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  Prologue


      “Kurusu-san...? Can I have your printout? The other students has ask me to...”


      “............” 



  The girl looked coldly at the male student who approached her and without changing her expression, she took the printout from her bag and placed it in her hand.


  Anyone would have a hard time reacting to this series of expressionless and uninterrupted actions.


  In fact, when she approached him, the male student was seen trying to move away.


      “.........”


      “Oh...uh...umm...sorry.”


  He reflexively apologized when he received that cold gaze.


  Perhaps in response to the attitude of the male student, who looked like he was uncomfortable with his current situation, the girl who had been silent the whole time wrote 【No need to apologize】on the tablet’s app in her hand.


      “Oh, thank goodness. Well then...”


  The male student who received the printout then ran away from that girl.


      …Ah. She did it again.


  I sighed as I saw the scene from the hallway.


  She did not speak at all.


  If she wanted to say something, she just wrote it on her tablet like what she was doing now.


  She had maintained this attitude ever since she entered this school, a preparatory school in Ibaraki Prefecture.


  At glance, she looks like a mysterious person. But to put it bluntly, she was a person who could not socialize.


  Her appearance further emphasized her aura that seemed unapproachable to anyone.


  Her waist-length silver hair that shone like a brocade. It reminded me of an angel or goddess in the myths I had read. Her shiny hair fluttered silently as the wind blew and her fragrant scent blown away with the wind.


  Her smooth white skin was so beautiful and artistic that I wanted to reach out and touch it.


      Ah, her appearance is a work of art. Just stand there and look at her – how beautiful she was. She was a beautiful young girl, so beautiful that you could just stand there and look at her forever. No, she must be one of the best in this school.


  Unfortunately, however, these factors made her even more difficult to approach. Let’s just call it scary. Also, despite everyone’s best efforts to talk to her, she won’t speak and remains expressionless.


  As a result, she is alienated from the people around her because of her personality.


      Well, that’s... normal though.


  So, as if anyone who touched her would be cursed by the Gods, people tried to interact with her as little as possible.


  However, this does not mean that she is heartless or indifferent to the situation around her.


      (...Did he get my message that I’m not angry? This is the first step)


      (Yes... this is my first step)


  The other person cannot feel her concern and feelings, but she thinks about it in her heart.


  So I approached her and spoke to her, “Kurusu, may we talk?”. Kurusu turned around in response to my voice and hurriedly started writing her response on her tablet.


      【Hello, Kaburagi-kun. 】


      “Yo. I’ll visit you after school today, is that okay?”


      【Yupp】(My moment of happiness. I live for this)


      “No problem. Well, I guess we’ll practice again. Step by step.”


      【Effort】(...I can’t keep making mistakes...I have to keep trying)


      “Well, take it easy. Everyone fails and succeeds from time to time. Besides, I like people who try hard.”


      【New!】


      “Haha. I can feel how nervous you are when you speak in that way. If you’re nervous, it’s a sign that you’re seriously trying. So, I can understand you even just a little.”


  Kurusu erased the writing on her tablet and looked at my face.


      (...How can you guess my feelings like that? Do you have a hidden ability...?)


      “Hidden... no, it’s nothing.”


  I tilted my head backward and coughed, diverting myself from the gaze of Kurusu, who was staring at me.


      “Well, Kurusu. Are you ready for what we talked about yesterday?”


      【Yupp..】(Smile practice is interesting... this is for making friends too)


      “Okay. Glad to hear that... see you after school.”


      【I’m looking forward to it】(I can’t wait to meet him after school. Can time for the class go by faster, huh?)


  Kurusu shook his head and looked at me. She kept looking at me and I knew it was because she was excited and looking forward to our promise.


  Unfortunately, the expression she was trying to show was very stiff and rather intimidating. So, it was very difficult to call it a smile. It certainly made the people around her misunderstand...


      “Kaburagi is amazing, isn’t he? I admire how he communicates with her without feeling the slightest awkwardness.” (I’m not sure if I’m capable of it. I’m scared of her and don’t want to deal with her)


  When I sat down, the other students started talking to me, as if they were impressed.


  They smiled at me without showing any signs of worry at the terrible thing they had thought.


