteria and ordered his food. With just the slightest opening, she was prepared to leap at him and push the lunch box onto him.


  “Mhm, what’s this nice smell?”


  “?!”


  A gluttonous voice spoke up from behind Akane, so she turned around in an instant. Shisei had both her hands in the air, like she wanted to locate a signal, as she drooled. It may look like a cute posture, but she was an utter glutton deep down. Any moment of carelessness, and she would gulp down the lunch box in an instant. Akane was probably too focused on her tailing that she didn’t realize she was being followed. No, just figuring out that Shisei was closing in was impossible.


  “Shise wants to eat Akane’s lunch.”


  “This…This isn’t lunch! It’s…a bomb! It’s a bomb!”


  Shisei stretched her nose and took a whiff of the lunch box.


  “A bomb wouldn’t smell this nice. It’s eggs, garlic bacon rolls, and sliced steak.”


  “You can tell that much just from the scent?!”


  The lid was still closed. Akane felt terrified more than anything. Yet, Shisei seemed proud of that.


  “Shise can tell the whole menu of a restaurant even from 10km away.”


  “How does that work?! Are you even human?!”


  “You acquire that skill by eating. Hence, you cannot talk your way out of this,” said Shisei as she walked closer.


  “This…I’m sorry, but I can’t give you this…” Akane embraced the lunch box as she stepped backward.


  “Shise will chase you down to the pits of hell. While jumping like a rabbit.”


  “No way you could catch me up like that!”


  “Shise likes Akane’s cooking. She couldn’t eat it at all lately, so she’s gonna die at this rate.”


  “Then I’ll make you something later, but not this one!”


  Shisei tilted her head, seeming confused.


  “Did you…make it for Brother?”


  “Ugh…N-No! Who would make a lunch box for that guy?!” Akane denied it in the heat of the moment, but she was aware of how red her face must have been.


  Shisei put one hand on Akane’s shoulder.


  “If that’s the case, then go. Good luck, Akane. Shise will get her sniper squad to ensure nobody gets in your way.”


  “I’m telling you that’s not it!” Akane howled, but Shisei didn’t respond, simply giving her a thumbs-up.


  Shisei then took out her smartphone to call someone, which made Akane worry if she actually called for a sniper squad. She’d like to believe that she was wrong, but…knowing the Houjou Family, it was not entirely unthinkable. Holding the lunch box, she ran away. She had lost precious time tailing Saito. If she couldn’t stop him before he entered the cafeteria, it would be too late. She jumped down the stairs, chasing after him. Running down the hallway, she reached the passing hallway leading to the cafeteria, where she spotted Saito.


  “Saitooo! Stop right there!”


  Because she was panicking, she screamed in a voice louder than she meant to. The other students looked over at her in confusion. Naturally, Saito was no exception to that.


  “A-Akane…? What’s wrong…?”


  Since they hadn’t spoken since the day Akane left, his baffled reaction was to be expected. Meanwhile, Akane herself felt her whole body tensing up. They could usually talk just fine, and yet she now wasn’t sure how to even form the words. She desperately tried to keep her racing heart from exploding as she approached Saito with awkward steps.


  “Ah, well, um…”


  She couldn’t use her voice properly. She kept the wrapped lunch box behind her back, tightly gripping it.


  “Akane…?” Saito gave the girl a bewildered look.


  Meanwhile, the students watched on like they were at the zoo. All their gazes pierced Akane, only raising her heart rate.


  “Y-You know…You’re hungry, right?”


  “Sure am, yeah. That’s why I’m on my way to the cafeteria.”


  “You can’t! You’re not allowed to eat anything!”


  “Are you telling me to die?!” Saito opened his eyes in shock.


  “That’s not what I meant. I’m saying there’s something else you should eat!”


  “Which is?”


  Akane desperately wanted to push the lunch box onto him, but her body wouldn’t move. She was scared of being rejected, so her arms froze up stiff like icicles.


  “That’s…Grass off the side of the road! You like grass, right?!”


  “I do like actual food from the cafeteria more though?! I wanna eat something good and filling once in a while!”


  “R-Really? Then, well…um…” Akane began fidgeting, as Saito moved closer.


  “I know it might sound ridiculous…But did you possibly make lunch for me?”


  Akane felt her cheeks burning up.


  “Wh-What?! No way! Why would I?! I’d rather give it to some stray dog around here!”


  “Woof!”


  Suddenly, a dog jumped across the fence and snatched the lunch box away. It seemed to be a stray dog, judging from its dirty fur. With the box between its fangs, it ran away at full speed.


  “Waaaaaaaaaaaah?!” Akane raised a scream.


  In a panic, she dashed after the dog. That was the one thing she couldn’t allow him to steal. She had to make sure Saito ate it, no matter what. She wanted to see his smile. To form at least some sort of connection to him. She was frantically gasping for air as her eyes grew watery. Dashing down the courtyard, Saito lined up next to Akane.


  “Wh-Why are you chasing after it, too?!”


  “Because that’s my lunch!”


  “It’s not yours though?!”


  “Then I’ll make it mine once I get it back from that dog!”


  “I won’t let you, you lunch box thief!”


  How long has it been since they had a fight like this? Talking while running only made it harder for her to breathe, and yet she was just that happy to be able to talk with it. She realized that, even if they fought, or even if he hated her, she just wanted to hear his voice. Maybe this was why she kept on picking fights with him since the day they enrolled at this school.


  “I’ll go after it from behind the gymnasium! You take the opposite route and block off its escape!


  “Don’t order me around! I’ll do as I please!”


  “But if we don’t work together, we’ll never be able to catch it!”


  “Then listen to my orders! You’re going to jump down from the roof and—”


  “Like hell I can do that?!”


  “Then teleport behind it!”


  “That’s even more difficult!”


  They screamed at each other as they ran down the grass. And yet, this was their way of communicating—Their daily life. With trees around them, they chased after the dog. Saito kicked off the ground and accelerated, slipping in front of the dog as he opened his arms and blocked off its path.


  “Now, Akane!”


  “I know!”


  Her legs and heart had already reached their limit, but she used the last bit of strength to speed up. She leaped at the dog as if she wanted to jump into Saito’s arms. As a result, the two fell to the ground, with the dog between them. The dog then let out a saddened howl and let go of the lunch box to dash away. Akane then picked up the lunch box and raised it toward the sky.


  “W-We got it!”


  “We won!” Saito raised one fist himself.


  Of course, doing something like this as third-year students was purely childish at the very least. But just having Saito by her side was worth anything in the world.


  —If only this time could continue forever.


  That was Akane’s genuine wish. If lunch break never ended, Saito would sit by her side like this. They’d be showered by the gentle sunlight, taking a long nap on the grass. Meanwhile, Saito looked at the lunch box with a greedy gaze.


  “Can I have that? I did help with taking it back, after all.”


  “Oh, if you’re so desperate for it. Just this once, I’ll bless you with the ultra-special lunch I made! You better be thankful!” Akane undid the wrapping of the box and proudly opened the lid…only to freeze up.


  The contents had turned into a mushy mess. The bacon rolls mixed with the sliced steak and eggs, with the cooked rice all across the box. Even the sauce and mouse were part of that mess, creating an eerie soil-colored swamp of food. Of course, this was the result one would expect after the dog ran around with it between its maulers, but there was no way she could give this to Saito. Just when she thought they could spend some time together. To have things go back to how they were before. To have…Saito be happy. Tears started building up in her eyes, as Saito gazed into her face.


  “…You’re not gonna give it to me?”


  “N-No way! I’ll just throw this way!”


  “Then just let me eat it. I’m hungry,” Saito said and stretched out his hand.


  “I couldn’t possibly let a human eat this trash! In fact, this was supposed to be dog food! That’s why that dog might as well have taken it!”


  “Yeah, yeah. Anyway, gimme.”


  “Hey…!” Saito stole the lunch box from her.


  Akane didn’t have the strength to stop him, as he stuffed some of it into his mouth.


  “Mhm…” He munched and looked at the sky.


  “It’s…It’s bad, right? Just spit it out! If not, you’ll die!”


  “…No, it’s pretty good.”


  Akane doubted her ears for a moment.


  “Wh-What…? Are your tastebuds broken or something…?”


  “No, they’re just fine.”


  “So is your head…?”


  “Excuse you? I’m just saying that it’s delicious.”


  The yellow-brown colored rice of doom continued to disappear within Saito’s mouth. He didn’t seem to be forcing himself either. In fact, he ate it happily. Akane felt her whole body burning up, all the way to the tips of her ears.


  “I-If you think it’s that good, you probably haven’t been eating properly, right?”


  “Of course I have. Like protein, or protein, or protein.”


  “I knew it! You weren’t eating anything, just drinking protein!” Akane was in disbelief.


  “Protein isn’t just part of water or milk, you even have protein bars or protein sausages. A good balance is important, after all.”


  “But in the end, it’s all just protein!”


  “And for the rest, there’s supplements. Biting on supplements instead of chewing gum while playing games helps me through the long nights.” Saito gave Akane a proud thumbs-up.


  “You are just…” Akane sank to the ground, both her hands on the surface below her.


  He’s gone back to his usual deteriorated lifestyle. Or, it might actually be worse this time around. And that’s all because she left. He might be a genius, but he has no idea how to live a balanced life at home.


  “Though…this is much better than any protein or the cafeteria food.”


  “Really…?”


  “Yeah. I really do love your food, Akane.”


  “…!”


  Met with Saito’s cheerful smile, Akane thought her heart might just stop right then and there.
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  —What even…That’s not fair, you dummy.


  Hearing that only made her regret leaving him even more.


  



  



  “And so, I feel like Saito’s living like some caveman over there. If left to his own accords, he might actually die at one point. I just want him to live normally. He’s way too clever for his own good, so he should be able to look after himself. Just what is he doing?” Akane buried her face in a plush toy, as she mumbled to herself in her family’s living room.


  The sole person in the audience, Maho, was resting her upper body on the table.


  “Onee-chan…”


  “Yeah?”


  “If you’re that worried about him, can’t you just go back?”


  “I…I’m not worried! I’m just complaining about his lifestyle!”


  “But you’ve been talking about it for the past two hours. I’m tired!” Maho let out an adorable yawn.


  “I’m that disappointed, okay?! I left that house after making up my mind, so I can’t just go back!”


  “Then at least make food for him, no? You’ll be a great housewife.”


  “I’m done being a housewife! We’re just normal classmates!”


  Akane felt sad just saying that. Without that forceful marriage, Saito and Akane wouldn’t have ever gotten that close. They’d just remained as classmates and said goodbye after graduation. Akane put her fist in front of her mouth.


  “But, it really is dangerous…I should make sure he gets proper nutrition. Maybe I could feed him food while he’s asleep…?”


  “That’s even more dangerous! He’s gonna die!”


  “Oh yeah, it’ll get stuck in his throat. Then maybe I could put it into a needle and then administer it late at night…”


  “Can you really put food into a needle?! That’s pretty dangerous, too! You’re no better than an assassin!”


  Yet, Akane faintly smiled.


  “I’m good at that.”


  “That sounded hella cool, but get a grip! You’ll get caught and locked away for life. And then, you’ll never be able to see Onii-chan again!”


  “Then what else am I supposed to do…” Akane pushed her head into the plush toy, weeping.


  The sewing started to show out of the toy’s mouth.


  “Onee-chan’s emotions are unstable…I have to do something…Ah, I know!” Maho seemingly came up with something as she jumped off the chair


  “What’s wrong?”


  “If you can’t go, then I will! I’ll check if he’s dead, alive, or a zombie!”


  “I don’t think he’s dead just yet, you know?!”


  He seemed to be doing fairly well judging from today’s incident, and the nutrition from the lunch should keep him alive for a while.


  “You can never know, right? Maybe he read too many porn magazines and just died!”


  “You can die from that?!” Akane was utterly bewildered.


  “You might not know, but that stuff is scary! And if you leave him all to himself…”


  “Knowing him…it might be possible.”


  “Right, right? So, I’ll be your spy and infiltrate his base! You don’t have to worry about a thing!” Maho said and showed Akane a V with her fingers.


  



  



  Saito woke up in the living room, only to find Maho right above his face.


  “Mooorning, Onii-chan!” She poked her finger at his cheek as she whispered seductively.


  She had pressed her whole body onto him, her long hair entangling him like a web.


  “Gaaaaaaaaaaah?!”


  “Waaaaaaaaaaah?!”


  Saito reflexively pushed Maho away, who fell onto the carpet.


  “How could you, Onii-chan…I just wanted to say good morning to you…” Maho put her hand in front of her mouth, pretending to weep.


  For some reason, part of her uniform’s blouse was open, revealing her shoulders.


  “Why are you here?! How did you even get in?!”


  “I blew up the door! Oopsie~”


  “For real?!”


  “Of course not! You dummy, Onii-chan! Simpleton!” Maho laughed with all her heart.


  “You…!” Saito could feel his muscles twitching in anger.


  He may be a flawed genius, at the top of the school, but being called an idiot by such a girl was too much for him.


  “Ah, are you angry? Are you angry now, Onii-chan?” Maho walked over and looked Saito in the eyes.


  He’d rather not get swept up at her odd pace, so he pushed up his bangs and responded in an elegant and cool fashion.


  “I wouldn’t get angry at some insect, you know?”


  “Sure!” Maho then grabbed Saito’s hand and carried it to her chest.


  “What are you doing?!” Saito panicked and pulled his hand away.


  “Oh? Onii-chan, your face is so red! So you’re a pervert who gets excited at touching an insect’s boobs?”


  “Insects don’t have boobs!”


  “Waaah! You pervert! Don’t say ‘boobs’ in front of a girl!”


  “Whatever! Just go home already!”


  “Not happening! I’m in the middle of an important mission here!” Maho ran away from Saito as she laughed, as he destroyed the tower of shakers and books.


  She was truly invincible. Since Saito worried she might break his TV or console, he gave up on chasing after her. That said, the soft sensation remained on his palm.


  “And what kind of mission is that?”


  “That’s…a girl’s secret!” Maho put her index finger on her lip and gave Saito a wink.


  It was incredibly vexing, but also cute at the same time.


  “All right, leave,” Saito said while pointing the hose of the fire extinguisher at her.


  In a panic, Maho hid behind the sofa.


  “Just kidding, just kidding! I just thought I could cook some food for you!”


  “What…? For what reason…?”


  “For Onee-chan’s sake! She’s worried that you might just die from malnutrition, so I decided to check up on you!”


  “Akane is…?” Saito was bewildered.


  Why would Akane be worried about him? Didn’t she leave the house because she fell in love with someone? At the same time as these thoughts ran through Saito’s mind, Maho looked around the living room and crossed her arms.


  “I knew it’d be bad, but this is worse than anything I expected. It’s like a garbage dump. So you’re the type of man who can’t do anything by himself?”


  “I’m not…that useless…!”


  “All right, just leave this to me! I’ll make sure you eat some proper food! You just sit there and breathe!”


  “I’d be breathing either way?! Also, I don’t need your food. I already have my protein…”


  “Yeah, yeah. Forget about that white powder and just wait. If not, I’ll tell the police you abducted me and forced yourself onto me.”


  “Ugh…” Saito grit his teeth.


  Knowing her, she would actually do that. Or rather, she had already taken out her smartphone and dialed up to 1-1. And once the report was out, the man was always at a disadvantage. Maho then walked over to the kitchen and took out some vegetables and meat from a plastic bag.


  “You went shopping?”


  “Onee-chan said you’d probably only have protein anyway.”


  “Well, she’s not wrong…”


  Being so predictable made Saito feel frustrated.


  “What would you like to eat? Italian? French?”


  “I like meat, so.”


  “Well, I feel like eating curry, so that’s what it’ll be!”


  “Then don’t ask me beforehand?!” Saito could only sigh at Maho’s attitude.


  She then began cutting the vegetables while humming to herself, pouring some water into a pot. She added the meat she had cut, putting the curry sauce in there after making sure it was boiled properly. At the same time, the rice cooker made rumbling noises.


  “Isn’t it a bit too fast to cook the rice?”


  “Actually, I prepared most of it while you were still sleeping!”


  “You sure work fast…”


  And at the same time, she really didn’t bother to get Saito’s permission. She was dead set on cooking the food, no matter what his response may have been. This forceful attitude reminded Saito of his grandfather. Soon enough, Maho finished her work, as the table was stacked with food. Beef curry, French salad, minestrone…it only took around twenty minutes. In terms of speed, Maho was even faster than Akane. Contrary to their cheery tone and actions, she seemed to be the thorough type.


  “You…can cook?”


  “Of course! I can do anything! I’m a genius! In my dictionary, the word impossible doesn’t exist!”


  “Makes sense. Your dictionary is probably only two pages long.”


  “Youch! It’s at least five pages, I’ll have you know!”


  “Just five…?”


  “Well, normally I just don’t feel like cooking. Plus, Onee-chan’s or Mom’s cooking is better than mine, too.” Maho stuck out her tongue.


