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  Prologue


  This happened on the day of the party to celebrate Saito’s graduation, held at one of the Houjou Family’s estates. He had spent most of the night talking almost exclusively with that girl he hadn’t met before, only for the night to eventually come to an end. While the other visitors, all dressed up in suits or dresses, left through the front entrance, Saito saw the girl off himself.


  “Anyway…”


  “Yeah, see you…”


  The girl showed a faint bow and then walked away. Her sweet and fruity scent slowly drifted away as she did so. He knew that they wouldn’t ever be able to meet again. Most of the time, people from high society or celebrities were called to these parties, so he wouldn’t ever be able to once again experience a conversation this stimulating.


  “Ah…”


  Saito raised his hand, feeling the urge to stop the girl before she could leave the hall, but he immediately put down his hand again. In his other hand, he still held the handkerchief he received from her. A sigh of resignation escaped Saito’s lips as he was joined by his grandfather Tenryuu.


  “Would you like to meet her again?”


  “…No, it’s okay,” Saito slowly shook his head.


  “To me, it looked like you were getting along quite well though. Surely, just talking during a party like this couldn’t be enough, no?”


  “We just had a shared interest, that’s all.”


  “Just that? Despite the two of you being inseparable during the entire party? What about all the other poor girls who would have loved to introduce themselves to you?” Tenryuu didn’t waste a breath to tease his grandson.


  “We both know that they were told to introduce themselves by their shitty old farts who are trying to get their daughter married into a wealthy and influential family.”


  “Even shitty people like them have their value, you know?”


  “I still don’t want to get involved with shitheads like that.”


  Whenever Tenryuu would introduce someone, Saito obviously remained polite while interacting with them, but he had grown absolutely tired of dealing with those sorts of people and their ulterior motives. They did not care for Saito himself. All they wanted was to earn a favor with Tenryuu and the Houjou Group. Said Tenryuu now offered a suggestion to Saito.


  “We do have guest rooms here in this villa, so you could call her back and spend the rest of the night continuing your conversation.”


  “No need.”


  Surely, that girl was only talking with Saito because she was bored of the party and talking with the adults. Asking her to stay the night so they could talk more was too brazen for Saito, and she would probably be more grossed out than anything. Receiving that answer, Tenryuu gave Saito a wry smile.


  “I don’t get you sometimes. Why hesitate now? You are the successor of the Houjou Group, lad. The whole world is in your grasp, so just do as you please.”


  “I’m different from you, Gramps.”


  “In what way?”


  “You act like a dictator, but you’re actually popular.”


  “Of course? It’s me we’re talking about!”


  Being able to openly declare this without a moment’s hesitation only reflected his unwavering strength in Saito’s eyes. At first glance, the participants of the party might seem like they are simply flocking to his side to get on his good side, but that wasn’t quite it. However, a lot of them were also simply envious of him. They wanted to obtain his wisdom and absorb his views to make them their own. However, in Saito’s case, they all left him eventually. Be it his parents, or just his classmates, they would eventually learn of Saito’s true nature, be fed up with him, and walk away. And so, Saito didn’t want that to happen with that girl he met today. He wanted to keep their time together a precious memory, untainted by what would eventually follow. He didn’t want to see her beautiful smile change into a look of disgust and contempt directed at him. So what if they had clicked for a brief moment? She would eventually come to hate Saito all the same.


  “I’m…no different.”


  Saito grasped the handkerchief between his fingers.


  Chapter 1: Confusion


  The couple sat in their home’s kitchen, with Akane looking up at Saito. Her quivering hand grabbed his sleeve, her eyes wavering with uncertainty.


  “How do you…feel about me?”


  “Wh-What are you talking about?”


  Saito could feel his heart jumping up and down violently.


  “Do you…like me…?” Akane mumbled under her breath.


  —How did she find out?!


  Saito was utterly bewildered. He had only realized his feelings for Akane a little while ago, only to be thrown into the lion’s cage like this. Did he make his affection for her so obvious that she picked up on it immediately?


  “Wh-What do you mean by like? I’d like a clear clarification on the definition first before I can give you any answers,” Saito tried to weasel his way out of the situation, all the while a cold sweat covered his body.


  He knew that Akane got flustered easily, so using a straightforward approach like this was not her strongest suit. If he could somehow divert her attention and shake up her feelings, he might be able to forcefully cut off this conversation.


  —I can still make it through this!


  Saito found a glimmer of hope in this dire situation. Meanwhile, Akane kept him locked in her view.


  “I’m asking if you like me as a girl.”


  It was yet another straight ball. A direct approach he just didn’t expect from Akane. Both physically and emotionally, he was pushed into a corner. He absolutely could not confirm her question. If she found out that her mortal enemy felt that way toward her, she would probably run away from their home once more, afraid of what could happen. He just managed to bring her back home, so he didn’t want to ruin his efforts and lose her again. This whole agreement was only put in place to allow both of them to accomplish their dreams. It was a marriage solely existing on paper. But if Saito’s feelings about the whole matter changed midway like this, it would be nothing more than a bother for Akane. And even if she decided to stay in this house despite her discomfort, their relationship would not go back to how it was. On the contrary, things would be incredibly awkward. How could she even sleep in the same bed as him?


  “Wh-What brought this up? Our grandparents forced us to get married and live together, right? That sort of stuff doesn’t matter.”


  Saito fought hard to keep up his defenses.


  “It may have been like that at first, but…” Akane averted her eyes.


  However, her gaze fixated back on him once more.


  “You told me that you need me, right? What did you mean by that?”


  “Ack…”


  He did absolutely say that. Depending on how you interpret that line, it could very well be taken as a proposal. And he said so directly to her face. Of course, back at that moment, he was too desperate to carefully choose his words, but they still reflected his genuine feelings regardless.


  This…is exceptionally bad.


  Saito tensed up and swallowed his saliva. Akane held onto his clothes, not letting him go as her gaze tore right through him. He knew that running away now would not be allowed. He had to break free from this in some way if he wanted their current relationship to continue. Even if it was all based on a lie, he wanted to keep living with Akane. However, Saito was backed into a corner, so he brought out a thread of logic that was supposed to help him break free.


  “That’s…I need you for my own balanced nutrition!”


  “Balanced…nutrition?”


  Akane looked at him in bewilderment.


  “That’s right! Without you around, all I live off will be protein and vegetable juice! Of course, protein is an irreplaceable existence for me but your food is a thousand times more delicious than anything I’ve had before! And that’s why I said I needed you!”


  “Huh?! So you just think I’m some machine that cooks for you?!” Akane roared in rage.


  “N-No, that’s not what I meant! Wouldn’t it be a lot more convenient if a personal chef was living here?!”


  “What do you mean convenient? I didn’t come back here to be your personal chef!”


  “Well, I was just…I was just bringing up an example!”


  The more Saito talked, the more the situation worsened. All he wanted was to keep his feelings for her to remain hidden, but in doing so, he only soured Akane’s mood and possible affection for him.


  “Whatever! If you’re just after my cooking, then get married to a 3-star restaurant instead!”


  “Who would get married to a damn restaurant?! That’s not even a living person!”


  “You big dummy!”


  Akane stormed out of the kitchen, followed by the stomping sounds of her rushing up the stairs and locking herself in her study room after slamming the door shut behind her.


  “Why does this always happen…” Saito groaned.


 
 

  
 


  Shortly after, Akane headed back down to the first floor, slightly opening the door that led to the kitchen. Trying to ensure that Saito didn’t realize, she glanced inside from the hallway. Saito seemed evidently dejected, cleaning the kitchen sink. Maybe he wanted Akane to cheer up by cleaning up the kitchen sink after it had been disregarded during the whole time she was out of the house. He scrubbed it as strongly as possible with a sponge in hand, periodically sighing.


  I’m the one who wants to sigh here!


  Akane grumbled to herself. She had just come home after quite some time away, only for them to end up in a fight right away. She just wanted to get closer to him and spend more time with him.


  —But that just now was all Saito’s fault! I didn’t do anything wrong!
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  Akane pouted while she stared at Saito from the shadows. Her desire to approach him again and her determination to not give him the time of day mixed into a blend inside of her. It always ended like this. Being with Saito just created a rollercoaster experience that she didn’t have with anybody else, so much so that her emotions simply spiraled out of control.


  After Saito finished cleaning the kitchen sink, he sat down on the living room sofa and began reading a book…only to throw that away and roll around on the sofa. Shortly after, he fell off that very sofa and simply lay on the ground, not moving an inch. A part of Akane thought of this as cute, like a small kitten, but even so.


  —Did he really want me to come home…just to cook food for him?


  This question grew stronger in Akane’s mind. If he really just wanted to eat her cooking, he could’ve just stopped by the café where she worked. She even made lunch for him at school, so there shouldn’t be any reason for him to want her back so desperately. And on top of that, his words that he needed her—To Akane, it felt like something much stronger was hidden within. When he said that, his voice was shaking after all, and so was the hand he offered to Akane. She knew Saito was a calm and collected person, yet his gaze at that time felt so genuine and without any composure. Maybe she simply pushed his own desires into this interpretation, but his actions since then had been anything but logical. Maybe, with a chance of one in a million, Saito actually saw Akane as someone more than just his personal chef. Not just as a roommate or cohabitant, but as someone he genuinely felt for. At least, she found herself hoping for that to be the case.


  —I…I want to know how he really feels.


  Akane felt a desire burn up from deep within her.

 
 

  
 

  “…Saito.”


  Akane’s voice reached Saito’s ears, forcing him to jump up after playing dead on the ground.


  “Wh-What’s up? I finished doing the dishes and even cleaned the sink! If you find any other dirty spots, just let me know and I will clean them immediately! I’m a professional when it comes to chores!”


  He was desperate. So desperate, he was willing to take whatever route to quell Akane’s anger. If he didn’t, this whole operation was in danger.


  “I’m not asking you to handle all the chores, you know?”


  “You don’t?! Then what else should I do?! What do you want? Money? The world?!”


  “I don’t want any of that! What am I, some Demon Lord out of a fantasy store?!”


  “If it guarantees my survival, I’ll be the Demon Lord if you want me to…” Saito said while a sinister aura gathered around him.


  “Nobody is asking you to do that!”


  “Even so…I need to show how determined I am for this.”


  “I don’t need your determination. If you want to take a nap, then I won’t stop you, but you should at least put a blanket on yourself,” Akane looked away all the while carrying a blanket under her arms.


  To Saito, it felt as if she actually tried to look after him.


  “You…You’re not angry?”


  His cautious question was met with a pout from Akane.


  “I was angry, but it’s okay now.”


  “So you’re saying…Your anger has crossed levels that I can’t even do anything about it anymore?! Is it too late for me?!”


  “What do you mean it’s too late for you?!”


  “That blanket…You probably brought it here to suffocate me, right?! Or are you going to use it as protection from the blood splatters after murdering me?!” Saito’s face paled.


  In response, Akane stomped on the ground.


  “Why are you so convinced that I’m here to kill you?! If you don’t stop that right now, I’m going to kill you!”


  “I knew it!”


  “You don’t know the last thing!”


  In her rage, Akane whirled the blanket around like a slingshot, cutting through the air as she built up momentum to crush her prey (Saito). He couldn’t help but wonder why he had to fall in love with someone who could be from a warrior race, but it was too late for regrets. However, Akane didn’t attack. Instead, she placed the blanket at her side and sat down on the sofa.


  “If you’re not going to sleep, let’s do something together. We could play a game? Or maybe watch a movie? There could be something interesting on TV once in a while, too.”


  “Y-Yeah…”


  Saito felt like there was something wrong with Akane after all. If this happened shortly after their marriage, she never would have cast away her weapon. After the time when they had been living apart, it seemed like Akane had softened up a lot more.


  “Then…We could play a game?” Saito asked carefully while sitting down on the sofa.


  That said, he felt too embarrassed to sit down right next to Akane, so he moved over all the way to the corner. His butt was almost falling off the end, but he used his leg strength to keep himself on the furniture.


  “Why are you sitting so far from me?” Akane complained while giving Saito a sideways glance.


  “That’s…”


  If he were to be honest when giving his reasoning, it would immediately reveal his feelings for Akane. For that reason, he used his top-class brain to figure out an excuse that would let him get away.


  “That’s because…There’s actually someone sitting between us already.”


  “Wh-What?!” Akane jumped up and fell off the sofa. “Th-There’s nobody!”


  “Huh…So you can’t see them?” Saito showed a profound nod.


  “Can’t see what?! There’s nothing there!”


  “Hear that? Guess she can’t see you. Just be careful not to bump into her.”


  “Who are you talking to?!” Akane jumped up once more.


  Saito however maintained a smirk and continued to talk with the empty space between them.


  “Oh, I get it! Totally do. But honestly, I’m more of a gravy kind of guy. Wait, for real?!”


  “Stop talking with empty air! You’re kidding, right?! Th-There’s nothing there, right…?”


  Akane seemed more and more uncertain and desperately clung to the sofa while her whole body shook. The way she looked at Saito with a pleading gaze was incredibly cute.


  —One more push!


  Saito was certain of his victory, striking a pose in his mind. Of course, he lost all connection to reality with his plot, but he was still close to emerging unscathed.


  “Hold on. Be quiet or they will catch on to us.”


  “Th-They…?” Akane audibly gulped.


  “While you were away, they appeared. They are trying to gain control. Look, right over there…” He silently pointed over at the kitchen.


  “Huh…?”


  Akane traced after his gaze. During that moment, Saito grabbed the skin of a mandarin, the remains of when Shisei was over to play, which looked like a child’s hand, and placed it on her shoulder.


  “I…I’m not going to run away just because of something like this!”


  So said Akane while screaming and running away.

 
 

  
 

  Saito finished his bath and then sat on their bed, holding his head in despair.


  —Hold on…I have to sleep with Akane in the same bed?! Can I even do that?!


  Needless to say, he had no intention of doing anything unsavory, but as the virgin that he was, sleeping in the same bed with his crush was much too stimulating. Up to this point, he could somehow deceive himself by calling this necessary for their marriage and to accomplish his goal, but now that he became aware of his feelings for Akane, he couldn’t very much stay calm. However, if Saito acted in a manner too suspicious, Akane would be creeped out by him. If she knew that Saito looked at her in such a way, she would probably be too cautious of him to even sleep. And that was something Saito couldn’t let happen. She finally came back to live together with him, so he wanted to allow both of them to enjoy a peaceful time. And so, he made his decision.


  He sat cross-legged on the bed, putting his hands together. He closed his eyes and focused to the maximum of his ability, chanting both prime numbers and the numbers of pi together to reach mental zen. The electrical signals in his brain began to flash because his deep breathing slowed down his heart rate. His thoughts came to a stern halt and his entire existence slowly crept closer to utter nothingness. And by the time Akane joined Saito in their bedroom—Saito had reached enlightenment.


  “I welcome you, Sakuramori Akane. Oh children of humankind, the universe invites you,” Saito smiled gently, his heart as calm as the center of the storm.


  “?!?!?!?!”


  Meanwhile, Akane froze up like she had seen a ghost, rooted in the doorframe between the bedroom and the hallway.


  “What’s the problem? Are you not going to enter?”


  “I mean, I will, but…What happened to you? Something’s not right with you today…”


  “Yes, you are quite right. Something is not right. This universe is full of contradictions and unfairness. But thus, this is the law of this world.”


  “I’m not talking about the world! That peaceful smile of yours is just scaring me more than anything else…Did you always look like that?” Akane slowly approached the bed.


  She probably felt scared after their conversation during the day and the way he reacted to her question. As such, he had to do everything in his power to reassure her and make her feel at peace.


  “I, Houjou R Saito, cast away all my worries and desires. Not just my desire for evaluation and recognition, but also my lust for money and political power. Even sexual lust, hunger, and my need for sleep disappeared. Now, let us say goodbye to today and enter a peaceful slumber to welcome the next day.”


  “If your need for sleep disappeared, why would you even bother sleeping?!”


  Saito slowly nodded.


  “A valid argument, yes. However, not even logic can defeat me, Houjou R Saito. The R clarifies the weight I have to carry.”


  “What does that even mean?! How many grams? Milligrams? You’re trying to sound really smart but it all sounds like empty nonsense!”


  “Rest assured, children of man.”


  “Why do you keep saying that?! Why plural?! It’s just me here! Did your head break?! Did your head overload and break down?!”


  Saito remained calm and put his hands together, directing them up toward the sky.


  “We are connected to the universe. And once everything becomes one, the individual loses all meaning. There is no more pain or agony. Everything will be connected, and so, little one, you are all the children of mankind.”


  “Please get a grip! Go back to being the normal Saito!” Akane began tearing up while bashing Saito’s head, but there was no change.


  After all, Saito had obtained enlightenment. He does not suffer any harm now. Because if he hadn’t been like that, he would already be on the brink of breaking down thanks to his close distance from Akane.


  “Enough about that. Join me in bed.”


  “Eeek?!”


  While Akane was bewildered, Saito pulled her into their bed and put the blanket over her. She gripped the end of it and blinked several times in confusion.


  “A-Are you not going to sleep?”


  “Of course I will. Peacefully, oh so peacefully,” Saito smiled and entered the blanket, where his body bumped into Akane’s.


  His elbow ended up touching an unidentified round part of her body. Of course, his instincts immediately told him what it was.


  “So sooooooooooft!!”


  Together with this roar, all his zen and meditation was for nothing. The scent from her hair right after a bath was sweet enough to melt his reason. Her warm skin stuck to his body. All of his desires and instincts came back rushing into Saito’s body. His heart raced faster than ever before, close to exploding. Sweat started pouring out of every pore of his body, and his breathing grew heavier.


  “I’m leaving! I’ll just sleep in the hallway!” Saito jumped off the bed.


  “What’s gotten into you?! Didn’t you just say we should sleep?”


  Akane leaped at Saito’s hip and kept him locked in place. Because of that, her soft mounds got pressed onto him even more than before, his hundred desires growing tenfold to an unprecedented 11,664.


  “Let go of me! Don’t try to seduce me!”


  “I’m not seducing anybody! You just told me we should sleep, so that’s what I’m trying to do!”


  “A-B-C-D-E-FG-H-I-K-ELEMNOPE-Q—”


  “What in the world is that chant?! I forbid you to do any chants or curses in my home!” Akane shot up while shaking.


  She put her index fingers together to form a cross as if to protect herself against spiritual attacks.


  “It was not a chant. I was simply rehearsing the Latin alphabet.”


  “Why would you do that? Not to mention this late?”


  “I needed it to calm my nerves!”


  “Well it just made me feel more nervous, so stop fooling around and lay back down!” Akane dragged Saito back into bed.


  It felt like a siren appeared to pull him off the ship and deep into the water.


  “Ugh…An attack of this magnitude…won’t defeat me…!” Saito tried to fight back like his life depended on it.


  “Seriously, what’s gotten into you? Do you have a fever?”


  “…!”


  Akane nonchalantly placed her hand on Saito’s forehead, which made him tense up. The way Akane pushed her face closer to check up on him was too adorable for him. The sensation of her palm on his forehead was too soft. Not to mention the sweet scent drifting up his nose.


  “I am…doing just fine. Not sick at all.”


  Rather, all of this made the blood all over his body pump in excitement and energy. If she were to know why he felt this way, she would absolutely be grossed out by him. Hence, he quickly turned his back toward her and tried to hide the boiling passion inside of him.


  “If…If I’m not with you, I can’t sleep at all. And this is your fault, so you have to take responsibility…!” Akane muttered with a bashful tone, also turning her back toward Saito.


  However, her back remained glued to his, conveying her warmth directly to him.


  “…!”


  Saito suppressed an unintelligible scream and fought back against giving in to the sweet mood in the air. A fragrant scent sweeter than honey stimulated his nose as all of his body felt filled with Akane’s existence. Surely, he wouldn’t be getting much sleep tonight.

 
 

  
 

  Saito and Shisei were walking down the hallway at school when he spotted Akane walking toward them. As always, she looked as beautiful as he had come to know her, with refined facial features and an aesthetic expression. Her large eyes carried a strong determination, her faintly pinkish lips tightly pursed. She wore her uniform without a single wrinkle in it, emphasizing her well-endowed body. Her hair, which she always took great care of every morning, shone in a dazzling light from the morning sun hitting it.


  —Was my wife always this beautiful?!


  Saito realized a crucial fact. Of course, he had seen her like this since the day they enrolled, and she was known as a top-class beauty as long as she kept her mouth shut, but Saito never really admired her charm and appeal up to this point. He isn’t the sort of person to judge people based on their appearance, but strictly speaking, Shisei and her mother, as well as Saito’s parents were above Akane in terms of pure looks. However, after he had caught on to his feelings, everything changed. Every glance at her made Saito’s whole body tell him how beautiful she was, and getting too close to her resulted in his heart rate spiking, his body temperature reaching boiling point, and sweat making his clothes stick to his skin. At this rate, he wouldn’t be able to interact normally with Akane. Even just getting greeted by her would result in his voice cracking most embarrassingly.


  “L-Let’s go over there.”


  He grabbed Shisei’s hand and turned around to walk the way they had come.


  “Saito?! Why are you running away from me?!”


  He heard Akane’s complaint flung at the back of his head, but he did not have the composure to respond. Even just her complaints were so adorable that he feared he would turn around and confess if he wasn’t careful. Not only that but since Saito had absolutely no experience in love, he didn’t know how to handle all these emotions.


  “Brother, are we going home already? Then Shise would like to hold a takoyaki party.”


  “We’re not going home! And we can have takoyaki another day!”


  “That won’t do. Shise’s mouth already turned into an octopus,” she puffed out her lips and stuck to Saito’s chest.


  Thanks to that, his uniform had gotten wet from her saliva. She was trying to suck up nutrients from him instead of the takoyaki.


  “Get away from me! I’ll buy you some takoyaki after we get home later!”


  “No, right now. 5 billion servings.”


  “Where can you even fit all of that?!”


  “In Shise’s separate stomach.”


  “I figured as much!”


  Shisei’s biological limitations when it came to how much could fit into her stomach were utterly ridiculous. Still, with her clinging to him, he made his way back to class 3-A after taking a detour. Akane was not to be seen just yet, allowing Saito to take a quick breather. Meanwhile, Shisei sat down on a chair and gave Saito a judgmental look.


  “Wh-What do you want?” Saito grumbled, feeling awkward.


  “Did something happen between you and Akane?”


  “…No, nothing at all.”


  “Don’t lie.”


  Saito attempted to talk his way out, but Shisei wouldn’t leave him any room to escape. She put one finger on her forehead like a detective and showed a gesture like she was thinking.


  “Judging from Shise’s deductions…”


  “Judging from your deductions…?” Saito felt his hands getting sweaty as he gripped them together.


  “You happened to witness Akane committing a murder.”


  “If that happened, I would’ve been next on her chopping list and a corpse by now.”


  Surely, Akane wouldn’t hesitate to kill her mortal enemy if the need arose. Meanwhile, Shisei crossed her arms and slightly cocked her head.


  “So basically…You’re a copy created by Akane so that nobody will find out she actually killed you?”


  “I would honestly be more impressed than anything if she could recreate me just like that.”


  “How sad. But Shise will do her duty as your sister and end your suffering.”


  Shisei didn’t hesitate to take out a stun gun in the shape of a magical wand, but Saito immediately collected it.


  “You do not have to do anything. I am the original.”


  “The copy I erased yesterday said the same thing.”


  “There are already copies of me?!”


  “I am Houjou Saito, gwah! Don’t kill me, gwah! That’s what they screamed until the bitter end.”


  “That doesn’t sound like me at all!”


  Saito suddenly felt existential dread creeping up his back at the prospect of the Houjou Group’s researchers secretly creating copies of him, but a part of him was relieved that it helped change the topic at hand. Saito sat down at his desk to put away his textbook and notebook, only to find Shisei staring down at her bag in shock. It was an odd sight to see her have any sort of emotion on her face, her eyes devoid of any color.


  “Wh-What’s wrong?”


  So much so that it even scared Saito to see her like that.


  “Shise forgot…her lunch…”


  “That’s it?! Why do you look like the world is about to end?!”


  “If Shise has to live with an empty stomach, then the world might as well end.”


  “That bad…? Why not eat lunch over at the cafeteria?”


  Shisei didn’t answer and instead pushed her face deeper into the bag.


  “Shise still has her actual lunch box. But she forgot the early morning box.”


  “Oh…so you got a spare…?”


  Shisei was like a small chick in the sense that she ate several times a day, but the school cafeteria was still closed at this time, so Saito couldn’t rely on that. As such, his only choice was to offer his own lunch.


  “Shise is going to die at this rate…Won’t you offer your lunch for her…?”


  “Absolutely not.”


  Saito blocked Shisei’s advances toward his own desk. It was a homemade lunch made by Akane, and she even told him about today’s menu. Even if his precious little sister was begging for it, he could not give it away like that. Yet, Shisei continued to fight and suck around his back.


  “Don’t worry, Shise is only going to eat everything.”


  “I think you don’t understand what the word ‘only’ actually means! At this rate, there won’t be anything left for me to eat!” Saito picked up Shisei and dragged her away from the table.


  “It’s fine. Shise will just order catering from a three-star restaurant.”


  “Why not have something delivered for yourself then?!”


  Still caught in Saito’s arms, Shisei looked up at him.


  “So you want to keep Akane’s love all to yourself?”


  “Th-There is no love to be found!”


  Shisei’s words were dangerous. If he thought about it anymore, he might end up unable to enjoy Akane’s lunch anymore. But he had to remind himself that Akane only did this for him as part of her contractual obligation. She did not do this out of special affection for him. However, Shisei just shook her head.


  “Fine then, it is Shise’s duty as your younger sister to allow you a bit of selfishness.”


  “I don’t think I’m being particularly selfish here…”


  “Guess Shise will call Rui and have her deliver the lunch.”


  Shisei slipped out of Saito’s arms and took out her smartphone, placing it against her ear.


  “One early morning box.”


  A brief order was made, only for the closet with the cleaning utensils to shoot open, from where Rui emerged. In her hand, she carried a box wrapped in a handkerchief.


  “Understood, my lady.”


  “So fast?!”


  Saito was utterly bewildered to have a human appear from that place.


  “Speed is my life, after all.”


  Rui casually approached the two and went down on one knee in front of Shisei. She then offered the lunch box like it was an offering to a king.


  “Please have this, my lady.”


  “Mhm, very well,” Shise nodded gravely and accepted it.


  “What are you, some queen?!”


  “Shisei-sama is a queen, yes. You are absolutely correct,” Rui declared.


  “Are you always in that cleaning locker…?”


  “Of course not.”


  “Oh, thank god…” Saito sighed in relief.


  “Sometimes I also hide in the ceiling, the walls, or beneath the floorboards.”


  “You’re still hiding in the classroom?!”


  “I must always be prepared to protect the young lady at any given moment, so I am a master at hiding myself while watching over her. There is also a hidden door right next to her seat…”


  Rui ran her fingers along an unspecified spot on the ground, only for the floorboard to lift up and reveal a hole. It continued far beneath the floor, with a cold gust of wind hitting Saito. In response, Rui gave Saito a thumbs-up.


  “And from here, I can also look up at the back of her thighs—I mean, I can watch over her as much as is necessary.”


  “No more,” Shisei said and kicked down the floorboard.


  “Please don’t do this, young lady! If you block this off, I won’t be able to watch over you as efficiently as before!”


  “But Shise feels danger coming from that hole, so she’s closing it up.”


  “If you are so determined to close it up, then go ahead and bury me down there with it!”


  “Shise is. It will stay closed.”


  Rui squeezed her body between the floorboard and the hole, but Shisei continued to stomp on it.


  “If I’m going to get buried by the young lady…then I will prepare myself and watch you from beneath the ground.”


  Even as her body was getting crushed, Rui spoke of no pain and instead seemed delighted more than anything. Of course, her eyes were still fixated on nothing but Shisei’s thighs.


  “Oh, it had the opposite effect. The more she gets it, the happier she becomes,” Saito said and stopped Shisei from continuing.


  “I am not happy. It is my perk to be scolded by the young lady.”


  “See! You’re calling it a perk!”


  “It appears I misspoke. It is my reason for living.”