      “Is that so? Kurusu is normal and a very nice person, you know.”


      “No, no. You don’t know that! She doesn’t speak and even when she tries her best to speak, the long silences really make the atmosphere very awkward!”


      “Hahaha!”


      “Eh... Why are you laughing? Honestly, don’t you think it’s a little creepy...?”


  I guess from the point of view of the people around me, I’m just “The person who is trying my best to be Kurusu’s partner”.


  That’s why the word “amazing” was probably meant as a sign of their appreciation for my efforts.


  But, no one knows.


  Neither my classmates nor the other students knew.


  That seemingly uncommunicative exchange actually happened.


  Rurina Kurusu’s innermost feelings were honest and adorable.


  And no one knows that I, Ritsu Kaburagi , can hear (the inner voices) of those around me.


  Chapter 1 - The Heart of The Girl That Doesn’t Speak is Nothing But Cute


  At the beginning of February, after the regular exams were over.


  I was taken to the infirmary because I was suffering from a headache caused by studying too hard for the exam. The window of the room was open for ventilation and a cool breeze came in, reminding me of the chill of the winter season.


      "Just rest. You don't seem to have slept at all."


  The school nurse, Saya-sensei (Sayaka Mochizuki), said it with a feeling of concern, pressing her forehead against mine and rolling me onto the bed.


  She shrugged and sighed, and I could see a hint of worry in her eyes.


      "Hahaha... Saya-sensei. Even if you say so, I have a lot of studying to do before the exam. It's not going to be easy for me to get good grades without putting in so much effort."


      "Huft. We as teachers say that a student's main duty is to study, but haven't we always taught you not to push yourself too hard?" 


      "No, no, I'm so strong, I haven't even fainted yet. I'm just a bit dizzy from the anaemia.


      "Even if it's just a little dizzy and anaemic. It's not unusual in this world for people to die of exhaustion..."


      "Your words have a different power of persuasion."


      "Shut up. You should worry about your own body."


      "Don't worry, I'm fine now. Look at my muscles."


      "......." (Maybe it's about time. It seems that making him faint can make him sleep well too)


  I winced at her angry, sharp gaze and her kinda-dangerous 'inner voice'.


  As I tried to dodge her gaze, she grabbed my head and twisted it violently.


      "That hurts!"


      "Look here, Kaburagi. Open your filthy mouth and show me."


      "I wasn't expecting this kind of play──."


      "The answer can only be 'yes' or 'yes’. Do you understand?"


      "Good choice of answer...huh. So I have no right to veto your choice!?"


  I had no choice but to open my mouth when Sensei urged me to do so.


  Sensei, who had taken out a torch, shone it into my mouth and examined it carefully.


      "It's still a bit red. Seems a bit hoarse too...hmmm. Risk of sleep deprivation, weakened immune system... well, I think it's just one step away from the flu."


      "Then I'm fine, right..."


      "I wanted to ask, are you feeling nauseous or have you got a sore throat?"


  Her sharp gaze was fixed on me.


  Oh no. This was a sign that she wasn't going to let me go unless I told her the truth.


  I really had no choice. I sighed and gave up, then decided to speak.


      "Well... it seems I really do have a headache. Yeah, it's probably because of a cold..."


      "Cold, huh..."


  Although she was not convinced, she seemed to have accepted the fact that it was true, then her eyebrows furrowed and her face became grim.


  This is something only my family knows──── My head has been picking up the inner voices of others since I was a child.


   


  Even when they ask me 'why', I don't know the reason because it's been happening since the beginning.


  Like breathing, like a baby trying to walk on its own two feet, it was a natural part of my growth.


  But 'hearing the inner voice' was not an easy way for me to pick up on what was happening around me.


  It was only heard when there was space for someone to think in their heart, such as when there was a silence or a pause in the conversation they were having. So sometimes I was under the illusion that a normal conversation was going on when it happened.


  In the public transport, especially on the train, it's hell for me because people don't talk much, but their inner voices can be heard everywhere.


  Especially on Mondays, the negative thoughts of office workers are very strong.


  Well, I'd even hear things I didn't want to hear... so it's not entirely a good thing to have this ability.


  It is natural for every human being to separate what is real from what is not.