  Saito grabbed a spoon and scooped up some of the curry and rice. A delicious smell only made his hunger grow. The stimulus of the spice and the hot ingredients warmed up his stomach. The steaming potatoes and the sweet carrots couldn’t be forgotten, either. The meat was easy to chew but had sustenance, as a delicious taste filled his mouth. It’s not like Saito doubted Maho’s cooking skill, but this was a relieving taste of a family meal. Being able to enjoy this kind of dish in his home filled his chest with something nostalgic. It wasn’t anything unpleasant, either. Warm and comforting, instead. Granted, protein wasn’t so bad, but…


  “Is it good?” Maho rested her head on her two palms as she asked.


  Her eyes carried warm emotions, slightly narrowed.


  “…Yeah, it’s great.”


  “Glad to hear it,” she smiled softly.


  Since this was almost the same expression as Akane’s, Saito felt his heart beat faster. It’s like Akane was right there, watching over him.


  “You two really are sisters…” Saito mumbled.


  “Hm? What was that?” Maho was confused.


  “Nothing at all.”


  Saito suddenly felt bashful and focused back on the cooking. He stuffed his cheeks with the curry.


  “Oh c’mon, I don’t buy that. You thought that Onee-chan and I resemble each other, right? Because of our beauty? Or our absolute cuteness? These perfect proportions that make the world turn?”


  “That’s some crazy confidence.”


  That said, she had the looks to be this confident, too.


  “C’mon, tell me. Pretty please, Onii-chan!” Maho pushed her body toward Saito, leaning over the table, which made Saito panic.


  “Stop that. It’s dangerous. Just eat your own share already.”


  “Okaaay.” She put Saito’s spoon in her mouth.


  No chance of evading, all the curry rice on top of it vanished inside Maho. She then licked her lips and wiped her cheek.


  “hm…Ah, the taste of Onii-chan’s saliva is just the best!”


  “What are you, some kind of pervert?!”


  “Sure am! Did you only realize that now?!”


  “I had a feeling, actually!”


  “Right?!”


  For some reason, Maho was pretty smug about that. Once they had finished eating, Saito carried the dishes to the kitchen and began washing them at the sink. Even doing just that felt so oddly nostalgic to Saito. The silver tableware filled the sink, full of water. But unlike Akane, who would help him, Maho just stayed seated at the table, watching him. The way she constantly tipped over with her chair made Saito worry she’d fall over any second.


  “You know, you’re not really made out to live by yourself, Onii-chan. You should probably make up with Onee-chan soon.”


  “I didn’t fight with Akane. She just suddenly got up and left. I guess she’d gotten tired of living with me.”


  It wasn’t that big of a shock to him. The first friends he made in elementary school eventually left him behind. The same happened in middle school, as well as high school. Even…his parents did.


  “I don’t think that’s the case, though.”


  “Can’t blame her for running out of patience. You know how nasty my personality is.”


  “That’s not true! I actually really like that about you, Onii-chan!”


  “…!”


  Maho pushed her face closer to Saito. She almost fell over from her chair thanks to that, so Saito had to catch her. Since they were sisters, she gave off the same scent as Akane. Her slender and soft body faintly breathed in his arms. The way she glared up at Saito was just like Akane always would. Rarely enough, Maho seemed angry, as she directed her words at Saito like the tip of a blade.


  “I want to be with you. No, I can feel it that way. It’s not some logic, it’s my instinct. I like your smell, your voice, and the sensation I feel when you touch me.”


  “What are you…”


  Since she was always joking around, Saito didn’t know how to react when being met with a serious tone. The whole room suddenly filled with a damp atmosphere that made it hard to breathe.


  “And I’m sure Onee-chan feels the same way. We’ve been together since we were little, so I can tell. She…needs you.”


  “Yeah, I don’t buy that.” Saito just laughed it off.


  He finished doing the dishes and wiped his hands with his clothes, sitting down on the sofa. Maho appeared in front of him, asking him a serious question.


  “You’re better off without her?”


  “What I feel doesn’t matter.”


  “But it does! If you don’t decide with your emotions, how else do you make that decision?!”


  “I can just calculate it rationally.”


  “But that’s not what a human does. You can try to ignore your feelings, but you can’t kill them. You’re only killing yourself. So tell me, do you really not need Onee-chan?!”


  “…” Saito grit his teeth.


  “See! I can tell you’re in pain, too! You never know when it’ll be your last day, so you have to fight for what you really want!” Maho grabbed Saito’s collar and shook him.


  —What I really want?


  Confusion filled Saito. Was there ever something he truly wanted? No, probably not. He did have a dream, but other than that, there was nothing. Even if people left his side, he wouldn’t chase after them. Even if one of his belongings broke, he could just buy a new one. He never bought any limited goods, either. Saito never felt attached to anything. Everything could be replaced, and reused, like he could change the parts at any time. That’s what it should have been. And yet, why did he feel so starved now that Akane was gone? Why was he so desperate to see her? Met with Maho, who gave off the same scent as Akane, these feelings only grew stronger. Not knowing would be so much easier, and yet he couldn’t avert his eyes.


  “…Please just stop.”


  “Huh?” Maho blinked at Saito in confusion.


  “I don’t want to use my head…on all of that pointless nonsense. It’s nothing but a waste.”


  “Onii-chan…” Maho looked at Saito with saddened eyes.


  She resembled a puppy that was thrown out into the rain. Even though Saito couldn’t possibly make her show such a gaze, from a girl younger than him.


  “All right, I get it,” Maho sighed.


  She shook her head and sat on Saito’s lap.


  “Just for today, you can think of me as Onee-chan! What do we play? A game? Do we watch movies? We can do all sorts of lewd stuff, too!”


  “I don’t need any of that!”


  “Oh geez, you’re trying to act cool again? I just know you wanna assault me right here and now!” Maho laughed as she looked up at Saito.


  



  



  Despite it being late at night, Maho wasn’t home yet. Just what was she doing at Saito’s place? Akane did give her a key to the home that she still had, but did she manage to get inside? What if Saito just had his way with her? Akane walked around restlessly inside the living room when she received a phone call. On her screen, it said her little sister’s name.


  “Maho! How did it go?!” Akane immediately answered the call.


  ‘I’m not Maho, hee hee!’


  A voice came from the phone’s speaker.


  “You’re not?!”


  ‘This is codename MAHO, I successfully snuck inside the enemy stronghold.”


  “…Ah, that’s what you’re going with. All right, MAHO. Requesting report.”


  Since Maho did embark on a dangerous mission, Akane figured it would only be fair to play along.


  ‘Well, I made dinner for Onii-chan, had him eat it, played a shooter, played a fighting game, played cards, played with soap bubbles, and even did some small fireworks!’


  “You really played a lot, huh?”


  Maho sounded satisfied, which made Akane so jealous she bit her nails. She wanted to do the same things with Saito herself.


  ‘Onii-chan’s place is a crazy mess. Almost like a jungle of sorts. With growing vines and large insects!’


  “That’s gotta be a lie, right?!”


  ‘It’s the truth! But when a dinosaur came out of the cave, we shot it down together. That earned us 5k points! Ain’t that amazing?’


  “Aren’t you mixing the games with reality?”


  ‘Probably! But you know, I think Onii-chan is really lonely without you!’


  “O-Oh…?”


  Akane knew her voice was shaking. She tried to keep her voice under control to not seem pathetic in front of her little sister, but her feelings were probably all too obvious.


  ‘To be honest, he looked like he would have been fine if I took over for you. He licked the spoon I used, and sniffed my hair as I sat on his lap.’


  “What?! That’s a lie too, right?! It has to be!”


  ‘Well, except one.’


  “Which one?!”


  ‘La la la la~’


  “Don’t try to hide it by humming! Let’s be honest with each other, okay?!”


  Akane asked for more information, but Maho just kept on laughing.


  ‘Anyway, I think you still have a chance, Onee-chan!’


  “Y-You think…?”


  ‘Just be a bit more proactive. I know everything will work out!’


  Hearing that from Maho filled Akane with courage. Despite being born with such a fragile body, Maho’s boundless energy always healed Akane when she was feeling down.


  “Thanks, Maho. You’re such a great sister.”


  ‘Hee hee, right? I’ll look after Onii-chan, so don’t worry about anything!’


  “Yes, please do.”


  Akane was grateful for having such a reliable little sister. Maybe it would be a good idea to talk with Saito the next day. Since her own sister was doing her best, Akane couldn’t just stand down and do nothing.


  ‘Oh, I think Onii-chan’s taking a bath now. So, I will help him in your stead!’


  Akane heard Maho running down the floor.


  “Maho?! I never did that myself?!”


  ‘Onii-chan! Let me wash your whole body!’


  “Stop right there, MAHO!”


  Yet, Akane’s order didn’t reach her spy, as the phone call ended.


  



  



  ““Ah…””


  Saito and Akane ran into each other at the school’s front entrance, frozen stiff in confusion. The other students who had just arrived at school were greeting each other, creating noisy surroundings. Despite Akane always looking perfect when it came to hair or uniform, she now had one leg raised, in the middle of putting on one slipper. Yet, she stood still like a statue. A long silence ran between the two.


  —So awkward…


  A cold sweat ran down Saito’s back. Last night, when Maho invaded his home, she said that Akane didn’t actually start hating him. He didn’t know if that was true, but he wanted to talk with her. Except, he didn’t know what to even say. Akane seemed scared of even making a sound, as she swiftly put on her slippers, attempting to walk away. But Saito panicked and tried to stop her.


  “G-Great weather we’re having, uh?”


  It was the most basic conversation starter known to man. Despite using his genius brain, this is the best he could come up with. He wanted to die. Surely, Akane was just annoyed, about to look at him like he was a piece of garbage on the side of the road. That’s what he thought, at least, but—


  “G-G-Great weather we’re having, yeah!” Akane turned around at insane speeds to approach Saito.


  —Why’d she latch on to that?


  Saito was genuinely bewildered by that reaction. What about that greeting would make her come rushing back? It was a mystery. That said, Saito didn’t mind having been given this chance to talk to Akane. He had to use this to the best of his ability.


  “…”


  “…”


  And yet, another long silence ensued. Saito couldn’t think of what to say. He’d like to at least talk about something exciting or fun, but he didn’t want to spoil her mood, so choosing a topic was difficult. Akane seemed just as tense, looking at Saito. She opened and closed the palm of her hand, trying to keep herself busy.


  “U-Um…!”


  Finally, Akane apparently had made up her mind, as she opened her mouth.


  —Oh?! What is it?! So she wants to talk to me?! All right, whatever it is, I’ll find the best possible answer!


  Saito readied himself. Possessing knowledge from across the whole world, he was confident he could respond to any statement or question.


  “A-Actually, never mind,” Akane said and looked down at the ground.


  —Oh come on! That’s not fair, Akane!


  Saito felt all energy leave his body. With more students around them, the two were clearly in the way. However, neither of them moved an inch. It felt like the one who moved first would lose.


  —Whatever is fine, I just need one ticket to keep the conversation going…!


  Feeling pressed, Saito lowered the hurdle.


  “So…You doing okay?”


  “W-Well, somewhat. What about you…?”


  “Not bad.”


  “I see…”


  “Haha…”


  “Hee hee…”


  The two shared a tense smile.


  —What is this, a marriage interview?! But with someone you’re not really feeling the spark?!


  Saito retorted to his own actions. In reality, the two had completely jumped over the part of a marriage interview. Though, they never had any other choice to begin with, and it was questionable if you could even call anything before that a marriage interview.


  —Why…can’t we just talk normally…?


  Saito sighed. Not too long ago, whenever Akane would pick yet another fight, he could fire back without any remorse. That’s how they exchanged most of their words on a daily basis. Back then, he found it aggravating and frustrating, and yet he was jealous that he couldn’t go back to that time. Even if they kept fighting, it was still one way of having a conversation. Because then, Akane would feel something, and she would begin to understand Saito’s feelings. That’s how they deepened their understanding of each other. Yet, now, Akane seemed to avoid any and all conflict, which made it impossible for Saito to talk with her. Unlike back when they had still been forced to live together, if he angered Akane now, she would leave. That’s the kind of vague relationship they had now.


  “Morning, Akane!”


  Himari walked through the front entrance.


  “Ah, m-morning…”


  Like all the binds shackling her had been undone, Akane looked over at Himari. Freed from this stiff atmosphere, Saito was finally allowed to breathe again. Meanwhile, Himari was just plain confused.


  “Hm? What’s going on? Why were you two glaring at each other? You shouldn’t fight!”


  “We…weren’t fighting,” Akane muttered in a sad tone.


  “Then what were you doing?”


  “Nothing at all! I just ran into Saito!”


  “Really? The air around you two tells me otherwise!” Himari looked at both their faces.


  “I-I’m fine, let’s just go!” Akane pulled Himari’s hand along and walked away.


  On her way, she did turn around to look at Saito, but she kept her mouth shut and walked away. Now, Saito had completely lost his chance. Once Akane enters the classroom, just talking to her will be impossible. It would seem unnatural, and it might make her feel bad. The hurdle was too tall. So in the end, Saito could only watch the two girls walk off, as they stood side by side.


  



  



  The bell rang to signify the end of the school day. Classmates came storming out of the classrooms. Grabbed by Shisei, Saito disappeared into the hallway. Akane watched his back, frustrated, as she fell on her desk.


  —I couldn’t even properly talk with him…


  Even though Saito took the first step to talk to her. This was her chance to try and fix what had been broken. But, she was worried. Scared that, if she said the wrong thing, she might anger him…or worse, hate her. That’s why she couldn’t bring herself to say anything. Even though she had no problem talking with him when she didn’t know of her feelings. But because she loved him, she was scared of approaching him.


  “…Akane, are you okay?” Himari asked her, sounding evidently worried.


  “I’m fine. Just…started to hate myself a bit because of how incompetent I am.”


  “This is…about Saito-kun, right?”


  “Yes. I realized yet again that we only ever ended up that close because of our grandparents.”


  It was a forced marriage, but without that to push their backs, Akane didn’t even know how to approach him. Himari put her hands together, showing a troubled smile.


  “Why not just try and talk to him normally? Maybe bring up his favorite book or game? You should know about that, right? Why not start with that?”


  “If it was that easy, I wouldn’t be struggling like this. Unlike you, I don’t know how to really get along with people…”


  Her only female friend was Himari, after all. How could she just approach Saito, a boy, like it’s nothing? She lost the advantage of living together with him, so trying to fix their relationship was a losing game. Akane flashed a smile of resignation.


  “You know, it’s fine. I’ll give up on love and getting married. I’ll just graduate and live with cats. A hundred…no, a million of them. I’ll leave Japan and build my own cat kingdom.”


  “Akane?! Pull yourself together! That’s too many cats!”


  “I can pull it off. Just have to build an automatic farm with green foxtail…”


  “I don’t think cats eat green foxtail.”


  “Then I’ll eat it.”


  “And what’s the point of that…?!”


  “If I eat enough of it, I’ll turn into a real foxtail myself, and then I’ll be surrounded by cats forever. Cats for my hands, cats for my legs.”


  “Just what is your goal with all of this?! Are you actually okay?!” Himari put her palm on Akane’s forehead.


  She then compared it with her own temperature. Akane was grateful for Himari worrying about her, but she wasn’t sick or anything like that.


  “I’m sorry, this is all my fault…” Himari put her hands together in front of her chest.


  “Like I said, it’s not. I just lost once we returned to the starting line. Plain and simple.”


  “…I don’t think you’ve lost at all,” Himari mumbled.


  “Huh?”


  “N-Nothing. Anyway, you’ve got a lot of free time, right?”


  “Why are you just assuming that…?”


  And why did Maho assume the same thing? Granted, her parents were handling most of the housework, and so she was pretty much just studying every day.


  “The cafe I’m working at is looking for part-time jobbers. The girl I’d usually work my shifts with had to call in sick, see. Wanna give it a try?”


  “I wonder…I never worked part-time anywhere…”


  “You can, I bet. You’re a good cook, right?”


  Yet, Akane still didn’t seem all that confident.


  “But…what if I break a customer’s skull with a bear bottle because they annoy me…?”


  “Maybe don’t do that?!”


  “Okay, I’ll do my best.”


  “Yup, yup! You’re a good girl, after all!”


  “I’ll do my best to break every bone in their body and not just their skull.”


  “You’re not holding back at all! Your disdain towards people who only complain is in plain view!”


  “The thing that’s gonna be in plain view is gonna be their brains.”


  “Don’t?! Okay, I’ll just handle all the troublesome customers! You stay in the kitchen!”


  “Then…I guess I can.”


  Akane might not be very good at dealing with people, but this was something even she should be able to handle.


  “Thanks, Himari.”


  “Huh? For what?”


  “You invited me so that I’d cheer up, right?”


  “Y-Yeah…Well, I wouldn’t want you to be sad because of what I said. You might be my rival in love, but even more than that, you’re my best friend.”


  “Himari…”


  Boundless passion and love entered Akane’s heart. Himari was absolutely right. Their friendship wasn’t something so fragile it would break apart because of a shared love interest. They’ve been together since grade school, supporting each other. They treasured each other much more than Saito could ever hope for. And so, Akane couldn’t waste those good intentions.


  “I’ll give it a shot, then. Just tell me the ropes.”


  “Of course! Leave all that to me!”


  Akane put their hands together and smiled.


  



  



  Himari leaped at the counter of the cafe, paper with the orders in hand.


  “I need another ten portions of the seafood paella with diced steak and dummy soup!”


  “Ten of them?! I haven’t even finished the previous order!”