  “That’s even worse!”


  Not minding Saito’s argument with Rui, Shisei immediately began to munch down on her food. Their classmates watched this while cheering.


  “My precious…hiding spot…” Rui sealed off the secret door as she was ordered, but she seemed genuinely perturbed by this.


  Her beautiful looks were utterly ruined by her rotten personality.


  “You’re everywhere, aren’t you? We even ran into you during our trip through the safari park.”


  “Safari? What might you be referring to?” Rui blinked a few times in confusion.


  “No, you were there. You were the driver of the safari bus.”


  “I have no recollection of such an event. I would never try to offer you as a living sacrifice to the elephants.”


  “So you do remember! I knew it!”


  Rui clicked her tongue and mumbled to herself.


  “If only I had succeeded then…”


  “I can still hear you, okay?!”


  “Maybe you could just try not to hear it?”


  “It’s too late for that!”


  “Surely, it should work out! With my speed…I will be able to surpass time itself!”


  “That sounds hella cool, but it’s not working out, sorry!”


  Rui leaped at Shisei with the speed of the wind, but Saito protected his little sister.


  “Delish.”


  Meanwhile, the girl in question was completely engrossed in her cooked rice like she was a vacuum. It almost had a rhythmic sound to it as she moved her chopsticks.


  “Grrr…! How dare you take the young lady as a hostage! Do you not have a human heart in your chest?!”


  “Says the person who tried to sacrifice me to those elephants! I feel like you’re way worse than me! Aren’t we technically relatives?”


  They may be distant relatives, but her family name was also “Houjou.”


  “What…? Relatives…? Oh god…Just thinking that the same blood runs through our veins gives me the creeps…” She looked at Saito like he was a bag of garbage on the side of the road.


  Immediately, Saito felt the urge to shoot her with a blood bullet and have her apologize.


  “Why do you hate me this much? What did I ever do to you?”


  Rui simply smiled peacefully.


  “I don’t hate you at all. I simply cannot stand you.”


  “Isn’t that arguably worse?”


  “Nor do I hold any contempt for you. Though I wish I didn’t have to breathe in the same air as you.”


  “You’re just being awful now!”


  “You must be hearing things.”


  “No, it sounds awfully clear to me!”


  “I deeply respect you, Saito-sama. You are the successor of the family, the person who will be the master of my master. If you were to order me to, I would offer my body to you…So do with me as you please…” Rui sat down in the classroom, weeping to herself while wiping her tears with a handkerchief.


  Even that gesture was incredibly fake, and Saito didn’t miss the fact that she was yawning right before too. The only one being played with was Saito after all. Add insult to injury, his classmates were already siding with the weak one (?) in this situation, quietly talking bad about Saito behind his back.


  “He’s just the worst!”


  “I can’t believe he would make his own maid do that!”


  “So vile!”


  “He’s the enemy of all women!”


  “Let’s make a straw doll and curse him!”


  “We’re going to curse him to death!”


  They just said whatever they wanted. Some of them even started working on their straw dolls to curse him. Another brought nails with him to start the alchemy process. Meanwhile, Rui kept her face averted from the rest of his classmates and stuck out her tongue at Saito. In order to live another day, Saito ran out of the classroom.

 
 

  
 

  Left behind, Shisei flicked her finger at Rui’s forehead.


  “You went too far. Poor Brother.”


  “That’s just fine. He’s the worst kind of trash,” Rui rubbed her forehead and stood up.


  A pleasant warmth gathered around the place Shisei had flicked her head, and she felt all fuzzy inside, getting scolded by the person she liked the most.


  “Brother is no trash. Shise likes him very much.”


  “…I am well aware, yes.”


  She knew that all too well. But that is why she couldn’t forgive Saito. Despite how much Shisei cared for him, how much she loved him, and how beautiful she was, Saito did not look her way once. If Rui was in his position, she would forever hold onto Shisei’s hand, offering her whole being to make her happy. Yet, that was not a possible future for her. And she felt so incredibly frustrated at that.


  “Brother finally realized.”


  “Huh?”


  “His feelings for Akane.”


  “I always believed he’d stay blind to them forever.”


  “…It’s a relief to see it.”


  Shisei muttered as she looked in the direction Saito had run off to.


  “Young lady…” Rui balled her fists.


  If possible, she wanted Shisei to be a part of that. For Shisei to be happy. So much so that she was willing to steal another person’s happiness. Because Shisei deserved it. More than anybody else in the world. It was she who saved Rui from falling deep into the abyss, after all.


  “Even if you don’t wish for more, I…” Rui mumbled.

 
 

  
 

  The second period of the day was P.E., more specifically basketball in the gymnasium. Saito’s match had ended, so he took it easy sitting in the corner of the hall as he watched the other teams compete. Of course, this bored him endlessly, and if possible, he wanted to grab a book and start reading, but that would only earn him an earful and a scolding from their teacher. Another possibility would have been him lying down to take a nap, but the last time he attempted such a risky play, one of his classmates stepping out of the court almost crushed his ribs, so he decided against doing so. As such, he just spent his time not doing a thing. But after spacing out for a little while, he felt a basketball being placed on his head.


  “…?”


  Saito assumed it was Shisei playing a prank on him, but when he raised his head, he was greeted by Akane’s face. She pressed the basketball under her arm onto his head, pouting in displeasure.


  “Wh-What?” Saito felt his heart rate accelerate.


  “What are you and Rui-san talking about earlier?”


  “Nothing important…?”


  “What did you talk about?” Akane did not let up.


  She emitted an aura that made it abundantly clear she wouldn’t back down until she knew the truth. And Saito realized that all too well.


  “We were talking about the time we went to the safari. Remember? Rui was our driver back then.”


  “Wait, she was?!” Akane’s eyes shot open.


  “You didn’t even realize?!”


  “Well, the rhinoceros attacking us were just so cute…”


  “Even though they were attacking us?!”


  “I mean, cats are cute even if they’re a bit aggressive.”


  “Are we really comparing rhinoceros to cats now?!”


  “It’s fine. Mother Nature is our ally.”


  “She sure is cruel then!”


  This line of argument was exactly what you could expect from an animal lover like Akane. She was supposed to be smart, yet she completely lost her mind whenever animals were involved.


  —But that’s what’s cute about her!


  Now that he had become aware of his feelings for the girl, every little thing she did began to look much more adorable than normal. Before, he would feel annoyed with these things, too. The human mind in love was an odd thing. Akane then sat down next to Saito and embraced her knees.


  “You’re really not a fan of P.E., right?”


  “Well…Yeah, I just sit here and do nothing. But I have to accept that regular exercise is necessary for a healthy lifestyle.”


  “You sound like an old man.”


  “I’m in high school, young and full of energy. It’s just that, if you don’t exercise enough when you’re young, it’ll come back to bite you when you’re older.”


  “You really are talking like an old man.”


  His distance to Akane was so close that he felt restless and uncomfortable. Normally, Akane never showed much skin, but her gym outfit consisting of a T-shirt and shorts created a dazzling light that emitted from her legs. Even from this distance, her soft scent was directly reaching up to his nose. And the tight T-shirt could not hide her voluptuous bodyline, either. Feeling awkward, Saito wanted to get up and walk away, but—


  “If you’re that bored…Why don’t we talk a bit?” Akane said and grabbed Saito’s shirt.


  “Gah…!”


  Saito almost vomited blood. Her every gesture was so adorable and cute that it completely destroyed his ability to reason. Especially when she looked at him with that bashful look. But then, a stray ball from the field collided with Akane’s head.


  “Agh?!”


  A light impact sound resounded as the ball bounced off her face. Although it was strong enough that Akane’s body got pushed over toward Saito.


  “Akane?! Are you okay?!”


  “Ugh…What happened…?” Akane held her head with teary eyes.


  Another classmate came running over and apologized, but Saito’s blood was boiling.


  “What the hell are you doing?! What if it hit her in the eyes?!”


  “It’s fine…They didn’t mean for that to happen…”


  “Wait…You’re not angry? Normally, you’d bury that classmate six feet underground…”


  “I’m not going to do that…”


  Akane still had her body resting on Saito’s lap and didn’t try to get up. Her bare arms, slightly colder than the air around them, clung to his waist. All of this made his heart race faster.


  “Sh-Should I take you to the infirmary?”


  “No need, it’s not that serious.”


  The two of them stood up.


  “I see…”


  “Yeah…”


  An awkward silence filled the air between them. Saito feared that she might see through his feelings if she kept staring at him, so he had to avert his face.


  “Anyway…” He couldn’t keep his calm any longer so he turned his back toward her.


  “Ah, hey…” Akane tried to stop him, but he already walked away on quick steps.


  His heartbeat was painfully loud and he couldn’t see himself continuing a casual conversation with her. Even though he had no issue doing so when they still hated each other. But suddenly, he was joined by Himari who jugged up next to him.


  “Are you running away from Akane?”


  “Something like that.”


  She definitely wasn’t wrong.


  “Then let’s run away together!”


  “R-Right…”


  Himari took Saito’s hand and started running while pulling him along. She held on to his hand tightly to ensure he wouldn’t be able to escape, taking him into the shed next to the gymnasium. The scent of sweat and metal filled the shed, and it felt a bit chilly. It was buried with various balls used for ball sports, a balance beam, a vaulting box, as well as various mattresses for gymnastics. Himari closed the metal sliding door behind her, which created a metallic cracking noise telling you how old it must be. She then leaned against the door, as if she intended to block off any possible escape. Her long blonde hair fell over her face and hid her expression.


  “Saito-kun…You’re conscious of Akane now, right?”


  “Wha…”


  How did she see through him? He felt a cold chill run down his spine. But she probably didn’t catch on to his reaction and continued.


  “It’s so obvious to see for me. I love you, after all. So don’t even try to hide it, I’m already sure of it.”


  Saito swallowed his saliva. Himari knew the most about controlling the human mind, so figuring out how Saito felt was probably as simple as making breakfast.


  “Don’t tell Akane about this…”


  “I won’t, I won’t. I’m a bad girl, after all,” Himari snickered.


  “Wouldn’t it be worse if you told her?”


  After all, Akane would be grossed out and that would completely ruin Saito’s current life.


  “Not at all. Keeping quiet is much worse.”


  “Why?”


  “Hmm, I wonder why?”


  Himari showed a captivating smile and approached Saito. In this locked room, a mature perfume scent emitted from Himari’s neck. Despite the shed being relatively cold, she gave off a passionate and steamy aura that influenced their surroundings. Saito took a step back, but he eventually reached a stack of mattresses denying further retreat.


  “You know, I don’t want things to stay like this.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Himari didn’t respond to his question and just quietly observed him, a certain determination burning in his eyes.


  “Even if I can’t change the result, I can change its degree. And if I leave a mark in your heart, then I might be able to fully turn it around someday. In ten years or even twenty years, my poison might start working. So…you could say this is my useless struggle.”


  As soon as she finished those words, Himari leaped at Saito. Unable to keep his balance, he fell over with Himari on top of him. Her plump body pressed against him, all he could smell was her scent. Of course, he did attempt to break free, but—


  “I already have Akane—”


  “I don’t care about that.”


  Saito wasn’t allowed to finish his sentence because Himari covered his mouth with her lips, as the sound of their teeth clashing filled the shed. Her soft honey was forcefully fed to Saito. It felt like she was actively feeding him poison. She pressed her soft body onto him, close enough that they could melt into one, leaving traces of her own DNA.


  “I’ll make it so you can’t forget about me. Every time you and Akane kiss, you’ll remember this kiss between us.”


  “Akane and I aren’t in that sort of relationship—”


  Himari wouldn’t listen to Saito’s words. She simply stared at him with a pair of possessed eyes, whispering with a sweet breath while their lips overlapped.


  “One day, you and Akane will break up. I know that because I’ve seen Akane much longer than anybody else. What you two have won’t work out. And once that happens, come see me. I’ll do everything you want me to.”


  Her words were like sweet poison, melting his ears and assaulting his soul.


  “Everything…”


  “I won’t betray you. I won’t get angry at you—Even if you hurt me. You don’t have to do or feel anything. I’ll be your wall that protects you from this scary world. I’ll spoil you as much as you want,” Saito declared while looking down at Saito.


  Her love was like a black hole that absorbed everything. This passion she showed Saito was unlike her normal behavior. So much so that it gave him the creeps.


  “I feel like I’d turn into a total good-for-nothing if I were to date you.”


  “That’s good. That way, you won’t go anywhere, right? Just leave everything to me,” she flashed a captivating, almost devious, smile and then used her palm to cover Saito’s eyes.


  While he was blinded, he could feel a soft and wet sensation running along his neck. But then, the door of the shed was pushed open with an explosive force, and the outside light illuminated the darkness inside. Standing right at the entrance was none other than Rui.


  “This way, Akane-sama.”


  However, she was pulling on someone’s—Akane’s—hand. She was one wrong step from exploding, carrying several basketballs between her arms, which she probably intended to use as a weapon.


  “Bummer, we’re out of time,” Himari fixed her hair which had gotten messy from her deeds with Saito, and stood up.


  “S-Saito…? What are you and Himari doing here?” Akane’s body quivered as this question left her mouth.


  “That’s…”


  Saito knew that no excuse could help him out of this situation. Meanwhile, Rui whispered into Akane’s ears.


  “Akane-sama, he is human trash. Just as I’ve told you. Let’s kill him. And don’t worry, I will handle getting rid of the proof and everything.”


  “Oh, you will…?”


  “Don’t help her?!” Saito pleaded.


  He shot up and immediately hid behind the vaulting box. If the violent dragon Akane and violent maid Rui were to team up, he had no hope of surviving.


  “Well…Anyway! Keep on fighting, Saito-kun!” Himari raised her fist.


  “Can I get some support from you?!”


  “Sure can do! Once Akane’s done with you and leaves you in the dust like a dirty dust cloth, I’ll be there to cheer you up! Let’s just drop out of school and go to the end of the world, just the two of us!”


  “Maybe help me first?!”


  Himari’s suggestion did not save him from his current predicament.


  “…Sorry about this, Akane,” Himari said with a saddened tone and left the shed.


  With this, Saito’s only ally had gone, meaning that his fate was sealed.


  “Oh, how convenient to find something like this here…” Rui pulled up her maid uniform and grabbed a metallic object from the holster on her thigh—More specifically, a gun.


  “Someone call the police! Please! Help me!”


  Of course, Saito’s cries for help reached not a soul. At the same time, Akane showed a frown.


  “But…I never used a gun before…”


  “It will be fine, I will thoroughly teach you everything you need to know,” Rui said and placed the gun in Akane’s hands.


  “Oh, you’re so kind, Rui-san.”


  “Maybe throw some of that kindness my way?!”


  At this rate, Saito’s final moments will be spent in a dusty gym shed. However, he made the correct judgment in time and escaped through the window and out onto the courtyard.

 
 

  
 

  Getting too close to Akane while in her enraged state was too dangerous. Let alone the danger for his own life, any attempt at making excuses will end up in an argument where her anger will only continue to heat up. That said, Saito had only one home he could return to, nor did he want to live apart from Akane any more than this. To him, the place where he could live with Akane was his real home. For the longest time, he pondered on what he should do about this decision, but the setting sun and passage of time were merciless, and so he eventually returned home late at night. Just to be on the safe side—namely, if he were to get shot—he kept his student bag in front of him as a shield while he carefully opened the front door.


  “Welcome home!”


  Greeting him was Akane, who sat right in front of the door with her knees on the ground. She wore an apron above her regular uniform and an angelic smile on her face. However, something didn’t add up. She had no reason or initiative to greet Saito with a smile like that.


  —This must be a trap!


  Saito’s instincts were ringing every alarm possible. Normally, he would only put trust in his logical thinking, but after spending more time with Akane, his animalistic instincts have sharpened.
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  “So you’re…not angry…?”


  “Why would I be angry?!” said Akane, his eyes shooting open.


  —Yeap, I’m dead!


  Saito was now certain of his fate. He tried to slowly slide backward in an attempt to escape through the door behind him, but Akane was faster and locked the door. All the while holding onto his arm like a snake had coiled around it. She might look like a cute and innocent girl, but she had the gripping strength of a gorilla. And despite that, she maintained a gleeful smile.


  “Let’s go, yeah…?”


  “Okay,” Saito nodded immediately.


  He lost his chance to fight back. Maybe the fear and terror had gotten the better of him, but for a moment, he felt like he could read the word “Death” on Akane’s face written in pitch-black ink. Yet contrary to that, Akane asked peacefully.


  “So…Saito? Did you have a fun life?”


  “Could have been better…”


  “Is that so? I’m glad you have your own share of fun.”


  “Right, you’re not even willing to listen anymore…”


  Saito had given up. He simply filled Akane into the kitchen, where he found his last meal fully prepared on the table. Vegetable salad, fried vegetables, vegetable soup—As Saito loved meat more than anything, even this dinner emitted clear hostility. But other than that, it looked like regular food—If one ignored the various options assembled alongside it. Tabasco, chili pepper, wasabi, mustard, chili oil—a red sea opened in front of Saito. From the looks of it, all these spices became the main dish for tonight.


  “Please, eat up!”


  Akane maintained her smile even now. However, the pressure she emitted seemed so vicious that it could crush bullets like popcorn.


  “I just…have to eat the food, right?” Saito asked, albeit already expecting a certain answer.


  “I made this just for you!” Akane added even more spices to the table.


  It was a box full of red peppers bigger than her own head, which she probably hid somewhere in the kitchen.


  —Fine then…I’ll eat all of this if it helps quell the anger of the Goddess Akane!


  Saito felt as if he had been chosen as the sacrifice of a cult village. He grabbed some of the food, added tabasco, a small portion of chili pepper, wasabi, mustard, and chili oil, and took a deep breath to stuff it inside his mouth. Immediately after, an explosion occurred. A detonation of spices, abnormal heat, and pain all assaulted the inside of his mouth. Even though his tongue should have been the only victim of this, the spiciness even reached his head. These explosive flames spread over his body, setting his hands and warms on fire.


  “Mhm…Spicy…and delicious…”


  These were Saito’s last words.

 
 

  
 

  “Saito?! Saitooooo!”


  Akane’s screams pulled Saito back from the white world he had just adventured. Regaining his senses, he realized that he had a water hose in his mouth. Akane was just about to turn on the faucet.


  “Wait, wait, wait! What the hell are you doing?!”


  “Stomach pumping!”


  “An amateur like you shouldn’t do that!”


  “Don’t worry, I’m a professional! I did this a lot on the dolls I had when I was a kid!”


  “What kind of kid were you back then?! Just give me some milk, it’ll help with the spicy aftertaste.”


  “We just ran out of milk. I do have some more chili oil though…” She said and brought a full bottle of it.


  A horrible idea considering Saito’s life was about to lose its last light like a flickering candle.


  “No more chili oil! If we have no more milk, then I’ll make do with protein!”


  “What about strawberries?!”


  “How are they supposed to help me in this situation?!”


  “They’re delicious, right?!”


  “I can’t taste anything right now, nor does taste matter in an emergency like this! Get me that protein!”


  “Got it!”


  Akane rushed over to the kitchen and took out a bag of protein from the shelf, slamming a large spoonful into Saito’s mouth. Of course, there was not nearly enough water for all of it. He was pretty much dry-heaving it at this point.


  “Gmgh?! Nghhh?!”


  It was too much for him to handle, turning him into a cloud of smoke from the particles. Yet again, his consciousness almost left his body, but he just barely managed to cling on. He gulped down the water from the hose, which made things easier.


  “Phew…Protein really resolves everything,” Saito mumbled while gasping for air.


  Many people know that you should drink dairy products when coping with extremely spicy food, and that is because the casein contained in these milk products naturally neutralizes the spicy component called capsaicin. And so, since protein contains both whey and casein, Saito judged that having protein should have the same effect as milk. Even from a young age, protein had always been Saito’s greatest ally. Yet again, Lord Protein had saved poor Saito’s life. Meanwhile, Akane held the bag of protein powder in her hands while looking dejected.


  “I’m sorry…I didn’t think you’d actually eat all of those spices…”


  “I figured you’d stuff all of my holes full with chili peppers if I didn’t…”


  He’d rather die than go through such torture. Although it was a close decision. As for Akane, she must have lost all her anger as soon as she saw Saito pass out because she was awfully calm. This was probably Saito’s best chance to apologize. He put both his hands on the table and lowered his head.


  “I’m sorry for today. That thing with Himari was—”


  “Oh, it’s fine. I’m used to you flirting around with other girls.”


  “Ugh…”


  Her eyes spoke for themselves. Like she was comparing him to a ground beetle. Because who would expect anything from a beetle? For some reason, that look alone inflicted more damage than the spicy food.


  “I was just…sad. But not because of that.”


  “Wh-What is it?”


  Akane showed a bashful expression as she balled her hands and stared down at the floor.


  “It’s just…Lately, it feels like you’re avoiding me. And…it made me feel lonely. Yet today, you were getting all close to Himari…Even though I’m supposed to be your wife…” She said the last part with a quiet voice that almost disappeared into the ether.


  “You don’t like it…when I avoid you?”


  “Shut up, dummy. Do I really have to answer that?” She averted her face with a pout, but her ears were beet-red.


  “…!”


  That gesture, that attitude, it was all too cute. So cute, in fact, that it almost sent Saito back into that white world but for a different reason. Could he qualify this as her being jealous? Or was he just too self-absorbed? Unbeknownst of his thoughts, Akane approached Saito.


  “Why did you keep avoiding me…? When you said you wanted me to come home…Was that just a lie?”


  Her small was curled up in front of her mouth to express her uncertainty. All the while her eyes were shaking in loneliness. It helped express just how lonely Akane must have felt, directly inflicting damage on Saito’s heart. He felt scared to reveal his honest feelings, but he couldn’t let her suffer more than this.


  “…I was just embarrassed.”


  And so, he came clean.


  “Embarrassed…? About what?”


  “I mean…The two of us living together…”


  “Huh? After all this time…?” Akane’s eyes opened wide.


  “And when I told you that I need you…Well…That just sounds like a proposal, don’t you think?”


  “Wha…”


  The moment he said those words out loud, he could feel his neck burning up. Admitting the things he had been conscious of this whole time caused infinite embarrassment spreading throughout his body.


  “So then…You don’t hate spending time with me?” Akane asked with flushed cheeks.


  “If I did, I wouldn’t have asked you to come home, right?”


  “Then…You don’t hate it when we touch each other…?”


  “…I don’t.”


  How could he possibly hate that?


  “Then prove it to me,” Akane said and grabbed his shirt.


  “Huh…?” He responded with a hoarse voice.


  “Come closer.”


  “That’s…”


  “Hmph!”


  Saito hesitated, but Akane glared at him with tears in her eyes. The hand she offered to him was shaking from the tension. He didn’t want the girl he liked to make this kind of face. He made up his resolve and took the girl’s hand, only for her head to bump into his chest, followed by the sound of her hair rustling against his shirt. At times, he could see her white nape. And then, silence followed. Only the sound of the clock and the rumbling of the fridge could be heard. Other than the two of them, nothing else existed in this world. However, Saito worried Akane might be able to hear his racing heart, so his body naturally tensed up.
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  “Is this…good enough?”


  “Not yet.”


  “Wh-What does that even mean…”


  “If you let go now, I’ll get really angry,” Akane muttered like a cat asking for attention.


  This suffocating situation continued deeper into the night.
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  “If you let go now, I’ll get really angry…”


  “Are you serious?!”


  “How much longer is she going to stick to me…?”
(“Not that I hate it, though!”)


  Chapter 2: Experiment


  As expected from a shop offering a sweets buffet, the place was as crowded as always with students on their way home or women who had just finished their shifts. Akane and Maho sat at a table stacked with strawberry panna cotta, strawberry tart, strawberry mousse, strawberry smoothies, strawberry macarons, and everything else that was strawberry. Akane, obviously, was busy stuffing her cheeks with strawberry shortcake.


  “And after that, Saito and I were pretty much inseparable until we went to bed! He actually said he wants to be with me! And that he didn’t avoid me because he hates me! Doesn’t this mean that he likes me?! What do you think, Maho?! Hm? Hm???”


  “Yup, yup. I’m sure he loves you. Totally, yup,” Maho responded with a listless tone as she chewed on her fork.


  “Can’t you take this a bit more seriously?! I’m standing at the crossroads here!”


  “Can you blame me? You’ve been bragging about how lovey-dovey you are since the moment we left school,” Maho grumbled with a tired expression.


  “I-I wasn’t bragging!”


  “You absolutely were. It’s all you’ve been talking about. Onii-chan here, Onii-chan there…Everybody knows how much you love him!”


  “I…I don’t! Who would like a guy like him?!”


  “Same old, same old, Onee-chan.”
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  Even though Akane tried her best to keep up the act, Maho had long seen through her. Rather than an older sister, Akane looked like a small animal that you just can’t help but want to support. Said Akane tried her best to cool down her flushed cheeks by taking a sip from her strawberry smoothie, but it didn’t help much. The embarrassment from acting so unhinged in front of her little sister was too great to be flushed down with a sip of her smoothie.


  “Man…” Maho groaned. “You were a lot cooler before. Talking about how you’d kill all of humanity, especially Onii-chan, and all that.”


  “Would that really be considered cool…?”


  “Uh-duh! You were like a demon king!”


  “I’m no demon king…”


  In fact, she was just a normal high school girl.


  “Then again, I do think all your gushing over Onii-chan is also pretty cute!” Maho leaped at her older sister.


  “Wh-Who’s gushing?!”


  Akane tried to deny it, but Maho simply rubbed her nose against her neck and took a good sniff.


  “Oh, I can just tell you’re going crazy over at your place. You totally smell like a woman! You were probably doing it all night, weren’t you?”


  “Wh-What are you talking about?!”


  “You know exactly what I’m talking about! Gosh, you’re so precious,” Maho flashed a teasing grin and focused on Akane’s chest next.


  “H-Hey…”


  Akane knew she should stop this blatant sexual harassment from her own little sister, but Maho’s grip on her was too strong that she couldn’t slip away. Normally she wasn’t all that strong, but she always managed to hold on to her older sister when she wanted.


  “But I don’t wanna be left out all the time…Hey, what do you say we have a 3P next time?”


  “A 3P…? What’s that?”


  Akane had never heard of such a term before. In response, Maho grinned and explained.


  “Well…You and Onii-chan do what you always do, but I’ll join you! We’ll hang out together, do all sorts of fun stuff together…and have fun all night!”


  “I see…I understand! Let’s do a 3P then!” Akane nodded strongly.


  Her feelings for Saito mattered the most, but she still cared deeply for her younger sister Maho. Plus, as they always say, the more the merrier.


  “Really?! Awesome! It’s a promise then!”


  “Yes, I promise.”


  Akane put out her pinky to share a pinky promise with Maho. Although she was a bit concerned at Maho’s excitement toward just hanging around, she didn’t bother to think about it twice. Granted, it felt like she had just made a deal with the devil over something she didn’t understand, but a promise was a promise. Instead of worrying about that, she munched on a strawberry macaron and then stared at the jam stuffed inside.


  “I…want to know how Saito feels. If I don’t know what’s going on, I won’t be able to move further.”


  “Ooooh, Onee-chan, you pervert. So you wanna do more than just cuddling with Onii-chan?”


  “Don’t make fun of me.”


  Of course, she does. She wanted to go further than just this fake marriage the two had. She wanted the both of them to have a relationship like her parents do. One where they genuinely cherish each other. It did seem like Akane’s genuine feelings reached Maho, as she stopped teasing her sister and politely sat down on her own seat again. She placed her index finger on her lips, cocking her head in a cute manner.


  “Mhm…Then why don’t you try an experiment on Onii-chan?”


  “An experiment…on Saito? Like submerging him in an electrolyte solution and then having an electric current run through it?”


  “If you do that, you can say goodbye to more than cuddling!”


  “Oh, he’ll be fine. He’s got a healthy guy.”


  “No amount of ‘healthy guy’ will save him from being electrocuted!”


  “Maybe I could have him take a dip in a water tank full of sharks…?”


  “They’ll tear him to shreds!”


  “I just have to keep him in there long enough until he confesses, right?”


  “That’s just an interrogation!”