  Speaking openly or verbally can cause problems, so they keep those things to themselves. So their inner voices usually sound very bad.


  For example, they may say verbally, "I will continue to love you", but inside they are thinking, "Well, at least for now"... Of course, if you hear such a voice all day long, you'll probably start to distrust the other person and think, "I won't get in touch with them anymore".


  But since I've gotten used to this lifestyle, I don't see it as an inconvenience or a sad thing.


  Knowing other people's feelings means I can get along better and more easily. I can judge what I don't like and what I want to tell the other person. And conversely, I can read what they want to tell me straight away, so it's easy for me to fulfill their wishes.


  Sometimes I get headaches from listening to these voices too much, but thanks to my special ability I have a strong position in my class and I'm generally happy with my current life as a student at school.


  Well, although I still have to work hard to make up for it.


  I opened my textbook and Sensei's brow furrowed beside me.


  But before I could hear her words, the book was taken from me.


      "Don't study, please... I never thought there would be a time when I could say that to a student.


  Sensei sighed and looked at me.


      "Only in this case, Kaburagi. And are you sure you won't take your cold medicine? If your headache is bad, it's a must, right?"


      "What are you talking about? Illness starts in the mind, Sensei. I let my immune system take care of itself."


      "Haaa..."


  She had black lines on her forehead and rudely brought a cup and placed it in front of me along with the medicine. I drank it as well, feeling disturbed by her expression.


      "Remember what I said before...?"


      "Umm...you mean, 'Leave this to me and move on!', right?"


      "No."


      "Or when you said 'Don't stop...' and fell..."


      "I guess we can let that pass, huh~?"


      "Ahh, now I remember. ‘Focus on finding a soul mate!’, right? It's true, you must have gotten past the age when you're supposed to marry."


      "You brat, I'm going to kill you."


      "────I was just joking."


  I curled up on the bed and knelt down.


   


  Her eyes were serious. It looked like murderous intent.


  While I was still thinking about it, Sensei raised her hand and rolled me onto the bed.


  She pulled the covers over me, sat on the edge of the bed and said.


      "I will wake you up later, so you should sleep until then. Don't go home without my permission, OK?"


      "Ahh... yes, please."


      "What a troublesome man."


  She got an ice pack from the fridge and then put a cold compress on my forehead.


      "As I said, 'patience is wisdom', isn't it? If you carry on like this, you'll collapse one day."


      "I'll try not to let it come to that. It's really hard for an ordinary person like me to keep getting good grades."


      "Well, I appreciate your efforts."


  Sensei grimaced and looked at me, showing the beautiful shape of her eyes.


  Then she raised her hands and straightened her body.


      "As I've always said, you should learn to depend on others. The friends you make now could be the ones who help you when you grow up, and you can rest more if you have friends and family to support you..."


      "Is there something wrong with that?"


      "Kaburagi. Seriously, what's happened to you lately? Have you found a girlfriend yet?"


      "Well... Let's just say I have."


      "So you're still pretending?"


      "Yes, you could say that."


      "I know you want to avoid trouble, but that won't get you anywhere in the future, will it?"


      "No problem."


  When I said this, Sensei let out a long sigh and gave me a worried look.


  The main reason for the break-up of human relationships is the feeling of "love" that arises in a group. At any age, love relationships only create problems.


  That's why when people asked me, "Do you have a girlfriend?", I answered, "Yes, I do".


  I told them as soon as I started school and thanks to this I was able to avoid unnecessary problems and I didn't experience any events that would ruin my relationships with other students.


  The only problem I remember was when one of my classmates challenged me to a competition with his imaginary girlfriend.


      "So... you have friends?"


      "Don't assume that I don't."


      "You're in high school and you haven't..."


      "No, no! I have people to talk to! You see, we always do our activities in a close group. And let's just say I already have a girlfriend."


      "Oh... well, that's true. You are indeed a vainly popular person, you know that? Yes, vain."


      "You... aren't you completely wrong about that? I'm well-liked and respected, and I'm good at solving problems."


      "Don't praise yourself. You collapsed like this because you worked too hard."


  She let out a long sigh and looked at me worriedly.


  I felt uncomfortable and turned my head away.