  Akane frantically ran around with the frying pan as she tried to handle all the orders. She was too naive and thought that a cafe would be pretty chill in terms of rush hour, and yet the place was stacked today.


  “It’s because your menu is too popular! Also, I want steak with lots of garlic for five people!”


  “Just give them slices of dried bonito!” Akane screamed in terror.


  She was rather peculiar when it came to cooking and everything related to it, so making food focused on time was difficult for her. Unlike her, Maho was a lot better at adjusting, so she’d do just fine. Meanwhile, an office lady sitting at the counter started laughing.


  “Your cooking is just that delicious, Akane-chan. Now that I’ve experienced this taste, I can’t go to another restaurant anymore.”


  “Y-You’re too nice…” Akane didn’t know how to respond.


  “It’s the truth. All your food is packed with love. I bet you’re always cooking for your boyfriend!”


  “I don’t…have a boyfriend.”


  Of course, all these dishes she came up with to make for Saito. Since the owner wanted a new dish for the menu, she suggested it, and when she made a test version, everyone loved it.


  “Nice job bringing such a great cook over to our place, Himari-chan.”


  “My Akane’s amazing, right?”


  The female employee and Himari shared a high-five. Akane was happy everyone liked her food, but this energy was a bit too much even for her. Meanwhile, the owner crossed his arms.


  “Now I won’t have to worry about a thing and just retire in peace, leaving the cafe to the two of you.”


  “I have no intention of taking over, though.”


  “I’m fine, too…”


  “You two?! Couldn’t you have agreed at least in the heat of the moment?!”


  Since Himari and Akane declined at the same time, the owner began tearing up. That said, Akane wanted to be a doctor in the future, so she couldn’t inherit the restaurant business. The businesswoman then paid for her check and waved her hand at Akane.


  “See you tomorrow, Akane-chan. I can’t wait to try your delicious cooking tomorrow, too.”


  “I don’t have any shift tomorrow, though…”


  “I’m looking forward to it.”


  “Ugh…Okay.”


  Akane didn’t have it in her to say no. She felt like the owner and Himari both gave the woman a thumbs-up behind her, too. After the storm of customers subsided and they closed up shop, Akane was taking a break at the counter, when Himari clung to her back.


  “Great work today, Akane! I’m glad everyone liked your food!”


  “…I guess.”


  “Huh? You’re not all that happy, huh? Well, I’m feeling great that everyone appreciated my best friend!”


  “I really am. It’s just…”


  “Just?” Himari tilted her head.


  Akane hesitated to continue her words. Having someone praise her cooking definitely didn’t feel bad at all. She felt a lot more fulfilled working here than studying at home. However…the happiness she felt when Saito would praise her…it’s lacking here. In order to make him happy, she looked into his preferences and trained herself in all sorts of dishes, all to see that smile of his. She can’t feel the same sense of pride and accomplishment working here. Even while cooking for the customers, she couldn’t help but think how nice it would be if Saito stopped by.


  He was always rather arrogant and confident, but at least when it came to her food, he admitted absolute defeat. He’d say that he can’t live on without it anymore, even. And these days now made Akane feel incredibly nostalgic.


  —I wonder what Saito’s gonna eat today…


  Akane ate some of the leftover paella as that thought crossed her mind.


  



  



  A new day, and once again, Himari left the classroom together with Akane. Saito watched this and grabbed his student bag to enter an empty classroom nearby. Inside this bag were various goods to disguise himself. A trench coat he could wear above his uniform, sunglasses and a mask, too. After he listened in on their conversations, it seemed like Akane started working part-time at the same cafe as Himari. She might be trying to earn herself some money now that the marriage fell flat, making her lose the promise of the tuition. Saito figured that there shouldn’t be too many students around, allowing him to have a casual conversation with her.


  —Seriously, this isn’t like me at all.


  Saito grumbled at himself as he left the classroom. It was utterly unthinkable, considering Saito never once chased after someone like this. If Akane really wanted to leave their home out of her own desire, then he should just let her be. Leaving her alone would be the most logical and efficient thing to do. And yet, he couldn’t suppress the urge to go after her.


  He didn’t know what forced him to do this as he made his way to the business street. The students going home together like nothing in the world mattered was like poison to his eyes, which he averted eventually. Arriving at the cafe in question, Saito put his hand on the door and took a deep breath. What awaited him from here on out…was a battlefield. If Akane were to find out it was him, she’d realize that he came here to see her. And that would probably gross her out. She might even call the police on him. Or at the very least, insult him with a disgusted look in her eyes. And that would give Saito the final strike.


  —I cannot let her see through my disguise, no matter what…!


  Saito made up his mind and set foot inside the cafe.


  “Welco—Huh?! Saito?!”


  In but a single moment, Akane had seen right through him.


  —She managed to discern my perfect disguise this quickly?!


  Saito was utterly shocked. However, if he were to panic now, it would be the same as accepting it. Then, Akane would look at him in disgust when they met at school, treated like a dirty dust-cloth. And so, Saito decided to play the part. He quickly confirmed the situation inside the cafe, checking that Himari was handling other customers, with Akane handling the cooking at the counter. So sitting at a table far from the counter would be countereffective. Saito headed for the counter and sat down on the tall and round chair.


  “I am…not Houjou Saito!”


  “You clearly are! You even used your last name!”


  “Huh? What? I don’t know any Northjou Saito,” Saito continued to play dumb.


  “You can drop the act. Did you think that lousy elementary school-level disguise would work on me?!” Akane pulled on Saito’s mask, almost pulling off the skin while she was at it.


  “It-It’s not that lousy! Or elementary school level!”


  “Then it’s kindergarten level! Are you off to a park or something?!”


  “Excuse you?! I calculated the most effective disguise that wouldn’t stand out in a bad way, so this is what I ended up with…”

“You just admitted that this is a disguise!”


  “Ack…!”


  Saito realized his mistake. Normally, he’d be calm enough to talk his way out of this deadlock, but he was completely beyond himself right now. He really shouldn’t be chasing after people. A cold sweat ran down his cheek as he tried to find an excuse.


  “It doesn’t have to be Houjou Saito! That’s right…I am a prime minister from a certain country, and I came to Japan because I wanted to try the popular menu from this cafe!”


  “Yet you’re beautifully fluent in Japanese.”


  “I studied abroad when I was a student.”


  “Except I can see a student uniform under that coat. And it’s a uniform from our school, right?!”


  “That’s…Well, I’m into cosplaying…”


  “Oh…? Cosplay…?” Akane’s gaze was as cold as ice.


  “That’s right…I’m a prime minister who is into cosplaying high school students,” Saito remained strong despite knowing it was getting a bit ridiculous.


  That said, he couldn’t back down now. Meanwhile, Akane sighed, put her hands on the counter, and continued.


  “Okay, I get it. So prime minister, what’s it gonna be today?”


  Saito maintained his act and put in an order.


  “Good question. Anything with protein, if possible…”


  “You should be eating cooked rice, so I’ll make that for you!”


  “You’re not listening to your customer’s orders?!”


  Since Akane acted like Maho, Saito was hit with a major deja-vu. Not minding the confusion of the other customers, Akane began placing the frying pan on the stove, cutting up vegetables. She then added some sliced meat while humming, her shoulders moving to the rhythm.


  —Is she…trying to finish me off for following her?!


  Saito felt a sense of danger. He couldn’t possibly guess the reason why she was in such a good mood. Then again, he came here to get killed, pretty much. And yet, he felt nostalgia on full blast watching Akane stand in the kitchen like that. It’s like how things used to be just a few days ago. Watching her was fulfilling to him. She then put all the contents in the frying pan on a plate and pushed it onto Saito.


  “Here you go! Japanese yam lady’s fingers natto seaweed garlic sesame salted liver shiitake mushroom elver plums cooked rice!”


  “That just sounds like you stuffed all the stuff in your fridge in there! Do you want me to eat leftovers?!”


  “I packed it full of precious nutrition because you clearly need it.”


  “Even so, there’s gotta be some level of matching, right?!”


  “I don’t want to hear that from the person who only drinks protein or vegetable juice. Just eat it already,” Akane said, readying the frying pan like a bat.


  Saito realized that he would be sharing a passionate kiss with the frying pan if he didn’t eat up now. Meanwhile, Himari watched this unfold from a distance. She wasn’t sure if she should intervene or not. Saito wished she would just help him instead.


  Damn it…I can’t cause any trouble at her part-time job!


  Saito prepared himself and put some of the cooked rice on a spoon. He stuffed as much of it as possible into his mouth at once to get it over with.


  “…Hm?! This actually…tastes great!” Saito’s eyes shot open in shock.


  Even though the ingredients were all over the place, the taste seemed organized and intentional. Every ingredient matched with the other, creating a tasty mix that was healthy and energizing. Akane placed her hand on her palm as she smiled.


  “Of course? I’d never feed you anything bad, right?”


  “R-Right…”


  She made it sound like she went all out because she knew it was Saito she was cooking for. But was that really the case?


  —No, it couldn’t be.


  Saito shook his head and rid himself of such wicked thoughts. She must still hate him, and she left their home together because she fell in love with another person. He couldn’t possibly be such a special existence to her. So he kept on making excuses while eating the rice. Even though the place she used to cook was different, it still tasted exactly like what Akane would cook. Saito thought he was satisfied with just protein, yet the more he ate, the hungrier he felt. Meanwhile, Akane just watched over him from across the counter.


  “Y-You know…Did you come here to eat…my food?”


  “Not really…”


  “So…did you come here to see me?” Akane asked with a voice about to disappear.


  Saito could feel something striking his heart. That was absolutely the case, but he couldn’t possibly admit that. Sticking to the person who had denied him would result in a swift phone call to the police. He couldn’t be honest, no matter how much he wanted to.


  “O-Of course not. I’m enjoying my life all by myself right now. Never felt better since you left.”


  “…!” Akane’s face distorted into one of pain and mystery, making Saito realize he went too far.


  However, he just couldn’t understand why she showed him such a hurt expression.


  “S-Same here, honestly! I’ve gotten tired of seeing your face every single day! Living with my parents is just pure bliss!”


  Akane’s words stabbed Saito right into his chest. Sharp thorns surrounded his heart, repeating these words.


  “Well, am I happy for you! I get to play games as much as I want! Because staying with you was just pure hell!”


  Akane slammed her hands down on the counter.


  “That’s my line! Your lifestyle couldn’t be any lousier, and you immediately make fun of people. You never understood my feelings, either! You’re the worst!”


  “You’re just way too sensitive! Do you know how much it cost me to keep you happy and satisfied?!”


  Even though he didn’t want to say that, he couldn’t stop himself. He didn’t want to fight with her, he just wanted to see her smile. But he felt frustrated, aggravated, and unable to control his emotions. It always ended up like this. He was always trying to stay rational, and yet he could never stay calm when Akane was involved. And then, Akane screamed with teary eyes.


  “You idiot! Dummy Saito! Don’t ever show up in front of me!”


  “Don’t talk to me ever again!” Saito stormed out of the cafe like he had gotten slapped across the face.
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  “Saito-sama?”


  “Is something wrong?”
“Did you try to hit on a woman despite being a virgin, only to get rejected?”


  “Oh leave me alone.”


  “Should I…make you feel better, Saito-sama?”


  “Don’t you want to…feel good?”


  “Goooooo!”


  He felt a bit better after that.


  Chapter 3 - Trip


  On her way to the classroom of class 3-A, Akane ran into Saito at the bigger space in the middle of the stairs. Her heart almost leaped out of her chest. Her heartbeat accelerated, and the inside of her head just went blank.


  —I have to apologize for what happened…


  Even though she knew she had been in the wrong, the words didn’t leave her throat. Her knees began shaking. Her mouth opened and closed a few times, as cold sweat began pouring from her whole body. This brief moment felt like an eternity.


  “…”


  Saito didn’t utter a word, either, just averting his gaze from Akane. He then attempted to walk past her.


  —He ignored me?!


  The shock quickly turned into frustration, as her whole body started to burn up. She stomped on the ground, her shoulders shaking in rage, as she walked past Saito herself. She turned around once, hoping he might call out to her, but his silhouette had already disappeared from the stairs. Even her faint expectations had been betrayed instantly. Ever since their fight at the cafe, things had been like this. She had been trying to find the right time to make up, but it seemed hopeless.


  “Ugh…I’m worthless…” She sank to the ground, holding her head in her hands.


  She couldn’t bring herself to go back to the classroom, where he would be waiting. If he were to act so cold and distant toward her again, she wouldn’t be able to bear it. Even the current situation was too much already. And so, Akane decided to run away from reality. She opened up her smartphone’s gallery and looked at the pictures they had taken together. Since she had intended to make a full album, there were quite a lot of them. Saito reading a book, Saito eating his dinner, Saito almost falling off his bed…And each picture Akane connected with a fun memory. Although a lot of her memories were fighting, they were precious nonetheless.


  “Hee hee…Oh Saito, you need to eat that stake more slowly or it’ll end up stuck in your throat…”


  “Onee-chan?! What in the world are you doing here?!”


  Akane enjoyed her virtual married life when Maho ran into her as she headed up the stairs. Akane just responded with a smile.


  “Oh, Maho? Thanks for stopping by. Wanna eat some dinner?”


  “No, I don’t! We’re at school! We’re not at home…”


  “What are you saying? We’re home, exactly where Saito and I live. Look, Saito is smiling, too,” Akane pointed at the picture on her phone.


  “Stop breaking, Onee-chan! Come back to reality!” Maho shook Akane’s shoulders.


  “Hey, Maho? The world is shaking…Is the world gonna end?”


  “No more smartphone for you! I’ll take it with me!”


  “Wait! Gimme back my Saito!”


  “This isn’t Onii-chan! It’s just a cold dead machine!”


  “Even if he’s a robot, he’s still my important Saito!”


  “Onii-chan didn’t turn into a robot! I just saw him walking down the hallway, too!” Maho succeeded in stealing the phone from Akane and hid it behind her arms.


  With her other hand, she embraced Akane and rubbed her back. Slowly but surely, Akane returned to the reality she had to face. Of course, so did the pain, as tears began building up in her eyes.


  “I’m done with school!”


  “Don’t give up! You’re going to be a doctor in the future, right?! I wanna see your hot doctor’s outfit! I can barely wait for all the lewd checkups you’re gonna give me!”


  “I’m not doing any lewd checkups!”


  “But you will for me! It’s my dream that you use that stethoscope all over my naked body! I can’t give up on that no matter what! So please, get a grip!”


  Akane wasn’t sure if Maho was actually trying to cheer her up or just sexually harass her. Akane then embraced her knees and mumbled.


  “But…Saito totally hates me now. And I told him to never show himself in front of me…”


  “Then just apologize! Something like ‘I didn’t mean what I said the other day! I actually love you!’ would totally do the trick.”


  “There’s no way I could say that…!”


  Just thinking about it made her cheeks burn up.


  “Sure you can! And if you flash your boobs, it’ll be even more effective!”


  “I’ll just be a pervert at that point!”


  “It’s extra service! I bet he’s gonna start drooling from every part of his face!”


  “How does that even work?! Also, I wouldn’t like a Saito who shows his happiness like that…”


  The fact that Saito was always stoic and had not tried anything with her was a good part of his. Even when Himari or Shisei showed their affection for him, he didn’t run off to cheat.


  “You sure are asking for a lot, Onee-chan,” Maho put one hand on her hip. “As long as you get to make up, nothing else matters, right? I would just wait in his bath and then jump at him! Using one of those straws to breathe underwater!”


  “What are you, some ninja?! Also, I don’t think that’s gonna help me make up with him!”


  “Of course it will! A naked girl is waiting for him during his bath! And when he’s washing his air, you can do whatever you want!”


  “He’ll probably die from the shock!”


  Maho did that to Akane when they were younger, and her heart almost stopped because of that.


  “…Ah, I know!” Akane rolled up her hand into a fist.


  “What, what? Did you think of what to do?”


  “I just have to set up hidden cameras in that home…And then, I get to look at his face whenever I want. It’s perfect! I never had any need to make up with him! I’m an absolute genius!”


  “It’s not genius at all!”


  “And I can also put recording devices into his body so that I can always hear what he’s up to! That’s basically the same as being together, right? We pretty much made up at that point!”


  “That’s not the same at all! Are you really okay, Onee-chan?! You ran away because you wanted it and yet you’re turning into a stalker!” Maho grew genuinely worried.


  Akane was plagued by guilt for making her feel this way, but her head simply wasn’t functioning properly. She always had the tendency to lose sight of her surroundings when it came to Saito, but that had only gotten worse as of late. If this was all because of her love for him, then it would forever remain a question she wouldn’t be able to solve. She had managed to stay calm when she was unaware of her feelings, yet now that she realized, there was no going back anymore. Not knowing of those feelings, Maho sighed.


  “…I swear, you’re hopeless. I can’t keep watching you like this, so I’m gonna try and fix things, Onee-chan.”


  “What…do you plan on doing?” Akane asked with teary eyes, as Maho rubbed her head.


  Their positions had completely reversed, and yet Akane didn’t mind.


  “You just leave this to me. I’ll use my special charm to do this and do that…”


  “I don’t get it at all…”


  “Just go buy some victory underwear, okay? Or actually…maybe a swimsuit. That string bikini type!”