  “No, it’s just regular torture, actually,” Akane showed a peaceful smile.


  “Not that. I was thinking of doing something to make his heart race and checking his reaction! And if he gets red or assaults you, you know that he likes you.”


  “A-Assaults me…?”


  Akane imagined a scene like that, only for her face to turn red like a tomato, her thoughts going blank. The thought of it alone made her lose the battle.


  “But…Saito is a boy, right? What if he just can’t control himself either way…?”


  “Nah, I doubt it. I did try to seduce him several times, but he’s never once fallen for it. And c’mon, we’re talking about the ultra beautiful slash cute Maho-chan here! No way any normal guy could control himself in my presence!” Maho puffed out her cheeks.


  “So…What exactly did you do with him…?”


  “Ah. Well…Hee hee…” Maho covered her mouth with her hand and let out a snicker.


  “Seriously, what the hell did you do?!”


  “I’ll leave that up to your imagination!”


  “I don’t even want to think about it!”


  “Well, I did put my hands on his pants at one point…but that’s all I can tell you!”


  “You might as well finish your story if you’re that far into it!” Akane’s eyes teared up and grabbed Maho’s shoulders to violently shake them left and right, but her younger sister just laughed it off without saying another word.


  It genuinely felt like teasing her older sister became something of a raison d’être to her. Realizing that this whole thing was pointless, Akane let out a sigh.


  “But…Even if I try to tickle his feelings out of him, what am I supposed to do? I can’t think of anything…”


  Maho confidently smacked her fist on her chest.


  “Oh, honey! Just leave that to Love Master Maho-chan! I’ll teach you every small thing you need to know!”


  “You are… a love expert?!”


  “Ayup! Although I never went out with anybody before. Still, I’m popular, right? So I just know how guys feel. It’s like…Every guy in this world is destined to dance in the palm of my hand, or something like that?”


  “That’s…amazing…” Akane looked at Maho with nothing but respect, as her little had a skill she did not.


  “Let’s get started on it right away! I call it the ‘Akane Challenge!’ and we’ll see if we can get his true feelings revealed!” Maho flashed a peace sign over one eye and winked.

 
 

  
 

  Upon his return home, Saito was immediately greeted by an odd sound coming from the hallway. It was hard to explain, but it resembled something like metal being dragged. It repeated and repeated again and made his brain tremble, distorting the hallway that was basked in the sunlight of the setting sun.


  —What in the world is this…?


  Saito felt his heart rate spike as he cautiously walked down the hallway. He entered the changing room, where the mysterious sound seemed to originate from, and carefully peeked inside the bathroom. There, he saw it—Akane sat in the dark bathroom and sharpened her own kitchen knife. Rocking her body left and right, she kept on sliding her blade across the whetstone. Her eyes were covered by her bangs, making it impossible for Saito to see her expression. However, she kept on mumbling something to herself, almost like a curse. One could even describe her as a mountain witch you absolutely should stay away from.


  “A…Akane…?”


  The air was so tense that Saito hesitated to call out her name. However, even then, she didn’t turn around and just responded with a deep voice.


  “Oh…Saito? Welcome back…You’re finally…back…?”


  —I shouldn’t have come home after all!


  Saito was completely lost on what was going on, but he knew that tonight would be dangerous. Maybe he’d never even see the sun again. The fear for his life made his heart beat faster.


  “Why are you sharpening your kitchen knife in the bath…?”


  “Huh? Kitchen knife? What are you talking about?” Akane responded with vapid eyes.


  “The one you’re holding in your hand right now?! You’re going to hurt yourself if you’re not careful!”


  “Oh, I’m not worried at all…Either way, I can only lose ten fingers and nothing more…so it’s fine…” Akane looked at the kitchen knife amidst the darkness.


  Saito had no idea what was going on, but he knew that this didn’t bode well. The sharpened kitchen knife showed a murderous glint, with Akane’s hand holding the knife quivering slightly. Saito decided that it would be best for him to take a swift escape, and so he evacuated to his own study room. As he didn’t know when the attack would happen, he set up a defensive wall of thick dictionaries and law books…but no matter how long he waited, the attack never came.


  Instead, time for dinner arrived and since he was summoned, Saito reluctantly headed down and into the kitchen. Placed on the kitchen table were meat and potato stew, yellowtail and daikon cooked with soy sauce, fish and vegetables drenched in vinegar, and even clear soup. At first glance, it looked like your everyday menu. And without there being any more spices, it seemed genuinely enticing. Akane stopped holding her kitchen knife (weapon) too, and there were no signs of her hiding it anywhere. Saito even checked below the table. In response, Akane pulled down her skirt further.


  “Are you trying to look up my skirt?! You pervert!”


  “I was just worried you might have set up a bomb under the table, that’s all…”


  “Why would I do that?! It’d ruin all the work I put into tonight’s dinner!”


  “So you wouldn’t hesitate if it was just me getting blown up…?”


  “I can just grow another one of you if I wanted! You’re as common as it comes around here!”


  “I don’t believe I’m something one can grow!”


  “But I already harvested one of you yesterday!”


  “You did?!”


  Sait’s grasp on his own existence began to waver. Was he a plant? Or an animal? And if she had harvested another Houjou Saito, where in the world had he gone?


  “Just start eating, otherwise the food will get cold.”


  “Did you…put poison in it by chance…?”


  “I never did that up to this point, so why are you so worried about that?”


  “Up to this point…So you did today?!”


  “Can you not interpret my words in the most harmful way?!”


  Akane slammed her hands on the table, causing the tableware to clatter in the process. Saito feared that she might flip the table on him if this continued, so he swiftly began eating his dinner. He carried a bite of meat and potato stew to his mouth, all the while being watched by Akane who rested her head on her palm, not even reaching for her chopsticks.


  “…Are you not going to eat?”


  “I’ll eat some later.”


  “Why…later…?”


  “Who knows?” Akane let out a profound snicker.


  —It is poison after all!


  With this, Saito was certain. The threat of impending death made his pulse accelerate. It appears as if his understanding that Akane and he made up the other day was just his imagination. In reality, she must be holding a strong grudge against him, trying to secretly assassinate him. If not, she would have no reason to glance over at the clock hanging on the wall every few minutes. She must be checking to see when the poison would finally take effect and take him out.


  “So what? I’m not going to lose to some poison…”


  He was ready to keep chewing on his food until blood would gush out of his mouth.

 
 

  
 

  To nobody’s surprise, he didn’t lose to any poison. There were no signs of Akane having mixed anything ominous into her food. Instead, it was the same delicious cooking that Saito had come to love. That said, it might just be a poison that activates later in the evening, so Saito prepared a dying message in their bedroom just in case using a note on his phone that said “It was Akane.” And he put a password lock on it so that she couldn’t erase it. After he finished his preparations and said his final goodbyes to the world, he was suddenly assaulted by a wave of sleepiness. Despite Akane making rummaging sounds behind him, he couldn’t fight against it. His eyelids grew heavy like lead.


  “Good night.”


  He heard this voice right above his head, making Saito panic that maybe Akane used a sleeping drug instead, but he still couldn’t fight the sleepiness getting a hold of him. When he woke up again, his surroundings were pitch-black. Usually, they would keep on a small night lamp, but even that had been turned off. Akane seemed to have disappeared, too, as her side of the bed was cold.


  However, instead, he heard a mysterious sound. Like a yokai preparing a ritual. It was an ominous and sinister noise, almost resembling the sound of water despite this being inside their bedroom. Saito moved over near the desk next to his bed and grabbed his smartphone, using the light from it to illuminate the room—where he saw Akane washing rice.


  “What the hell are you doing?!” Saito asked in utter bewilderment.


  The shock from the sight unfolding in front of him caused his heart to almost leap out of his chest. Meanwhile, lit up by the light from the phone, Akane flashed a devious grin.


  “I’m just…washing the rice.”


  “I can see that! But why do you have to do that this late?! In our bedroom?! You’re scaring me!”


  “I’m scared of the dark, too!”


  “Then turn on the lights?!”


  Saito reached for the remote near his pillow and turned on the lights. Akane was still wearing her pajamas, sitting on the floor while carrying a rice cooker. Her hair was ruffled up, her eyes wide open. For someone who tried to live based on logic, Saito was utterly confused and terrified.


  “Like hell I can stay in a dangerous place like this! I’m staying in my own room! Don’t follow me!” Saito barged out of the room.


  Granted, if he doesn’t sleep with Akane tonight, Tenryuu might give him a penalty for it, but he still wanted to prioritize his own well-being. If he doesn’t even survive the night, he has no hope of inheriting the family. So he chose his study room as his safety bunker, all the while still wearing his pajamas. He locked the door and barricaded it, deciding that he would rather spend the night awake. To fight his earlier sleepiness from coming back, he bit down on a tissue to stimulate his brain with the bitter taste. It wasn’t healthy for him, but he had grown used to eating them at a young age to fill his empty stomach. A bit of time passed until he eventually heard footsteps from the hallway. And for some reason, they were accompanied by the sound of dripping water. The footsteps then came to a stop beyond Saito’s door, so he held his breath and listened carefully.


  —Someone’s there.


  Of course, that someone had to be Akane. A cold sweat ran down Saito’s back. If she had a spear on her, she could easily pierce the door and skewer Saito. With that possibility in mind, he slowly moved away from the door without creating a sound. Immediately after, he heard footsteps moving away from the door…However, they returned immediately, followed by a sharp object scratching against the door. Also, the doorknob began to shake violently, too.


  “…!”


  Saito almost gasped but just barely covered his mouth with his hands. The footsteps distanced themselves again, and he heard the distant sound of a door closing.


  —Did she…give up…?


  Saito slowly opened the door of his study room and checked the hallway. Akane was nowhere to be seen, and the bedroom door was closed shut, too. It appeared as if the calamity had passed and Akane finally returned to being a regular human being. Saito sighed in relief and returned inside the study room, but—from the 2nd-floor window, a pale-white face stared at him.


  “Waaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah?!”


  A shriek so high he had believed it to be impossible with his own voice left Saito’s throat. Saito made the instantaneous decision to run out of the room, but his feet remained glued to the ground when he realized that said pale face belonged to Akane. It looked like she was desperately holding on to the wall of the building, too.


  “H-Help me…I’m gonna fall…”


  “Akaneeeeeeeeeeeeee!” Saito rushed over and opened the window.


  He grabbed both of Akane’s arms and pulled her up as best as he could. As a result, she ended up jumping right into his arms, and the two fell down on the floor.


  “What the hell were you thinking?!”


  “You once came back through the window, too, right? I was sure I could do that just as well as you, so…”


  “But I’m stronger than you!”


  “I’m both stronger and have higher grip strength!” Akane protested, but it was clear she was completely out of steam.


  “Yet you asked for my help?”


  “I didn’t! I actually just awakened a new ability that would have helped me fly through the sky! But you saved me before that!”


  “Fly through the sky? You mean fall from the sky!”


  Imagining the worst-case scenario, Saito felt his heart race. At the same time, Akane got up from him.


  “Hey…did that get your heart racing?” She placed one hand on the ground and adorably tilted her head.


  However, Saito was not in a situation where he could appreciate that cuteness.


  “Like crazy, yeah!”


  “How crazy?”


  “So crazy I thought I was going to die!”


  “So…I guess it was a success?”


  “What was?! Was this all just some prank or elaborate setup?!”


  It all had a flavor of horror, but worst of all was that final part, which almost gave Saito a heart attack. Although Akane’s goal may be a mystery, she definitely went too far. Said Akane now standing up, one hand on her hip, and her jaw pushed up like she was looking down on Saito.


  “Well, I guess I can forgive you for now!”


  “For now?! When have I ever committed a sin that deserves going through all of this?!”


  In the end, Saito was left completely in the dark with no clue as to what any of that was about.

 
 

  
 

  “I…don’t think that really worked out.”


  On the way home while taking a detour at a sweets shop, Akane reported the results to Maho. Of course, this was a different shop than last time, although both times it was Akane who paid for the food. If she wanted the full advice of Love Master Maho, she needed to pay the price.


  “What do you mean?” Maho munched on her mountain of chocolate ice cream while asking.


  On top of the ice, she even had cookies, macarons, and cream, too. Akane hoped that Maho would be a bit more careful about her calorie intake, but desires were unbeatable, after all.


  “Well…That Akane Challenge thing you talked about. I did it exactly as you told me, but I didn’t get the reaction I wanted…”


  “So it didn’t get him excited?”


  “It made his heart race, apparently…”


  “Then that’s good enough, right? I call that a success! I think I deserve praise!” Maho grinned and leaned forward to bring her head closer to her older sister.


  Akane was not sure if she could call that a success, but her little sister was too cute so she rubbed her head either way. In response, Maho narrowed her eyes and let out a pleasant laugh.


  “You know…I think his heart wasn’t racing because of any romantic feelings. I think he was just terrified of me. And honestly, it feels like that only widened the gap between us.”


  “Ahh, really? I figured that might happen, but it sounded interesting so I went along with it.”


  “What did you just say?”


  “Nothing at all! Mhm, this cake is delish! Munch munch!”


  Maho tried to play off her incriminating comment, but that failed immediately. Most of all, she was eating pudding and not cake.


  “What were you thinking?! Ever since then, Saito isn’t even looking me in the eyes anymore! And he screams each time I just walk up behind him! He looks terrified of me, and he makes sure to lock all the windows of the house with a dual lock, too!” Akane grabbed Maho’s shoulders in despair, but Maho remained eternally cheerful.


  “Ha ha ha, that sounds good to me!”


  “It’s not good at all!”


  “All depends on how you look at it. A dire situation like this can be turned into a chance, don’t you think?”


  “And who was it that created this dire situation in the first place?” Akane stared at Maho with empty, judgmental eyes.


  In response, her little sister waved her index finger about like it was a wand.


  “Tsk, tsk, tsk! You really don’t get it! This was just the beginning of the great plan cooked up by Love Master Maho-chan!”


  “Really…?” Akane was still half in doubt.


  Yet Maho didn’t mind that and instead stuffed her cheeks with a donut stacked with glazing.


  “Yup! First, we’ll shake up his feelings, because that makes it easier to awaken his feelings! If he’s still got his guard up, it’ll be harder to make him admit how he feels!”


  Akane put one hand on her chin and started thinking.


  “I see…Like hitting tough meat with the back of your knife to make it softer before seasoning it. In other words, we have to mess up his flesh before making his knees weak!”


  “That example is hella scary, but it’s pretty much on the mark, yup!” Maho gave her older sister a thumbs-up.


  Akane responded by balling her fists, showing strong determination.


  “I’ll do my best! How do I mess up Saito next? I’m going to grind him into dust so he can’t ever fight back again!”


  “Why are you only so motivated when you can mess up Onii-chan?! Do you actually like him?!”


  “Th-That’s…Don’t make me say it, dummy,” Akane’s face lit up red like fireworks and she looked away.


  She clearly still had a certain level of hesitation toward being honest about her feelings. Understandably so, since she spent the past two years practically hating him.


  “Cute, but scary…Welp, whatever! Next up is the real deal!”


  “The real deal…So I finally get to kill him…? Deal the finishing blow…?”


  “We’re not dealing anything here! We’re going to make him realize his own feelings! Have his heart race because of your overflowing charm and make his head spin!”


  Akane once again balled her fist.


  “Can I really do that…? I only know how to fight, so…”


  “You’re so cool, Onee-chan! But you should probably keep yourself in check once! We need your cuteness right now!”


  Akane held her head while pushing up her bangs.


  “How difficult…So far, such a world has been way out of my reach…”


  “Again, cool! But don’t worry, I know just the thing!”


  “I’m counting on you, Maho.”


  Maho confidently pushed up her nose.


  “Just leave it to me! For starters, we’re going to have you practice pulling up your skirt in front of Onii-chan!”


  “That would just make me a pervert!”


  “Not at all! You’re just trying to court Onii-chan! Now, now, don’t be embarrassed.”


  “I…I can’t do such a thing…” She quivered while pressing down her skirt.


  “Good! Very good! Showing bashfulness gets bonus points! You’re too cute! I can’t hold back!”


  Maho crouched down, crawled beneath the table, and stuffed her head right up under Akane’s skirt.


  “H-Hey, stop it! You’re tickling me! Stop!”


  Akane let out a shriek when Maho began rubbing her cheeks against her thighs.

 
 

  
 

  “…Saito, come over here.”


  Finishing their breakfast, Akane called out to Saito. She had her hands placed on the table, glaring at Saito, as her shoulders shot up like an angered wild beast. Her calm voice, despite all that, made her seem like an executioner just doing his job.


  “I’m sorry!”


  However, Saito just dropped his head once and jumped away from the table. Whenever he had messed up in some capacity, it was his strategy to apologize and confuse his enemy to then go for a quick retreat. A valuable technique he had learned while surviving the hell that this cohabitation could be.


  “Why are you apologizing?!”


  “Because…you’re angry…?”


  “I’m not angry at all! Just come over here before I kill you!”


  “But you’ll kill me even if I do!”


  “I’m not going to kill you just like that! Do you have a death wish or something?!”


  “You’re already contradicting yourself!”


  The air between them was extremely tense, but they wouldn’t get anywhere if they kept on going in circles like this. And Akane would not accept it if they ended up late for classes. As such, Saito decided to jump in the fire and approach Akane, feeling like he was climbing the back of a dragon. As long as he didn’t anger her in any way, he should be able to make it back alive. But right when he entered Akane’s physical range, she stretched out her hand.


  —She’s gonna kill me…!


  Saito reflexively closed his eyes. He imagined what torture he would be put through now, but there was no pain assaulting him, nor did his blood end up coloring the walls.


  —Impossible…I’m still alive…? What is going on here…?


  Saito slowly opened his eyes, only to find Akane grabbing his necktie.


  “So you’re going to strangle me to death?! That’s why you needed me to come closer?! How evil of you! But also smart!”


  “What are you talking about? I’m trying to fix your necktie here.”


  “Wh-Why…?” Saito failed to comprehend Akane’s words.


  “Because it’s crooked!”


  “Why…Huh? But…This makes us seem like…a married couple…”


  “So what? We are married, right? …Dummy.”


  “…!”


  She was technically right, but hearing it come out of her own words was quite destructive for Saito. He could feel his whole body growing hot. Even Akane’s cheeks turned red as she tried hard to fix his necktie. However, it didn’t quite work out because her hands were shaking. She accidentally dropped the cloth several times, which made the quivering worse.


  “Erm…Should I do it?”


  “Absolutely not! I’ll handle this!” Akane immediately shut down his offer.


  She was like a little child who felt proud to be given some sort of mission by their parents.


  “Why are you so irritated now?”


  “I’m not irritated!” Akane stomped on the ground in protest.


  Clearly, she was very much irritated. She pouted and continued in a quiet tone.


  “…You had Himari fix your necktie, so I have to do it, too, or it wouldn’t be fair.”


  Hearing Akane’s true intentions, Saito felt his heart rate speed up again. Akane had gotten so focused on fixing his necktie that she didn’t realize how close they were, reaching the point where their breaths mixed together. Just as much as Akane’s hands, Saito felt his knees shaking violently.


  “Wh-What do you think? Are you happy I’m doing this for you? Does it make your heart race…?”


  “W-Well…”


  It absolutely does. So much so that it became painful. However, he feared that knowing about how he felt could scare off Akane, so he desperately tried to swallow these emotions. At the bottom of it all, they were still just mortal enemies who were forced to get married, and he couldn’t get ahead of himself.


  “Can’t you at least…feel a bit nervous?”


  Akane seemed rather dejected after stating this and let go of Saito’s necktie. She then covered her red face with both her hands and ran out of the kitchen. Contrary to her rampant and wild personality, Saito’s necktie was fixed perfectly. He caressed the parts her fingers previously touched and chewed on her previous words all the while still recovering from the shock.


  —Does she…want to make my heart race or something?


  If so, for what reason? Could she have realized how he felt, thus trying to confirm his feelings? If that was the case, Saito had to be more careful and keep his feelings locked up. In order for this cohabitation to continue, he could not ruin what they currently had. And since he wasn’t confident enough that he could stop his feelings from showing on his face, he opted to keep his contact with Akane to a minimum. With this determination set, he stepped out of the house, but his mind was still absent from what happened before that he almost got hit by a car several times. He realized just how pathetic he was to struggle with this.


  The people from his class must have had an experience like this when they were much younger, some even in elementary school, but it was a first for Saito, and it was a dangerous drug. He was also worried that, by looking at Akane during classes, his feelings might fully break the dam and come gushing out, so he vowed to keep his gaze away from her as much as possible. However, he couldn’t always control himself, which led to him locking eyes with Akane. This, in turn, told Saito that she was also watching him at regular intervals.


  —I knew it…! This is her doing surveillance!


  Saito felt his body tensing. She must have found out Saito’s feelings to a certain degree, just finding the proof to finish him off. Granted, what her ultimate course of action would be, namely moving out or straight-up killing Saito, was still unclear, but he absolutely had to avoid being caught in the act.


  —And when it comes to using your brain like this, I think I’ve got the upper hand!


  Saito glared back at Akane intending to declare war, but she just blushed and looked away. This reaction confused Saito, but he was confident that he had the upper hand. However, when lunch break arrived and he opened the lunch box that Akane made for him, he was at a loss for words. He was greeted by a bowl of salted salmon roe with rice. Granted, Saito loved fish just as much as meat and he was happy he could eat such a delicacy at school, but—The vinegar rice that filled the whole box had a heart drawn on top of it with the salted salmon roe. Not only that, but the seaweed on the inside spelled the word “LOVE.”


  “Oh, a wife’s lunch box.”


  Shise looked into the lunch box, grabbed a piece of the salmon, and carried it into her mouth. In a rush, Saito slammed the box shut. Thanks to that, the plastic box bent, but it was necessary nonetheless. If his classmates were to see that, it would cause another major ruckus.


  —What is she thinking?!


  Saito glared at Akane, who was engaging in a pleasant conversation with Himari while eating her own lunch, not reacting to his gaze at all. Seeing no other option, Saito left the classroom with the lunch box in hand. Since it was Akane’s homemade food, paired with it having salted salmon roe, the choice of not eating it was nonexistent, but doing so in the classroom was too risky. Meanwhile, Shisei acted like a wild beast—or more like a stray kitten—and followed the smell of the salmon roe, trotting alongside Saito. She even tried to snatch the box from Saito at certain intervals, like a cat begging to be fed.


  “Brother, when did you and Akane get so lovey-dovey?”


  “Never! Because we aren’t!”


  “You totally are. That heart mark on your lunch is all the proof one needs.”


  “This must be…some sort of trap…!”


  Saito tried his best to deny it, but he was well aware that his face was heating up. Then again, being attacked with some dirty trick like this makes it evidently impossible for him to remain calm. As such, he opted to escape to the courtyard and eat his lunch there.


  “Time to dig in.”


  He put his chopsticks to action, carrying some vinegar rice and salmon roe to his mouth. The rice was cooked to utter perfection, the grains shining in brilliance. The sugar and vinegar were in perfect balance, and the salty flavor of the salmon roe didn’t obstruct that harmony. The pieces of salmon roe were rather big, carrying a firm skin that created a satisfying texture to munch on. Breaking the skin with his back teeth, the taste of the ocean filled his mouth, all the while the oil wrapped around your tongue to soothe it.


  “So good…She’s using the salmon roe in just the perfect way…People often overlook how good salmon roe can be, but it’s actually an important part of seafood cuisine. She’s really up there as a cook.”


  Shisei commented on the food like she was some sort of critic, grabbing another piece of salmon roe.


  “Hey, don’t just focus on the salmon roe!”


  “So Shise should eat the whole box? Roger.”


  “You don’t get it at all!”


  “No, Shise understands everything. From the beginning of the universe to the reason why we will meet our eventual ending.”


  Saito stole the lunch box from Shisei, who attempted to put the whole thing into her small mouth. He wouldn’t be able to enjoy salted salmon roe with rice this good even if Tenryuu’s chefs themselves made it, so he had to protect it at all costs. And while they were fighting over the box while enjoying the food, Saito’s phone vibrated. He had received a message from Akane.


  ‘Did you try the lunch I made? I put all of my heart into it…just for you 🤍.’


  Saito almost spit out the salmon roe in his mouth. At the same time, Shisei began to lecture him.


  “Don’t waste food, Brother. If you want to throw up the food, then do it right into Shise’s mouth. Think of the poor children who can’t get any food.”


  “I was not purposefully trying to cough up the salmon roe…”


  Saito once again checked his phone screen to make sure he wasn’t seeing things the first time, but the contents of Akane’s message remained unchanged. The message itself read like a newlywed wife texting her husband. It even had a heart emoji, something that Akane would never use. Shisei even checked out the message after seeing how bewildered Saito was.


  “See. Lovey-dovey.”


  “No…This doesn’t make sense. Akane would never write something like this. I would be less surprised if she texted me something along the lines of ‘If you don’t finish all of it, I’ll kill you’.”


  “So that means…Akane has already been taken over? By someone from the planet Hemecopterus?”


  “If that’s true, then I can’t forgive her for stealing my chance at first contact with aliens before I even got a chance, so I’d rather not think about it. Maybe someone else is texting me this message using Akane’s phone?”


  “Just like Shise would sometimes send out messages with your phone?”


  “Yeah, just like—Hold on, that’s the first I’ve heard of that.”


  Shisei realized she said too much and wanted to run away, but Saito grabbed her. He would have to question her thoroughly about this matter later, as he didn’t want there to be bad rumors about his name. However, Shisei continued with her reasoning.


  “If someone’s got her phone, that means she’s already…”


  “Stop trying to kill her off. This is probably just Maho pulling a prank on me.”


  “Wroooong! After all, I’m right here!”


  Utterly bewildered by Maho’s sudden appearance, Saito was given no time to evade as the girl leaped at his back. She wrapped her arms around his neck, rubbing her cheek against his.


  “G-Get away from me…! I can’t eat like this…!”


  “Huh? So you also want some kisses? Gosh, you’re so greedy! Here, show me those lips!”


  “I didn’t say anything regarding that!”


  Yet Maho didn’t bother actually listening to Saito’s words and instead showered his cheek with a storm of kisses. Meanwhile, Shisei gripped her chopsticks with quivering hands.


  “Get away from Brother right now…If not, Shise’s fist is going to slip the ground you stand on…!”


  “Oh, are we doing a battle?! My fist might be able to summon a dragon, you know? Are you prepared?!”


  Maho suddenly took an unfamiliar pose like she was preparing something. A fighting spirit unprecedented to anything Saito had ever seen was emitted from the two, but there wasn’t much pressure in the air. Instead of a crimson aura to show fighting prowess, it’s like the air around them turned into a pinkish color.


  “Also, all of this can be resolved if the two of you just kiss, too! I’m a philanthropist, so I’m happy if we all get to do it!”


  “Deciding the battle with a kiss? Fine, you’re on.”


  “Don’t just agree with her?!”


  Yet, Saito’s pleas only met empty air. Shisei sat to his left, with Maho to his right, both of them clinging to his arms.


  “Mmm!”


  “Mmm…”


  They then pushed their lips toward Saito. The milky scent from Shisei and the sweet scent of Maho’s bare skin approached Saito’s cheeks alongside their lips.


  “Hold on…”


  Saito might be used to excessive physical contact because of his aunt Reiko, and he really had no reason to be conscious of Shisei, who he considered his younger sister, but this was still a bit embarrassing. Not to mention that they were both beautiful in their own right. It sure seemed like Maho was aware of Saito’s feelings because she flashed a teasing smirk.


  “Someone’s happy, eh? Getting kissed by two beauties like this.”


  “Brother, you perv.”


  “I’ve been against this since the first second…”


  Both Maho and Shisei poked their fingers at his cheeks. Even though they had been one step from breaking out in a fight, they were now in perfect sync. They were like some duo of villains.


  “So…You were this kind of person, Saito-kun?”


  “Wha…?!”


  Himari had appeared in front of the three, her arms shaking violently. Maho didn’t waste a breath to immediately agree.


  “Yup! That’s the kinda guy he is! He’s fine with it as long as he’s got a cute girl with him!”


  “Brother is a monster with bottomless desires.”


  “Stop it! Don’t worsen the misunderstanding!”