      "Oh yes. I have a question for you, Kaburagi, as a person who has many friends and acquaintances."


      "Okay, what is it..."


      "How do high school students make friends these days?"


      "Ugh, are you... planning to go out with a student?"


      "Are you stupid? I need to know. It's part of my job to take care of my students."


      "Oh... I see."


  She flatly rejected my joke and put on a serious expression.


  The fact that she thought, 'I want to give her some useful advice', indicated that a student had come to her who was having difficulties in terms of friendship. And since she felt it was her responsibility as a teacher, she really wanted to help her.


      "Oh yes. Nowadays, social networking is the main way to make friends, even before we go to school".


      "Huh? When you say social networking, do you mean like Mixx or Myxxxxx accounts?" [TN: I actually spent hours researching this, looking up local Japanese social networks, and it looks like the social networks in question are Mixi and Myspace. Really old social media, no wonder I had trouble finding out what they were. And our MC would say the same]


      "What era are you from? Your knowledge gives away your age, you know."


      "S-Shut up! I don't know. I've never used one of those before."


      "You should stop using your old mobile phone and buy a smartphone as soon as possible. Otherwise, you'll be left behind and they'll call you an old woman─"


      "Do you want to try dying?" (I'll kill you)


      "Hahaha... Please don't do that."


  The words and the inside of her mind... were completely identical.


      "Hmm. It's okay. Even a keypad like the one on this phone has its good points. I think it's really innovative and in line with what I want, although eventually everything will develop in its own way. I'm sure we won't see anything like this again in the future. Yeah, that's right.”


      "I think this is where the term 'boomer generation' was invented, when they became rigid in their own thinking and refused to accept other people's ideas."


      "Even Buddha would lose his temper if insulted three times, Kaburagi."


      "Yosssh."


  I made a voice like a member of a sports club, then showed her the screen of my smartphone to distract her.


      "The most commonly used social media now is Instagram or Twitter. Almost all students use them now. Or rather, if they don't use it, they are bound to miss a lot of topics and be out of date."


      "Is that really so?"


      "Yes, of course. By using it, some students are already playing together before they even meet at the first enrolment ceremony. Or they can build a community in advance with people who have the same interests. That is a fundamental thing."


      "I-I understand."


      "The rest is just being proactive and taking steps to talk to people. Some people, especially in the beginning, will just wait and watch, so they won't move as much as you think. It's like a mountain that doesn't want to move. That's why first contact is so important.”


      "Huum..huum.."


      "On the other hand, women are much quicker. No, I think they are very agile. The group will form quickly, but unfortunately it will fall apart later. Those who adapt well will quickly find their place. At this time, the social caste will be born".


  Sensei made a serious note and read the contents.


  She pressed her forehead to the paper and seemed overwhelmed by all these explanations.


      "It's very difficult to live nowadays..."


      "Well, with easier access to smartphones and the internet, it's inevitable that we have more things to worry about. It's hard to live in a world where we have to adapt to all kinds of changes".


      "Aahhh. You're as mature as ever!"


      "Please don't praise me like that. You're embarrassing me."


      "I am simply astonished, you little brat."


  She slapped my chest with a smile on her lips.


      "I think it's very difficult for a transfer student to become part of an established community. It's even harder when she has a unique personality..."


      "...I totally understand."


  Saya-sensei's shoulders slumped in disappointment and she sighed.


  She closed her notebook and scratched her head. She seemed to be frustrated by her lack of knowledge about all this.


  Silence fell and the atmosphere became a bit awkward.


  While I was wondering what to do, I heard the rhythmic knocking on the door of the infirmary and clearly heard a question, "...May I come in?".


  I had never heard this voice before, but I couldn't ignore it...


  Sensei then replied, "Wait a moment". Then she turned to me and gently pulled the blanket over my body.


      "Thank you very much."


      "Don't worry. I'm used to this."


      "Hahaha."


      "Is this supposed to be funny? I'm going to say it again just to be sure, but don't try to escape, okay? Just wait till I get back. Okay, promise me."


      "Okay, I won't."


      "That's the usual line a guy says before he really won't. I know that." 



  Sensei sighed, closed the curtain, and left.