  “What do you intend to do to Saito?! Now I’m even more worried!”


  “No worries! I’m not gonna do anything to hurt you, Onee-chan!” Maho gleefully smiled.


  



  



  The scene was the tallest floor of a hotel in the center of town. Maho sat at a table inside an expensive restaurant, gazing out the window. She could see the wide city scenery and the world below her. The ceiling was decorated with chandeliers, with large paintings on the walls. The table was decorated with a snow-white cloth, also preoccupied with Maho’s grandmother Chiho…and Saito’s grandfather Tenryuu. Akane probably would have never expected that this was what Maho would be up to right about now.


  “Grandma! Thanks for buying so many new cute clothes for me!” Maho showed her excitement, as Chiyo smiled happily.


  “It’s okay. Reaching my age, you can only wear more docile outfits, see. I enjoy watching the young ones dress up as cute as they want.”


  “I’ll wear them lots! But I’m sure you’d look great in cute outfits too, Grandma.”


  “Dear me, aren’t you a smooth talker? But you won’t get anything out of me for that.”


  “But it’s the truth! Don’t you agree, Gramps?”


  “Hm? …Well, I guess,” Tenryuu cleared his throat, his face faintly red.


  “Dear, Tenryuu-san!”


  Chiyo’s face was red, too. Maho put one hand over her mouth and grinned at the two.


  “Oh? Ohohoho? Gramps, you don’t seem to hate the idea of that whatsoever. Just try it once, Grandma. I’ll tell you exactly what to wear!”


  “I swear, you shouldn’t tease your elders.”


  “I’m really not! I’m sure you wanna see her wearing some flashy clothes, right Gramps?”


  “…Indeed,” Tenryuu nodded.


  “…Oh, fine. If I feel like it.”


  Tenryuu and Chiyo were as lively as a couple of high school students. They were almost like Saito and Akane.


  “Sorry to ruin your date together, Gramps.”


  “I don’t mind. I figured that our families would have to meet at some point.”


  “Yeah, I’ve been dying to meet Onii-chan’s grandpa! I was curious, but you really resemble each other.”


  “…Oh? In what way?” Tenryuu seemed surprised at that.


  Maho put her index finger over her mouth.


  “Mhm, everything, really? You can’t be honest so you try to act all high and mighty, but you also show your kindness. Also, you’re really cute!”


  “I’ve never had someone call me cute before.”


  “Whaaat? But Grandma must’ve called you cute before, right?”


  “…Quite.”


  “Tenryuu-san!” Chiyo blushed even more.


  “Haha, you two are so cute.”


  The relationship between Saito and Akane had been a bit too stiff even for Maho’s taste, so witnessing these two was rather healing for her. Chiyo took a sip from her tea and grumbled.


  “I swear, you know how to use your head in all the wrong places. Even winning over Tenryuu-san like this…”


  “That’s true. I’d love to have her genius for the Houjou Group.”


  “And if only her older sister was as rational…”


  Maho then spoke up like she remembered something.


  “Oh yeah I almost forgot! I wanted to talk with you about Onee-chan.”


  “What is it?”


  “What’s wrong?”


  Tenryuu and Chiyo both suddenly listened carefully.


  “Do you know that Onee-chan left Onii-chan?”


  “Yes, of course. What a troublesome child.”


  “I’ve confirmed it already…but if things don’t improve, I will have to intervene,” Tenryuu said with a grim expression.


  The pressure he emitted was so strong, it wouldn’t be too surprising if he somehow managed to restructure Saito’s brain to change his mind.


  “Both Onii-chan and Onee-chan are stubborn kids, so I figured we have to be a bit more forceful for them to make up. As far as I can tell, they both feel like they want things to go back to the way they were before.”


  “Hmmm…”


  “And so, I have an idea for the two of you. It’s a favor from your favorite Maho!” She raised her index finger and winked.


  



  



  “Onii-chan! Close your eyes and open your mouth! I’ll give you something nice!”


  In the classroom of class 3-A, Maho slammed her hands on Saito’s desk with these words, whispering gently as she leaned toward him. She hid some sort of rectangular object behind her back. Definitely not something that would fit into a human mouth.


  “I refuse. I’m only going to suffer, I can feel it,” Saito shook his head, remaining seated at his desk.


  “It’s nothing weird! No pillbug!”


  “I’d never leave my house again if you did that, and I have no reason to believe you right now.”


  “It’s not a ladybug either! And not a longhorn beetle!”


  “Why do you keep denying insects?! Are you trying to make me feed insects like I’m on some reality show?!”


  Next to Saito, Shisei opened her mouth without hesitation.


  “Shise believes Maho. Just stuff whatever it is in her mouth.”


  “You’re so kind! I bet I can fit a lot in there! Even ten tons!”


  “Easy,” Shisei gave her a thumbs-up.


  “That’s not easy at all!!” Saito frantically covered Shisei’s mouth.


  “Oh, you’re no fun, Onii-chan! It’s nothing to be scared of! Just an invitation! Here!”


  Maho offered Saito the rectangular object. It was an envelope that read ‘To Houjou Saito and company: One-Stay Ticket.’ It even had a seal on it. The writing on top looked like it was written by an old proprietress, but the lamé seal didn’t fit that aesthetic at all.


  “An invitation…? Then just say so from the start,” Saito sighed as he relaxed his guard.


  But Maho just shook her index finger like she wasn’t satisfied with that response.


  “If I just gave it to you, there’s a good chance you wouldn’t accept it, right?”


  “I’d be a lot more willing than you stuffing it in my mouth!”


  And if she had stuffed it into Shisei’s mouth, it would have disappeared into her stomach.


  “I see! They never taught me that in elementary school.”


  “That’s just…common sense…?”


  Saito didn’t like pushing values onto people, but common sense was still common sense. He started to worry if she skipped that part of her education. He then opened the envelope and was greeted by tickets for a stay at an inn, as well as tickets for the bullet train, a food ticket, and a bath ticket…Two of each, in fact.


  “…Well, don’t need this.”


  There was also a picture of Maho in her swimsuit, but he decided to throw that away.


  “Ahhh, wait! Why are you throwing it away?! It’s an ultra-rare sexy photo of me, you know?!” Maho panicked and caught the photo that was floating in the air.


  “I don’t see any reason in holding on to that.”


  “Well, there is plenty of a reason! You can look at it when you’re feeling lonely, and lick it as much as you want. That’s what you always do, right?!”


  “I feel like you have a horrendous misinterpretation of my humanity…And no, I’m not gonna lick it!”


  “But you do! When I went over to play, you kept on licking my body until morning!”


  “Brother…?” Shisei sent Saito a scrutinizing gaze.


  “That never happened! I made sure to send her home before the date changed, in fact!”


  “But it’s true that you played together, right? Just the two of you…Until early morning…What were you doing?” Shisei questioned Saito.


  Maho then turned her body, feigning embarrassment.


  “Hee hee…Well, exactly what you expect!”


  “You fiend, Brother…The second your wife leaves, you go for her little sister…” Shisei’s head twitched left and right, like the pendulum of a clock.


  Saito was bewildered to see her move like that, but this wasn’t the time to be impressed.


  “Onii-chan let out a whole bunch! You can decide on the name, Shii-chan!”


  “I’m telling you that’s not it!”


  Their classmates began whispering to themselves, so Saito dragged Maho and Shisei out of the classroom. He jumped into a nearby empty room and closed the door behind them. Maho and Shisei sank down to the ground, embracing each other.


  “Onii-chan…Now you’re going for a little sister double snack…?”


  “You king of fiends, Brother…”


  Saito didn’t have the energy to play along anymore, so he ignored that last part.


  “What’s with this invitation? Why did you give it to me?”


  “Because I love you, duh!” Maho screamed, putting her hands on her red cheeks.


  Saito however was unfazed, just grabbing her chin.


  “Yeah, yeah. What’s the real deal here?”


  “I mustered up my courage to give you a present and now you’re threatening me?! I just wanna go on a trip with you! I had plenty of fun last time we played, too!”


  “That said, Shise can’t just ignore you going on a trip alone with Brother,” Shisei stood in front of Saito, acting as his guard.


  She was doing some shadowboxing, it really only looked like a cat punching a cat toy.


  “That invitation obviously counts for the both of you, Shii-chan.”


  “Oh?” Shisei tilted her head.


  “I wanna hang out with you, too, you know? Just you, me, and Onii-chan going on a trip! A friend of Grandma’s runs that hot spring inn, so I asked for these tickets.”


  “As well as the bullet train tickets and everything?”


  “Yup! When I ask for something, most people just give it to me. I’m just so cute, you know?” Maho put both her index fingers on her cheeks, saying that without any remorse or hesitation.


  “Both you and Shise are scary as all hell.”


  “Huh? Because we’re so cute? Oh, I get that!”


  They were both geniuses at using their own charms to their advantage. If left alone, they might even be able to overthrow the whole country. Shisei then showed a serious expression.


  “…There’s just one thing I need to know, Maho.”


  “What’s up?” Maho looked at her face.


  “Is that hot spring…delicious?” Shisei asked while drooling.


  “You wanna drink the hot water?!” Saito felt that the hot spring industry was in danger.


  If she were to get a taste for it, she might suck the whole world dry. But thankfully, Shisei corrected herself.


  “Wrong choice of words. Is the food of that inn delicious?”


  “Hmmm…I don’t really know, but it got like a hundred stars or something. Or it might have been a thousand!”


  “Couldn’t be any more unstable.”


  Usually, restaurants would only get up to three stars max.


  “Anyway, it must be delicious. Grandma only had praise for them, so I bet you won’t be disappointed.”


  Shisei then pulled on Saito’s sleeve.


  “Brother, brother. Shise wants to go on a trip with Brother. Take the narrow road leading to the deep north.”


  “Take the narrow road leading to the deep north?”


  “To become like Matsuo Bashou. Eat all the food in the country.”


  “I don’t think Bashou was the person to travel around like that…Then again, it might be a good time to take a break and keep my mind off things, so I’m okay with that.”


  However, a doubt popped up in Saito’s mind.


  “So…since your grandmother’s friend owns the place…is Akane coming, too?”


  “Nope! Nopety-nope! I promise she won’t! I promise with my body!”


  “Don’t put your body on the line!”


  “And if I were to break that promise, you can do as you please with my body! I’ll even wear white tights or full-body tights if you want!”


  “Brother…”


  Since Shisei wore white tights on the regular, she tried to hide her legs with the hem of her skirt.


  “I don’t have any such fetish!” Saito immediately corrected that misconception.


  He didn’t want things to get awkward between him and his little sister.


  “Just believe me! All I want is to spend some quality time with you!” Maho grabbed his shoulders, saying this straight to his face.


  Her expression showed no glimmer of any ulterior motive. Her eyes were unwavering, sparkling like a sea of stars.


  “What…honest eyes…!”


  And so, Saito decided to believe her.


  



  



  However, he soon came to regret that. Saito and Shisei arrived at the train station they agreed to meet up at—where he was greeted by Maho, Himari, and Akane.


  “Why is Akane here?!”


  “Why is Saito here?!”


  The both of them closed in on Maho. However, she just shrugged it off.


  “Oh? Did I forget to tell you? That we’d go on a trip as the five of us?”


  “You sure didn’t! You said it’d just be the three of us!”


  “Ahh, sorry, sorry. I guess I did forget. Okay, big news! Onii-chan and Shii-chan are coming with us, too!” Maho stuck out her tongue in a teasing way.


  “I came here…because I believed you…”


  “Yup! And thanks for that! Love you, Onii-chan!” Maho threw him a kiss with a wink.


  “I don’t need your gratitude…”


  Saito didn’t know what to say. He then looked over at Akane, meeting eyes for a single moment, but Akane immediately averted her gaze. She slowly walked backward, hiding behind Himari.


  —Well…makes sense she’d hate the idea.


  Saito felt a dull pain in his chest.


  “I’m going home. You four can go without me.”


  “Why?! No way! The more, the merrier!” Maho pleaded with all her heart.


  “I’ve got a game I should play instead.”


  “Just bring it with you!”


  “It’s more fun at home, and I can play from morning until evening. Anyway, I’ll pass,” Saito turned his back to the others and started walking.


  It felt like something entered deep into his chest. Despite having the freedom to go back to his home, he didn’t feel happy in the slightest. But suddenly, someone grabbed his jacket. It was probably Maho again, trying to stop him.


  “Can you drop it already…?” Saito turned around, but the person grabbing his jacket was actually Akane.


  Her face was red, looking up at Saito with a quivering gaze.


  “A-Akane…?”


  “C-Come on…” She mumbled with a voice about to disappear, her lips shaking.


  “Huh…?”


  “Let’s go…together. With you, Saito.”


  Saito didn’t expect to hear that, so he doubted his ears. Ever since they got into that fight at the cafe, Akane’s attitude toward him was as cold as ice, and she didn’t even greet him if they ran into each other.


  “Are…Are you sure…?”


  Akane slowly nodded. Her ears and neck were as red as a tomato, as she pushed her lips shut. Her knees seemed to be quivering, and yet she held on strong to Saito’s clothes, as if to not let him escape.


  —Just what…are you thinking…?


  Saito grew more and more confused about Akane’s feelings. Was she angry or not? Did she hate Saito or not? He was unable to see past the foggy wall in front of her hall, making him flustered. At the same time, Himari clung to his arm.


  “Come on, Akane’s fine with it, so tag along! I’d like to go on a trip with you, too.”


  “And if Brother isn’t coming with, Shise will stay behind, too.” Shisei clung to his waist, possessing the force of a suckerfish.


  Maho put one hand on her mouth and snickered.


  “Hee hee, someone’s popular.”


  “I’m not popular.”


  As proof of that, Akane glared at Saito like she was a death god. Despite being asked to stay, she now seemed to resent him. None of this made any sense. That said…


  “…Okay, fine. I guess I can tag along. Can’t let those tickets you got from your grandmother go to waste.”


  “So you say…But you really wanted to go yourself, right?” Maho rammed her elbow into Saito’s side.


  He didn’t want to admit it, but that was absolutely the case. That said, denying it would only cause more trouble, so he had to stay quiet. This was his best chance to make up with Akane, so being teased by Maho was a price he was willing to pay. Maho flashed a confident smirk and nodded.


  “I get it, Onii-chan. I get all of it.”


  “What exactly…?”


  “That you’re prepared to do whatever it takes just to breathe the same air as me. You’re alive just to suck up the CO2 I emit!”


  “You’re a helpless pervert…” Akane said with quivering shoulders.


  “No, I don’t!”


  “That’s true! Onii-chan also wants to suck up all of Onee-chan’s breath, too!”


  “Huh? Huuuuh?!” Akane formed an X with her hands, covering her mouth, as she moved away a solid hundred meters.


  She seemed to be trying her hardest so that Saito couldn’t get a whiff of her breath.


  “That’s also categorically false! Come back, Akane!”


  “So you wanna suck up my breath after all? Okay, here you go!” Maho pushed her lips closer to Saito, breathing at him.


  “All right, time to tape your mouth shut!”


  “Wooo! Onii-chan is forcing me into some weird roleplay!”


  “Brother…If you’re that greedy for CO2, you can just get your daily share at a factory owned by the Houjou Group…”


  Shisei sent Saito a gaze full of pressure and criticism, completely misunderstanding that Saito was some sort of CO2 maniac.


  “Guys, we should go. The train’s coming,” Himari called out to the group.


  Saito checked the time, seeing that they had about three minutes until their planned departure. They all rushed up the stairs, with Saito carrying Shisei to ensure she wouldn’t be left behind. They used the train tickets they got and then rushed down the stairs again when the bell rang at the platform. They jumped into the train and slumped down on the next best open space they found.


  “W-We…somehow made it…”


  “Y-Yes…”


  Saito sighed in relief when he realized that Akane happened to be sitting next to him. Because they were in such a rush, they couldn’t afford to choose their seats.


  ““Ah…””


  In unison, they realized who sat next to them and averted their eyes. Saito’s body temperature rose. And the reason he was struggling to breathe probably wasn’t because they had been running here. The seats were rather narrow, so Akane’s shoulders were pressed against his. He could feel his heart rate accelerate. He was nervous. But that wasn’t all. There was something…sweet beneath it.


  “Sh-Should we…ask to change seats…?” Akane asked Saito in a quiet voice.


  “If you…want to switch…” Saito repeated while whispering.


  He couldn’t bear to find out what expression Akane had right now. If she had a disgusted look on his face, his heart would break right then and there.
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  “I…I’m fine this way.”


  “O-Okay…”


  His heartbeat accelerated further. He was worried it might explode at any moment.


  —Can I survive until we make it there? I don’t know!


  Saito felt a sense of danger to his life. He tried to take his mind away from this situation by gazing at the scenery outside, but that didn’t help. Next to him, Akane was staring at her smartphone. Except, she kept sneaking glances at him, and her phone screen had been showing her home screen this whole time, too.


  Time continued to flow in this stuffy atmosphere. On the way, they had to change from a regular train to a bullet train, so Saito thought he was finally free, only to end up next to Akane again. When they went back to a regular train, the same happened. He was given no chance to relax.


  —Is she…looking for a chance to finish me off? That must be why she agreed to come with us and is constantly ending up next to me…!