  “Saito-kun…”


  Himari balled her fists while staring at the ground. Saito could feel his opinion inside of her slowly dropping to the bottom. And being seen as human scum by a friend like her would definitely hurt.


  “If that’s what you wanted, you could have said so sooner! Let me join you!”


  “You too?!”


  Himari opened both her arms and leaped at Saito.


  “Oh, Himarin’s joining us? Good, good, things are getting heated!” Maho laughed in excitement.


  “Mphm…”


  Meanwhile, Shisei was suffocating from the pressure of Himari’s chest.


  “I can’t breathe like this!”


  Being overwhelmed by the three, Saito was stuck in place and couldn’t move at all. But as he was sweating bullets from the sheer heat generated by the girls, a cold breeze suddenly blew past him. He felt a shiver run down his spine, and when he looked around—He spotted Akane standing in the passing hallway. She maintained a calm smile, but there was no emotion behind those eyes.


  “I put my heart into your lunch box, so make sure to properly eat it, okay?”


  Her eyes were dead. All that filled those eyes was hostility and killing intent. Even from that distance, Saito could clearly feel the murderous aura she emitted.


  “Ha ha ha! I will gladly accept it!”


  Saito’s expression stiffened and he returned to indulging in his lunch. It seemed like the wave of hostility coming from his wife helped disperse the girls clinging to him like spiders. Although Shisei somehow managed to sneak the salted salmon roe with her. Saito internally cursed out those cold-hearted girls, but he didn’t mind being able to enjoy his lunch in peace. He focused back on his salted salmon roe rice and enjoyed the grains dancing around in his mouth. It was almost unreal that he could enjoy such a luxurious lunch at school. However, his pleasure was interrupted by a gust of wind brewing up around him.


  He raised his head in shock, where he was immediately greeted with Akane’s face pushed toward him at immeasurable speeds—More accurately, she went straight for a headbutt. Saito tried to evade it to the best of his ability, but he didn’t possess superhuman speed or reflexes. He only heard the sound of something cutting through the air, paired with his lunch box almost being lifted from his hands. All he could do was close his eyes and ensure that this impact wouldn’t cause irreversible damage. By concentrating his mind, he prepared to block out the sensation of the impending pain and also formulated all sorts of possible first aid procedures if he needed them. However—Despite Akane’s forehead touching Saito’s, it had lost all momentum and changed from a nuclear impact to a slight touch like a gentle breeze. Her bangs carefully caressed his forehead, her large and round eyes giving Saito a judgmental look. The tip of her nose touched his, coming so close that he could see the pattern of her iris.


  “…Dummy.”


  Her breath tickled Saito’s nose, a single word escaping her red lips.


  “…!”


  This sickly-sweet insult made Saito feel dizzy. He felt pain like a long stake piercing what was deep inside his chest, but that pain wasn’t unpleasant. Rather, it had an addictive nature to it, like he wanted it to be there forever, all the while his own heart began to beat more loudly. He felt like actually getting headbutted at full force might have left him in less of such a miserable state. At this distance, she’s going to realize immediately—that he can’t take his eyes off her. He tried his best to stay calm and rational, but his shaking voice betrayed him.


  “S-Sorry…”


  “It-It’s fine. If you finish all of it, I’ll forgive you.”


  Akane pulled her head away and sat down next to Saito. Her cheeks remained red as she constantly snuck glances at Saito. She even held onto his shirt, possibly keeping him locked down in case he attempted to run away.


  —How am I supposed to eat like this?!


  Saito saw no other option but to practically wash the food down his throat.

 
 

  
 

  Nearing the end of the day, Saito sat at the living room table, reading a book. He had Japanese history books, cultural anthropology resource works, works on life in the 16th century, publicized philosophical texts, and other wisdom from around the world. After all the attacks he had suffered from Akane today, his heart was in utter chaos. At this rate, his feelings for her will grow to the point he cannot control it anymore, and she’s going to realize what’s going on. In order to avoid such a fate, he decided to dive into the ocean of knowledge, away from this regular life. Even from a young age, books were always a means of escape for him.


  —All right, time to dive in!


  Saito sat down on the sofa and grabbed a book when—A soft sensation enveloped him from behind. Slender arms wrapped themselves around Saito’s neck, together with glossy hair tickling his ears. Until he realized that it was Akane who had leaned against him, several seconds had to pass. Before that, his head simply was empty in a world of white. But even so, he couldn’t understand why this was happening. Why was Akane hugging him like this?


  “Wh-What…are you doing…?”


  “…Nothing much,” Akane said with a sulking tone.


  “This isn’t just ‘Nothing much’! Are you practicing some new wrestling technique on me?!”


  “No, I’m really not.”


  “Then what are you plotting?!”


  Saito pondered if there wasn’t a way for him to fight her off, but he couldn’t find any repellent spray used for monsters like her. Not only that, but if he were to use while in this current position, she could probably strangle him to death before doing anything.


  “Did that…make your heart beat faster?” Akane pushed her cheek against Saito’s, a passionate heat being conveyed on his skin.


  “Of…Of course not…”


  He couldn’t accept it. Admitting that his cheek felt as hot as Akane’s was too dangerous. As well as that his heart was about to explode.


  “So…You don’t even see me as a girl…?” Akane asked with a voice about to disappear.


  “I-I mean…We were just forced into this marriage, so…”


  “…Fine, whatever!”


  Akane moved away from Saito and stormed out of the living room. She rushed up the stairs and jumped into her room on the second floor. The sound of the door being slammed closed spoke plenty of Akane’s feelings at the moment.


  —What else should I have said at that moment…?


  Saito thought he had chosen the safest answer, and yet his chest tightened up in pain.

 
 

  
 

  After locking herself up in her room, Akane called Maho.


  “It didn’t work at all!”


  ‘What didn’t? Your assassination?’


  Maho’s cheerful and innocent voice answered Akane’s statement.


  “I wasn’t trying to kill him! I…I did all the stuff you told me to do for the Akane Challenge, but it failed miserably!”


  ‘So it didn’t get his heart racing?’


  “Not at all! He doesn’t feel anything no matter how close I stick to him…I guess I just don’t have any charm as a woman…”


  Akane’s mood dropped drastically. Putting it into words like this, she realized just how helpless she was. She lost all strength and just sank to the floor while groaning.


  ‘No way! You’ve got all the charm in the world, Onee-chan!’


  “You think so…?”


  ‘Abso-to-lutely! Honestly, even I got a hard time controlling myself! If I was a guy, I’d probably fondle your boobs every single day!’


  “But you already do that!”


  ‘Ah, right. And they feel just perfect to fondle, so don’t worry!’


  “I swear…” Akane sighed.


  She could forgive her little sister because she adored her so much, but if not for their relationship, she would have taken her straight to the police at this point.


  ‘Well, Onii-chan’s just super dense, so any normal attacks probably won’t work on him!’


  “I figured…So I’ll have to brainwash him after all…?”


  ‘And you’re fine with that?! He’ll stop being the Onii-chan you love so much!’


  “If it helps me be happy…then I guess I’ll have to accept that…” Akane sounded prepared to jump straight to committing crimes, so Maho put the brakes on her.


  ‘Let’s just relax, okay? That won’t make you happy! You’ll just regret it for the rest of your life!’


  “I’m willing to carry the guilt of my actions if that’s what it takes…”


  ‘No need to get all hardboiled now! I’ve got just the idea that’ll help you out! It’s my secret technique!’


  “Your…secret technique?” Akane gulped.


  ‘It’s guaranteed to work out! No man would be able to withstand it! With this, you could theoretically conquer all the 15 billion men in the world!’


  “Theoretically, that does sound pretty good,” Akane nodded.


  Granted, she didn’t remember there being 15 billion men in the world, but those were just the minor details. Surely, this advice was all in good faith for the sake of her older sister.


  “So, what do I have to do?”


  ‘Let’s see…’ Maho quietly explained the plan to Akane.


  Immediately after, Akane faltered backward.


  “I…I can’t do that! No way in hell! Absolutely not! I’m not like you, remember?!”


  ‘Oh, you totally can! After all, we share the same blood…Meaning that you’re just as much of a pervert as me!’


  “I’m not a pervert! Also, if you’re with that logic, then…”


  ‘Yup, Mom’s also a pervert!’


  “Stop it!”


  Akane didn’t even want to think about that. She always saw her mother as a woman worthy of admiration.


  ‘But you gotta do it. Because you want Onii-chan that badly, right?’


  “I…I do want him, but…”


  Akane felt her cheeks go up in flames because of this aggressive expression.


  ‘If you don’t hurry it up, Himarin’s gonna snatch him away. And I wouldn’t mind taking Onii-chan for myself, you know?’


  “Ugh…I get it already…”


  Himari was still going on the offensive when it came to Saito. Understandably so, since she declared herself to be Akane’s rival, but Akane had been pushed against a corner for a while now.


  ‘Keep on fighting, Onee-chan! If you fail, I’ll just become your lover instead!’


  “Why are you already making up scenarios in the event that it doesn’t work out for me…?!” Akane screamed at the phone in her hand.

 
 

  
 

  After enjoying a long bath and letting the exhaustion be washed away, Saito stepped out of the bathroom. Although these past days had been exhausting for a completely separate reason compared to when they just started living together, his heart wouldn’t be able to take more of what was going on, so he opted to take a long bath to buy himself some time. He figured that Akane must be asleep by this point, so he opened the door filled with hope—However, he accidentally walked in on Akane changing.


  She sat down at her side of the bed, embracing the upper part of her pajamas. She was thankfully wearing her pants already, but only a cream-colored bra with a strawberry pattern covered her upper body. From beyond that bra, Saito could see two snow-white mounds. Her skin was still a bit red because she had taken a bath herself not too long ago. Her hips, looking fragile enough to break because of a gust of wind, draw a bewitching line. A pure and translucent fragrance, carrying no illicit intentions, drifted through the room, emitted from her whole body.


  “H-Hey. Get out.” She said with a monotone voice, almost like she was reading a script.


  However, contrary to her performance, her face was as red as a tomato, and she had her eyes closed shut. That embarrassing delivery was all the more destructive.


  “Gah…!”


  Saito almost lost his ability to reason, just barely staying in the world of the living by ramming his nails into the back of his hand. He tried his best to shift his gaze from the girl’s naked body which had more destructive power than a nuclear weapon while taking out a nightgown from the closet to put over her shoulders.


  “What’s going on? You normally don’t mess up like this. Get a grip already.”


  “…!”


  Akane’s embarrassment must have reached maximum levels because she let out a shriek that couldn’t be categorized as words.


  “I’m just that kind of perverted woman! Come on, scold me! Be angry with me! If you hadn’t left me any other choice, I wouldn’t be doing this either!” Akane attempted to escape through the window.


  “Stop that, you moron! We’re on the second floor here!” Saito stopped her by putting her in a headlock.


  “So what?! The closer you are to the sky, the easier it will be to fly even without a run-up!”


  “People can’t fly no matter how much of a run-up you give them!”


  “But I am a bird! I have wings that let me fly through the sky!”


  “First time I’m hearing about this!”


  Akane tried to break free from Saito’s grasp, but he pulled her back with all his might. He closed the window, locked it, and pulled the curtain close. Once he made sure that everything was secure, he had Akane sit down on their bed. Both of them were out of breath from their previous struggle, which would already make it hard to sleep now. Because of how sweaty she had become, Akane’s hair erotically stuck to her neck. She then pouted and mumbled something under her breath.


  “…I wouldn’t do something like this with any other guy.”


  “Huh…? What’s that got to do with anything?”


  Was it his own feelings for Akane that made him want to find deeper meaning in those words? In this bedroom they shared, Akane’s sweet yet sour scent drifted all around Saito. Hesitant to meet her gaze, he instead stared at the fibers of their blanket visible between his fingers.


  “I wanted to…see your reaction.”


  “…My reaction?”


  “…Yeah.”


  “Why…?”


  Akane didn’t respond to Saito’s question. Instead, her face turned even redder and she pressed her hands down on the bed. Time moved on in this awkward but also pleasant atmosphere. Saito began to feel uncomfortable and slightly moved his body, which created an unexpectedly loud creaking sound from the bed. Then, Akane slowly turned toward him.


  “Did that…make your heart race?”


  Saito could see himself reflected in her dampened eyes. He could feel her passion clinging to his body from beyond her thin sleepwear. Met with this presence and feeling, he had no strength to fight back.


  “…Of course it did,” Saito confessed while forcing the words out of his throat.


  A storm of embarrassment assaulted his brain, causing heat to emit from every part of his body. He actually said it. She’s going to find out, and he won’t be able to take it back. He wanted to just run away and forget about everything. He mentally prepared himself for Akane’s next words, anticipating a shower of insults, but—


  “Hee hee…That makes me happy.”


  To his surprise, Akane simply showed a bashful smile. That adorable expression, the way she placed her balled hand in front of her mouth, her gesture of averting her eyes, it was all so destructive that Saito’s ability to reason was almost obliterated. Why did she feel happy knowing that she made his heart beat faster? Why was she testing his reactions like that? Saito had many questions, but he couldn’t even open his mouth. He was worried that he’d run his mouth and say something weird, considering how much his heart was racing. But he knew one thing—This girl’s every action made Saito feel like his heart was about to explode.


  [image: p118]

  “C’mon, Onee-chan! This is all practice so you can show your panties to Onii-chan later!”


  “D-Do I really have to do this…?”


  “Of course! Flashing your panties is like an ultimate technique!”


  “This…”


  “This is really embarrassing…”


  “Hurry up! Show me them goodies!”


  “Show me your panties, Onee-chan!”


  “I bet you just want to see them for yourself!”


  “Noooo!”


  *Panties are off-limits.


  Chapter 3: Wanting To Know More


  The kitchen was lit up by the bright morning sun. Saito, who had just gotten up, glanced inside from the hallway, finding Akane, already fully prepared for school, working on the breakfast as always. Contrary to Saito’s rather loose appearance, Akane’s hair was perfectly combed, and she showed no possible opening, even while at home. She transported an omelet from the frying pan onto the plate, garnishing it with snow peas and small tomatoes. Seemingly satisfied with the result, she let out a sigh of relief paired with a faint “All right” while striking a victorious pose. No matter what it was, she was always going 100% for even the smallest things. At the same time, Saito felt like he might get scolded if he continued to sneak around any more than this, so he entered the kitchen. He tried to forget about what happened the previous night and maintain a casual tone.


  “…Morning.”


  “Ah…M-Morning,” Akane said and bashfully averted her eyes.


  Saito’s efforts were ruined, the awkward atmosphere from the previous day never having left. An itchy feeling stimulated all the scars he suffered the previous night, leaving him restless.


  “Is there anything I can help you with?”


  “Erm, well…You could prepare two cups for the soup then.”


  “Roger.”


  Saito grabbed two cups from the shelf for the tableware and offered them to Akane.


  “Thank you…”


  Akane moved her hand over to accept the cups, but she happened to brush Saito’s finger.


  “Eeek?!”


  Akane raised a shriek and pulled back her hand. Thankfully, Saito managed to catch the cups before they hit the ground, saving them from a disaster first thing in the morning.


  “S-Sorry…”


  “No, it’s okay. I should’ve been more careful…”


  Akane blushed furiously and looked at Saito with a worried gaze.


  “That was my fault. I didn’t grab it properly…I’m sorry.”


  This was not normal. Ever since their first year, the two had done nothing but fight with each other, so either of them apologizing like this was utterly unthinkable. And it didn’t just with one, they simply kept apologizing to each other while going in circles. Was Akane even the type of person to immediately accept her mistakes? Saito felt completely left behind.


  —Is this…a trap…?


  His suspicion rose, but there were no signs of this being the case. Instead, he felt a tickling feeling in his chest, and his cheeks relaxed. This morning’s breakfast consisted of an omelet, broccoli soup, marinated shrimp, and carbonara with tomatoes. The outer shell of the omelet was fluffy and plump with the inside half-cooked, creating just the perfect balance. The melting egg mixes easily with the sliced carrots, too. It added to the omelet not just having a soft texture.


  The soup contained diced steak which showed Akane’s desire to please Saito, as he loved some hefty meat in the morning. The sweetness of the broccoli also blended perfectly with the fragrant rest of the soup. The marinated shrimps were marinated in vinegar that gave off a faint scent of apples. Then, the crunchy sensation of the slices of onions and the scattered pepper added another kick to it. The shrimps themselves were boiled until they reached a weak pinkish color and thus carried a satisfying chewing feeling when you bit into them.


  “All of this is really delicious,” Saito uttered his impressions, still stared at by Akane.


  “R-Really?”


  “Yeah. I haven’t had a toast like this before.”


  “…Probably.”


  “Did you use the sauce from the carbonara?”


  “Y-Yes, I did.”


  Their conversation was going nowhere. Both of them averted their eyes, just munching on their toast. Even though they hadn’t even been fighting, an awkward silence filled the kitchen. So, Saito opted to finish his breakfast quickly and prepare to head for school. He stood in the hallway and put on his shoes when Akane suddenly came running over. She held her student bag in one hand as her necktie flew out of her cardigan and dangled in the air.


  “Wait, I’m coming with you!”


  “Huh? But we’re always heading out at different times, right?”


  “I…I don’t think we need to be that careful anymore. The rumors already disappeared, and people still think that you and Himari are dating.”


  “Still…We can never be careful enough, right? What if things go south?”


  Saito wanted to play it safe and attempted to leave out the door. However, Akane grabbed his blazer and stopped him.


  “I’d like it if we could go together…Just for a little bit. Please?” She looked up at him with dampened eyes.


  Since Saito was used to always pushing her own desires without any regard for his own, this kind of hesitant mannerism struck Saito right through the heart.


  “Well…I don’t mind…”


  “Hee hee, good! Though I’d follow you even if you said no!”


  Akane pushed her feet into her shoes and shot out of the front door. She even forgot to lock the door, so Saito locked it behind himself after leaving. The sky looking down at the two was clear with no clouds in sight, as a pleasant scent from the flowers around them drifted in the air. An office worker passed through the residential area on his way to work while ringing his bicycle bell. Next to Saito walked Akane, tightly embracing her student bag. With her next to him like this, he realized their height difference.


  At the same time, it felt like this was their first time actually walking to school together. Before, Saito overslept once and almost ended up late, so they had to go together by pure chance. However, today it happened because they both wished for it. And it was Akane who asked for it, too. Yet, she didn’t strike up any conversation. She only blushed while keeping a constant distance between them. Saito could not tell what she was thinking.


  —Just how…does she feel about me?


  Saito gazed at Akane’s profile while asking himself this question.









  After school ended, Saito was picked up by Rui in their limousine and brought to Shisei’s residence. Reiko had been pestering him to show up for dinner, and so just the other day, he received a threatening letter that said “If you don’t come soon, I’ll send everyone photos of you in the bath when you were a little child.” Considering she was supposed to be his aunt, that way of enforcing others was utterly terrifying. To protect his honor with the entire Houjou Group that he, at one day, will inherit, Saito saw no other option but to visit Count Dracula’s residence.


  Then again, things have gotten rather stuffy and oppressive with Akane at home lately—in a different way from them just fighting all the time—so visiting his relatives for a breather wasn’t so bad of an idea. And so, he soon found himself sitting at a table with his aunt Reiko, her husband Mikhail, and Shisei herself. Meanwhile, Rui remained on stand-by, standing in the corner of the dining hall. With her tall stature and well-proportioned facial features, as long as she stood still like that, she was almost like a mannequin.


  “Why don’t you let Rui join us for dinner once in a while?” Saito suggested, but Reiko frowned in response.


  “She’s just a servant. And a servant shouldn’t join their master during meals.”


  “But surely, she’s gotta be hungry, too, right?”


  “That does not matter. Our social standings are more important. And the Houjou family prioritizes the thickness of its blood and the expression of talent. Her only talent is driving cars at reckless speeds, so she’s not worthy of the Houjou name,” she declared without showing any will to budge.


  “That’s just…”


  Saito wanted to protest, but Rui cut him off.


  “You don’t have to concern yourself with me, Saito-sama. I am but a servant, after all.”


  Reiko raised her chin in response.


  “See? She knows her place. And speaking of, I believe it’s time for you to realize your own standing in the Houjou family. Those who rule live in a different world from those they rule over.”


  “…”


  Reiko argued with a reason expected from a Houjou Family member, silencing Saito in the process. Meanwhile, her husband Mikhail simply shrugged his shoulders in resignation. He may not be a direct part of the family, but even he can’t speak against Reiko. To Saito, each person was their own individual, and their social standing shouldn’t matter. However, the adults of the Houjou Family had a different thinking process. It must be partially caused by their pride brought forth by the family’s long history. Next to Saito, Shisei stuffed her cheeks with steak and gave him a thumbs-up.


  “All people are equal. They can all fit into Shise’s stomach.”


  “I bet they can, yup.”


  Saito didn’t comment on her words and just rubbed her head. Even if the rules of the Houjou Family were outdated, with a new generation on the way, Saito could simply change the rules as he wished. Meanwhile, like a well-trained lady, Reiko also carried a slice of steak into her mouth.


  “More importantly, how are things going with that wife of yours? I would imagine you’ve been fighting every day?”


  “No, actually. We haven’t been fighting as much lately.”


  “Oh my, is that so? That is quite the shame.”


  “Is it…?” Saito flashed a wry smile.


  “If you ever feel uncomfortable or unsafe living with her, you always have a place with us. This is where you belong, after all.”


  “I appreciate that,” Saito thanked her with genuine feelings.


  Just knowing that he had a place he could fall back on if things got rough saved him so many times when he was growing up separated from his parents. Reiko might seem strict toward outsiders or people not part of her family, but for her family members, she only carried boundless love. That said, this residence was still Shisei’s home. Saito was an outsider and he couldn’t just come and go without an invitation. If he relied on his aunt too much, even she would come to shun him away. And he had to avoid that at all costs.


  Once the dinner was over, Saito visited Shisei’s room. There, Shisei sat on the edge of her canopy bed blowing soap bubbles while Rui ran around trying to catch them before they could dirty the room. It was a surreal game they were playing for sure.


  “…Is that supposed to be fun?” Saito sat on Shisei’s chair and asked.


  Shisei responded with a nod.


  “Shise likes watching Rui run around as fast as she can. Her body clearly surpasses what the human body could normally handle.”


  She sounded like a noble who enjoyed watching people slaughter each other in an arena.


  “And if it pleases the young lady, I am willing to do whatever it takes,” Rui stepped on the brakes and stopped only a few millimeters before ramming into a wall, running along the wall to catch another bubble.


  It didn’t seem like the kind of activity that worked very well indoors.


  “I mean…As long as you both are happy, who am I to talk…”


  He really had no right to judge them as the outsider that he was.


  “Shise wants to play with you too, Brother.”


  “I’ll…pass. That sounds tiresome.”


  However, Saito’s response to Shise’s question didn’t seem to please Rui.


  “You dare to go against an order from the young lady?! I’m the one who’s tired here!”


  “Guess so, you’ve been working all day, after all.”


  “No, that’s not it! Today, I was actually running through a mountain pass up and down all day until I went to pick up the young lady! One of the teams I battled in my younger days suddenly challenged me to a race, after all!”


  “So you are enjoying it! Also, a race?! What kind of life have you been living up to this point?!”


  “…Ahem. Ahem, ahem. Just a normal life, in fact.”


  “And yet, you’re coughing up a storm over there…”


  “A whiff of the poison you emit happened to get into my throat, after all.”


  “I’m not emitting any poison!”


  Saito had always suspected Rui to be a questionable individual, but now it became clear that she was a danger to his own safety. He did not understand why a maid like her would be allowed even several feet within Shisei. Meanwhile, said Shisei approached Saito further.


  “Brother…Will you not play with Shise?”


  “Like I said, I…” Saito tried to decline once more, but…


  “Shise would like to play with Brother…” Shisei placed her hand on Saito’s lap, putting her other hand in front of her mouth like she was a cat.


  Her eyes shone like beautiful gemstones, her cheeks shining bright like marble.


  “Ugh…!”


  Shisei’s pleading, especially because of her beautiful looks, made it incredibly hard for Saito to decline. And the same would be the case for anybody in this world. Even his dignity as an older brother crumbled away like dust. A few minutes later, Saito was forced to run around while carrying a wash bowl.


  “The one who creates more soap bubbles wins!”


  Shisei sucked in a long breath with an estimated lung capacity that no other human could rival, blowing an unlimited amount of soap bubbles into the air. The entire room started to look like a rainbow shone through it. One might mistake this for some bullet hell game.


  “A virgin like Saito-sama couldn’t hope to beat me!”


  “What does being a virgin have to do with any of this?!”


  “A lot, actually. Because the truth of this world is that…virgins can’t do anything right.”


  Rui carried two wash bowls in her hands, running across the bed like a violent storm. She collected two bubbles at once like that.


  “Hey, isn’t that unfair?!”


  “Nothing is unfair. This is my legendary two-handed style…No, my two-bowl style!”


  “Two-bowl style?!”


  Even Saito, who was confident in his knowledge and wisdom, had never heard such a term before. He worried that staying in this space for too long would rot his brain cells, but the battle had only just begun. Meanwhile, Shisei sat down on the corner of her desk and let her feet dangle while waving a flag.


  “You can do it~”


  “Hey?! What you’re waving isn’t a flag but my underwear, right?!”


  Saito was finally reunited with the item he had lost some time ago. Of course, Shisei remained stoic and declared.


  “Brother’s underwear is our clan symbol. Once we reach Alpha Centauri, we’re going to put up this flag and declare it ours.”


  “Stop bringing shame to our family!”


  “It’s not something to feel shame for. It’s a national treasure. You should feel pride in your underwear.”


  “Who’d feel proud about their underwear?!”


  “The energy beam fired off by your underwear is strong enough to destroy a whole planet.”


  “Death Underwear?! No, that’d be no regular underwear anymore!”


  “Don’t take your eyes off the price, young man!”


  Saito was running for a soap bubble, but Rui acted first, sped around at high speeds, and caught it first. What resulted was immense wind pressure that almost cut off Saito’s hand. He just barely jumped back and clutched the wash bowl close to his stomach as Shisei’s plush toy collection softened the blow.


  “Why are you trying to kill people during a simple game?!”


  In response to Saito’s outburst, Rui grabbed the hem of her skirt and showed a polite bow.


  “I harbor no intention of killing you. Who would dare to assassinate the next head of the family?”


  Shisei pressed her index finger on her lips and declared.


  “The winner gets a kiss on the forehead from Shise.”


  “I don’t really need—”


  Before Saito could finish his words, Rui’s face changed into one of a demon as she attacked him with her long nails. Saito immediately jumped backward as her fist cut through the air, creating a blast of wind and an explosive roar. The chandelier dangling from the ceiling shook so fiercely that its metallic sounds drowned out everything. A strong fighting aura emitted from Rui’s whole body as she had both her hands dangling low. Her face was covered in an ominous and sinister air, and her eyes shone bright like a beast out for a hunt.


  “Saito-sama, I’m sorry…But I have to ask you to die right now.”


  “So much for not having any intention of killing me, huh?!”


  “I am willing to throw away everything for the sake of the young lady. And just imagining it…A kiss…A kiss from the young lady…A kiss…A kiss…”


  Both her hands quivered as she slowly approached Saito. The size of her biceps had increased drastically, and a vicious growl came out of her mouth from which Saito could see a pair of fangs.


  “I give up! I retire!”


  Saito immediately offered her his wash bowl. He didn’t want to start a fight with the maid who kept guns hidden under her skirt. Saito was just a regular citizen.


  “Congratulations. Winner, come here.”


  Beckoned over by Shisei, Rui walked over and kneeled down in front of the table. The little girl pushed up Rui’s bangs and pressed her well-formed lips on her forehead.


  “Ah…The young lady’s lips…are touching my…body…!”
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  Rui’s whole body convulsed from the pleasure. Her eyes turned into dots as drool came gushing out of her mouth.


  “Oh, right. Gotta get today’s login bonus…”


  Saito took out his smartphone to boot up a game he hadn’t played for ages. He had gotten his comeback bonus a little while ago, but he really didn’t want to witness this steamy master-and-servant situation in front of him. It was like poison for his eyes. After getting his login bonus, he turned off the app immediately. He checked the time on his phone, realizing that it was already 9 pm. He did tell Akane that he’d be eating dinner at Shisei’s place, but if he got home too late, she would probably give him an earful again.


  “I should probably head home now,” Saito said and stood up when Shisei waddled over to him.


  “You can just stay over today.”


  “I told Akane I’d be coming home though.”


  Saito acted firm on his decision when Rui placed one hand on his back, whispering into his ear.


  “If you were to stay over, I would gladly wash your back during your bath.”


  “And I feel like you’d try to drown me in the bathwater, so I’ll have to gratefully decline.”


  Rui had just shown her willingness to murder Saito, so he was not going to take any risks.


  “I see…Since all the women of this family will eventually become yours, you can simply keep the fun for another day…”


  “You fiend, Brother…To think you’d be plotting something like that.”


  Rui and Shisei both twisted their bodies as if to hide them, blushing in an artificial way. Be it their looks or behavior, these two could actually be sisters.


  “I swear…” Saito sighed. “Oh, actually, I was thinking of asking for your advice, Shise.”


  “How much money do you need?” Shisei didn’t hesitate to take out her wallet.


  “Death to all pimps,” Rui reached for her gun.


  “This isn’t about money.”


  “So you want live advice? Well, you’re in luck because Shise’s got tons of life experience, so she’ll be able to give you the best advice.”


  So said Shisei while puffing out her chest, but all that smug attitude couldn’t help the fact that she looked like a girl in elementary school. She could try and stand on her toes as much as she wanted, but her height didn’t improve drastically. Still, Saito took her up on that offer, albeit while carefully choosing his words.


  “So…This is just a hypothetical question, but let’s assume there’s someone who does all this bold stuff to test my reactions…How do you think that person feels about me?”


  For some reason, Rui was the one to answer immediately.


  “I feel nothing at all about you.”


  “Yeah, I figured.”


  “To be perfectly honest, you are to me as much as an insect that seeks to harm the young lady.”


  “I know that, too.”


  Not even someone as dense as Saito would ever mistake Rui’s actions and words as some sort of twisted expression of love. And even if he were to give in to her invitations, his life would be forfeit then and there. Meanwhile, Shisei slightly cocked her head.


  “That person who is testing your reactions…Could it be Akane?”


  “Huh?! Wh-Why would you think that?!”Saito felt a waterfall of cold sweat pouring down his beck.


  “But didn’t she draw a heart in your lunch box the other day?”


  “That was just a prank, nothing more!”


  “And she also bumped her forehead against yours, too.”


  “You saw that?!”


  Saito simply froze up after being seen through, with Shisei pressing her index finger against his cheek.


  “Out with it.”


  “Ugh…”


  Hiding anything from Shisei’s sharp gaze was close to impossible. She had always been quick on the uptake from a young age, and considering how much time these two spent together, she could easily see through Saito.


  “If she wants to see your reactions this bad, why not just show her?”


  “No…That’s too dangerous. I don’t even know what she’s plotting, so showing my own hand first will mean she’s got me in the palm of her hand.”


  When it comes to any kind of business field, it is crucial to not let others see your true intentions or desires. This was one of the iron rules that Tenryuu taught him the first thing when he learned how to be a leader.


  “Talking about your hand or weakness and all that…If you worry about every small thing like that, nothing is going to work out for you. Just be the beast that you are.”


  Meanwhile, Rui put one hand over her mouth and suggested something with a straight face.


  “So you’re saying…he should give in to his impulses and assault both the young lady and me at the same time…”


  “Indeed,” Shisei nodded.


  “I feel like the conversation is moving into rather dangerous territory!”


  “Apologies, Shise was the one who turned into a beast.”


  “Oooh…The young lady falling victim to her desires is such a wonderful sight!”


  Now it was Shisei’s turn to drool aggressively as Rui wiped her mouth while crying tears of some sort of emotion. Saito was simply lost trying to even follow the c conversation as they were in perfect harmony.


  “You and Akane suffer from a severe lack of communication, Brother. You’ve gotten better, but there is still a wall between the two of you.”


  “A wall…?”


  “You have to be more honest with your feelings. Don’t beat around the bush, don’t try to hide your feelings. You need to come clean. Akane needs to know how exactly you feel,” Shisei explained confidently while a faint smile crossed her lips.


  Her pleasant tone of voice completely melted all sorts of resistance inside Saito. As always, Shisei thought of her older brother’s happiness first.


  “…All right, I’ll do my best.”


  “Get along with Akane, okay?” Shisei stood on her toes and tapped Saito on the head.


  Even though she was much smaller than Saito, she now felt like a benevolent mother looking after her child.


  “Hold on, I’m not talking about Akane! But…Thanks.”


  Saito gave Shisei a light hug and then left the room.







  Saito hopped into a car and was taken back to his place while Shisei and Rui saw him off. Now, Shisei had a somewhat lonely expression on her face as she waved her hand, completely different from her benevolent smile earlier. Needless to say, Rui could immediately see through her master after all the time they had spent together. Even if nobody else could, Rui always knew what her master was thinking.


  “I don’t think that act-cool virgin will be able to show how he honestly feels.”


  And that is why those two will never end up together—is what Rui was probably insinuating with her words as she tried to cheer up her master.


  “He’s not just acting cool. He really is.”


  It was unclear if Shisei picked up on the nuance hidden within Rui’s words. Though, knowing how smart she is, she must surely have realized.


  “Why…does it have to be that man?”


  Shisei could have had anybody.


  “It’s instinct.”


  “Instinct…?”


  Shisei calmly explained.


  “You cannot explain your feelings with just logic alone. They exist and you feel attracted to them. You trace them with their eyes. It’s in one’s instinct.”


  “…”


  Rui couldn’t deny that categorization. After all, she knew exactly what Shisei meant by those instincts. If she were to be forced to work for any other master than Shisei, she would rather end her life then and there. If it could save Shisei’s life, she would live her life worth less than rubbish on the side of the road. Those were Rui’s instincts.


  “…I will do something about this,” said Rui with a quiet voice, almost like a curse.







  Lunch break arrived. Akane looked down onto the courtyard from the windows of the 4th floor’s hallway, spotting Saito while reading a book. Shisei was nowhere to be seen, presumably dragged away by all her friends and fans. Since they often spent time together, this was her chance to approach him. She rushed down the stairs and snuck up to Saito from behind him as quietly as possible. She then placed both her hands on his shoulder, whispering into his ear.


  “I’ll make your favorite food tonight, so be sure to come home quickly.”


  “?!”


  Saito immediately shot around and stared at Akane in shock. So much so that she worried for his neck.


  “Did that get your heart pumping?”


  “S-Sure did…”


  Saito’s face was as red as a tomato.


  “Hee hee. You’re really weak when I do stuff like that.”


  “…Because you keep surprising me,” Saito complained.


  “Sure, sure, you can make excuses all you want,” Akane said with a smirk and walked away again.


  If she stayed around him too long, he’d realize how much her own heart was racing, and she needed to avoid that.


  —Still…This is so much fun!


  Akane felt superior to Saito for the first time ever, which made her so happy that she started skipping down the hallway. Granted, she was still losing in terms of grades, but any victory is a good victory. Also, knowing that Saito’s heart beat faster when she was around could mean that he’s conscious of her as a girl…and that she might have a chance, too.


  —Maybe…Maybe our feelings are mutual?!


  Just thinking about that possibility made her body feel like it was floating, her cheeks burning up like they were on fire. And for that reason, she didn’t realize that Rui suddenly appeared next to her.


  “You see, Saito-sama has had feelings for a certain someone since a young age.”


  This sudden bombshell being dropped made it impossible for Akane to follow the course of the conversation.


  “Um, Rui-san…? What are you…Huh?”


  “Saito-sama said that he still has feelings for his first love. He is a virgin, after all, so he probably can’t get over her despite all these years.”


  “H-How do you know about that…?”


  “Because I have watched Saito-sama all this time while staying at Shisei-sama’s side. Although, it was Shisei-sama who informed me of this.”


  Akane felt her knees getting weak.


  “So…who is that girl? Do I know her?”


  “I do not know her name, but I can confirm that it isn’t you. It seems to have been a prim and proper young lady, however. And considering that we are talking about the Houjou Family’s next family head, it couldn’t possibly be a commoner like us, yes?”


  “…”


  Bitterness filled the depths of Akane’s heart. She didn’t want to hear the rest. But she had to.


  “It appears he met that girl through his own grandfather. That simple-minded Saito-sama seems to have clicked with this woman during their first meeting and completely fell in love with her. And even after all these years, he is still looking for her.”


  “That’s…That’s a lie…Saito could never be…so romantic of a person…”


  “But it is the truth,” said Rui while pushing her face closer.


  Her eyes seemed devoid of humanity, moving mechanically like a robot, as she stared directly at Akane.


  “And there is proof. He still keeps the handkerchief he received from that girl. Why not look for that once you return to your shared home later?”


  She may be using polite words, but it was clear that she only held hostility in her mind.


  “So it’s not just Reiko-san…You can’t stand me, either?” Akane staggered backward.


  “Not at all. I feel nothing toward you, in fact. I just see you as a rock blocking the young lady’s path to happiness.”


  “I’m not…some roadblock!”


  “Please don’t misunderstand. Saito-sama has absolutely no feelings for you, Akane-sama.”


  “…!”


  “He is simply not used to having a girl his age this close to him. After all, if I were to approach him like you have, he would react the exact same way,” Rui said while placing her index finger on Akane’s mouth, whispering like the devil on her shoulder.


  Her eyes were sharper than any blade, yet they didn’t reflect Akane at all. All Akane could do was ball her fists and run away.







  Even as the clock moved past midnight, Akane did not come to the bedroom. All alone in their bed, Saito felt it to be somewhat colder than usual, so he stepped out of the room himself. He then lightly knocked on the door of Akane’s room and was promptly invited inside. There, he spotted Akane sitting at her desk all the while already wearing her pajamas. On said desk, she had several reference books and her own notebooks.


  “Are you not coming to bed?”


  Even after Saito called out to Akane, she showed no reaction.


  “I gotta prepare for tomorrow’s math test,” she bluntly responded without turning around.


  She had practically thrown herself on her notebook, just silently running her pen along the paper. During today’s dinner, she had mostly been quiet, too, and as soon as they were done eating, she locked herself up in her study room. It was a complete 180 from her recent behavior of being more open toward Saito, making it feel like they went back to their very beginnings.


  “Did I…do something?”


  “Not really.”


  “Are you sure? It doesn’t feel like nothing’s going on.”


  “I said it’s nothing!” Akane screamed.


  And then, another silence ensued. Akane’s slender shoulders were moving up and down. Saito couldn’t bear this awkward situation anymore, so he opened his mouth.


  “…Want me to teach you?”


  “Huh?! Are you making fun of me?! I bet it must be great having it so easy you can afford to look down on others!” Akane turned around and glared at Saito.


  Saito almost hissed back at her but he swallowed that desire. At this rate, they would just start another fight like always. But he didn’t want to see her show a sad face like that, nor did he want to hurt her. Plus, Shisei told him earlier—That he had to tell Akane about his honest feelings. Of course, confessing how he felt was too much, but he should at least make clear that he felt no hostility toward her. Even if it was embarrassing.


  “You know…I never once made fun of you before.”


  “That’s a lie. You probably think I’m an idiot because I can’t beat your grades no matter how hard I work,” Akane bit her lip in frustration.


  “Grades are just one thing. They don’t decide everything, and just because you got better grades doesn’t mean you’re a better person than others.”


  “But you’re always acting in such an arrogant way.”


  “That’s…just part of my personality.”


  Saito always meant to be acting normal, but to the people around him, he might seem arrogant. He did always have a twisted personality, so he had to express himself properly with words. He suppressed the embarrassment slowly rising within him and continued.


  “Even if you don’t have the best grades out there, there are plenty of things I respect you for.”


  “H-Huh?! F-For real?!” Akane’s eyes shot wide open.


  “Yeah. A lot of things…”


  “What things?! Just tell me already!”


  Akane shot up from her chair and ran up to Saito. She grabbed his collar and looked up at him in anticipation.


  “W-Well, for example…”


  “For example?!” Akane kept on latching on to Saito, not willing to drop this conversation.


  It was like her personality had been switched into her recent self because her eyes were sparkling as she jumped up and down in excitement. Her bangs hit Saito’s face and tickled his chin. Her whole body emitted a strong “Tell me, tell me!” aura. As such, Saito decided to give up.


  “Sorry, that’s too embarrassing. Can you just let me off the hook?”


  “Absolutely not! If you don’t tell me, I’ll have you sit on your knees and fry an egg on your lap!”


  “What kind of horrible cooking torture is that?!”


  “I’ll put a freshly baked croissant on your shoulder!”


  “You shouldn’t torture people with food!”


  Her scary nature never changed. However, that is also part of why he fell for her.


  “Anyway, all I’m saying is that you’re amazing.”


  “I feel like you’re just trying to change the topic…” Akane pouted.


  “I offered to teach you because I don’t want you to overwork yourself. I wouldn’t be happy if you got sick again. Because…” Saito took a deep breath and forced the words out of his throat. “…I want you to always smile.”


  “Wha…”


  Akane’s cheeks immediately turned crimson red. Saito worried she might be grossed out by what he said, wishing he could just disappear into a hole. However, instead, Akane awkwardly looked away and asked in a quiet voice.


  “So…Will you teach me then?”


  “S-Sure…”


  Akane’s honest request stabbed Saito right through the chest.


  “Then come here!”


  Akane grabbed Saito’s sleeve and dragged him into the room and to her desk. She sat down on her chair, placed her hands between her thighs, and looked up at Saito.


  “Just so you know, I’m not gonna let you sleep until I’m satisfied.”


  “Please let me get some sleep…”


  And so, amidst this awkward yet fulfilling air, the two’s study party began.







  As a result of the late-night study party, Saito was utterly deprived of sleep the following day. He managed to finally be freed at around 3 am in the morning, but since Akane’s open and honest attitude was so cute, he didn’t get much sleep after that, either. Instead, the time of day had turned to morning before he realized it when Akane entered their bedroom carrying a frying pan with a fried egg on it. Since Saito assumed it was meant to be the torture Akane spoke of, his eyes woke up almost instantly.


  Eventually, they reached the period of the math test, so the classroom was filled with nothing but silence. Of course, Saito did not struggle with the test despite his sleep-deprived state. He worked through it at his usual confident pace, about to read the next question—when he felt a gaze directed at him. He stopped his hand and looked around.


  Akane was staring bullets at Saito, showing a bashful smile. She placed the palm of her hand next to her mouth and formed the words “Thanks for your help.” Met with this level of cuteness, Saito could only look away while grasping his chest. His heart was racing painfully fast. His emotions had been unstable for a while now, but this level of adorable behavior was too much for him.


  —This is a trap! This is just a trap! She’s trying to mentally exhaust me! She might have a cute face, but she’s the devil in disguise!


  Saito tried to convince himself over and over and stabbed the back of his hand with his pen to fight off her charm.


  “Houjou?! You okay?! Are you going mad from all the studying?!”


  Even his teacher worried for him, but Saito was going mad for a completely different reason.







  Classes ended for the day. Akane carried her answer sheet close to her chest and walked over to Saito’s seat. He did give it his best, but he had a feeling that she might have beaten him for good this time. She grasped the paper tightly enough for wrinkles to appear, and her hands were sweaty.


  “S-Saito…How did you do?” She called out to him, so he proceeded to show off his answer sheet.


  He scored exactly 99 points. However—Akane had 100.


  “I did it! I finally did it! Woooooo!” She threw her answer sheet into the air and jumped for joy.


  She was happy. Incredibly happy, as she finally managed to beat Saito in a written exam, even if it was just by one point. Ever since she enrolled in high school, she had been sacrificing sleep and sanity to study as much as possible, and she finally caught up with him. She managed to reach his level. Yet, Saito’s expression was one of a warrior about to commit seppuku.


  “I won’t make any excuses. You can brag about it as much as you want. And I accept my fate. From now on, you’re going to treat me like a dog, right?”


  “I won’t?! Why would I do that?”


  “I just have one request. Please don’t let me sleep in a dog house. And any food other than dog food would be very much appreciated. Also, could I maybe use a regular toilet instead of…you know…?”


  “That’s more than just one! Also, nobody is asking you to live like a dog!”


  Saito’s determination almost scared Akane. However, this reaction from her threw him off.


  “What…? I thought you were working so hard in order to subjugate and ultimately control me. Isn’t that who you are…?”


  “How horrible of an image do you have of me?!”


  His feelings couldn’t be further from a loving heart. For that reason, a lonely gust of wind blew through Akane’s heart, but she did reconsider just why she wanted to beat Saito this badly. Of course, she couldn’t stand his arrogant attitude, but that wasn’t her only reason. Now that she had actually bested him, she finally understood her motive.


  “I see…” She whispered. “I just wanted to…live in the same world as you.”


  “The same world? Uh, duh? We both live on the same planet.”


  “That’s not what I mean. I want to stand next to you at the starting line.”


  “…?”


  Saito was completely lost, conveying this with his confused expression. But Akane knew. From birth, they had been placed in d different worlds. They might be attending the same school now, but Saito was born into the Houjou Family and the next head of the family. He had connections with people from the economy, politicians, and other famous individuals, and they all held him in high regard. Once they were reunited in high school, when Akane found out that Saito had all but forgotten about her, she was in shambles. She had looked forward to meeting him again, and yet in his eyes, she was nothing more than the pebble on the side of the road. And so, she wanted to engrave her existence into him, the approach she chose for this ending up her studies. Yet, he never accepted any challenge and just brushed it off, so she wanted to beat him no matter what and have him taste defeat for the first time. Now, she realized what it really was that drove her, and she pointed at Saito.


  “With this, you’ll never be able to forget me again! Because I’m the first person who ever defeated the great Houjou Saito!”


  “There was no need for that. I could never forget you either way.”


  “…Huh? What…do you mean by that?”


  “Ah…Forget I said anything…” Sait suddenly went quiet, his neck getting red.


  It felt like he was about to say something crucial, only to fumble the latter part. Of course, Akane couldn’t just let that slide.


  “Tell me! Why can you not forget me?! Hey! Hey! Tell me already!”


  Saito felt cornered and covered his reddened face with his hand.


  “It’s…nothing important.”


  “Then why are you blushing like that?!”


  “I can actually control the capillary vessels beneath my skin at free will…That’s all.”


  “Are you…a professional capillary vessel user?!”


  “Call me the Bloody Wizard, lass.”


  None of his words made any sense, but to Akane, it was clear that Saito was feeling bashful. And this must be caused by Akane, although she didn’t know exactly why. All she knew was that this was not a bad thing. She felt something itching deep within her body. An impulse that made her want to jump at Saito and give him a hug. However, she couldn’t do that since they were at school…Not like she could at home, either.


  “A-Anyway, I’m gonna head home now.”


  Saito got up from his chair, grabbed his bag, and prepared to walk away, but—


  “Ah, wait a second!” Akane stopped him.


  “What is it?” Saito turned around.


  “Erm, well…”


  She wanted to get even closer to him; and spend more time with him. And right now, with this current mood, Saito might even agree.


  “So…Can we go home together today?”


  “Huh…?”


  “I was thinking of buying groceries, actually! And we need tissues, shampoo…and some other stuff we are out of!” Akane desperately brought a reason to the table.


  Of course, that was all just an excuse. In reality, she wanted to go on a date with Saito. But she didn’t dare to openly invite him, nor would he agree. However, before she could get an answer, Rui, Himari, Maho, and even Shisei walked up to them.


  “Are you guys going shopping? Then let me tag along!”


  “I’m going, too!”


  “Shise is going to test all the food.”


  In a matter of seconds, they were surrounded.


  “Ah…” Akane faltered.


  “We’re not going shopping. Just buying groceries.”


  “Oh, I get it, Onii-chan. And I’m gonna buy you!”


  “No, you don’t.”


  “Wait, I also wanna buy Saito-kun!”


  “You can have Shise’s 500 million yen. This is the deposit,” Shise placed an acorn on Saito’s hand.


  “Not real cash, so I don’t need it.”


  “Bummer. Acorns are delish,” Shise grumbled and chewed away at the acorn like a squirrel would.


  “At least heat it up,” Saito said and took the acorn from her.


  At the same time, Rui raised her hand.


  “Please let me escort you home, then. Why don’t we take a detour at the Princess Shopping Plaza while we’re at it, too?”


  Maho heard that and danced with joy.


  “That’s the newly-built shopping mall, right? I was thinking of checking that one out!”


  “Going on a drive with everyone sounds fun. I’ve been meaning to buy new clothes, too,” Himari seemed very much into the idea, too.


  “How about you, Brother?” Shisei asked Saito in order to confirm his intentions.


  “Well, using a car would probably make it easier to carry all the groceries. I did want to stock up on protein, too, so having a nearby store would be a lot better.”


  “Whaaat? That’s so boring! I’ll help carry the groceries, so let’s go. Pretty please?” Maho stuck to Saito while pleading.


  “I guess that checks out. Are you okay with that, Akane?”


  Everyone’s gazes focused on the girl. Himari and Maho seemed dead set on checking out the new mall, Shisei was busy looking up the various restaurants there, and Rui played with the car keys by twirling them around her finger. Since everyone expected a positive answer from Akane, she couldn’t allow herself to be selfish now. As long as she put up with it, everyone would be able to have fun.


  “I…I…”


  But before she could give an answer, she realized something. She always put her own priorities second. That’s why she could never move forward. That’s why she can’t close the gap between herself and Saito. That’s why she couldn’t confess her feelings to him. Saito had taken the first step yesterday before they studied together and told her how he genuinely felt. If she couldn’t do the same, then this wouldn’t go anywhere. Saito said he respects her. All the while he probably didn’t know just how happy those words made her. And so, no matter how embarrassing it may be, she had to be the one to take the next step. She made up her mind and took Saito’s hand.


  “Wh-What’s wrong?” Saito was bewildered.


  “Akane?”


  “Onee-chan?”


  Himari and Maho also gave Akane a dubious look. Her whole body shook and she struggled to push her words out of her throat. All she could do was tightly grasp Saito’s hand and look up at him with teary eyes.


  “Saito…”


  “…All right, I got it.”


  Saito returned Akane’s grip and started running.


  “Wha…”


  Akane was bewildered, wondering if her feelings had actually gotten through to him. Behind them, she heard Maho and Himari’s voices, but they were faint and fuzzy in her mind. While running down the hallway, she had to ask Saito.


  “How…did you know…?”


  How did he know of Akane’s feelings?


  “It’s not that hard, really. You’re bad with roller coasters and Ferris Wheels, right? I remember what happened when we went to the amusement park.”


  “Huh…? Rollercoasters…? What are you…”


  “I saw a TV ad advertising a Ferris Wheel over at that shopping mall. But you didn’t want to go because you were scared, right?” Saito showed a smug smile while flashing a wink.


  Of course, it was a feeble attempt at a wink.


  “You don’t get it one bit!”


  “Wh-What? Why are you suddenly roaring like a dragon? Are you finally going to turn into one…?” Saito paled.


  “You don’t get it! Not at all! You’re just useless!”


  “Why are you insulting me?! Don’t think you’re better than me just because you beat me once, okay? During our next real tests, I’m going to show you who’s above who!”


  “What do you mean ‘real tests’? What about today’s test? Does that one not count?!”


  “It doesn’t! I blame the teacher for creating such childish questions that just invite misinterpretations! They’re a failure of a teacher! I’ll create the next test!”


  “Aren’t you just too talented?! It’s not fair!”


  “That is how society works!”


  “Then I’ll just have to destroy it all!”


  The two were gasping for air and finally came to a halt. Running while screaming at each other took a lot of stamina out of them. Akane couldn’t believe Saito would be this oblivious. He did not understand a girl’s heart at all. Although she was still happy he tried to be considerate about Akane’s fears. In the end, she had to be honest and tell him in her own words. So, she put her index fingers together and spoke up awkwardly.


  “This whole thing about going shopping…It was just an excuse.”


  “An excuse?”


  “That’s right! The truth is…I wanted to take a walk with you! Just the two of us!”


  The moment those words left her mouth, the embarrassment lit her body on fire. She slowly looked up, finding Saito’s face just as red as hers.
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  “O-Oh…Sorry, I had no idea.”


  “It…It’s fine. I can’t blame you considering the way I acted…”


  “Th-Then, let’s go.”


  “Y-Yeah…”


  The two of them averted their eyes and left the school side by side.







  Together, they headed down a back alley. Since this wasn’t a regular road leading to and from the school, no other students were around. As well as no signs of any students tailing them. How long had it been since Saito walked home together with Akane like this? If Akane had asked for it sooner, he would have at least checked out some shops they could visit.


  “Since we’re out already…we might as well take a detour and not just check out the regular places,” Saito suggested, which was met with nothing but excitement from Akane.


  “That sounds great! Maybe we could still get plane tickets.”


  “That’s a bit far, don’t you think?! I can’t call that just a detour in good faith.”


  “But I don’t think we’d make it back by today if we took a ship…”


  “Neither would that be possible with a plane!”


  Saito was glad to see Akane so into the idea, but the hurdle in their path was too big for even him to conquer. What if he ended up disappointing her? Saito pondered about it during the last time they headed out together and suggested a spot that had previously been rejected by Shisei with the argument that he didn’t understand Akane at all.


  “You know, there’s actually a business-oriented supermarket near here…Wanna check it out?”


  “Oh? A business-oriented supermarket…Around here? I didn’t know that.”


  “Yeah, there is. Though, only the people who know, know. Apparently, you have to take a secret route for it, but they are selling stuff for 50% of the market price.”


  “For real? That sounds fun! Let’s go! Take me there!” Akane seemed excited and pulled on Saito’s sleeve.


  “Didn’t think it’d be such a hit with you…”


  Although he found it dubious that a place like that could make Akane happy, he felt a level of joy to know that he understood Akane a lot better now. He took her down the back alley and eventually reached a path running along the river. They walked down a short slope running deeper than the water level and entered a narrow tunnel. Amidst the darkness, only their footsteps could be heard. Water dripped from the inner walls, sinking into the asphalt’s cracks.


  “This place…doesn’t seem very safe to me…” Akane tightly embraced her bag as she walked ahead.


  She had her back curled up like a scared cat, leaning her shoulder against Saito. It was a sight you normally wouldn’t expect from a strong-willed girl like her. However, being relied on by her didn’t feel so bad.


  “Are you scared?” He asked with a teasing tone.


  But of course, this was just inviting her to get irritated with him.


  “O-Of course not! I’ve been living half my life in tunnels like these!”


  “You’re lying on your resume?!”


  “It’s the truth! I could set up down here if I wanted to!”


  “Don’t!”


  There was no telling what she would do if she really blew a fuse. Saito made sure to hold onto her shirt so that she couldn’t go crazy down here. After passing through the tunnel, they reached another back alley, albeit one that was a lot more narrow than the previous one. Tall and vertical buildings were lined up in this narrow space, garbage piles and potato peels scattered around, making you wonder if they were purposefully disregarding the Fire Service Act. A man with his hood pulled over his head sat at the side of the road, carrying a cup of alcohol. Further down, they spotted an elderly man hugging a gas tank and crying.


  “What even is public safety?!”


  Akane was in tears. She was trying to take out a magic wand from her student bag. But in reality, that was a stun gun that Shisei had wanted to give Akane before Saito stopped them.


  “Stop it. What are you thinking?”


  “I’m going to knock out all those bad people so that we can safely pass.”


  “You’re the dangerous one! Also, why the hell do you have that stun gun?!”


  “Shisei-san traded it with me for a piece of onigiri.”


  “So cheap?!”


  Knowing Shisei, she prioritized her appetite over everything else and didn’t think twice about trading it away. Clearly, the specs and the price don’t match up here. Walking further down the path, they reached a building that looked like a storage shed. Two men guarded the door in the front, bulky and wearing sunglasses.


  “What’s the password?”


  One of the men stood in front of Saito and Akane to block their path.


  “Is this really a supermarket?! I feel like they’re selling more illegal stuff here! This is the secret route you were talking about?!” Akane was utterly terrified, so Saito tried his best to soothe her.