  Saito’s doubt only grew more. Since she fell in love with someone else, her former husband Saito must be in the way. Not to mention, he still hasn’t signed the divorce form, so Akane probably intended to end his life on this trip.


  —If I sleep…I’m dead!


  Saito opened his eyes wide to keep himself awake. Even if his eyes dried out, he could not look away from Akane.


  “Wh-What’s wrong? Is there a ghost behind me or something?”


  Met with a passionate gaze from Saito, Akane didn’t know how to feel. Saito decided to be straight with her.


  “I just want to always look at you. Nothing more than that.”


  “H-Huh?! Wh-What’s that supposed to mean?!” Akane blushed furiously and rolled up her back.


  She rolled up her hands on her lap, biting her lips.


  “I finally know…how you feel.”


  “Huh? Huuuuuuuuuuuuuuuh?!” Akane began to shake violently.


  —I knew it…


  Saito was sure of it. Akane was this flustered because Saito had seen through her plan. If not for that, he probably would have met his end far too soon. And yet, Akane didn’t attempt anything for the rest of the train ride, not even looking at Saito. She didn’t even lose control to forcefully end his life. After this surprisingly relaxing train ride, Saito and the others got off at the platform.


  “Mhm, I’m tired! My body’s so stiff!” Maho stretched her back.


  Shisei then offered her a black needle.


  “This is a drug developed by the Houjou Group that’ll melt your whole body in an instant. Want it?”


  “Yes please!”


  “No you don’t,” Saito snatched the needle away from her.


  “Why are you stopping me?! Are you saying it’s fine for me to turn into a rock?!”


  “I’m trying to stop you from turning into water, okay?”


  “So you’re worried about me! Gosh, I love you!” Maho leaped at Saito amidst the crowd of people.


  “Yeah, yeah.”


  Saito peeled her off without remorse. Going past the ticket gate, they were greeted with a straight street, and the ocean far in the distance. Comparing this place to the town they lived in, it was a lot more rural with barely any cars moving around. Beyond the ocean, you could see islands and mountains, with a line of green everywhere. The clear blue sky was only tainted by a few white clouds here and there. Himari closed her eyes and took a deep breath.


  “Mhm, such fresh air…Smells like the beach.”


  “Actually, that’s the scent of shrimp, crabs, sea breams, and turban shells.”


  “I-I can’t tell all that well…”


  “But Shise can. This town…is waiting for Shise,” she said as she looked up at the clear sky, drooling all over her cheek. Maho then took Shisei and Himari’s hands.


  “Of course! This place is called the ‘Fish Market Street,’ offering crazy good seafood while also being a tourist spot. You like this stuff, right Shii-chan? So much you fell in love with me, right?”


  “Not that much, but Shise has more respect for you now.”


  “Wooo! I’m spending a passionate night with Shii-chan!”


  “Maybe listen to Shise first.”


  “Yup, yup! Let’s have lots of ‘pillow talk’, yeah?”


  Maho started running, pulling along Shisei and Himari. Saito and Akane followed after them. Built along the shore were several stores related to the ocean. Grilled fish, and dishes using ingredients from the ocean, it was like a paradise of seafood. The vendors called out to the people walking by, and you could hear tourists discussing amongst themselves. The grilled food remained heated, but if you ordered, the employees would warm it up again and add a special soup stock with fish ingredients. One cup costs you 200 yen, too. The bowls even had crab claws poking out from them, which made it look even more authentic.


  “Ooooooh…!” Shisei’s eyes lit up as she looked around, her body shaking.


  She rarely showed any expression, but now she was completely bewitched by this world around her.


  “Everything looks so delicious!” Himari’s words made Shisei nod aggressively.


  “Shise is probably drooling as much as during all of her life so far. She could solve water shortages with this drool. Might even end up dehydrated.”


  “Are you okay?! Maybe I should buy you some water?”


  “No problem. Even if Shise were to turn into a mummy, her desires would remain the same. She’s prepared for whatever is to come.”


  “Don’t be prepared, please,” Saito immediately put a hold on Shisei, who declared something crazy yet again.


  He had to make sure he would bring her back home safely, or his aunt would see him dead. Shisei looked around in excitement, when an elderly man from a nearby stall called out to her.


  “Oh dear me, you look like a doll! Would you like to eat something? I’ll give you a special service, too.”


  “Shise wants everything.”


  “One of everything? Isn’t that a bit too much for a young girl like you?”


  “Not that. She wants everything you have on display.”


  “?!”


  The owner seemed shocked.


  “And not just what you have on display. All of your storage, too.”


  “W-Wait a second, but then I won’t have enough for tomorrow…”


  “All of it.”


  “Ack…”


  The owner seemed to have been hit with the immense pressure Shisei emitted, as he staggered backward. He grew pale in the face of a young girl, who had her arms opened as she approached him.


  “No threatening others, okay?”


  “Waah.”


  Saito grabbed Shisei’s neck from behind and pulled her away. The stall owner wiped his cold sweat and disappeared into the stall as if he decided to retire right then and there. The stalls weren’t just front counters, they reached deeper and offered take-out and other food. Some even had whole salted salmon hanging down the ceiling, making Saito wonder who would even buy that. That said, a lot of people walked around with large boxes in their hands, so maybe it was pretty popular. Other stalls had whole second floors, made for the people who would like to sit down and eat there. The price shown on the billboard at the front of the stall made it look cheap, but most people just ate while they walked. It was a mystery how she found it, but Himari was looking through a tourist guidebook.


  “This street is famous for its crabs, it seems. Apparently, they got all sorts of dishes you can’t get anywhere else. Like crab ice cream, crab cake, or crab cupcakes!”


  “I feel like they’re just trying to force nonsense onto people…”


  Like they were trying to create some level of originality.


  “Delish, delish,” said Shisei as she munched on her crab ice cream.


  Her mouth was covered in red cream, with crab claws attached to it. Meanwhile, Himari grabbed Akane’s arm and pointed at the next store over.


  “That one’s offering crab parfait! Let’s share one, Akane!”


  “Crab parfait…I don’t know if I feel like it.”


  “Then what about the crab strawberry crepe?”


  “Strawberry?! Okay, I bet that one’s gonna be great!”


  “Are you fine with anything as long as it has strawberries?” Saito shook his head.


  Hearing that, Akane furrowed her brow.


  “Strawberry is the ultimate ingredient. It draws out the hidden taste of curry, and there’s even rice seasoned with strawberries.”


  “Seasoned rice with strawberries?! I can’t even imagine what the taste would be like.”


  “It’s delicious, I tell you! I’ll make some for you…later…” Akane didn’t finish her sentence and covered her mouth instead.


  That was something she couldn’t do. She probably suggested it simply out of habit, but they aren’t even living together any longer. When met with this reality, Saito felt his chest being ripped apart. Except he wasn’t even sure why he felt this way. Akane slowly approached Saito, looking up at him.


  “If…If you’d like to try it…”


  “Huh…?”


  “I wouldn’t mind…making another lunch for you…?”


  F-For me…?”


  “Yeah…”


  Akane looked down. Her cheeks were as red as strawberries. Saito swallowed his saliva.


  “Then…please do.”


  “Got it. But don’t get your hopes up!” Akane then clung to Himari’s arm and pulled her along, as if she wanted to escape from Saito.


  Showered by the bright sunlight, her glittering hair swayed left and right.


  “…”


  Left behind, Saito pressed his hand on his chest. The pain in his chest had subsided, but it still raced as hard as before.


  



  



  They enjoyed the street alongside the sea for a few hours.


  “Now that we’re all full, we should check out the safari park!” said Maho as she raised a fist.


  Akane’s eyes lit up.


  “A safari park…I’ve never been to one! I bet they have lots of cute cats!”


  “I’m pretty sure they don’t! We’re not talking about a cat cafe!” Saito screamed in worry.


  “But they do? Like lions, cheetahs, or tigers.”


  “They might be categorized as cats, but they definitely are not cats!”


  “You worry about the smallest things.”


  “I think you’re just far too nonchalant!”


  “Hee hee…I can’t wait…Cats…Yes, cats…”


  Akane had already wandered off to Cat Land, not even caring what Saito was saying anymore. Seeing that, Maho placed her hand on Saito’s shoulder like she was some teacher.


  “You better give up, Onii-chan. Once she’s like that, she won’t be back for a while. Keep her away from any pet-related stuff. If not, she won’t ever come home.”


  “Is that some trick you learned or something?”


  “She’ll just sit in the pet shop until they close, saying ‘Just five more minutes!’ over and over again.”


  “I can see why she’d be banned from cat cafes…”


  “Amazing, isn’t she? I really respect her for that.”


  Saito wasn’t sure what about that was deserving of respect, but at least they got along. There, Akane turned around with a smile.


  “So, where is that safari park?”


  “Close to here. Just have to take that lift,” Maho pointed into the distance, where they saw long cables running along the flat ground all the way to the mountain range in the distance, with lifts coming and going.


  From the looks of it, two people could fit on those. Unlike a proper lift, it wasn’t full boxes you sat in but just chairs, and you could see the feet dangling from them since it was around ten meters from the lift to the ground. Himari immediately voiced her excitement.


  “That looks fun!”


  “Right, right? And during this season, the breeze on the way seems to be just perfect, too.” Maho seemed to be just as excited, but Akane’s face was frozen stiff like a mask.


  “I…I’ll walk, actually!”


  “I don’t think that’s gonna work. It says that that’ll take at least five hours,” Himari said as she looked at the map.


  “Th-Then I could use the train…”


  “Sorry, Onee-chan, but there are no trains running to the safari park. Neither do buses, on that note.”


  “It’s not normal for people to move through the sky like that! We are supposed to be walking on the ground!” Akane didn’t move an inch and just clung to a tree standing at the side of the road.


  Saito wasn’t too sure about a high school student making that kind of pose, but he could tell the strength of her determination to not take to the sky. Maho pulled on Akane’s hand.


  “You’ll be fine! I’ll make sure that you won’t fall by fondling your boobs the whole way!”


  “That’s what you’re concerned with?! There’s better places for you to hold on, right?!”


  “Not at all! You can’t escape while we’re on the lift, so I can enjoy your whole body as much as I…Hue hue…”


  “Himari! Let’s take the lift together!” Akane leaped away from Maho to take Himari’s hand.


  “Onee-chan?! Why are you doubting me?!”


  “This is not about doubt. You declared you’d sexually harass me!”


  “I would never! I’m just gonna give you an oil massage! A healthy massage!”


  “On the lift?!”


  Maho emphasized and continued.


  “It didn’t say anything on the official site about that being prohibited!”


  “Of course not! Nobody would even think of doing something so dangerous!”


  “What’s not illegal is all legal! I bet you’d wanna give Onee-chan a mid-air oil massage, right Onii-chan?!”


  “Not in the slightest,” Saito answered with a smile.


  “You traitor! Just yesterday, you said you’d get Onee-chan all slimy!”


  “Saito?!”


  “I did not say such a thing, nor did I betray you!”


  Saito dodged these accusations like a husband dodging his wife’s bottle throw. Granted, Maho’s punishment may have lessened if there were more criminals, but what a horrible accusation that was. Akane took a sufficient distance from Maho (and Saito) and rolled up her hand.


  “I don’t wanna get on any lift, but I’ll do my best. All for the cats waiting for me at the end of that hell…”


  “You can do it, Akane! Fight, fight!”


  Seeing Himari join in to cheer for Akane made Saito realize what a good person she was. With her by her side, Akane should be fine. Then, the five headed for the lift.


  “Oh okay then, guess I’ll give Onii-chan a mid-air oil massage…”


  “Not happening. I’m taking the lift with Shise.”


  “What?! So I have to take the lift by myself?! Isn’t that cruel?!”


  “I’m too worried to leave Shise alone.”


  Shisei puffed out her chest.


  “You don’t have to treat her like a child. Shise can already fly through the air.”


  “Don’t?! Just take the lift like a normal person!”


  “Shise also made sure to bring the special phone-made parachute developed by the Houjou Group, so…”


  “No need to use that!” Saito began sweating profusely and vowed to not let go of Shisei’s hand.


  They got on the lift, where he made sure that she wouldn’t tip over, and then embraced her small shoulders.


  “What a gentleman-like escort. Brother is so proactive today.” Shisei put her hands on her cheeks, showing a bashful reaction despite not a change in her expression.


  “You hold onto my clothes too, okay?”


  “So that we’ll both end up in the pits of hell if we fall? Okay.”


  “No, not okay.”


  Shisei mumbled to herself as she clung to Saito’s waist. Below them was the solid ground, so far away that you’d start feeling dizzy if you stared too much. It was a height even someone without a fear of heights would be feeling uneasy at.


  “You okay? It’s not too scary, right?” Saito looked to his side.


  “Mnmh…” Shisei was munching on a crab.


  On a whole crab, even.


  “What are you doing?!”


  “Eating a crab, obviously. What else would Shise be doing? Weird.”


  “The weird one is you for bringing food with you! Keep that for later!”


  “But I can never know when there won’t be a later anymore. Life is so fleeting, after all.”


  “What are you talking about?!”


  “Shise’s views on life. Shise is trying to understand the truth of the world, yet all you talk about is food. Greedy human.”


  “I don’t wanna hear that from the person who prioritizes food over safety!”


  That said, if he fought Shisei for the food now, it could end up with Shisei falling down, so he had to let her be for now. That said, just during that brief exchange, Shisei had already finished her crab and took out her next piece of food from her pocket. It looked like a fishtail of sorts.


  “Leave it at that, okay?” Saito grabbed Shisei’s hand.


  “If you wanted to hold Shise’s hand, you could have said so from the beginning. Just be honest with yourself.”


  “Yeaaah! I was just too embarrassed, you know!” Saito was too tired to even argue back at this point.


  The lift in front of Saito and Shisei’s was boarded by Akane and Himari. Akane seemed to be genuinely terrified because she clung to Himari with all her might. Himari almost ended up being crushed by Akane’s raw force, and yet still tried her best to reassure the terrified girl. Caring for her best friend like that was a heartwarming scene. A few minutes later, the lift reached the summit.


  The area where the lifts took off and stopped offered a lot of space, which also offered tickets for the park and toilets. There also stood a few buses in a safari theme, equipped with metallic armor to protect the visitors. It seemed like this part was split into a tour-like area where one would drive around in a bus or car, and then one where the visitors could walk around freely. Beyond this parking lot, they saw a large metallic gate, with various animal noises coming from beyond. The scent of wildness mixed with the fresh smell of grass. Having gotten off the lift, Akane staggered toward the safari bus with cats imprinted on it.


  “Ugh…I thought I was gonna die…”


  “Same here, honestly,” answered Himari with an expression like she had been to hell and back, trying her best to smile regardless.


  If left alone, she might just start reciting the Heike Monogatari stories.


  “But now…I can finally meet all the cats! This is where it really matters!” Akane seemed motivated as she stormed inside the bus.


  “So everything before didn’t?”


  “Onee-chan’s brimming with energy, huh?”


  The other four were dragged along by Akane’s momentum and entered the bus. Inside, there were long chairs lined up together, allowing you to see out the side for the safari. Both sides were equipped with a metallic fence, offering you holes to throw food to the animals. On the ground, you had large clippers and tongs. Oddly enough, nobody other than Saito and the others were inside the bus. Right before boarding, Saito read ‘For Houjou-sama and company’ on the front glass, but maybe he was just seeing things. Nobody would rent out a whole bus for just five people…But knowing his family, Saito wasn’t so sure.


  “I’m gonna look at all the cute animals!” Akane hopped on a seat, filled with anticipation, as the bus departed.


  However, the moment they passed through the gate, they heard the roars of the hungry and wild animals.


  “Graaaaaah!”


  “Grrrrrrrrrrr!”


  “Gooooooraaah!”


  They ran into a group of lions, boiling with hostility as they roared. Their eyes were red in fury, showing their fangs, as they attacked the bus. It even made the bus shake, twisting the protective metal fence. Akane just started shaking with teary eyes.


  “S-So many…cute animals…”


  “You don’t have to play tough, Akane. Don’t lie to yourself.”


  The way Himari put her hand around Akane was like the two were dating. However, even Himari was pale. Contrary to that, Maho was as nonchalant as always.


  “Haha, they think we’re food! That’s hilarious!”


  “This isn’t anything to laugh about.”


  Even Saito felt genuinely threatened. The barricade didn’t look all that sturdy. Meanwhile, Shisei crossed her arms and started talking.


  “That doesn’t change that Shise stands at the top of the food chain. If it comes to a battle of eat or be eaten…Shise will win!”


  “You’re going to lose within a fraction of a second!”


  Judging from her size, they would probably munch her down whole. Then, the female driver spoke up from the front.


  “Rest assured Sai—Dear visitor, the protection of this bus has never once been broken. And so, that fact will remain forever…right?”


  “Don’t ask the visitor. It’ll only make them worry more.”


  “It’s not that big of an issue, but could you possibly call your family in case something goes wrong?”


  “That’s a critical issue in the brewing if you ask me!”


  Not only that, Saito was also extremely curious about the driver wearing protective armor like some juggernaut or knight during the Middle Ages. They showed no skin whatsoever, even wearing a helmet. The driver’s seat even had a red button called [Eject] next to it, which was not the case for the passengers. So they set it up so that at least the driver could survive the carnage. Saito quietly called out to his friends.