  “It is. All they sell is cheap wheat powder and all that.”


  “I feel as if they are selling some other kind of powder! Why would they need a password, either?!”


  “It’s the kind of campaign they have. Don’t worry about it,” Saito reassured Akane and turned toward the guard. “The password is Leviathan.”


  “Behemoth. All right, come in!”


  The man with sunglasses handed Saito a coupon and slapped him on the back to allow him entry. Waiting beyond the door was a much wider, open space that you almost couldn’t see all of it. Tall shelves filled the area, full of ingredients or seasonings. However, their packages were much bigger than what you’d see in regular grocery stores or supermarkets. All the while customers were rushing through the rows, pushing carts ahead of them like this was some home center.


  “Wow…”


  Akane grasped her hands together in front of her chest as her eyes sparkled with excitement. The world might be a big place with all sorts of people, but she would probably be the only person showing such a gleeful reaction just because of a supermarket.


  “Look at these cheap prices…And so many things I’ve never even seen at a regular supermarket…”


  Akane carried a shopping bag in hand as she danced down the aisle like a child going through a toy shop.


  “Ten kilograms of red pickled ginger for just 200 yen?! That’s so cheap! We have to buy that!”


  “I don’t remember you ever using pickled ginger at home!”


  “Oh, but I do. Starting tomorrow, it’s all you’re going to be eating for all three of your meals.”


  “Where did all my nutritious food run off to?!”


  If Saito ate that much, his body would probably turn pink. Meanwhile, Akane glared at the package of pickled ginger, showing a contemplating expression.


  “But…only living off of pickled ginger is bad for your diet…”


  “So you do have some semblance of reason left in you…”


  “Maybe I could try out some variations with it? Pickled ginger rice, pickled ginger boiled vegetables, pickled ginger omelet, pickled ginger…pot…?”


  “I take that back, you’re insane! Come back to reality!”


  Saito aggressively shook Akane’s shoulders, but her eyes kept on spinning with no sight of returning. She slipped out of Saito’s grasp and ran down another shelf…or rather, skipped over to it. She then picked up a tank with pitch-black liquid inside of it.


  “Ten liters of soy sauce for 300 yen?! That’s a steal!”


  “Who the hell uses this much soy sauce in their daily consumption?!”


  “It’s not that difficult. You’ll just have to be soy sauce from now on.”


  “Soy sauce? How does that work?!”


  “Easy. You’ll drink one liter a day…then we’ll be able to consume it all.”


  “I’m going to die from soy sauce overdose!”


  Saito reflexively covered his stomach when he heard that threat. She was out to destroy his inner organs, no doubt. Next up, Akane clung to a giant bag that had powder in it. She hugged it close like a young child would with their plush toy.


  “Bread crumbs! 50 kilos!”


  “How much tonkatsu are you planning to make?!”


  “Not just that. We can also make beef tonkatsu!”


  “What is beef tonkatsu?! Is it beef or pork cutlet?!”


  Saito’s definition of tonkatsu slowly began to crumble. Meanwhile, Akane tightly held onto the bag of bread crumbs and danced in a circle.


  “This place is wonderful! It’s like heaven!”


  “That much, huh?”


  Not even Saito would have imagined that she’d dance around in a regular supermarket like this. Some parts of her he will probably never understand.


  “There are so many things I want…Can we just buy everything?”


  “Get a grip already! We’re going to waste so much damn food! Where did your thriftiness run off to?!”


  “But…It’s all so cheap…And who knows when I next get a chance to buy all this stuff…” Akane said while trying to pull down a container that had 5,000 slices of seaweed.


  It looked heavy as a rock, about to destroy Akane’s head if it were to fall.


  “No need to stress yourself over it. We can just come here again another day,” Saito said and returned the container to its original place.


  This was met with a pout from Akane.


  “Tch…Cheapskate.”


  “I don’t think that’s a fair description of me.”


  Saito started to wonder if taking Akane here was actually the right decision or not. That said, he also didn’t want her to leave empty-handed, so they settled on a 1-kilogram pack of beef and headed to the cash register. Granted, Saito wasn’t quite sure if meat of this size even fit in their freezer, but he didn’t mind having more meat to look forward to.


  After the two finished the payment, they followed the orders drawn on the floor and left the supermarket. It seemed like they entered through a back entrance. On the front, flags were advertising the supermarket, as well as a parking lot. From this side, it looked like your average supermarket for commercial use. It even had a bus stop to boot.


  “Why didn’t we just take this entrance?!”


  “I checked the map and figured that the route we took was the shortest from our school.”


  “I don’t want to save time if it could end in my own demise!”


  “But you’re alive, right? No need to exaggerate,” Saito shrugged his shoulders.


  Met with that, Akane let out a sigh.


  “Well, it’s fine. We’ll just use this way the next time. I’ll need a trolley, after all.”


  “So you’re serious, huh?”


  “Of course. We have an empty room back home, so we can stuff it full with all sorts of goods.”


  “Are you preparing for some nuclear war or something?”


  “…hee hee.”


  Akane didn’t respond and just flashed a confident smirk. She was clearly acting under the premise that the world was going to end. Saito was confident she’d be able to survive even in an apocalyptic world. That said, the business-oriented supermarket didn’t have much of the fresh food they needed, so they stopped at a regular store on the way home, too. It was a long-established one near their home. Once inside, it really felt like they had come home. Oddly enough, since Saito didn’t even grow up here, it really felt like his hometown. Probably because of all the time he spent here with Akane. Despite that time being much shorter, it’s like he had been here all his life.


  Saito grabbed a card and pushed it in front of him, with Akane placing a basket inside. Entering, they heard a cheerful tune coming from the vegetable aisle. Since it repeated the same melody over and over, it got stuck in your head rather easily.


  “What am I going to buy…I think I kept a memo of what I still needed,” Akane said and took out her smartphone.


  “Daikon, carrots, cabbage, minced meat, eggs, salad oil, canned tuna, as well as some konjac wouldn’t be bad,” said Saito while thinking to himself.”


  “I’m shocked you remember all that!”


  “It’s me, after all.”


  “How convenient. Were you a notepad in your previous life?”


  “How does a notepad get reborn as a human?”


  “Because you worked really hard, maybe?”


  “How does a notepad even work hard?”


  Before anything else, Saito didn’t believe in the concept of rebirth. Of course, it would be rather intriguing if it really existed, but if you don’t remember your previous, it might as well not be a thing. The two arrived in front of a mountain of cabbages, with Akane leaning forward to grab the biggest one out of the bunch and getting a sniff for the taste. Thinking back, she also did something similar with soy sauce when they first went shopping together. Gazing at her serious expression, Saito mumbled under his breath.


  “You know, before we started living together, I never really went shopping for groceries like this.”


  “Because you were poor…?” Akane responded while frowning.


  “It’s not that I didn’t have any money. Whenever my parents were away for like three days, they’d leave me with 1000 yen to live off.”


  “Only 1000 yen for three days?!”


  “If you just buy cup noodles and vegetable soup, you can survive. Sometimes, I got rations sent to me by Gramps or Auntie Reiko, and I found my trusted friend protein, so it’s not like I was starving. Mostly thanks to the protein.”


  “…”


  For some reason, Akane showed a saddened expression.


  “That said, I never even thought of cooking for myself, so I had no need for ingredients or grocery shopping. Until you told me, I didn’t even know the difference in prices of soy sauce, nor would it have dawned on me to check the expiration date on stuff.”


  “You just randomly put stuff in your cart, huh…”


  Then again, the cup noodles, vegetable soup, and even the protein weren’t all that strict with their expiration date. The same goes for the books Saito read. With Tenryuu’s New Year’s money and library card, he was never troubled by a lack of something. Reaching the fresh fish area, Akane asked him a question.


  “Is there anything you’d like to eat today? Just say the word and I’ll make it for you.”


  “Then…How about carp sashimi?”


  “You really raised the hurdle for me with that…” Akane actively recoiled.


  “I tried it once at the restaurant Gramps took me to, but I didn’t like it very much. I figured if you made it, it would probably be a lot more delicious.”


  “You’re making it even harder for me! I’m just a regular high school girl. Are you even aware of that?!”


  “I am, but I know you can do it,” Saito expressed his favorable feelings.


  “I mean, I’m happy you trust me this much, but still…!”


  “Is it too difficult?”


  “E-Erm…I wonder…If I went off to train for about ten years, I should be able to do it. Then again, I don’t think they sell regular carp in a supermarket…”


  Saito showed a confident smug and gave Akane a thumbs-up.


  “Then I guess I’ll have to catch one for you from Gramps’ pond.”


  “Aren’t those colored carps?!”


  “They’re both a type of carp, so what’s the difference?”


  “Sure, but one of them is extremely expensive, no?!”


  “I think one goes for like 5 million yen.”


  “Your grandfather will be furious! And I’m too scared to use that in my own cooking!” Akane paled.


  “Well, anything goes. As long as you’re the one cooking it, I’m sure it’ll be delicious.”


  “Huh…?! Wh-Why are you suddenly praising me?!” Akane blushed.


  “Do I need a reason? It’s just how I feel.”


  “Y-You…You’re being honest? Impossible…”


  “Now listen here, that’s my line.”


  Neither of them ever tried to be honest with their own feelings toward each other. For that reason, all sorts of misunderstandings keep being born, and they can’t ever make any progress. But even if they suck at it, they have to clash with words. It may turn into a game of dodgeball, but it’s better than just playing with a wall all by yourself.







  The two walked shoulder to shoulder, checking out what other things the supermarket had to offer. Even though they were just out shopping for groceries and necessities, spending time with Saito felt incredibly fun to Akane. This must be the power of being in love. Their basket was already full with a load of groceries, but Saito had no issue carrying it along. Contrary to his appearance, he was pretty strong after all, even while matching his speed with hers.


  “When you first cooked for me, I called it normal and you got angry at me, right?”


  “Y-Yeah. I…I wanted you to praise it more.”


  That was way back when the two hadn’t yet decided any rules. Akane felt like he looked down on her cooking, and he couldn’t forgive that.


  “You see…When I called it normal, that was my way of praising it. I’ve gotten to eat incredible food before thanks to Gramps and Auntie Reiko, and I had cup noodles at home, too. But this kind of…normal family cooking that you made for me, I never had that before.”


  “…!”


  Akane’s eyes opened wide. It felt as if something clicked in her heart.


  —I get it now. It’s because Saito isn’t exactly used to what’s normal…


  He wasn’t normal, either. And that wasn’t just referring to his talent. The family he was born into and the environment he grew up in, it was incredibly far detached from what people like Akane and their classmates would consider normal. What people had, what values they had, Saito couldn’t possibly understand or even obtain.


  The two finished paying for their groceries and then stuffed everything into an eco bag. Saito seemed pretty good at cleverly stacking everything into one bag, probably because of his many hours playing games by himself.


  “Should I make dinner tonight? Can’t just always leave that to you.”


  “Nope, I’ll handle it,” Akane pushed up her head.


  “But you’re doing that every day…”


  “It’s no problem for me. I am the cooking master, after all. You just wait for feeding time.”


  “Feeding time…Am I some dog?”


  The way he showed a dejected reaction reminded Akane of a dog that she couldn’t help but think of it as cute. Saito might seem rather helpless when it came to chores and anything related to household stuff, but if he set his mind to it, he’d have no issues handling it. Even cooking should be no exception to that, but it would also mean that Akane was going to lose her value in the household. She had to protect her position as the cook no matter what.


  Eventually, the two left the supermarket and walked down a path running along the river. Over at the river bank, a young boy was fishing, while an older man, presumably his father, filmed him while he struggled to reel in a catch. Saito stopped to gaze at the parent and his child with a somewhat saddened shadow crossing his face.


  “I didn’t understand the value of taking photos until you told me, either.”


  “Even memories will eventually disappear if you don’t keep them safe and sound in a picture. And once you forget everything, it’ll start feeling like there was no meaning to your life in the first place.”


  “Sadly, that doesn’t work for me. Even if I want to forget, I can’t.”


  “Ah…That’s right. I guess giving you an album as a present was…pointless?” Akane grew worried.


  She had been making several albums and gave them to Saito, but what if—


  “No,” Saito shook his head. It’s not wrong to try and remember. And I think it had value to take all those photos.”


  “…You’re right.”


  He never had his parents take a photo of him. Because his parents saw it pointless to leave photos behind. The 18 years he spent at home with his parents were seen as worthless by them. But that…was unforgivable. Saito is alive. He thinks, he feels, and he worries. Even if his parents don’t want him, Akane can’t go on without him. But did that message get across to him? Saito looked up at the sky slowly fading to black. He gazed into the distance with vapid eyes.


  “I never understood what it means to be a family. Why do people flock together like that? Why do families even exist? But…You taught me. You showed me what it feels like to have a home to return to. So…Thank you.”


  “…!”


  Akane struggled to control the words that wanted to break free from her mouth, so she covered it with her hand. Her chest began to hurt. So much so that it felt like it was torn to shreds. She could feel how honest Saito was about this. That he was genuinely thankful. A part of her felt glad that she could help him like that…but she was worried, too. Anxious if she was even good enough, and if there hadn’t been someone else who could have done better than her.


  —I want to get closer to him.


  Akane thought to herself.


  —I want to know more about him.


  She felt a strong desire taking form in her chest. It grew to levels uncontrollable that she wanted to take in everything of Saito, reaching even the tips of her fingers to the point she could just barely stop herself from hugging Saito right here and now. But she knew she shouldn’t do that. Because it would scare Saito off, and he’d distance himself again. She desperately fought her urge, her instincts, but couldn’t win against it fully, so she instead reached for Saito’s hand. Just holding hands should be fine. She wanted to be connected to him in some way. She was worried that a faint gust of wind could take Saito away from her, so she wanted to keep him connected to her world.


  —I guess…He doesn’t like this after all…


  Too scared of Saito’s reaction, Akane tightly closed her eyes. A long silence followed. Only the sound of the river moving next to them created any kind of noise. Deep in her ears, she could hear her heart beating. The fear of being rejected made her feel dizzy to the point she’d fall over any moment.


  “…”


  Saito did not respond—But he returned the grip on Akane’s hand. Just thanks to that alone, it felt like the color had returned to Akane’s world. She could feel his warmth conveyed on her skin, as it warmed up her heart. She looked up at Saito, but he was looking the opposite way with a red face. Unlike his usual demeanor, he was more cute than anything. He said he wanted to go back to his home together with Akane. He’s not the successor of the Houjou Family or the top student at their school—he’s just an average boy. Seeing his face like that, something hot and passionate was about to leak out of Akane’s chest. She once again got close to losing her own ability to stay calm. And while they held hands, the two walked home together in silence.
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  “H-Hey…”
“Do you think we could take a little detour?”


  “Huh?”


  “Why?”


  “Well…”


  “…I don’t mind.”


  (sfx) CLENCH


  (“Yay!”)


  I don’t…


  …want to go home just yet…


  Chapter 4: The One I Hate


  While holding hands on their way back home, Saito found himself in utter emotional disarray. He never would have anticipated Akane to take the initiative and hold his hand like this. She always made it clear how much she hated him, treating him like she would an insect she just slapped to death.


  —What is going on here? You wouldn’t do this with someone…you don’t like, right?


  Akane always kept a thick wall between herself and the person she was dealing with disregarding their gender. On top of that, she got embarrassed incredibly easily, showing hesitation toward any sort of physical contact with her best friend Himari, or her younger sister Maho. Yet now, she took Saito’s hand voluntarily, all the while blushing furiously next to him.


  —Just how…do you feel about me?


  The same question Akane had asked him a little while ago now popped up in his mind. He wanted to know how this girl, who could never be honest with herself, genuinely felt. However, this was the first time he was ever in love with someone else, so he didn’t know how to go about confirming her feelings. His grades might be top class at their school, but when it came to love, he was like a clueless baby.


  He felt sweat building on his palm. He was scared to think that it might bring disgust to Akane, but he also couldn’t let go, either. And all the while his thoughts raced through his mind, they were slowly approaching their home. Saito opened the front door, while Akane placed the shopping bag in the hallway and immediately ran up the stairs to the second floor. Saito was given no time to ask her what any of that was about, either. However, when she ran past him, he clearly saw how red her ears were.


  Akane closed the door of her study room behind her, pressing her hand on her heart which still was beating violently. If she stayed any longer with Saito, she feared she might do something irreversible. That she would start wishing for more than just holding hands with him. But she couldn’t do that. After all—Saito already had someone else he liked.


  —But then…Why did he hold hands with me?


  Akane was bewildered. Saito didn’t seem like the playful sort of person who was fine with anybody. Despite Himari’s assertive approaches, he didn’t reciprocate her feelings and maintained a firm stance on them. So, even just holding hands with a girl should carry some gravity for him. But then…How does Saito feel about her? Was he just treating her like this because they were living together? Between his first love and Akane…Who was more important to him?


  Unable to get her thoughts under control, Akane stepped out of the study room. She silently headed down the stairs and snuck a glance inside the kitchen. Saito was currently storing away all the groceries they had just bought. Before, he would just place everything in the freezer randomly, but now he had the same shared understanding of storage space as Akane. It was another step toward a successful married life together.


  “Hey…”


  Akane called out to Saito from the hallway, only to scare him in the process.


  “Wh-What is it? I can handle this, so you take it easy until dinner.”


  Although his words might have sounded simple and uneventful, they were literally unthinkable when they had just gotten married. Eventually, he’ll become a good husband in the eyes of the public, and other girls will come to like him, too. And then, he’ll be together with that first love of his.


  “Say…I heard you had a crush on a girl years ago, but…Is that true?”


  “Huh? Uhh…I wonder…” Saito didn’t respond immediately.


  Judging from that reaction, Akane was right on the mark. She felt restlessness catch hold of her chest.


  “You’re still keeping the handkerchief she gave you all those years ago, right?”


  “How do you know about that?!”


  “So…It’s true.”


  “Ah…” Saito gasped and realized his mistake.


  He rolled up the empty eco bag and sat down on a chair with a sigh.


  “Rather than my first love…it’s more of a regret still plaguing me.”


  “Regret…?” Akane cocked her head at this unexpected response.


  “That girl…She was refined and cute. She didn’t run when I began telling my stories and instead listened with this…radiance in her eyes. We only spent a brief time together, but it was like bliss for me.”


  “…”


  The itching Akane felt in her chest grew stronger. Refined and cute were both things that didn’t describe Akane. Maybe he really preferred the prim and proper type of a young lady over a rowdy commoner like Akane.


  “How long did you two spend time together?”


  “It was really just a moment.”


  “It was that much fun it felt just like a moment?”


  “Yeah, pretty much,” Saito looked at the table and explained with a self-deprecating tone. “Back then, I didn’t dare to go after her. I couldn’t even ask for her name…Then again, I’m still as much of a coward now.”


  “Do you…want to meet her again?”


  Akane wanted him to deny her question.


  “Even if I went to look for her now, I’d just be bothering her after all these years.”


  However, he didn’t.


  “Do you still like her?”


  “Of course not. Right now, I—”


  Saito was about to say something, only to stop himself mid-sentence yet again. He avoided Akane’s piercing gaze and narrowed his eyes. His attitude proved everything. Saito still had feelings for the girl. Contrary to her, Akane was his mortal enemy and not even worth considering. That’s how strong his feelings for his first love still are to this day.


  “…Sorry, I shouldn’t have asked.”


  She suppressed the throbbing pain in her chest and left the kitchen behind her.







  With yet drowsy eyes, Saito headed for the bathroom, only to freeze up completely in front of the mirror. Something was written on his face. He pushed his face closer to it, seeing the word ‘Idiot’ on it. However, this one word was repeated countless times and it completely buried his whole face beneath.


  “What the heck is this?!”


  Saito stormed into the kitchen.


  “What’s wrong?” Akane worked on her breakfast while turning toward Saito.


  “What’s wrong?! Look at my damn face!”


  “Your face looks as idiotic as always.”


  “Because you must have been the one to write all this crap on my face! What were you thinking?!”


  Akane remained casual and just stirred up the food in the frying pan with her chopsticks.


  “You always had this kind of face.”


  “Absolutely not!”


  “Did you never realize? Maybe get a good look at yourself in the mirror. Assuming you know what that is.”


  Akane turned around the food in the frying pan while casually insulting Saito along the side.


  “Oh, I sure do!”


  “Maybe in Spanish? Espejo?”


  “I said I know what it is! Don’t treat me like some caveman!”


  “Oh, but I am not. I don’t even see you as a human being.”


  “At least treat me like a human?!” Saito felt deeply hurt. “Let’s see…I made sure to lock up everything around the house, doors and windows. Nobody entered or left the house. The windows aren’t broken either…In other words, the crime must have been committed by someone who was already in this house in the first place…You! You are the culprit!” Saito pointed at Akane.


  Yet despite being the prime suspect, Akane didn’t admit any guilt.


  “I’m not the culprit! It was you all along!”


  “What?! Are you saying I wrote all this on my own face?! Why would I do that?!”


  “You probably thought it would look cool!”


  “Like hell I would! I’m not some idiot!”


  “Well clearly you are, it says so right on your face! You big idiot!”


  “Hm…?!”


  But then, while they were engaging in a harsh argument, Saito realized something crucial. What Akane had been stirring up in her frying pan wasn’t actually food. It wasn’t an omelet or fried eggs or anything—It was a dust cloth. She had been pushing it around with her chopsticks with a rhythmic beating to it, but it forever remained a dust cloth.


  “H-Hey, what are you…”


  “Hm? What is it?” Akane smiled gently and pressed her chopsticks on the dust cloth in the frying pan.


  Together with a sizzling sound, the delicious scent of burnt cloth filled the room.


  “Th-That’s…a dust cloth…no?”


  “Organ broth…?”


  “…?!”


  Saito felt the strong urge to escape out of the kitchen, but he just barely held back the urge. A sense of terror and dread filled his body like he had run into a wild bear. His wild instincts were stimulated, telling him the beast might attack any moment. Of course, she was no beast, but stirring a dust cloth first thing in the morning held its own kind of danger. Saito tried his best to maintain a calm tone and called out to her.


  “G-Great weather we’re having today, right? Love how peaceful the world is.”


  Akane blinked at him in confusion.


  “What’s wrong? You’re acting rather odd this morning, Saito.”


  You’re the weird one—is what Saito wanted to scream, but he kept the words in his throat.


  “Is everything okay? Did something painful happen? I don’t mind hearing you out.”


  “I’m totally fine. You are fine, too. Everything is fine. Everything is a-okay!” Saito swallowed his discomfort and answered Akane with a warm smile, all the while keeping his eyes glued to her as he walked backward.


  Once he built up some distance between them, he turned around on his heel and rushed up to the second floor. He jumped into his study room, closed the door behind him, and then fell over on the ground and crawled up like a cat. From the sounds of it, Akane was not going after him. She might still be working on the dust cloth dish in the kitchen. Just what had messed her up this badly? While his body quivered in fear, Saito slowly got up. He decided to skip breakfast—as Akane would probably try to feed him that monstrosity—and escape the house early. He changed into his uniform, just putting on the shirt when he heard a sound behind him. An aura of hostility unleashed on him, but he didn’t manage to evade in time as Akane leaped at him.


  “Hayah!”


  Since he was in the middle of putting on his shirt, his back was wide open. Akane used this opening to wash some ice cubes down his skin.


  “Hyyoooooooooooooooo?!”


  A painful cold feeling ran down Saito’s back that sucked all the air out of his lungs, conveying his agony in an ear-splitting scream. He tried to wrap his arms around his back to grab the cubes, but he just barely couldn’t reach them. Instead, he rolled around on the floor.


  “What kind of childish prank is this?! Are you in elementary school?!”


  “I am, in fact, not. I’m in high school.”


  “Well you sure as hell are not acting like one! Why did you do that?!”


  “Now, I wonder…”


  Akane flashed a cruel smile and looked down at Saito. In her hands, she carried a bowl with several more ice cubes.


  “A-Are you going to shower me with more of them?!”


  “Your back gets some more…and I’ll stuff you full of them…”


  “N-No…! What did I do to deserve this…?!”


  Saito jumped up and attempted to run away, with Akane stomping after him. Only his screams could be heard reverberating inside the house for a while.







  Sait placed the lunch box he had been handed earlier on his desk. After what happened in the early morning, Saito actually got to enjoy a delicious and peaceful Japanese breakfast with no stirred dust cloth in sight. In fact, Akane was the same as always. With a bit of luck, she went out of her way to fill his lunch box with all his favorite food, too. With his heart full of anticipation, he opened the box…only to be greeted with a snow field. It was like a snow country to the north, where the only thing you saw in every direction was white. As far as the horizon, namely the corner of the box, went. No pickled plums as a compromise, no indulgence with katsuobushi and soy sauce. It was just pure and unbroken—rice.


  “Oh, your lunch today is looking clean, Saito-kun!” Himari took a glance at his lunch and couldn’t contain a comment.


  “A bit too clean, since it’s just damn rice!”


  “Shouldn’t be too bad once in a while, right? Simple is best, eh?”


  “This is too simple!”


  Himari let out a faint snicker.


  “Did you fight again?” She asked.


  “I…don’t think we did…?” Saito looked over at Akane, but she swiftly averted her face.


  It appeared as if Saito still had to carry his skin on his shoulders. He might have avoided being fed a dust cloth, but it was too early to relax. Meanwhile, Shisei also checked out Saito’s lunch box, drooling openly.


  “Looks delish. Shise could eat that.”


  “How does this look delicious?!”


  “Each single grain of rice stands out with a nice smell. This is skilled work.”


  “Now that you mention it…It doesn’t smell like regular white rice, but still…Something is off,” Saito picked up a portion with his chopsticks and carried it to his mouth.


  “Th-This is…?!”


  “Yeah?” Shisei cocked her head.


  Saito ran his chopsticks all over the box.


  “Even though it’s all white rice…Depending on where you grab it, the taste varies completely! This right here is faintly spicy fried rice! This here is like pilaf drenched in seafood sauce! This tastes like butter rice with basil! And not only that, they aren’t even mixing with each other but instead compliment each other really well! This is…divine white rice!”


  She must have used some sort of mysterious technology for this. Though Saito believed she might as well just make a normal lunch box, this was probably the pride of her work. And although part of Saito wanted to express his anger, he couldn’t deny how delicious it was. Still, he wanted to know how Akane felt and he looked over at her. She pouted even more aggressively than before, but even that was adorable. She then grabbed Himari’s arm and pulled her out of the classroom.


  —Is she…sulking? Because I was talking about that girl?


  That thought crossed Saito’s mind for a moment, but he slapped his cheeks immediately. That was an interpretation far too convenient for him. Because that would mean that Akane was jealous of the girl he had been attracted to all those years.


  “Brother, what’s wrong? If your cheeks feel itchy, Shise can scratch them for you.”


  Shisei readied her hand, equipped with an iron claw that she took out of somewhere. Saito didn’t know where she kept it, but it was more than ominous with sparks forming between her fingers.


  “You’re going to erase my face alongside the itch, so no thank you!”


  “It’s a radical treatment, not just symptomatic.”


  “That’s not treatment, it’s utter destruction!”


  “And from this destruction, something new can be born. So once Shise destroys your face…”


  “I only need one, thank you!”


  Saito snuck past Shisei and behind her to snatch the iron claw from her hand. Having her weapon confiscated, Shisei was lifted up by Saito and placed on his lap.


  “I’m just…confused about her feelings.”


  “You mean Akane’s?”


  Shisei was quick on the uptake as always. Trying to hide what was going on while continuing the conversation was probably impossible.


  “Akane heard about the girl I met at my graduation party. And she even knew about her handkerchief I still keep.”


  “Shise didn’t tell her.”


  “I know that. You don’t just run your mouth after all.”


  “Shise’s mouth is as shut as an iron door,” she put her index fingers up and put them to her lips.


  “Honestly, where she got the information from doesn’t matter. I don’t stand to gain anything from finding the culprit, nor is it important.”


  “Shise likes that part about you, Brother.”


  “Yeah? Thanks a lot,” Saito answered and rubbed Shisei’s head.


  She slightly narrowed her eyes to emphasize the bliss she felt and put her body closer to him. She really acted like a spoiled cat a lot of times.


  “And when I started talking about that girl, Akane got angry at me. In fact, she’s been acting odd since. Running ice cubes down my back or grilling a dust cloth…”


  “Did she break? Then Shise has to fix her,” she said and took out a wrench and spanner from her sleeve.


  “I don’t think this is anything that can be fixed with physical intervention…”


  “It must be. Gotta loosen up some screws.”


  “That’ll only make it worse! Also, she has no screws in her body!”
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  Saito confiscated the tools immediately. It was probably just Shisei’s attempt at a joke, but one could never be too sure with her.


  “Maybe it’s just me interpreting too much into it…” Saito scratched his cheek. “But what if…she’s actually jealous?”


  “Yeah, no. That’s just your imagination.”


  “Ugh…”


  A straight ball to the noggin for Saito, sending him to the bench.


  “So you think that Akane is sulking and jealous because she heard about your first love? What, you think she has feelings for you? Do you actually think you’re popular?”


  “I…I don’t think I’m that popular, but…”


  “Why do you want to know how Akane feels?”


  “That’s…”


  “Hey, why?” Shisei looked up at Saito with her big, round eyes.


  As someone who inherited the Houjou blood, she probably saw right through Saito’s poor attempt at maintaining secrecy.


  “…You know that all too well.”


  As Saito felt restless in this situation, Shisei placed her small palm on his cheek, allowing it to cool down a bit.


  “Of course Shise knows, but she wants to hear it from your mouth. And enjoying the sight of you writhing in agony from the embarrassment is a nice bonus.”


  “You got some twisted personality, I swear…”


  “Shise accepts that she’s one of the rarest people in the whole world.”


  “Don’t accept that.”


  That said, Saito knew of Shisei’s kindness. She had been supporting him from a young age. And their classmates all loved Shisei, too.


  “You really get embarrassed easily, Brother.”


  “I don’t mean to, but it is what it is.”


  Saito might be somewhat confident in his demeanor and behavior, but when it came to love, paired with his inexperience, he simply faltered way too easily and often had his feelings shaken.


  “If you want to learn about Akane’s feelings, then you have to take a step forward yourself.”


  “So you’re saying…I should confess?”


  Shisei gave him a thumbs-up.


  “A man should show power and passion at all times.”


  However, Saito hesitated.


  “A proposal then…But we’re already married, right?”


  “That’s not the issue here. You and Akane were forced to get married. It’s a marriage on paper. In order to turn this into a real marriage, you have to confess your feelings.”


  “Well…I guess that makes sense.”


  Of course, if Akane didn’t feel the same way, Saito pretty much shot himself in the foot. Would he be able to bear the pain of that?


  “But how do I even propose?”


  “Shise suggests committing seppuku while confessing your feelings.”


  “That’s too scary! I’m going to die!”


  “You won’t. You’re the strongest. Even if your cells get destroyed, you can keep on living.”


  “That means I’m not even human anymore! I’m dead!”


  “The Houjou Group’s medical team will do their best to back you up, so don’t worry. And Shise will be cheering you on with her megaphone, so good luck!”


  “Even if I did that, Akane would just be grossed out!”


  Shisei nodded.


  “She might just never come home again.”


  “Then don’t suggest such nonsense?” Saito swung down his hand to deliver a chop on Shisei’s head.


  All the while they were talking, Shisei had already emptied Saito’s white rice lunchbox, not leaving a single grain behind. She seemed almost entranced while munching down on it. And then, she got off of Saito’s lap.


  “Just do a regular proposal. And if you’re too scared to do it, Shise will be your practice partner.”


  “You’re saying I should propose to you?”


  “Yup. Depending on how well you do, Shise will calculate your chance of success. And Shise’s calculations are always perfect,” Shisei showed a V-sign.


  She prided herself in the Houjou Family’s greatest calculating power, so running a simulation with her would probably be close to perfect.


  “Hup.”


  Shisei sat on top of Saito’s desk, dangling her feet while she gave him a gaze of anticipation.


  “Show Shise, Brother. Your one-in-a-million technique to win over any girl’s heart in one fell swoop.”


  “Way to put pressure on me…”


  Saito was feeling hesitant, but if he didn’t stay true to his word, he wouldn’t be able to call himself the successor and next head of the Houjou Family. He looked through all the data he had in his mind and then built the perfect proposal. He began it by raising his hand high toward Shise, and then—


  “Come with me! I’ll give you the world and everything you want!”


  “Minus 5,000 points.”


  “I blew down past zero?!”


  “Akane doesn’t want you to get the whole world. You’re not proposing with that, you’re trying to gather allies for your tribe.”


  “It will make every citizen in the world quiver in fear! Don’t you want the world for yourself, Shise?!”


  Shisei slowly shook her head.


  “No, she doesn’t. After all…Shise has owned this world since time immemorial.”


  “Wh-What…?” Saito gulped.


  And for some reason, when he looked at Shisei putting her palms together while raising her arms into the sky, she resembled a goddess. This carried a lot of credibility in her statement. She even gave off some sort of divine aura, making you want to believe she had been alive since then.


  “Don’t be so embarrassed and just hit Shise with your feelings.”


  “maybe…I should ask her to make miso soup for me for the rest of our lives…?”


  “You don’t need to beat around the bush like that. Just look into Shise’s eyes and say it,” Shisei put both her hands on Saito’s face and pulled him closer.


  Her eyes shone clearer like crystals, entrapping Saito with a calm gaze. A sweet and bewitching breath leaked from her half-opened mouth.


  “Just say it. ‘I love you more than anyone else in the world’. It’s that easy.”


  “But that’s…embarrassing…”


  “Say. It,” Shisei said with a gentle yet also forceful tone.


  Unable to escape her stern gaze, Saito went ahead with the proposal.


  “I love you…more than anyone else in the world.”


  “Shise loves you, too,” she whispered and pressed her lips onto Saito.


  He felt a luke-warm and soft sensation on his lips, as Saito’s was sucked right into Shisei’s captivating gaze. He panicked and pulled his head away from Shisei.


  “H-Hey, did you just…?”


  The sensation of her lips remained on his, as well as her saliva that got stuck to his lips when he touched them with his finger. At the same time, Shisei licked her lips like a cat who had just finished its meal.


  “If we don’t follow through until the very end, it’s all meaningless. So, did you figure out how to do it?”


  “Not really…”


  The surprise completely threw Saito off. He couldn’t grasp it at all.


  “Then we just have to continue your training. And Shise’s gonna stick with you until the very end.”


  “Don’t do that! This isn’t something you should be doing so casually!”


  “There’s nothing casual about this. Shise does it because it’s you, Brother.”


  Shisei stood on her toes and wrapped her arms around Saito’s neck, pushing her tips closer. Normally, she was rather fragile and weak, but her grasp was crazy right now. But then, Saito realized that his classmates were staring at them. All of them were in disbelief, emitting some sort of miasma that affected the person next to him.


  “Hold on…Am I just seeing things?”


  “Did Shisei-chan and Houjou-kun just…kiss?”


  “I guess…He has to die, right?”


  “Anybody who sullies Shisei-sama must be removed…and used as a sacrifice.”


  “So it’s finally time…to open the gates to hell…”


  A shower of hostility washed over Saito.


  “Hold on you guys! Relax! Don’t lose control just because of this!”


  Saito desperately tried to calm down the pack of wild animals staring at him. During that whole time, Shisei showered Saito with kisses. Although she didn’t reach his lips, she still plastered her lips all over his neck and cheeks.


  —Dangit, is she copying Auntie Reiko?! Seriously, she’s such a bad influence on Shisei!


  That said, even if he resented his aunt now, it wouldn’t get him out of his predicament. Rather, Shisei’s kisses only made things worse. Their classmates clumped together to form some sort of black entity, actually building the doors to hell themselves. Ominous chants of “DIY! DIY!” Beyond the gate they had created, Saito could see the darkness of hell about to suck him in. But then, one male student spoke with a wise gaze in his eyes like he was some detective.


  “Hold on, guys. I just realized something crazy. If we kiss Saito right now, wouldn’t that mean we got an indirect kiss with Shisei-sama…?”


  “““Ah…”””


  All the violent students stopped in their tracks like simultaneously they had planned it.


  “That’s right!”


  “We lowly humans would normally have no right to even ask for a kiss with our Holy Mother Shisei-chan, but we can do with Houjou-kun as we please!”


  “In other words…”


  The classmates’ eyes’ suddenly changed into one of boundless lust as they approached Saito. All of them had their lips pursed out like they were sucking on a straw, resembling octopi from some sort of alien race.


  “You guys need to relax! Get a grip and let me go! Do you guys have no shame?!”


  Saito saw no other choice but to dive out of the window in order to escape this insanity.







  Immediately after Shisei took off one layer of clothing, Rui hushed over to pick it up. You might argue that this was just Shisei acting careless and unbefitting of the Houjou Family’s young daughter, but Rui knew this was her way of expressing her love. She made sure that Rui always had work to do, which is why Shisei purposefully scattered her clothes. After all, when Rui was out for another job within the mansion, Shisei managed to handle herself just fine. On top of that, being able to touch Shisei’s clothes was like the greatest reward for Rui. The blouse skirt that the young lady wore all day, she would pick up and bury her face in it to take a deep breath. It smelled like a flower garden erected in heaven, melting her brain and giving her an instant rush of dopamine and happiness.


  “…Rui.”


  “Young lady?!”


  But when a voice called out to her from behind, she froze up immediately and she felt a cold sweat seep out of her whole body. Normally, Rui had no issue picking up the presence of danger around Shisei, but the young lady herself was rather elusive at times. Said Shisei was not yet wearing her dress, and instead wore a one-piece type of underwear. Her white skin shone bright beyond the thin fabric and laces, resembling a fairy of sorts. Of course, Rui immediately proceeded to try and defend herself.


  “Don’t misunderstand. I was just trying to gauge your body temperature based on the amount of sweat on your clothes, and I wasn’t having any impure thoughts during the process—”


  “That doesn’t matter right now.”


  “Wha…”


  Rui was worried that she might get punished harshly for her actions—and partially looked forward to said punishment—but Shisei didn’t seem interested in that.


  “You told Akane that Brother still has feelings for the girl from the party, right?”


  “…?!”


  Rui froze up like a block of ice. However, her stiffness became undone immediately, and she answered without any emotion on her face.


  “What might you be talking about? Regarding that girl, I promised you that I would keep it a secret. And I would never break my promise to you.”


  If Shisei were to realize what happened, her trust in Rui would shatter immediately. But it should be fine. Rui was confident in her poker face more than anybody else. She is not a typical member of the family, and she may dress like a maid, but the way she behaves herself suits the upper class. To ensure that nobody would know of her rough upbringing. And yet—


  “Shise already knows. You set that all up to break apart Brother and Akane, right? You purposefully brought Akane to the place where Brother and Himari were flirting around and even interrupted their date. Shise knows it all.”


  “Don’t misunderstand, I wasn’t—”


  “The only people who know that Brother still keeps that girl’s handkerchief are Brother, Shise, and you. So the only person who would be able to tell Akane is you, Rui.”


  Her clear eyes saw right through Rui. Even though she was a few heads smaller than Rui, the pressure she emitted was enough to rival even a war god. Rui immediately went down on one knee and bowed her head.


  “My sincerest apologies, young lady. I broke my promise to you. I am willing to accept whatever punishment you see fit.”


  Any punishment she was ready to undertake, as long as it meant that she could remain by Shisei’s side. That was her only wish.


  “Shise isn’t angry with you, Rui.”


  “Huh…?” Rui raised her head.


  She met the gaze of Shisei, who showed a complicated expression.


  “That said, I want you to stop getting between Brother and Akane. That’s all.”


  “But what about your own feelings?! I have to do this…even if they all come to hate me! As long as I can grant your wish!” Rui pleaded as desperately as she could.


  She understood painfully well how much Shisei felt for Saito, so she wanted to see her romance come true no matter the sacrifice.


  “You don’t have to work hard anymore. Shise is fine as long as you’re by her side.”


  Shisei placed her hand on Rui’s head. It was a small hand, yet carried a strong conviction. The warmth coming from it entered Rui and grew evermore that it made her want to disappear on the spot.


  “I…I’m not worthy of being by your side. The Houjou blood running through my veins is very thin, and until I met you, my lady, my life was barely worth a dime.”


  “It’s not ‘My lady.’ Shise.”


  Rui was bewildered.


  “But I thought…Only Saito-sama was allowed to call you that.”


  Brother and Shise. These nicknames depicted how close Saito and Shisei are, and how special they are to each other. Even the rest of the family, including Shisei’s parents, are only calling her Shisei. Or rather, they are forced into doing so.


  “You are forgiven, Rui. Just this once,” Shisei declared.


  In response, Rui slowly but surely opened her mouth.


  “Shise…sama…”


  “Yup.”


  “If you were to wish for it…then I will be by your side, and not just behind you.”


  Not just as a servant, but as a partner. Rui knew she was asking for a lot, but she wanted to grant the wish of her beloved master.


  “Shise wishes for it.”


  “Thank you…very much…”


  Rui bit her lips. She sat cross-legged on the carpet as if to recuperate from the impact of what just happened, with Shisei sitting on her lap. It was the same level of distance she usually showed with Saito, and she even leaned against her body.


  “You see…Brother is starved. And if he remains like that when he rises to become the next family head, it will cause a calamity.”


  “You mean he’s going to turn into some demon king…?”


  It was said that the ancestors of the Houjou Clan always brought chaos into the peace of this world.


  “He’s that powerful. With his talent and the influence of the family, he can do anything he wants, for better or worse. If Brother is going for absolute annihilation, then Shise will join him, but he won’t be happy like that.”


  “You really…care for Saito-sama, don’t you?” Rui pouted.


  As Shisei’s partner, she should be allowed to feel jealous now, should she not?


  “And the only one who can truly fill Brother is Akane. So, Shise is lending him to her. And it would be nice if you helped Brother, too,” Shisei said and rubbed Rui’s head.







  On the way home from school, Akane and Himari sat across from each other at a table in a café while checking the menus. It felt as if time was melting away as the amber light outside filtered in. From a young age, Himari had always been by her side. Spending time with her was like a time of relief. Said Himari now asked Akane with a worried tone.


  “Is something wrong, Akane? You seem pretty down today.”


  “Yes…I’m just fine.”


  Akane tried not to show it openly, but her friend must have seen right through her.


  “You’re not fine at all, are you? What happened? Is it my fault? Because I was getting all lovey-dovey with Saito-kun again today…?”


  Akane showed a faint snicker.


  “No, it’s got nothing to do with it. You promised to fight me openly and fairly, right?”


  The strength left Himari’s body as she leaned on the table with her arms.


  “Thank god…I wouldn’t know what to do if you came to hate me. I doubt I could keep on living.”


  “You’re exaggerating. You could make tons of best friends without me, right?”


  Himari shot up from her chair.


  “Absolutely not! Sure, I could find people to hang out with, but you’re my only best friend.”


  “I wonder what the difference between a regular friend and a best friend is?” Akane cocked her head.


  Himari put her index finger on her lips and started thinking.


  “Mhm…Someone who knows me the most and accepts me despite all my flaws?”


  “Honestly, I didn’t know many of your flaws until recently. So does that mean we weren’t best friends until then?”


  Akane’s comment made Himari panic once more.


  “W-Wait, hold on! Forget I said anything! Um…What really matters is that we’re always together and that we always think of each other!”


  “It’s not fair that you suddenly change your definition on the spot like that.”


  “Buuuut, but, but! I wanna be best friends with you!” Himari pouted like a little child, the cuteness of it all making Akane laugh.


  “You’re right. We’re best friends.”


  “Aren’t you just going along for the sake of it?”


  “Not at all. Our relationship will never change.”


  “…Yeah,” Himari blushed and picked up her tea cup.


  Akane also took a sip from her tea to bear this awkward situation. Himari’s blonde hair which she had always admired shone brightly under the light entering through the window. Himari has always been beautiful and straightforward. Akane felt like she could tell her everything. She was always taking Akane’s worries seriously.


  “You know…I think I’m going to give up on Saito.”


  When Akane’s words finally registered in Himari’s brain, she got very close to dropping her teacup. She managed to catch it in time, but the black tea splattered across the table.


  “Huh? Wh-What do you mean?” Himari’s voice was quivering, like she couldn’t believe what she had just heard.


  “You know, Saito apparently has a crush on a girl. He’s liked her since they were young, and he still can’t forget her.”


  “So…His first love?”


  “He still treasures the handkerchief he got from the girl. Pretty weird, right? Saito’s supposed to be an emotionless robot,” Akane showed a smile, but she could feel her eyes getting hotter.


  She slowly looked up at the wooden fan that turned above her head.


  “I want Saito to be happy, you know. But that’s why I can’t get in his way any more than this. He’s been hurting all his life, so I at least want his love to work out the way he wants.”


  Meanwhile, Himari let out an aggravated sigh.


  “I swear. You always do the same nonsense, Akane.”


  “Huh…?”


  Not understanding what part of her statement could have annoyed Himari this much, Akane gave her a bewildered look. Up until they had begun fighting for Saito, they never clashed with their opinions like this.


  “That’s what people call a ‘Must Thought Process’. Tied down by all sorts of rules, you give up on doing what you want to do and slowly strangle yourself. Is it fun to live like that?”


  “It…It is. I get to eat strawberries, watch cat videos, do all sorts of stuff…So, yeah. It’s fine.”


  It’s not as if she had discarded everything.


  “Really? To me, it really looks like you’re suffering,” Himari declared confidently, having watched Akane all this time.


  She pressed both her hands on Akane’s cheeks, looking directly into her eyes.


  “…You probably think that you can help people as long as you’re the only one suffering, right? When you see others suffering, you always assume that you’re not allowed to have fun. Is that…because of Maho-chan?”


  “…!”


  Her emotions shook, and Akane’s eyes watered.


  “Maho has…nothing to do with this.”


  “I knew it. It’s so obvious. When Maho-chan was hospitalized, you wouldn’t hang out with me no matter how many times I invited you. All you did was study all day, almost hurting yourself in the process. That was your way of praying, right?”


  “No, I wasn’t…”


  Akane couldn’t find the words to make excuses. She genuinely thought that, if she stayed a good girl and did what everyone wanted, Maho might recover. Both her parents and Maho were going through so much that she didn’t think it would be fair if she was the only one having fun, spending time with Himari, and all that. Said Himari now frowned with a worried look.


  “You can’t do that, Akane. Once you finally become a doctor, you’re not going to be around for long.”


  “What do you…”


  “The moment you see all those sick people, you’ll continue to work forever. Even if you collapse, even if you have to discard your own happiness—and then you’ll die just like that. I don’t want that.”


  “Come on, I’m not that much of an idiot.”


  But Himari just shrugged.


  “You are that much of an idiot. Didn’t you collapse from studying too much not too long ago?”


  “Ack…”


  Akane couldn’t deny that face since it did happen.


  “Also, I don’t think you have some sort of duty to make others happy.”


  “So…I just have to become happy myself?”


  Himari nodded without hesitation.


  “I keep telling Saito that I’d be happy being his mistress or anything like that as long as it meant he’d show me love. The eyes of the public, common sense, and any laws regarding that can rot in hell for all I care. This isn’t their life, it’s mine. I’m not going to listen to anybody else’s complaints, it’s how I decide to live my own life.”


  “But you have to follow the rules or you’ll suffer from it, no?”


  “Sure, there may be penalties, but I’d rather deal with them than have to live my life the way they want me to.”


  “You…really are strong, Himari.”


  So much so that Akane couldn’t hope to compare to it.


  “You’re the one who’s strong, Akane. Did you already forget? When I was bullied, you didn’t care about common sense or anything like that and just protected me because you wanted to. I was weak back then, but I always admired you for that, and I wanted to become more like you.”


  “I just…did that for your sake.”


  “Then this time, you have to be stronger for your own sake. Who cares if Saito-kun has a crush on a girl? Just steal him from her! Overwrite his memories with her with memories that the two of you spend together!”


  Himari tightly grasped Akane’s hands, expressing how she felt without hesitation. Akane was overwhelmed by Himari’s force.


  “That would make me the villain though…”


  “Then be the villain. I did all I could to steal Saito-kun from you. I don’t care if people think I’m some thieving cat trying to steal someone’s man. I’m living my life trying to be happy,” Himari said without any guilt or remorse.


  The sight of it alone was dazzling. Even if the world shunned her for it, this was her own justice. And she was certain of it, so her determination remained unwavering.


  “How can you support me this much? Wouldn’t it be better for you if I didn’t end up with Saito?”


  “Honestly, if I don’t do anything, you’re probably going to ruin things yourself, so I did think about letting this play out while watching.”


  “Himariii!”


  “Ha ha ha~”
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  Himari laughed heartily while Akane glared at her. But unlike before, they could finally talk without hiding their true feelings. She did have quite a twisted personality, but Akane was nobody to speak on that. Since they both had their strong flaws, they could be open about everything without feeling restrained. Himari then rested her head on the palm of her hand, elbow on the table, while narrowing her eyes in a somewhat dejected expression.


  “But you know, there’s something I realized. I think I like you more than Saito-kun at this point.”


  “Wha…?! I-I mean, that’s an honor and…all, but…I would like us to stay just friends, so…!” Akane began to panic.


  Met with that reaction, Akane flashed a wry smile.


  “That’s not what I meant…Unless, are you in love with me, Akane?”


  “N-No! I was just surprised since you blurted that out without any warning!”


  “Right, makes sense. But to be honest, I wouldn’t mind that sort of future, either,” Himari showed Akane a teasing wink.


  “Don’t tease me like that…” Akane waved her hand to block off the wink.


  They may be best friends of the same gender, but when dealing with someone as appealing as her, it was hard to just laugh it off. Himari put her hands together in front of her chest like a prayer and closed her eyes.


  “I mean, I do want Saito-kun, you know? I want to be his girlfriend, I want to be lovey-dovey with him, and I want to do lewd stuff, too.”


  “L-Lewd stuff…”


  These words alone made Akane’s neck grow hot.


  “But stealing him away while making you cry just wouldn’t feel right. Going on a date with Saito-kun does make me feel happy and excited, but I also enjoy spending this peaceful time with you. I think I’m the happiest as long as I get to see your smile,” Himari expressed her feelings with a peaceful smile as she gazed at Akane.


  Her long fingers carefully caressed Akane’s bangs full of love. It created a warm and pleasant sensation.


  “I also…like spending time with you like this.”


  “Yeah, I know.”


  “But when it comes to Saito, I—”


  “Yeah, I know. One of us has to give up. And your feelings for him are stronger than mine.”


  “I’m sorry. But…I’ll do my best.”


  “Yeah, go get him, girl,” Himari embraced Akane and pulled her closer.


  Feeling her warm embrace, Akane was filled with strength like never before. From start to finish, it was always Himari who supported her. But then, that very Himari whispered into her ear.


  “That said…If things go south between you and Saito-kun, I’ll swoop in and take him for myself, you know?”


  “Himari?!” Akane froze up.


  “Who knows? Maybe your feelings for him will cool down immediately once you start dating. After all, it’d mean that you finally won against him, right?”


  “That won’t happen!”


  Akane tried to break free from Himari’s embrace, but it was impossible. The mature scent she emitted and her strong arms were like a spider web to her.


  “Don’t let down your guard, okay? As your best friend, I’ll always be by your side, secretly plotting to snatch Saito-kun from you.”


  “My best friend…is way too scary…” Akane quivered in fear.







  “All right, perfect!”


  Saito sat at the desk of his study room, raising his head and away from the book in front of him. On said desk, he had books about courtship ceremonies from all over the world, non-fictional books with marriage proposal scenes, and even psychology textbooks. With this much material to read about, surely he should be able to pull off a proposal just fine. But in order to raise the chance of success, he needed to prepare the greatest line for the greatest stage and his greatest performance. So for that, he headed down to the first floor.


  He hesitantly glanced into the kitchen, where he saw Akane wearing an apron while glaring at her phone. She must have just finished dinner, but now she was even trying to make some sweets, working with bowls, flour, and even heart-shaped frames on the table in front of her.


  “Hey, Akane?” Saito called out to her, to which Akane’s head shot up.


  “Wh-What’s up?”


  “Do you…have time tomorrow evening?”


  “Huh? I…I do, what about it?”


  Saito’s tongue felt dry from the sweat coming out of his whole body, but he still tried his best to formulate his words.


  “I was thinking…Maybe we could go out for dinner?”


  “Oh, so we’re eating out somewhere?”


  “Well, it won’t be just any other restaurant. There’s a strict dress code, and it’s actually at an expensive hotel restaurant.”


  “A hotel?! Wait, are you plotting something lewd…?!” Akane blushed immediately.


  “No! We’re not going to stay the night! We’ll just eat at the restaurant!” Saito’s head began to grow hotter, too.


  Then again, they had been living together for a while now, so even if they stayed at a hotel, nothing weird would happen. Akane then began to fidget and looked up at Saito.


  “So…is it going to be a date?”


  Saito’s reflexes wanted to deny that immediately, but he had to swallow his shame. While feeling the blood in his body boil, he forcefully pushed the words out of his throat.


  “…It is.”


  “I…I see…” Akane looked down.


  “Do you not want to?”


  “No…I’m happy, actually..”


  “Oh…”


  Saito’s voice was shaking, making him feel like having any normal conversation would be impossible. She was happy? So she…always wanted to go on dates? Would she be happy with anybody, or was it because it was Saito who invited her? Maybe she did carry a certain level of affection for him. All these thoughts clouded Saito’s ability to think clearly. His hands felt sweaty.


  “A-Al right, then it’s decided! I’ll be escorting you all the way, so I hope you look forward to it! Until then!”


  Even though they’d be sleeping in the same bed several hours later, Saito said his goodbyes while storming out of the room.







  Finally, the day of the planned proposal arrived. Saito stood in his own room, checking himself in the mirror. He wore a white tuxedo he often used for parties organized by the Houjou Group. For some, it might look a bit too fancy, but after some research, Saito learned that this level of fanciness was just perfect, so he had to put his trust in that. After all, he had no experience when it came to a proposal.


  Saito finished his preparations and waited in the hallway when he saw Akane descending the stairs. She wore a bright red dress, beautifully representing her passionate personality. The fabric with its laces allowed glimpses of her skin in certain areas, and decorations of roses and other patterns colored the dress. Her shoulders were in bare sight, showing her silky skin, with a silver necklace adorning her neck. The hem of her dress was a bit shortened just enough to reveal her slender and bewitching legs. The dress she wore for their first date—although she would absolutely not allow Saito to call it a date—had focused more on emphasizing her cuteness, but this version showed just how mature and beautiful she really was. As a result, albeit already feeling jealous, Saito’s heartbeat accelerated ten-fold. If he was struggling to stay calm before they even headed out, how would he survive the rest of the night?


  “H-How do I look…?” Akane asked meekly.


  “…You’re beautiful.”


  Saito simply had to admit it. Akane was beautiful. Not just her appearance, but her strength, will, strictness, kindness, and cuteness—Her every charm radiated from within that made it stand out even more. Saito was fully aware of that. He learned about all of these sides to her during their cohabitation.


  “…Thank you,” Akane smiled as her cheeks turned red like flowers.


  “Gaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”


  Her cuteness was like a nuke to Saito’s ability to stay calm, so he forcefully cooled down by slamming his head against the hallway wall.


  “Saito?! What are you doing?! Did you break?!” Akane rushed over in an attempt to stop him.


  However, he just gave her a thumbs-up and flashed an invincible grin.


  “No problem at all. My head was just feeling a bit itchy.”


  “But did you really need to go that far just for that?!”


  “I would, because I am a genius after all.”


  “You geniuses are such weirdos…” Akane was rather perplexed.


  —Isn’t this…pretty bad?


  Saito immediately felt the danger in this situation. Despite the proposal being still far during this day, it seemed as if the distance between their hearts had closed drastically. At this rate, Akane might consider fleeing before they even reached the restaurant in question. Saito had to get a grip, as it was his job to escort the girl today.


  “Now, let’s go. I’ll show you a night you’ve never experienced before,” Saito offered his hand to Akane.