  “…Isn’t this safari a bit crazy? Maybe we should have the driver take us back?”


  However, Akane just continued to look around with a glittering gaze like she was a three-year old who had just come to an amusement park for the first time.


  “There’s nothing crazy about this. In the world of fairytales, everything is wonderful.”


  “So you’ve finally gone mad, huh?!”


  “These poor cats are just so hungry, I can understand why they would want to eat the bus.”


  “I never once felt the desire to eat a whole damn bus, no matter how hungry I may have been!”


  “Well, Shise did.”


  “You don’t count!”


  Even now as Shisei looked outside the bus, her eyes were that of a hunter looking for its prey as she stared at the lions. Meanwhile, those very lions continued to attack the tires. Probably trying to seal the bus’s movement, like they would their prey in the wilderness. How clever of them despite being wild animals. Meanwhile, the driver sighed.


  “At this rate, the car won’t make it. We should speed up a bit, so please hold on to something.”


  “Wha—”


  Before Saito could even say a thing, the driver stepped on the gas as he was pressed into the cushion, the car zooming through the safari. The lions’ eyes lit up as they also sped up. They clearly entered hunting mode now. Meanwhile, Akane looked at them outside the metal fence.


  “All the cats are running! It’s like we’re on a walk.”


  “We’re being attacked!” Saito had to point it out.


  “You arrogant beasts! Don’t think you can win against the driving skill I have honed in the capital of civilization!”


  The driver accelerated further, taking the curve with a long drift. Saito felt like that way of driving, paired with their voice, sounded familiar, but he didn’t have the leisure to think about it. Pressed against the seats with multiple Gs, the light Shisei was almost flung around in the bus, seemingly enjoying herself. She looked more like this was a theme park attraction. Saito was pressed against the metal fence when Akane’s body flew toward him.


  “Y-You okay?”


  “Yes…”


  In his arms, Akane’s cheeks turned red. She probably was too scared otherwise, because she didn’t try to get away from him. Instead, she even clung to him.


  —Cute.


  Saito felt his whole body burning up. He picked up on the nostalgic scent Akane gave off all the time when they still lived together. Back then, he didn’t think much about it, and yet he couldn’t remain calm whatsoever right now. His heart beat painfully fast, so much so he was worried Akane might be able to hear it.


  “You two are so lovey-dovey, I swear!” Maho laughed while pointing at the two, to which Saito and Akane returned to reality.


  Akane immediately leaped away from Saito.


  “W-We’re not lovey-dovey!”


  “Huuuh? But you clung to him like crazy just now,” Maho pointed out.


  “To protect myself from any impact! I was thinking of using Saito as a sacrifice so that I could survive.”


  “How could you?!” Saito responded, but he knew that she wasn’t being serious.


  That said, why didn’t she move away immediately? Why did she look so bashful? Saito didn’t know. And he also didn’t understand why he himself felt so embarrassed. The metal fence should have been cold, and yet he was sweating to himself. Eventually, they made it past the lion area, went through a gate, and entered the herbivore area. You could see zebras, giraffes, lamas, and other animals eating grass.


  “This place seems safe, at least…”


  “Yeah…”


  Himari and Saito both sighed in relief. At the same time, the driver stopped the bus.


  “Dear passengers, you can now try feeding the rhinoceros. One time costs 10,000 yen.”


  “Yaaay! I will!” Akane took out her wallet without remorse, grabbing a few bank notes from within.


  “That’s way too expensive!” Saito immediately stopped her.


  “It really is…What should I do…”


  As expected, even with her mind off in an animal wonderland, Akane carried a faint bit of reason as the extreme saver that she was.


  “Just for today as a special service, it’s half the price.”


  “Ah, so cheap!”


  “That’s still expensive, okay?!”


  Scratch that, there was no final line of reason left.


  “But I probably won’t get a chance like this again…” She looked at all the food for the animals with a greedy gaze.


  “That’s right. Even at our park, this event is only held every 500 years. If you let this chance go to waste, you’ll have to come back then.”


  “500 years?! I can’t wait that long!”


  “There’s no way this park has been active since the Muromachi period!”


  Yet, the driver remained calm.


  “There’s nothing odd about that. Back during the Muromachi government, Lord Ashigaka Takauji was famous for developing the safari bus. Back then, they called it the Ashikaga Bus.”


  “I see! That’s interesting!”


  “Akane! Please start doubting people a bit more, okay?!”


  Saito grew genuinely worried for Akane. Originally, she was closest to Saito and his genius, but whenever cute animals were involved, she absolutely lost herself.


  “Oh, fine then…I’ll pay half of it,” Saito took out his wallet.


  Akane was dubious at first.


  “R-Really…? You’re not going to ask for something ridiculous after?”


  “What do you even think of me…”


  “I-I don’t know, but it’ll probably be something really lewd!”


  “Saito-kun?!”


  “Brother…?”


  “Onii-chan, you pervert~”


  All the girls gave Saito stern gazes in unison, as he felt a cold sweat run down his spine.


  “I won’t ask for anything like that. I just felt like feeding the rhinoceros myself.”


  “Th-Then…I guess.”


  Saito and Akane both paid half the price and received a set of food from the driver. Inside the case were sticks of carrots and sweet potatoes. Akane grabbed a carrot with the tong and pushed it through the metal fence.


  “W-Will this do…?”


  “Perfect. The rhinoceros will be coming close any minute.”


  In fact, they were already charging ahead toward the bus…with great speed, like they were kicking off the ground.


  “They’re speeding over here, though?! Is this really gonna be fine?”


  With one of the animals ramming into the bus, it swayed left and right. The carrot stick , as well as the tong, already disappeared within its mouth, which created a jarring metal sound being crushed. Parts of the carrot flew everywhere. And yet, Akane watched this unfold with a warm smile.


  “Daww, so cute.”


  “Cute?! That?!”


  Saito began questioning his conception of what was cute. At the very least, these wild beasts were able to topple the whole bus, which did not look cute in his eyes. Not only that, the other wild animals like elephants or giraffes seemed to have been attracted by all this noise and the food. They kicked up a large wave of smoke, as they all roared. Normally, they should all end up as the prey of hunters, but this once, they turned into the hunters. The prey? Saito and the others. The driver unlocked the brakes and stepped on the gas.


  “We’re retreating! Buy us some time and throw out that food!”


  “Mgh? Mguhgh?”


  However, that very food had already disappeared within Shisei’s stomach. Her cheeks were swollen like that of a hamster preparing for winter. It seems like Shisei had also been stimulated by all the food. Seeing that, the driver deeply nodded.


  “Very well…I will allow that because you’re cute! My lady, please use Saito-sama as a sacrifice!”


  “Why are you asking her to kill me?! Also, you’re clearly Rui, right?!”


  “Not at all. I am but a simple employee RH.”


  “Yeah, that’s enough of a hint!”


  “Now, hurry! Offer Saito-sama as food for the elephant before it’s too late.”


  “Well it’ll be too late for me then!”


  “Better than all of us ending up dead. We will not forget your sacrifice, Saito-sama. At least for three minutes.”


  “Can’t you at least make it ten minutes?!”


  Maho then leaped at Saito.


  “Go and do it! It sounds fun!”


  “Don’t sacrifice me because it ‘sounds fun’?!”


  Saito protested as the driver did another drive around the curve and he slammed into the side fence, with Maho landing on top of him. She seemed to be excited at that, but Saito didn’t exactly enjoy the thrill. A deer showed up right next to the fence, trying to poke at Saito with its antler.


  “Raaaaah! I’m not gonna lose against some deer!”


  “You can do it, Onii-chan! If you win, I’m giving you a kiss!”


  Maho remained blissfully unaware of the gravity of the situation, as Saito used every ounce of energy in his muscles to build a bridge with his body, evading the incoming antlers. That said, it did scrape his skin. The bus then made it through the exit gate, where they reached the regular animal park area. But by then, Saito was already mentally exhausted.


  “I’m never…picking a fight with a deer again…” He grumbled as he got off the bus, but Akane only continued to ridicule him.


  “I can’t believe you. Giving up because of a bit of reckless driving.”


  “The driving wasn’t…Actually, it was a huge part of the problem!”


  Saito figured he’d be able to enjoy a day of rest without that crazy driver maid, and yet this had to happen. There must be some force that pushed him into this. Meanwhile, Akane walked past him.


  “Oh, look! They have an elk feeding corner! Let’s go!”


  “I just told you that I’m not dealing with any beasts with antlers anymore!”


  “It’s fine! Get stabbed enough times and you’ll get used to it!”


  “I’d rather not get used to it at all!”


  Yet, Akane just dragged Saito along. It’s like she had forgotten they were having a fight. Instead, she showed him the kind of warm smile he had seen so often at home. And it was the exact same smile Saito liked so much. Before, he could see that smile every day, yet now it became something of a rarity. He realized it far too late.


  “Saito, look at that! There’s so many elks!” Akane took out some food from a capsule they sold nearby as her face lit up.


  They were approaching the fence, sniffing heavily as they picked up on the scent of food.


  “Be careful they’re not munching up your whole hand.”


  “I’m fine! I’ve been bitten countless times by cats but they never got a whole finger.”


  “What did you do for them to bite you so much…?”


  “I was just playing with them!”


  Despite them ending up in half an argument again, Saito thoroughly enjoyed the conversation. He realized that…he just wanted to talk with Akane. Hear her voice, know that she is listening, and feel her warmth. He wanted to see how her expressions changed at every corner. Even if she was angry, it was a lot better than not having her by his side. Why is it…that he deeply wished this time would never end.


  



  



  Beyond a wooden bridge stood an inn built with brick and stone. You could see the generations the building went through, but it didn’t seem outdated or old-fashioned and instead created a healthy wooden scent mixing with the smell from the clear river. It was currently evening, as the sky began turning purple, creating a large shadow stretching behind the building. Some lights were already burning behind the windows. Paired with the river in front of it, acting like a barrier, it felt like you had entered the world beyond, as a supernatural air drifted around.


  “It…It definitely has a special feeling to it…” Akane stopped in front of the bridge and looked up at the inn.


  “Right? Grandma said they’ve been managing this inn since the Edo period, and it’s regarded as a cultural…whatsit?”


  “A cultural property?”


  “That! Man, you’re so smart!”


  “How did you even make it this far…?”


  The usual banter between sisters left Saito in admiration. Entering the building, it wasn’t just any normal front counter, but an actual hotel reception. The clean wooden floor had black spots all over, telling of how long the building had been standing there. A wooden counter, paper sliding doors with a phoenix drawn on them, and an antique clock with a long pendulum decorated the immediate entrance. The portraits on the walls carried the pictures of the owners of this establishment. It seemed like the waitress was busy right now because nobody manned the reception. An old and used pen laid on the counter. To the left and right, you could see hallways stretching out, continuing up to a staircase within its depths. However, the upper floors are all drenched in darkness, like you’d be entering the abyss.


  “Hmmm…It’s like a ghost is gonna jump at you at any moment.”


  “H-Hey! You’re basically asking for it when you say nonsense like that!” Akane flinched in fear.


  Maho began grinning to herself, whispering into Akane’s ear.


  “Aaactually…This inn is famous for its ghost stories. Something about the guests’ legs being—Mgh!”


  “I can’t hear you! You’re not talking anymore, see!” Akane closed Maho’s mouth with both her hands.


  “Because you’re suffocating her!” said Saito as he pulled Akane off Maho, who took a deep breath.


  “You’re such a scaredy cat Onee-chan!”


  You don’t have to force yourself to stay over if it’s too scary.”


  Both Maho and Saito sent Akane warm and considerate gazes, but this only agitated her more.


  “I…I’m not scared! Anybody would be surprised if somebody touched your leg while you’re asleep, right?!”


  “Yeah, that’s true.”


  “And so, ghosts aren’t anything special! I just can’t allow people to disrupt my sleep! That’s all!” Akane argued.


  “I guess that’s true.”


  “If she says so, it must be.”


  “What’s with those reactions?! Are you making fun of me?!” Akane stomped on the ground.


  “Of course not. I just think you’re cute, Onee-chan.”


  “What?!”


  When Maho tapped Akane on the back, she was unsure of where to direct her anger at. Knowing that he would eventually take the brunt of the force, Saito immediately concealed his presence. He was slowly becoming a ninja. Eventually, the waitress returned to the counter and allowed Saito and the others to check in. She then took everyone to their rooms while explaining.


  “Here, we have a large open bath that uses the hot spring beneath our inn, as well as five separate rented baths that you can use for free.”


  “Wooo! Onii-chan, let’s check out the baths!”


  “Why would we do that?” Saito didn’t even try to play along.


  “To strengthen our bonds while being naked! Letting our souls speak!”


  “Your soul is always honest. Too honest.”


  Saito wished she would keep her soul in check.


  “That said, they are very popular and usually in use. The best time would be to go late at night, I suggest.”


  “Make sure you wake me up when you’re going, Onii-chan.”


  “Children like you should stay in bed.”


  Saito slapped away the kiss she blew at him. Since this inn was owned by one of her grandmother’s friends, there’s no telling what they might report back to her. Eventually, Saito and the others were taken to two rooms on the third floor. According to the wooden boards hanging on the doors, one was the [Paulownia Room], and the other the [Fan Room]. Maho crossed her arms as she stood in front of the rooms, looking at everybody else.


  “It appears…The fated time has come. We must make the decision that will influence our destinies…”


  “A decision…to influence destiny…?!”


  Since Maho spoke with a serious tone like never before, even Saito was curious about what her next words would be. Maho looked down at the ground, a shadow forming on her face.


  “That’s right…And if we make one wrong choice…a certain man is going to die! Not gonna drop names, though!”


  “It’s definitely me, right?! But please tell me why I’m going to die!”


  Suddenly, this turned into a journey with his life on the line.


  “We’re gonna decide on room distributions! Who wants to spend the night with Onii-chan?!”


  Immediately as she finished her sentence, the air suddenly tensed up. Akane and Himari exchanged a sharp glance, as Shisei started climbing up Saito’s hip.


  —What even…is going on here…?


  Saito was bewildered but still placed his hands on Shisei’s shoulders.


  “Can’t we just split it with families? Shisei and I in the same room, and then you three in the other.”


  Shisei nodded. However, Himari pushed her body toward Saito.


  “But if that’s the case, can’t I just stay in your room? Wouldn’t want to ruin the fun time of the sisters, right?”


  “I don’t know what is ‘right?’ about any of that.”


  Her face was close. Her red lips were about to touch him.


  “I think I should be staying with Onii-chan! I promised my body to him if Onee-chan came with us on the trip, so I have to offer myself to Onii-chan so he can have his way with me all night.”


  “Saito-kun?! You made such a promise?!”


  Himari’s eyes opened in shock.


  “He sure did! And so, I have to repay him with my whole body. I’ll be sure to serve you lots, Onii-chan!” Maho clung to Saito’s arm.


  “I-I can’t have you take up such a grave duty, Maho-chan! As the older girl, I should take over and sleep with Saito-kun!” Himari clung to Saito’s open arm.


  “But Onii-chan likes younger girls!”


  “I’m still young, too?! We’re barely the same age!”


  “But that small gap sure works wonders!”


  “Against what?!”


  “Liver, kidney, and duodenum.”


  “What’s going on with his duodenum?!”


  “When it comes to youth, Shise is at the top of the list.”


  Shisei looked like an elementary school student, breaking between Himari and Maho.


  “Then let’s all stay in Onii-chan’s room! I’m fine if we four go at it!”


  Himari blushed.


  “Th-The four of us…?”


  “You perverted monster, Maho.”


  “Call me a messiah! I’m prepared to take care of all of you, so just leave it to me!”


  The girls were going crazy with their discussion, yet Saito had no voice whatsoever. Even the waitress must have given up on showing them around, because she returned to the counter at the front entrance.


  “You girls…will you give it a rest already?!”


  A rageful voice pierced everyone’s ears, as the three girls froze up. Akane had rolled up her hands into fists, emitting a deadly aura. Her eyes looked like that of a goddess of destruction, her face like that of a demon. Saito quickly realized that this would be the reason for his death, wondering where he had gone wrong.


  “The rooms are big enough, so we can just split the rooms between us girls and Saito! He’s not a child, so he can sleep by himself!”


  “But I feel bad for him~”


  “Shise will be a man just for tonight.”


  “Nooo, Saito-kuuun.”


  The girls protested, but the violent dragon wouldn’t let them have another word as she dragged them into the [Fan Room].


  



  



  They still had some time until dinner, so Saito brought his belongings to the [Paulownia Room], placed them near the wall, and then sighed. A tea set and Western sweets stood on the black table. That said, he couldn’t be bothered to make tea, so he just drank the rest of his water bottle and ate some of the snacks. Unlike on the way here, it was now perfectly calm. When he heard Akane laughing from the other room, a cold feeling filled his chest. Even though he always preferred being alone, he now felt the urge to go over to their room.


  —Then again, they’re probably having enough fun right now.


  Saito shook his head and took out a novel from his travel bag. He sat on a chair and began reading the book when a sweet voice tickled his ear.


  “Onii-chan!”


  “?!”


  Saito turned around in shock. Maho had been crawling along the floor, reaching all the way up to him. The back of her knees, paired with her long hair hanging down her shoulders was extremely seductive. She waved her palm around her mouth, as her eyes glowed in a teasing color.