  “O-Okay…”


  She hesitated for a moment but eventually took it. Stepping out of the entrance, they were greeted by a white limousine. It was a little different from the one Shisei liked to use, but it definitely stood out in this narrow street in the middle of the residential district. Rui also wasn’t the driver, but an elderly man. Saito and Akane stepped inside, and the limousine set off.


  “What’s with this car?” Akane asked while looking around inside the limousine.


  “I rented it for today using the pay I got for my translation work.”


  “We could’ve just taken the train or bus, though. Such a waste of money.”


  “No, that won’t do.”


  “Why?”


  “Because.”


  Using public transport would just make Saito seem lame. He read about this one of the books, too. For a proposal, you have to take the lady to a restaurant using an expensive drive.


  “Tell me. I’m curious,” Akane pulled on Saito’s sleeve.


  “It’s nothing major. I’ll tell you later.”


  “Tell me right now!”


  “I can’t!”


  There, Akane’s face paled.


  “Wait…You have a reason you can’t tell me?! Are you abducting me?! You must be!”


  “Why would I abduct my own wife?”


  “To take me to a research facility!”


  “What research facility would want to research you?!”


  “One with cruel experiments! Like putting me in a cage while surrounding me with cats that I can’t pet! You’re trying to see how long I can keep myself from going insane!”


  “That’s…a rather peaceful experiment, honestly.”


  “I don’t think I could keep my sanity for longer than 30 minutes! Help me! Help me!”


  “You don’t need help, you just need to relax!”


  Akane was about to jump out of the limousine, only stopped by Saito. If she caused too much of a ruckus, the driver might just drop them off and call it a day. Eventually, Akane finally calmed down, allowing Saito to sigh in relief. Just keeping his wife in line took a lot out of him. However that is also what made them special. She placed a small bag on her lap, nervously gazing out of the window. Either she was still looking for a chance to escape, or she realized where Saito might be taking her. Whatever it was, a tense atmosphere filled the limousine. The scent from the seats was different compared to Shisei’s own limousine. Akane had put on perfume, too, even though she normally wouldn’t, which drifted away from her white neck.


  Finally, the limousine stopped in front of the hotel. The driver opened the doors, with Saito lending Akane a hand to step outside. Another limousine had stopped in front of the entrance, showing how popular this place really was. With this, they should be able to look forward to the food. Beyond the glass door was a large and open entrance hall. Akane carried her bag on her shoulder and looked around while walking along the marble.


  “All right…Doesn’t seem to be a research lab.”


  “Are you still doubting me?!”


  “Can you blame me? I don’t know why you would go out of your way to bring me to such a fancy restaurant. Just last time, we went to that back alley supermarket, too…”


  Their relationship seemed so fragile that she doubted a simple invitation to a stylish date. At this rate, having her agree to the proposal would be incredibly difficult. They walked down the deeper left hallway and reached the French restaurant in question. A grand piano decorated the inside, and a woman was wearing a dress currently playing it. Immediately, Akane gasped.


  “Wait…Do I have to sing?!”


  “No?! Why would I force you to do that!”


  “You must be…You’re going to look down on my horrible singing while enjoying your food, right?! That is the sort of person you are!”


  “Can’t you at least trust me a little bit?”


  As the two were bantering back and forth, one of the employees approached them. His age seemed to be around 50, and he carried himself in a more dignified and modest way than the rest. Saito announced his name, and so the man took them to a table in the back. Saito waited for Akane to sit down, yet she would stick to his back the whole time.


  “Aren’t you going to sit down?” He asked, bewildered.


  “Shouldn’t you sit down first? It’s common practice for the man to sit in the back.”


  “No, it’s the woman, actually.”


  “What? Don’t you know anything? Back at Grandma’s place, it’d always be the man sitting in the back. Dear me…I guess I’ll have to teach you how adults work!” Akane puffed out her chest with a smug expression.


  The second she thinks she’s got the upper hand on Saito, this is what she does.


  “That might be the case when it comes to Japanese cuisine, but we’re at a French restaurant right now, so it’s the opposite.


  “Wha…N-No, that…”


  She began to panic and looked it up on her phone. A few moments later, her face was as red as a tomato.


  “Y-You’re right! I knew that, of course! How would I not know that?!” She maintained her confident demeanor and sat down on the chair in the back.


  Saito followed suit and sat down across the table, narrowing his eyes with a smug look.


  “Heh…You really don’t know anything. Guess I’ll be the one who has to teach you everything tonight?”


  “Grrrr…!”


  They hadn’t even ordered their food yet, but Akane was already in battle mode, grasping the fork and knife while growling at Saito. The grip of them already began to bend because of Akane’s raw power.


  “Sorry, forget I said anything.”


  Saito felt his life was in danger, and thus apologized immediately. More than anything, he came to this restaurant today in order to propose to Akane, so starting a fight because of something so mundane would only hurt his chances. Thankfully, one of the employees arrived.


  “Would you like to order something to drink?”


  “I’ll have some orange juice.”


  “And I’ll take a coke.”


  Granted, Saito felt a bit embarrassed to be ordering regular drinks while the other customers around drank wine and other alcohol, but they were underage, so it couldn’t be helped. As for the main dish, Saito ordered filet steak, and Akane ordered red sea bream poêlé. After taking all the orders, the staff walked away again. Meanwhile, Akane looked through the rest of the menu with a glint of curiosity in her eyes.


  “If you’re that curious about the menu, why not take it home with you?”


  “Are you sure? Wouldn’t that be bad manners?” Akane voiced her concern.


  “It’ll be fine.”


  “Then I guess I will. I can look through it at home and cook some delicious food for you, so I hope you look forward to it.”


  “Oh, I absolutely am.”


  Any cooking done by Akane would probably be better than what the pros could do. Her food always filled Saito to the fullest, be it physically or emotionally. He had never eaten something like it before. Eventually, the drinks were brought to their table. Now, it was time to show the results of his training. He tilted the glass with his coke and uttered the phrase he practiced hundreds of times in front of his mirror, speaking with a voice as handsome as possible.


  “To this beautiful night…and to your eternal beauty, a toast.”


  “Wow…You’re trying really hard, huh?”


  “Ugh…!”


  Saito suffered a critical hit.


  “But…I don’t dislike it.”


  “Huh?”


  “So…Here, cheers.”


  Akane lifted her glass with both her hands and took a sip from her orange juice. Her shoulders curled up a bit and her earlobes changed color into a faint pink. It seemed like this was a success for now.


  “You really like orange juice, huh?”


  “Not really?”


  “But when we met up with our grandparents for the marriage meeting, it was all you had, right?”


  “Was it…? I don’t quite remember. I think I just ordered orange juice because it’s similar to strawberry juice, but they typically don’t have that.”


  “Is it really that similar…?”


  Saito’s memory was just on another level. Even if it was something the other person would forget eventually, he remembered it clearly. Although this makes it seem like the very fact of it happening was being denied.


  “Still, that sure was a surprise back then,” Saito said with a nostalgic tone.


  “Absolutely. I never would have imagined that I’d have to get married to my archenemy.”


  “Do you regret agreeing to it?”


  “…”


  Akane didn’t respond and just looked down at the table. Shortly after, an employee brought the food. It started with a seasonal vegetable terrine as an appetizer. The soup was shell-food bisque. Seeing the main dish, Akane raised a faint cheer in excitement. As the stars shone down on them, their night continued. This time won’t ever come again. This time only existed for the sake of the two of them. All the while the piano player changed the song to a ballad. Saito did not know how Akane felt. Was she suffering being married to a guy like him, or was she at least enjoying herself to some degree? Either way, it didn’t matter. He had to tell her how he felt.


  “I…!”


  Saito grasped the small box in his pocket. He had already given her a ring as a present before, so for today, he prepared a necklace as a proposal.


  “Yeah?” Akane looked at Sato’s face, her voice calm and peaceful.


  Her eyes were overflowing with intelligence, carrying a glimmer of anticipation. Her cheeks were reddened like strawberries. Her lovely lips were colored in crimson which gave them a moist and glossy look. At this very moment, Akane looked unbelievably cute.


  —And I…am going to confess to her. But is she going to accept, or…?
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  Sheer terror and fear of being rejected filled his being. He couldn’t imagine a future in which she would have any feelings for him. And it wasn’t just her. He couldn’t see himself being loved by anybody. He was scared that, the moment he confessed his feelings, her expression would change from a smile into a look of disgust. He worked so hard to close the distance between them, but what if she moved away in just an instant? In the end, they were only married on paper, so what if she wanted to keep a clear distance between them?


  —I don’t want her to push me away.


  His vision distorted. He began feeling dizzy, about to fall off from his chair simply by sitting still. He desperately held onto the table, causing it to shake and the tableware to create a loud noise.


  “Are you okay…?”


  Akane asked him with an expression of concern, but in Saito’s twisted view, it already looked like a glare of disgust. He hated himself for ruining the good mood they had going. He always ruined the mood, ostracized by classmates, friends, and family. And since he did not understand other people’s emotions, he was not loved by anybody. Forever and ever.


  “Sorry, I think I need some fresh air.”


  “Saito…?”


  Saito felt asphyxiated because of the pressure in the air and opted to get up. He left the bewildered Akane at the table, passed by the hotel staff, and stepped outside the restaurant. If he just kept things the way they are now, he’d still be able to live together with Akane. Was there really any need to take this risk just because he wanted more? But the more he asked himself, the sooner he realized—He simply had no courage. He walked far away to the point he could no longer hear the piano and then evacuated to a hallway where nobody could find him. He placed his hand on the cold wall, trying to keep himself standing.


  “I’m such a moron.”


  He cursed himself while mumbling.


  “That is correct. You are quite the moron, Saito-sama.”


  Out of nowhere, Rui appeared next to him. She wore the same maid outfit, and the same sour expression, and even the look she gave Saito was the same.


  “Why are you here?!”


  Of course, she also didn’t answer Saito’s question.


  “You are more than just a moron. You are human trash. Utter human waste, possibly.”


  “That’s even worse…”


  “You are so helpless that you can’t even do a normal proposal, right?”


  Asking why she knew about Saito’s goal was probably a waste of time. Just like Shisei, she knew far too much all the time and always appeared at the right moment. So instead, he just sighed in resignation.


  “I didn’t want somebody else to see me acting that lame, though.”


  “You are never willing to show your weakness to others, after all. Are you that scared of being bare around others?”


  “Only the good people in this world can be loved for who they are.”


  Like Shisei, like Himari, like Akane.


  “It’s the opposite, Saito-sama. Those who can never show their true selves can’t be loved by others. If even the person you set your heart on doesn’t know you, what is the point?”


  “That’s…”


  Saito tried to protest, but Rui covered his mouth. She pushed her face right up to him.


  “You see, I despise the way the Houjou Family operates. Despite sharing the same blood, because I am a distant relative, I am treated like a lowly servant, whether I am at work or not. I cannot even eat together with Shise-sama. There were times when I couldn’t handle it anymore and cried all by myself.”


  “You…were crying?”


  Saito knew Rui quite well, in addition to her stern and stoic demeanor at work, so that was incredibly hard to believe.


  “Not too long ago, you invited me to join everyone at the dining table, yes? I was never once told that before. But…That is also why your words made me happy,” Rui said and smiled, her tense expression shattering.


  Saito swallowed his breath because of this abrupt change.


  “I…I see.”


  “And? Have you fallen in love with me?”


  “Not at all…?”


  “Not falling in love with a beauty like me after she bears her everything for you to see…You truly are a virgin.”


  “Don’t call yourself a beauty.”


  She wasn’t wrong, but this abundance of sheer arrogance was something else.


  “Being weak doesn’t make you a coward. A true coward is someone who is too ashamed to show someone else your lame side, your weak side, and your pathetic side.”


  “I’m…not a coward,” Saito said and glared back at Rui.


  She did the same. She grabbed his jaw and forcefully pushed it up, staring directly into his eyes.


  “No, you are. You cannot show your lame side to her because you don’t believe her. Do you not trust Akane-same?”


  “She’s…a good person, but…”


  But that’s exactly why she won’t accept Saito’s weakness. Why would she? Saito’s whole soul was drenched in mud and despair. There was nothing to find interest in.


  “If you can’t even put trust in the person you fell in love with, then you can simply remain a fake couple for the rest of your lives. However, are you okay with that?” Rui asked.







  In the end, Saito remained unable to propose to Akane and the dinner came to an end. With nothing else to do, they headed back home again. Saito had changed into his regular room wear, sinking into the sofa in utter exhaustion. He didn’t have the energy to read a book, let alone play a game. Shortly after, Akane entered the living room, still showing concern for his odd behavior.


  “What’s wrong? Something must have happened, right? You seem pretty down…”


  Her consideration only caused Saito to take more damage.


  “…I’m just in shock at how pathetic I am.”


  “Why? Everything worked out great tonight. In fact, I am the one who kept messing up since I didn’t know the last thing about French table manners.”


  “Yeah, it’s because everything worked out great otherwise.”


  “What do you mean?” Akane cocked her head, not understanding what Saito was hinting at.


  Usually, Saito could pull off everything perfectly after learning about it in a book. Today’s escorting of Akane, even the table manners, it all worked out perfectly. It would be a perfect grade on a test. The reason he didn’t invite Akane out earlier is that he was too scared and too insecure if he didn’t have enough information. These spotless preparations are what gave him the courage to ask her out. He didn’t want to admit it, but Rui was right. Saito is and always has been a coward. He doesn’t consider himself worthy of being loved by anybody, let alone himself. He doesn’t dare to tell someone those three simple words “I love you.” After all—


  “I just…hate myself.”


  The dam broke and the feelings he had kept locked away finally came gushing out. These feelings…these pathetic emotions were something he hadn’t even shown his closest family, Shisei. Because he was too embarrassed. In front of Shisei, he wanted to be a cool and reliable older brother, so he couldn’t ever come clean about that. He felt like the princess loved by everybody wouldn’t understand how he felt. And the moment he put the stagnation inside of him, which had been swirling in there for years, into words, it took a distinct form and filled his whole body.


  “Wha…” Akane’s eyes shot wide open. “Bu-But…You’re a narcissist. Always brimming with confidence, looking down on others, calling yourself a genius, and…”


  “What good does being a genius do?” Saito’s words were like a bite of bitter chocolate.


  “You’re always at the top of the school’s leaderboards. You can freely choose which university you want to attend, and you’ve got so many opportunities when it comes to jobs…You’ve been a winner the moment you were born, no?”


  “And so what if I’m a winner?”


  “I…I don’t…” Akane was bewildered.


  “I don’t want to win.”


  He was fine with losing. If his defeat meant making everyone happy, he would have gladly lost.


  “Did you know? Because I keep on winning…Everyone eventually resents me.”


  A laugh devoid of emotion escaped Saito’s mouth.


  “At first, it was my parents. My father didn’t inherit the genius of the Houjou Family, so he was banished. That’s all fine and dandy. My father and mother lived a happy life with no connection to the Houjou Family. They were just happy like that. But because I was born…I ruined it all.”


  “You…did…?” Akane frowned.


  “I had the talent my father didn’t. The blood of the Houjou Family flows through my body, thicker than anybody else’s. And so, Gramps decided to make me his successor, giving me special treatment. Of course, my father resented me for that. He kept on saying that I should just die already.”


  Because he was told those words from a young age, he assumed that this was a common sentiment amongst all fathers—Wanting their sons to die.


  “But…That’s not your fault. It was your father who…”


  “No, it’s my fault. My parents weren’t the only ones who despised me. My teachers, my classmates, they all hated me. They didn’t even bother to invite me into their world.”


  “Did you…want to join them?” Akane asked, sounding somewhat surprised.


  “…I did.”


  Confessing it like this made it clear how pathetic of a wish it was. But now that he had started, there was no stopping.


  “I wanted them to invite me to play stupid games together. I was so incredibly jealous of those group chats that I was never a part of. I wanted them to invite me to their birthday parties. But because of my talent, they envied me and pushed me away,” Saito looked up at the ceiling, observing the fluorescent lamp. “No, that’s not quite right. The reason is because I have a nasty personality. Arrogant enough that I even tell you about all of this, unable to understand the feelings of others, unable to realize when I hurt someone else. I’m sure my parents must be much happier without me around.”


  Akane sat down next to Saito.


  “I always thought you didn’t care much for your parents. When we passed them back at your family’s home, you didn’t react at all, too…”


  The reason he didn’t react is because he swallowed his own feelings. From a young age, he had practically been trained to become numb to his negative feelings. One could call it his instinct to protect himself.


  “I just…resented them. They never showed up for class observation day. They didn’t cheer for me during the sports day. They didn’t even bother to talk to me. We never ate a meal as the three of us.”


  Akane gave Saito a grief-struck look.


  “But you didn’t actually resent them, right? You…must have still loved them.”


  “Don’t.”


  “If you really resented them, you wouldn’t have wanted to talk with them, would you?”


  “Stop it.”


  Saito covered his face with his hand. If he had been born a normal boy, would he have experienced what it feels like to be hugged by his parents? Such a thought alone is enough to create torment and emptiness inside a young child. And if the world was going to reject him, he would simply shut out the world, too. Don’t wish for anything, don’t get attached to anything. As long as you don’t hope, you can’t feel despair.


  “Nobody wished for me to be born. And so, I’m going to keep on living, no matter the resentment I have to shoulder. I will look down at those pieces of trash and watch them suffer in their ineptitude. That is my revenge.”


  Putting it into words, it truly sounded pathetic. But these were his unclouded, unaltered genuine feelings. This darkness brooded inside him that nobody would ever be willing to accept.


  “And…I really hate myself for that.”


  Saito sighed, emotionally exhausted from his monologuing. Yet he was too terrified of Akane’s reaction that he couldn’t look her in the eyes. Showing one’s weakness was all nonsense after all. She must be disgusted with him. Disappointed, feeling disdain, feeling contempt. With this, their cohabitation would come to an end. Akane is going to leave the house, and Saito is going to be all alone again. The solitude he had forgotten at one point would grasp him by the neck and—


  “Even so…I love you.”


  When he heard those words next to him, Saito first doubted his ears.


  “…What?! Were you even listening to me?! I just spent the last five minutes explaining how much of a scumbag I am…!”


  Saito turned toward Akane, who glared at him with tears in her eyes. She took Saito’s hand and placed it between both of hers and repeated her previous words.


  “I love you. No matter how much you hate yourself, my love for you won’t change.”


  “L-Love…?! What the hell are you talking about?!”


  None of this made any sense. Saito had nothing that would make people love him. Especially now that he revealed his deepest parts.


  “When we first enrolled at our high school, I couldn’t stand your guts. But…I also admired you. You did everything I couldn’t so easily, and so brazenly. It annoyed me how cool you were. I just couldn’t stop myself from always trying to talk to you.”


  While holding Saito’s hand, Akane quietly continued. She expressed the feelings she had during the time they walked this path together.


  “After we started living together, I learned more and more about you. I fell in love with you more each passing day. You may be a narcissist, but I can always rely on you. Whenever I was having trouble with something, you would help me immediately. You might seem dense, but you’re still trying your best to be considerate. And the strawberry sandwiches you made for me as a snack were really good, too.”


  “I’m glad…you enjoyed them, but still…”


  Saito couldn’t keep up with what was happening. Akane, of all people, was showering Saito with praise. Each word she uttered pushed a knife deeper into Saito’s chest.


  “I like watching movies with you. I like playing games with you. I like sleeping next to you. I like watching you when you’re eating the food I make, like a puppy that finally gets to eat. Even when we fight, I like spending time with you.”


  “You’re fine with…someone as nasty and horrible as me…?” Saito asked, almost unable to believe what he had been told.


  Akane seemingly saw this as entertaining, because she snickered.


  “Of course, there are plenty of parts about you that I can’t stand. But be it the good or the bad…My feelings for you won’t change. I want to spend the rest of my life together with you, Saito.”


  This wasn’t just a confession of love anymore. It was an affirmation of his existence. An affection that was able to swallow Saito whole. It made him feel like his proposal was just child’s play. This is what he really wanted. He lived his life wishing for something like this. He didn’t want some petty revenge. He just wanted to be loved. He wanted someone to permit his existence in this world.


  “You are just…something else…”


  His chest felt like it was about to be ripped apart as something warm and pleasant rose to the surface, urging him to bite his lips. His vision blurred, making it hard to even see Akane’s face. But as his tears ran down his cheeks, Akane gently scooped them up with her finger.


  “It might have started as the worst possible marriage at first…But I’m glad I got married to you. I’ll always be by your side. Because…this is our home…” Akane moved closer to Saito and smiled.
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  “A-Anyway, I should probably make some tea!”


  “Akane?!”


  (“Why are you pouring the hot water into the sink?!”


  “KLAKK”
“KLAKK”


  “Let me carry that!”


  (“I confessed to him. I confessed to him. I confessed to him. I confessed to him…!”)


  Epilogue


  The tea prepared by Akane gave off small puffs of steam as it stood on the table. Next to the cups of tea were homemade waffles, with added maple syrup and butter that colored the smell in the air. Even something as simple as this was something Saito had never experienced even in his younger days, but he was always starving for it—A peaceful moment with nothing going on. This feeling of relief entered his body, melting away his stress and worries like a bath after a long day. Next to him sat Akane, clinging to his arm like a cat that had captured its prey. However, she seemed in a great mood.


  “Even if you have a crush on someone, I’m not going to let anybody else have you. I decided that I’ll make you happy.”


  “Huh? The person I have a crush on? But…”


  “Who is it? Tell me! I’ll fight them!”


  She was as physical about everything as always. Even though Saito knew that Akane had feelings for him, he was still a bit embarrassed to confess his own. However, this was the one moment he couldn’t pull back from no matter what.


  “Well…That would be a certain someone called Akane.”


  “Akane…Who the hell is that?!” Akane roared in rage.


  “You!”


  “You…Akane? What an odd last name to have.”


  “It’s not a last name! I’m saying that I like you! The girl in front of my eyes, and the girl I’m married to! I like you, Akane!” Saito grabbed Akane’s shoulders and just repeated himself.


  He didn’t know that, despite everything, it would be this hard to get his feelings across to her. She really was an SSS-level beast. In response to Saito’s outburst, Akane’s eyes shot open.


  “Huh? Wait…Huuuuuuuuuuuuh?! Me?! You’re joking, right?!”


  “I’m not! I actually wanted to confess to you at the restaurant earlier…but I couldn’t bring myself to tell you.”


  Akane was very much like a scaredy cat, but she also dared to do all the things Saito didn’t. Even if another woman was in the picture, she showed the strength to fight her way up and stay by his side.


  “But…Don’t you have a crush on that girl you met years ago?”


  “That was just my first love.”


  “So you still like her, right?! You’re still treasuring the handkerchief you gave her!”


  “I mean, I still have it…But, you’re right. It’s time to let go of the past, so I’ll let you decide what to do with it.”


  Saito headed for his study room and took out a box stored deep within the closet. It was a large box, shaped like a book, and covered in synthetic leather. In there, he put all the things he hesitated to throw away, such as the fountain pen he got from Tenryuu and the origami paper he received from Shisei. Inside of that was also the handkerchief with laces. The very one he received from that girl during the graduation party.


  That day, Saito ended up hurt. After his father had not been summoned by Tenryuu, he threw an ashtray at Saito in retaliation. Since Saito was used to being punched and hurt, he didn’t really think much about it, but when the girl saw the injury, she almost started crying. “You don’t have to swallow the pain,” she said while cleaning the wound with her handkerchief.


  Seeing her like that stuck with Saito. He didn’t just develop an interest in her because talking to her was fun. That kindness she showed toward him was something he couldn’t ever forget.


  —But…I really have to forget.


  Even if his brain couldn’t forget, he had to erase the traces of that memory from his heart. He returned to the living room and handed Akane the handkerchief in question.


  “This is it.”


  “Wha…”


  Akane froze up, not attempting to take the handkerchief.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “That…That’s my handkerchief…I was always wondering where I lost it…”


  “Huh? No, this is the handkerchief that girl lent me during my graduation party.”


  “That’s me! The handkerchief has cherry blossom petals embroidered around the edges! Grandma made this just for me!”


  “No, no, no! I still remember it clearly! The girl gave it to me as we were taking on the veranda outside! She had long, beautiful hair, was quiet and polite, and was like an angel! But you’re an evil dragon!”


  “How rude! But sorry to tell you, I was the one you talked to that day!”


  Akane stomped up the stairs like a dragon, rushing back down again a few moments later to show Saito an album of hers.


  “Look! This is how I looked back in elementary school!”


  “Wha…?!”


  Shown in the photo Akane pushed into his face, he clearly saw the same girl he had fallen in love with. Her grandmother Chiyo was at her side, and she even wore the same dress as on that day, albeit awkwardly averting her face. She then tightly grasped the album, quivering in rage


  “You…You actually remembered me? But when I approached you on our first day in high school, you didn’t recognize me…!”


  “Because your hairstyle was completely different…” Saito stared at the photo in disbelief.


  “At least remember my face!”


  “But you have grown up since then! Also, weren’t you the one who forgot about lending me your handkerchief?!”


  “Why would I remember such a minor detail?! I was so nervous that I couldn’t even focus on what I was doing at the time!”


  “Well, I was even more nervous! My heart was about to explode!”


  “Nope! I was! I still remember it now!”


  The two glared at each other while bantering back and forth. Akane’s face was as red as a tomato, and Saito’s own cheeks felt like they were on fire. Despite them knowing of each other’s feelings, they were still fighting. It must be their destiny at this point. Overwhelmed by this revelation, Akane held her head.


  “All that time worrying about your first crush…Wasted! If you had realized sooner…then we would have spent all those three years of our high school career without fighting once and just being lovey-dovey all day…”


  “L-Lovey-dovey…?”


  Hearing such words out of Akane’s mouth made Saito feel like the world was going to end. That same Akane now leaned against the nearby wall, completely in disbelief.


  “Well…Regretting it now won’t bring that time back. But still…The field trip, the cultural festival, the sports festival, going to the shrine, a summer festival…We could’ve enjoyed all those things if we’d known our feelings were mutual…It would have been the best youth ever…”


  As Akane sunk deeper into depression, Saito attempted to find a positive light at the end of the tunnel.


  “W-Well, we can just do all those things now, right? And through fighting all day, we did learn quite a lot about each other, too…”


  However, this did not work out how he intended it to as Akane just glared at him with the face of a demon.


  “You have to be better!”


  “I’m sorry!”


  Saito apologized on the spot. She then rammed her forehead into his and gave him a sharp gaze with tears in her eyes.


  “And to make up for it, you’ll have to shower me with all the love in the world from now on, so…I hope you’re ready!”
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  Afterword


  The anime is on the way! Saito, Akane, Shisei, Himari, and even Maho will all be moving on your own TV screen!


  This story began four years ago with a single manga video. From then on, it turned into a light novel, a manga, and now even an anime. It’ll be watched in Japan and across the whole world! It really helps me realize how far we’ve come. Like I’m still living in a dream that I’m about to wake up from. And of course, we were able to make it this far thanks to everyone’s support of our ‘Kurasu no Daikirai na Joshi to Kekkon Suru Koto ni Natta’!” Really, thank you all so much.


  For an author, an anime adaptation is like a dream come true. It has been eleven years since I debuted back in the year 2013. It took a long time until my dream was granted, but the fact that I could make it here today is because of all your support. Of course, an anime adaptation is not the goal, and I’m going to do my best to create more wonderful stories from now on, so I hope you continue to support me. I fear I might be in this for the long run and write until the day I die.


  Regarding the anime itself, I am going to participate in the meetings regarding the script and the dubbing. I am happy to report that everyone in the production has read the source material and loves it deeply, so this passion will surely create something wonderful. The cast even understands the characters better than I do at times, which creates a passionate and warm scenery during the dubbing. With Akane and the others causing chaos on the screen, I expect this adaptation to end up something we can be proud of and wholeheartedly recommend to others, so I hope you look forward to it.


  If you are interested in receiving more information about the anime, feel free to check out their official account (https://x.com/kurakon_X) where you can also learn more about special events that include KuraKon. With that said, I hope you continue KuraKon in any shape or form you can!


  Turnaround, halfway through summer—


  July 20th, 2024.


  Amano Seiju
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