  “When did you get in here?!”


  Maho didn’t respond and just placed her index finger on her lips.


  “Shhh…Keep it down. If the others realize what’s going on, we won’t be able to stay together anymore.”


  “What are you…”


  Saito prepared himself for another attempt at sexual harassment from Maho. However, she didn’t do any of that, and just laid on her back, resting her head on his lap. She put the back of one hand on her eyes, breathing weakly.


  “…Are you feeling sick?”


  Since Maho was always 100% energy the whole day, Saito had forgotten that she still was rather fragile. After all, she had been hospitalized for a long time, unable to go to school.


  “I just feel a bit tired. But if I slept over there, they’d worry about me, so let me stay here.”


  “And it’s fine if I’m worried?”


  “You are. I want you to worry,” Maho let out a faint laugh.


  “I swear…”


  Even though she was always doing everything in her power to give Saito a headache, he couldn’t bring himself to hate her. It’s probably because she’s always honest, always living as her heart desires. Like he would do with his own sister, he gently rubbed Maho’s head. It must have felt good to her because she narrowed her eyes like a kitten.


  “That feels great. You seem used to this, Onii-chan.”


  “Shut up.”


  “So you’re not denying it?”


  “I’m not arguing about that. Go get some rest.”


  She was tired because of Saito. Even though he always struggled to read other people’s emotions, that much was very clear to him.


  “Thanks for everything.”


  “Hm? What do you mean?” Maho asked.


  “You organized this trip because you wanted Akane and I to make up, right?”


  “Huuuh? No, of course not! I invited you on this trip so we could do all sorts of lewd stuff. And you fell right for it!” she joked around as she poked at Saito’s face.


  Saito took those slender fingers.


  “H-Hey…” Maho grew flustered.


  “Let me thank you properly. Because you’ve done a lot for me.”


  “Ugh…Y-Yeah.”


  Her face turned red. She wanted to hide her face from Saito, as she turned around and looked away from him. Her slim fingers drew circles on the floor.


  “But…I didn’t just do it for your sake. I’m just worried about the two of you. Ever since Onee-chan came home, she’s been feeling down. I can’t keep watching her like that.”


  “I see…”


  Why would she feel that way despite leaving their home having been her decision? Saito couldn’t figure out what Akane really felt. He always struggled at that, but it only got worse as of late.


  “You’re a good person, Maho.”


  “Not at all. I’m a bad girl,” Maho stuck out her tongue.


  “I’ll definitely pay you back. If you’re ever in trouble, just let me know.”


  “Then I guess…I am a bit in trouble right now.”


  “Right now…?”


  “All this walking has me stiff as bones. So, mind giving me a massage? That way, we’re quits,” she said and rolled off of Saito’s lap and onto the tatami floor.


  She rested her head on her palms, elbows on the ground, as she gave Saito a provocative look. Her hips drew a seductive line, and her thighs appearing from below were too stimulating considering the situation.


  “That’s…” Saito hesitated.


  “Didn’t you say you’d be thanking me? Hurry up, hurry up!” Maho flapped her bare legs up and down.


  “…Oh fine, I guess,” Saito resigned himself.


  There was no doubt that Maho was exhausted and that a massage would do the perfect trick. Plus, she probably couldn’t bring herself to ask Akane or Himari because she didn’t want them to worry. It was a simple process of elimination. Saito continued to make excuses as he began rubbing Maho’s shoulders. Her small body emitted a soft scent, but Saito tried his best to avert his attention from that.


  “Mhm…Right there, yeah. You’re so good, Onii-chan. Get my neck, too!”


  “Like this?”


  Saito slowly rubbed her neck, ensuring he wouldn’t hurt her.


  “Yeah, yeah. Since the train ride was so long, I just got all stiff there. Now do my butt next!”


  “Who’d massage that?!”


  “But I’ve been sitting all the time! And you really won’t help me…? Your gratitude sure seems shallow…”


  “Guh…!”


  Riddled with guilt, Saito rolled up his hands. Sometimes, Maho really had the feel of a villainess. Saito reached for her hip and then added pressure right below that. Immediately, Maho’s body twitched and she moaned.


  “Ah…Yeah…Uh…right there! It feels so good, Onii-chan!”


  “Stop moaning!”


  “But…my thighs…rub them, too! I’m so tired all because of you!”


  “All right, okay, I get it! I just have to do it, right?!”


  Saito gave up on resisting. He ran his palm along her smooth thighs, pressing her thumb into the back of her knees, reaching down to her feet. Slowly, he began massaging her white legs and soles. Maho flinched at that.


  “Eeep?! Onii-chan, your hand movement is so lewd.”


  “There’s nothing lewd about this!”


  “It is! Mhm…I don’t think…I can keep it down any longer…”


  “Keep what down?!”


  She didn’t answer Saito’s question and just felt all her four limbs shaking. Her dampened lips let out a passionate sigh, her eyes looking drowsy. With red cheeks, she got up from the ground.


  “Onii-chan…Massage my boobs next, yeah?”


  “I think that would go beyond a normal massage!”


  “But I’m so tired here, too…And if you’re thankful…you’ll do it, right?” She got on top of Saito, grabbing his hand to press it against her chest.


  Because her outfit was already pretty revealing, he could feel the soft sensation directly. The seductive scent from her skin clung to him.


  “Saito-kun! It’s time for dinner!”


  The door swung open with Himari jumping inside. She looked at Saito and Maho, their bodies entangled, and froze up. She slowly stepped backward and then closed the door.


  “Akane! Big trouble!”


  “Wait! Please! Let me explain!”


  Saito tried to stop her, but it was all too late. Not even a minute later, Akane stormed inside the room, forcefully tearing Maho off Saito.


  “I was wondering why Maho wasn’t coming back…What were you doing to my sister?!”


  “It’s a misunderstanding! I just gave her a massage!”


  “A lewd massage, right?!”


  “Not at all! Right, Maho?!” Saito asked for her help.


  She awkwardly averted her gaze from him, her cheeks red.


  “Y-Yeah…If you say so, then it wasn’t lewd at all…right?”


  “See?!”


  “And I’m saying there was nothing lewd about that!”


  That way of phrasing things only invited more misunderstandings. Akane then grabbed Maho and dragged her out of the room, with Himari standing between her and Saito as a guard. Shisei was still eating more crabs. This was utter confusion.


  “Then what were you doing?!”


  “A massage! I’m innocent!”


  “You’re guilty just by being alive!”


  “My entire existence is a sin?!”


  Yet again, another fight broke out between the two. Still, Saito didn’t mind. He could feel his face relaxing. However, Akane only saw that as creepy.


  “Wh-What are you laughing at?”


  “Huh? Am I laughing right now?”


  “Yeah. Looks to me like you’re having fun.”


  “I…see. So I’m having fun right now.”


  Just talking with Akane was fun to him. Rather than being ignored, getting hated by her was much more pleasant. It made him realize how much he missed talking to her. To them, fighting was the most normal thing in the world, and yet even that was removed from his life. Even though it was their only time to be truly honest with each other.


  “I’m being angry at you here, so can you at least take me seriously? Do I look like an idiot to you?” Akane pouted.


  “I just…thought that it’s been a while.”


  “Well…You’re right, it has.” Akane awkwardly averted her gaze.


  “…Do you hate it?”


  “…Shut up.”


  Akane turned her back to Saito and walked away, her earlobes visibly red. The sweet scent drifting off from her hair tickled his nose and made his chest flutter. As the girls headed off to eat dinner, Maho walked back to Saito and whispered something in his ear while cupping off her mouth.


  “Good luck.”


  “Y-Yeah,” Saito nodded.


  “Maho?! It’s dangerous with him! Come over here!”


  “Okaaay!”


  Called by Akane, Maho gleefully trotted away.
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  *


  That night, Saito struggled to fall asleep. He laid awake in his futon, gazing up at the dimly lit ceiling. It was hard to adjust the light in inns like these, so most of them were simply left on for the night. Reading some books to pass the time might have been a good idea, but he didn’t feel much like reading. Akane’s smile he saw this afternoon was still burned into his retinas. With everything around him being quiet, his head and heart were incredibly loud. He checked the time, telling him that it was already past midnight. Just staying in bed like this probably wouldn’t help him fall asleep much.


  —Guess I’ll take a dip in the hot spring.


  Thinking that the bath would be free right now, Saito left the room. He only took his towel and key with him, walking down the empty hallway. The lights at the reception were dimmed, with even the waitress being away. The floorboards, after having survived for generations, returned creaking sounds at every step he took. From the exit in the middle of the hallway, he headed out into the garden. It was a Japanese-themed garden, the path consisting of stone plates with several small open-air baths at its side. Despite the time, it said that most of them were in use thanks to the signs at the front, and right when Saito decided to give up and head back to his room, he saw that the one the furthest in the back seemed to be empty. He sighed in relief and passed through the wooden door.


  Inside, he was greeted by a surprisingly big changing room, as well as a sofa, a sink, a water server, and even an A/C attached to the ceiling. Saito took off his yukata and put it into one of the baskets, opening the door to the bath. Leaves had fallen on the stone floor, slippery from the steam and water, which also made the view hazy. Saito was careful about his footsteps, as he approached the larger bath.


  “…Huh?”


  “Wha…”


  And in the water, he spotted Akane. Even though it was still fairly dark, he could tell she wasn’t wearing anything. Her bare shoulders poked out of the water. Her slim arms and two mounds just barely stayed underwater, sucked up by the darkness. With the two of them staring at each other, time came to an absolute halt. Saito couldn’t process what was going on, and Aane just stared at him in a daze.


  “I…thought it’d be Maho, but…Saito? Why…?”


  Hearing that dumbfounded voice, Saito was allowed to return to his senses. The first thing he felt was panic and terror. He had completely messed up now. When this happened at their own home a while ago, Akane almost killed him.


  “Sorry! I did check for a sign, but…!” Saito tried to excuse himself, but…


  “Wait!”


  Akane grabbed his hand.


  “What…?”


  He didn’t understand why she’d stop him.


  “It’s…fine. You can stay.”


  “Why…?”


  “Because I…want to talk with you some more.”


  Her voice was hoarse, and just from her quivering grip on his hand, he could tell that she was nervous. The sensation of her wet hand was bewitching, and the sound of water behind him kept on throwing him off. But more than anything, Saito wanted to talk with her, too. Just the fact that she felt the same way made him incredibly happy, and he didn’t know what to do with these emotions.


  “Th-Then…”


  “Ah, but, don’t stare too much, okay? It’s…embarrassing!”


  “O-Of course, I know that…”


  Saito sat down with his back facing Akane, trying to ensure he wouldn’t accidentally see anything. He felt something soft lean against his back. It took him a few seconds to realize this was her back, and from that point on, his whole body started to burn up. A soft back was pressed against him. And it wasn’t by accident. He could tell that she kept this contact alive, even if he wanted to or not. It continued even to her hip and below, that they were practically glued to each other, allowing him to feel her warmth.


  “T-Today was…fun, right?”


  “Y-Yeah. It’s been a while since I had a blast like this.”


  With their backs attached to the other, they exchanged a few awkward words. Akane kept holding onto Saito’s arm, as if she wouldn’t let him escape.


  “How…are things lately?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “What you’re doing…now that I’m gone,” she said with a defeated tone.


  “Playing games, I guess?”


  “Are they fun?”


  “Not really, to be honest.”


  “But you like games, right? Why aren’t they fun?”


  “…Good question.”


  Why was talking to Akane right now, no matter how basic of a conversation it was, more fun than playing games? Not knowing the answer, Saito sought help from Akane’s palm.


  “What are you up to?”


  “Studying, mostly. I’ve got plenty of time, so I’m gonna study lots and beat you during the next test. Just you wait and shiver in fear!”


  “Right,” Saito laughed.


  “Hey! Why are you laughing?! Do you really think I can’t beat you?!”


  “Nope, I just hope you will.”


  “Why are you looking down on me? That relaxed attitude of yours pisses me off!”


  Akane used her open hand to slam it down onto the water, creating splashes everywhere. If she really wanted to, she could have let go of Saito’s hand for that, too, but she showed no intention of doing so.


  “Oh yeah, I started practicing my cooking some more.”


  “Now?”


  “What? Are you saying it’s too late for me?” Akane rammed the back of her head into Saito, but it was an empty attack and didn’t hurt at all.


  In fact, it only made Saito feel her naked back more, as his consciousness was almost cut out.


  “Your food is already the best in the whole world, so what’s there to learn more about?”


  “Th-The best…You’re not getting anything out of me…no matter how much you praise me…” Akane sunk deep into the water, mumbling to herself as she created bubbles reaching to the surface.


  However, to Saito, her cooking tasted better than any expensive restaurant he’d ever been to. It’s like his whole body was filled with happiness and satisfaction.


  “A-And so, I’ve been trying out other genres like pre-cooking, sauces, and other stuff. I always ask Maho to try it out, but the other day, she ran away and complained that I was cooking too much.”


  Despite her talking about her day and nothing more, Saito felt like he wanted to listen to her forever. And not just listening, he wanted to experience more of this time, plain and simple but also fulfilling. He—wanted to stay by her side.


  



  



  Shisei woke up in the middle of the night and headed for the baths, when she ran into Maho, who stood in front of one cabin. She had a basket at her feet, leaning against the wooden door. Unlike her usual attitude, she seemed almost lonely. When she’s surrounded by everyone, she shines like the sun, but all alone, she’s as calm as the moon. But, Shisei didn’t dislike that. Maho might not be a natural-born sun, but she has the pressure of acting like one, and Shisei understood those feelings.


  “Maho? What are you doing there?” Shisei called out to the girl, who just shrugged her shoulders.


  “Standing guard. If you wanna get past me, you have to defeat me first…or whatever the line is.”


  “…Are Brother and Akane inside?”


  “Yup. But man, I didn’t wanna fight you of all people…”


  “There’s no need to fight.”


  Shisei stood next to Maho. From the bath, she could hear voices belonging to Saito and Akane. She couldn’t hear exactly what they were talking about, but it didn’t sound like they were fighting. Looking at the inn from the garden, it looked like it had fallen into a deep slumber, as only the lights from the windows created a bit of life. The air outside this late at night was cold, but not too cold with Maho’s warmth by her side.


  “You know…I really love Onee-chan.”


  “Shise loves Brother, too.”


  “So we’re the same then?”


  “The same.”


  They took each other’s hand and looked up at the dazzling moon shining in the sky.
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  (What was I thinking…?)
(Oh, the embarrassment is starting to come in…)


  “If anybody finds out about this, the only option left for us is death!”


  “Let’s split up once we’re outside and head back to our rooms!”


  “Got it! Full-speed dash ahead!”


  “Let’s go!”


  “Yeah!”


  “Ah…”


  Chapter 4 - Together


  On the bullet train on the way home, Akane sat next to Saito again. She must have been incredibly tired because she had fallen asleep while sitting. The smartphone she had grasped in her hands almost fell out because of her grip relaxing. Outside the train window, they saw the mountains and fields pass them by. Even though Saito should be bored just staring at this, since it didn’t provide any value or knowledge like books, he could stare at the scenery forever today. Just when he wondered why that was, a soft sensation touched his shoulder. Akane had leaned over on his seat, while she breathed faintly.


  He could feel his heart skipping a beat. He didn’t get to see it at all since she left their home, but Akane’s sleeping face was as adorable as always. It lacked all the vigor and intensity when she was awake, with her red lips half-opened like a young child. Entranced by that sleeping face of hers, Saito felt the urge to poke his finger at her cheek. But it wasn’t just her cheek. He wanted to touch her everything. She must be experiencing a dream because faint mumbling escaped her lips.


  “Mhm…Saito, you dummy…This time, I’ll definitely win…”


  “…No, you’ve already won,” Saito mumbled with a quiet voice nobody else could hear.


  He had to accept his own feelings. Since the day Akane had left their home, his chest felt empty, like someone had ripped out his heart. The fact that her cooking alone could fill his whole body with happiness. That just a simple conversation with Akane could breathe life into his average day. And that he was willing to do whatever it would take just to see Akane’s smile. All of this—was love.


  Since Saito had never developed romantic feelings for someone, this feeling was still as unfamiliar to him, but he couldn’t deny it any longer. The fact that he still hadn’t signed the divorce form she gave him was proof enough that he didn’t want their relationship to end. Without realizing it, he had fallen in love with the girl he despised so much. But…did he really despise her? Or was he just scared?


  —Scared…? Scared of what?


  The words that popped up in his mind made Saito laugh. Akane was strict and harsh on the surface, but she wasn’t evil enough to hurt someone, so there was no need to be scared. In the end, he just had to take the simple, logical, and effective method to suggest that she should move back in together. That’s what he thought, and yet…


  



  



  The train reached its destination, so Saito and the others got off at the platform. Past the ticket gate, they agreed to split up. Himari got picked up by her father and stepmother and taken home to eat lunch. Shisei got into Rui’s limousine and drove off, too.


  “Okay, we should get going, too.”


  Akane stood next to Maho as she gave Saito a quick glance, seemingly reluctant to part. She pulled her suitcase along as she turned her back to Saito and started walking.


  “Wai—”


  Saito tried to stop her, but his body wouldn’t move. His legs felt like they had been chained to the ground, as he couldn’t even reach for her with his hand. His tongue was glued to his throat, not allowing him to utter any words.


  —Wh-What…What is going on…?


  Saito was yet again confused because of his own feelings. He was scared. Utterly terrified, even. His whole body quivered, as he struggled to even stand. When he considered the chance of being rejected by Akane, he felt the urge to throw up, paired with sweat gushing out from his whole body. It’s like a fear inside of him had painted everything black, leaving only nothingness in its wake. A mouth opened up at his feet, swallowing him whole. Just breathing was hard enough for him, and he felt like his lungs were being ripped apart. His eyes hurt as Saito scratched away at his chest. As his view grew grim and clouded, he could just barely see Akane walking away.


  The one thing that popped up in his mind was a memory of a long time ago. A memory he wanted to forget, but couldn’t. When he handed his parents the document detailing the open classes with parent participation. When his mother slapped it out of his hand and his father stepped on it, only for the two of them to disappear into the night. Back then, Saito still tried to get along with them. Yet, they never once bothered to look his way. They resented him, and never showed him any love. They never hugged him, took pictures with him, or even smiled at him.


  And that’s why…Saito had given up. No matter how much he wished for it, it all was pointless in the end. So, he stopped getting his hopes up. Giving up on forming any sort of bond. Accepting that there was no person in this world who would ever acknowledge him. After all, even his own parents denied his existence. So, Saito stopped having any expectations. He didn’t hope for anything, wish for anything, or stick close to someone. It was all clockwork, exchanging parts that were broken. Everything was pointless, everything was meaningless. That’s what he believed all these years.


  —And that’s why…I never fell in love before.


  If you don’t have any hopes or expectations from the very start, you can never be disappointed. If you don’t fall in love, you can’t be betrayed. However, Akane was different. She’s the polar opposite. She was like a lump of passion. Sticking to Saito, never giving up no matter how many times she lost. She swore to beat him one day, staying by his side even if he didn’t bother much with her. They fought with each other, clashed with their emotions, and she always faced Saito head-on. No matter how much they may have resented each other, their bonds were absolute.


  And this strength of hers was what made Saito feel attracted to her. Because she showed so much passion toward him, he could show a level of affection to her, too. A wish to be with her was born. She had always offered a hand to Saito, so he couldn’t possibly let her go. If he were to lose Akane now, he would probably never be able to love again.


  



  



  During lunch break in the classroom, Saito sat at his desk as he glanced over at Akane. She was showered in the sunlight entering through the windows, talking with Himari. Since those two were usually talking during recess, Saito just couldn’t find the chance to talk to Akane. But roughly five minutes before the end of the lunch break, Himari was called over by a girl from another class.


  —Now!


  Saito saw his chance and stood up. He stood behind Akane to not allow her any route of escape, slowly approaching her.


  “…Akane.”


  “Eeeek?!”


  Akane turned around in shock, swinging her flat hand at him out of reflex. No, it wasn’t something as weak as a flat hand. She used her hand as a knife and swung it at Saito, who barely avoided it. That said, a few strands of hair had to die for that.


  “O-Oh…it’s just you? Don’t surprise me like that, I thought I was gonna die…”


  “That’s my line!”


  His heart was beating aggressively. He was already nervous enough, so a life-threatening battle was not on his list of what he needed.


  “Wh-What is it? Do you need something?” Akane fiddled with her hair, looking up at him.


  Witnessing such a cute gesture only made Saito feel even more nervous. His voice ended up more high-pitched than usual.


  “W-Won’t you…co…”


  “Coconut? But I like strawberries, remember?” Akane tilted her head.


  “I’m not talking about fruits! It’s about the house—”


  “If you want to plant fruits, you should probably do strawberries. Build a greenhouse and you get to eat strawberries all year.”


  “Like I said, I’m not talking about fruits!”


  “But I want to talk about fruits! Strawberries are delicious!”


  “You…”


  Saito held his head. Just when he managed to muster up the determination to talk about something important, she didn’t catch on at all. Instead, she looked up strawberries you can grow yourself on her phone, showing them to Saito.


  —I mean, that’s incredibly cute of her, but still!


  Seeing even such a situation in a positive light made Saito realize just how much he had been poisoned by Akane.


  “Hey, Saito? Are you listening to me? You know, I hope that one day I get to release a strawberry dish with my own name—”


  “Akane!”


  “Eeep?!”


  Saito grabbed her shoulders, to which her eyes opened in shock.


  “Wh-What now…? Your face looks…scary…”


  “I…”


  Saito tried to form the words he wanted to say, but their classmates caught on to what they were doing.


  “Oh, are they having another fight?”


  “It’s time for war!”


  “I’ve been missing this comedy duo!”


  “Do it, Houjou!”


  “I’m betting on Sakuramori throwing Saito outside the classroom!”


  In no time at all, a crowd had built around them, filming the two with their phone cameras. This was not a situation that allowed for a rational discussion. Saito immediately escaped out of the classroom, and although a few students ran after him, he didn’t have time to worry about that. He hid himself in a nearby toilet stall and tried to get his breathing under control.


  —How laughable.


  Saito could only laugh at how desperate he was. Why was he, a genius and top of the whole school, so shaken when it came to a single girl? Why did he struggle to think clearly and act rationally? However, could you really say you’re alive if you never laugh at yourself once or twice?


  



  



  Once classes ended, Akane had a shift at the cafe together with Himari, who just gave her another order for a pilaf. While working on that, Akane constantly found herself glancing over at the tables outside the kitchen. For some reason, Maho had stopped by today, playing cards with Shisei at a table in the corner. That’s fine and all. Maho might be starved for her older sister’s attention, but she was a good girl and didn’t get in the way of work. The real issue—was Saito being there, too. And he stopped by pretty much every day as of late. Akane knew that he wasn’t the type to frequent cafes, and yet he sat at the corner of the counter, reading a thick book. He even ordered latte art for his coffee, munching on chocolate while drinking that.


  —D-Did he come here…to see me?


  Akane got ahead of herself, but she quickly shook her head to rid herself of such a fantasy. Saito of all people would never do that. If so, maybe he came here to see Himari? Or possibly Maho? She didn’t know, but she was sure that it couldn’t possibly be her. She looked over at him, meeting eyes with Saito, who had looked away from his book for a moment. He immediately looked away, changed his position, and put the book in front of his face to block off any sight of Akane.


  —You don’t have to go that far, do you?!


  Akane pouted in frustration. Even though Saito had been coming over to this cafe almost every day now, he never once talked to her. Even if a conversation happened, it usually stopped after three to four lines, nothing you could really boast about. Of course, Akane could just talk to him herself, but she didn’t know what topic to bring up so that he would even enjoy himself. The last time she started talking about fruits and strawberries, he went so far as to grab her shoulders in anger. What a bummer, really, since Akane could talk about strawberries for hours.


  “Akane! Your rice is burning!”


  “Waaah?!”


  Himari’s outburst helped Akane return to reality, as she realized that the pilaf in her frying pan started raising flames. She quickly poured water from the tap onto it, as black smoke rose from the burnt food. The smoke even reached some of the customers near the kitchen, as they started coughing. In a panic, Akane looked over at Saito, who was staring at her again. And yet, he immediately looked away. Back when they had still been living together, he would have run over to help her immediately.


  —Why…


  Despite being so close, they felt further away than ever. Unable to swallow this distance, Akane bit her lip.


  



  



  Saito had been stopping by the cafe in the hopes of finding a chance to talk to Akane, but yet again, he just found himself staring out the window, sighing to himself as the sun started to set. Akane finished cooking all the orders and then talked with Himari and the other regulars. Be it here or at school, Saito found no opening to approach her. Her world already existed in perfect balance without any need for him. It’s like the door in front of him was locked forever.


  Checking the time on his smartphone, it was almost time for the cafe to close up shop. The longer he took, the less time they had. If they were to graduate like this, they would lose their final connection of being classmates and just turn to random strangers. Let alone talk, they wouldn’t ever see each other again or walk past each other in town. Akane would forget about him, as Saito lived on, unable to forget her. And that…he couldn’t accept. He had to get her back. Because for the first time in his life, he wanted to be with someone.


  “Akane!” Saito shot up from his chair.


  The other customers mumbled to themselves, and even Akane looked at him in shock. Saito realized that he might have rushed things too much, but if he were to stop now, he probably wouldn’t be able to start moving ever again. Hence, he kept on pushing ahead toward Akane, grabbed her hand, and pulled her out from the counter.


  “H-Hey, Saito? What’s going on? What’s this about?” Akane was bewildered, as Maho pushed her back.


  “Just go with him, Onee-chan. I’ll handle the rest here!”


  Saito looked over at Maho, who gave him a wink. There were people supporting him. Just that alone gave Saito enough strength that he could take Akane with him out of the cafe. As the setting sun burned down at them, he pulled Akane after him and down the road. Even he didn’t know what he was doing or what the plan was. Maybe Akane might get angry at him. However, he couldn’t stop here. No matter how unsightly or lame he acted, he couldn’t just ignore this feeling inside of him.


  And then, he felt Akane return the grip on his hand. Despite her hand being small and fragile, it was a clear and reassuring sensation. That alone made his body burn up, as he strengthened his hold on her hand, ensuring they wouldn’t be separated. And so, Saito continued to run. As fast as he could. From everything that could try to take Akane from him. To escape from the past. To a world where only the two of them existed. Where only the two of them could be with each other. Eventually, they fell to the ground, completely out of breath. They had reached an unfamiliar harbor. Saito felt the cold asphalt of the dock being pressed against his back, as he looked up at the sky. The sunshine was so bright and red that he could barely keep his eyes open.


  “Why’d you start running like that? You totally caught me off guard.”


  “Did you hate it?”


  “Not really. It was just really stupid.”


  “Yeah, stupid it was.”
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  The two looked at each other and laughed. Akane didn’t even try to get up, as she just gasped for air, her chest moving up and down. Their fingertips were still touching, yet neither of them had the strength to move. The first thing Saito remembered was them working together to buy all the items on sale at the supermarket, right when they first started living together. They also suffered defeat at all the housewives and fell to the ground like this. Yet such a ridiculous event now was another precious memory to them. And the reason Saito turned into such an idiot was because of this girl. He never would have imagined himself to do something so irrational.


  “But if you wanted to see the sea, you could have said so, no?” Akane stood up and brushed the dirt off her skirt.


  “I didn’t come all this way to look at the sea. I wanted to talk to you.”


  “Couldn’t you have done that at the cafe…?”


  “It’s not that simple.”


  Saito stood up and looked into Akane’s eyes. He took a deep breath, trying to calm his heartbeat. He rolled up his hand to stop his fingers from shaking. An immense pressure hammered down on his chest, as he forced a voice out of his throat.


  “Won’t you…come back?”


  “Huh…?” Akane’s eyes opened wide.


  Like she couldn’t believe what she had just heard. Saito knew how selfish of a wish that was. Akane should be the one to decide how her life will go, and Saito had no right to interfere. And yet, he couldn’t care. Even if Akane had feelings for someone else, so what? A cold sweat appeared from every pore of his body, and he felt dizzy to the point he might pass out. His view grew foggy and began to shake. His ears rang painfully loud. He was scared of having his hand brushed away. Scared of being pushed away. Scared of being denied. But, he still reached out—with his own hand. The genius who had everything in the palm of his hand was now shaking in a mixture of shame and tension.


  “—I need you.”
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  *


  Yet again, Saito sat alone in his home. After what happened, Akane didn’t even give him a response and just ran away, leaving Saito behind at the harbor. The sheer shock of that left him sleepless for the night.


  —Did I…get rejected…?


  Sitting on the sofa in the living room, Saito held his head in disbelief. It’s not even that he confessed to her, but she still rejected him in some way. Even at school, she didn’t talk to him, let alone look at him. All he could remember was the memory of his parents leaving him behind, as he smashed his fist on the table.


  “Go away…Just go away already…”


  Yet no matter how hard he prayed, the memory remained in his mind. The pain connected to it kept on assaulting his chest over and over. And then, he suddenly heard the sound of the doorbell ringing. Maybe he had finally gone crazy. Dazed by the wish of Akane coming home he now created this sound only in his mind. He laughed at himself and headed for the front door. But when he opened it—she was actually there. She kept the same suitcase she used on the day she left behind her, with her face as red as a ripe strawberry. It wasn’t a hallucination or illusion or anything like that. With his own eyes, Saito saw Akane standing there. With a quivering hand, she reached out for Saito.


  “…I-I’m back.”


  Saito didn’t hesitate to take her hand.
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  “Wah!”


  “BDMP”
“BDMP”
“BDMP”
“BDMP”


  “Wha…”
“Hey…”
“Calm down…”


  “Sorry.”


  “It’s…”
“It’s fine…”


  “And…thanks.”


  “…You’re welcome.”


  Epilogue


  Akane placed all the food on the table. Miso soup with tofu, grilled fish, boiled spinach with soy sauce, as well as seasoned rice. Each of these dishes had steam rising from them, creating a lively and colorful scenery.


  “…Delicious.”


  Saito took just one sip from the miso soup and already felt the urge to cry. He still won’t deny the value and worth of protein, but it couldn’t beat the simple beauty of miso soup. It warmed the deepest part of his heart, filled his stomach, and gave him strength no protein could ever achieve. Across the table from him, Akane showed a confident smirk.


  “Right? I knew you weren’t eating properly, but consider my surprise when I waltzed in here. It’s like I was dragged down to hell.”


  “That’s a bit much, don’t you think?”


  Saito knew she was teasing him, but he couldn’t let that slide.


  “It was hell! Would have been faster to just burn all the trash instead, really.”


  “Please don’t, you’ll burn down the whole house.”


  “You really can’t do anything without me.”


  “That’s true. You really saved my bacon when you came home.”


  “W-Well, as long as you understand…”


  Saito’s honest response made Akane blush. She averted her face and grabbed her nearby bowl to stuff her mouth full of rice. Just because Akane had come back, it felt like life had returned to this home. Just watching TV would have been a waste, so he enjoyed Akane’s tomato-red face.


  “Wh-What?”


  “N-Nothing.”


  Questioned by Akane, Saito averted his eyes.


  “But you were looking at me.”


  “Am I not allowed to?”


  “W-Well, you are, but…It’s embarrassing…”


  Seeing her bashful response tickled Saito’s chest. Nothing changed about this regular dinner of theirs, and yet something was different. That’s probably because Saito realized how he felt about Akane. The food on the table wasn’t just regular cooking from his roommate, but homemade dishes from the girl he likes. Saito now understood why he preferred Akane’s cooking over everything else. It’s not the taste that was superior, it was the taste and feeling of a family meal that he so desperately wished for. And yet, he never even realized this. Yet another precious dinner ended, and so Saito stood up while grabbing the dishes.


  “I’ll wash the dishes, yeah? Once I’m done, let’s watch a movie, yeah?”


  “…”


  Akane pulled on Saito’s sleeve as he stood in front of the sink. Since she suddenly closed the distance between them, Saito felt his heartbeat accelerate.


  “Wh-What’s wrong?”


  The radiating glitter from her hair and her sweet scent reaching his nose made him feel dizzy. He had no experience with his new feelings, so staying calm was impossible.


  “Y-You know…There’s something I wanted to ask you.”


  Akane lowered her head, her ears crimson red. The fingers she used to hold onto Saito’s sleeve shook slightly.


  “…What?” Saito gulped.


  Akane slowly raised her head. She looked up at Saito, her eyes burning with passion. And then, a husky voice left from her peach-colored lips.


  “How do you…feel about me?”
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  Afterword


  To reach out to someone is a scary thing. Because we can’t help imagining the possible despair that awaits us if we get rejected. And after being disappointed enough times, we feel scared of even getting our hopes up. Worried that we might end up getting hated by the other person. That nobody might be looking at us after all. But if we don’t stand against that fear and keep going, our connections will disappear. We wish to connect with others, but can’t. So, we have to muster up our courage and take that first step. Saito has managed to achieve that, and so has Akane. Now that they’ve begun to demand each other, where will their future bring them?


  Counting the original manga videos, this marks the 4th year that KuraKon has been alive. And even our novel series has reached the 8th volume. Thanks to everyone’s support, I was allowed to write all this way. To everyone from the MF Bunko J editorial department, my editor K-sama and N-sama, thank you for your valuable guidance. The deeper we dive into the KuraKon world, the more I learn as an author.


  To my illustrator Narumi Nanami-sensei, the color illustrations of Akane handing Saito the divorce form or the scene with the two of them in the bath were invigorating, to say the least. Thank you very much. Mosskonbu-sensei, I always enjoy reading the manga versions of all the various episodes, so thank you very much. With Maho’s appearance in the newest chapters, things will get only more exciting from now on.


  And of course, I can’t forget all my dear readers. Thank you for all the support. It makes me incredibly happy that you’ve decided to read my work, with all its raw emotion and effort. This volume was very emotional to write, specifically depicting how Saito felt on the inside. A few scenes definitely brought me close to tears. Saito isn’t the only one who has to move forward, no matter how scary it may be. But just like him, we can only do our best.


  I will continue to pour my soul into my work, so I hope you continue to support me.


  During this critical year of change, met with a harsh fall,


  October 22nd, 2023—Amano Seiju
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