  Then I heard the door of the infirmary open, and the soft, friendly voice I had heard earlier reached my ears, "I'm going in".


      (Yup, I'll have to work a little harder for everything she asked to me!)


  I heard Sensei's inner voice trying to perk up, and I let out a long sigh as if trying to release my accumulated fatigue.


  It seemed that Sensei's mind was preoccupied with the student who had just arrived.


      "Well...that's enough."


  I covered my ears and prepared to fall asleep.


  I was worried about the people who might come, but I was already too tired to move my body.


  However...


      "...I'll sleep better thanks to that soft voice."


  I found myself saying this verbally.


      “Ahh... Someone is sleeping over there. So we should be quieter.", when I heard that, my consciousness disappeared.


  


   


  As I fell into a deep sleep, a fragrant odor tickled my nostrils.


  The smell seemed to lure me in, and my mind gradually became clear.


      "…How much sleep do I get?"


  I searched for my cell phone, picked it up and looked at the time.


  It seemed like I had been asleep for quite a while and about an hour had passed.


  I felt a little dazed, probably because of my previous condition.


  I got out of bed and slowly rolled my shoulders to stretch my muscles.


  As I did so, I heard a conversation between Sensei and someone else.


      "Listen, it's been a month since you moved here... have you been able to adjust to the school environment?"


      "Not only have I not settled in, but no one has approached me. What's going on?"


      "Oh right! How about using social media or exchanging contact information?"


      "...Yes, but everyone I approach seems to be busy and always says "I have something to do". Even if I wanted to exchange contacts, they would leave immediately."


      "Hmm... I see..."


  My face fell when I heard this sad conversation. The pleasant feeling I had just felt after waking up from sleep vanished in an instant, and an indescribable feeling of nausea began to take hold of my stomach.


  Oh, I shouldn't be listening to this. I can't even open the curtains to go outside. If I had spoken earlier, I would have pretended that I had just woken up and could leave right away...


  I let my breath out slowly. Then I decided to wait patiently, hoping that the conversation would end soon.


      "Umm, don't hesitate. I won't tell anyone, and if you have any problems, ask me anything!"


      "…It feels annoying when I rely too much on Sensei."


      "Is that so? I don't mind."


      "…No. I'll do it myself."


      "I admit that you are a hard worker. I wonder what's really going on."


  It seemed that the counselor's stubbornness in her had always encouraged Sensei to help her students.


  But now she was at a loss for words. This was unusual for the always strong-willed Sensei.


  I mean, are there any students here who are afraid of teachers?


  Even they are fearless and very brave with the senior students... I've never heard of that before.


  No wonder Sensei is so confused right now.


  [TN: So the point of the above conversation is that the MC is confused as to why the other students seem to be running away as if they're afraid of the student Sensei is talking to. Because she thinks that the other students aren't even afraid of the teacher or the seniors].


  When it comes to counseling about human relationships, we will never know where the landmines are. It is very difficult because we have to choose our words very carefully.


  As a teacher, the weight of your words is obviously very different... so you have to be very careful.


  As expected, I kept hearing a sad inner voice wondering, (How... can she do well?).


  I couldn't hear it well through the curtain, but it was probably Sensei's voice because it sounded so weak.


      "Oh, yeah! As I said before, have you ever seen someone you can model yourself after? You can start by watching and imitating him/her."


      "...There is one in the next classroom. There is also a very friendly and bright young lady in my class... But I don't think I can imitate her."


      "In the next class... ah, Kaburagi?"


      "Yes. He has a lot of friends. He's nice and I secretly admire him."


      "Ahh, no. He's amazing, sure, but he's really just pretending, you know? He's actually cocky and a jerk, okay?"


  Oi, school nurse. Don't trash-talking me.


  I wanted to say something, but I immediately swallowed the sound that was about to come out of my mouth and decided to hold it in.


      "Is that so? Unlike me, I've only heard good things about him."


      "You can't just look at it from the surface, can you? It's true that you can learn a lot from him on a microscopic level, but..."


      "...If I imitate him, I'll have a lot of friends, right?"


      "Yes. Well, if you get the chance, maybe you could ask him for some tips? If you want, I can introduce you to him."


      "No, I'll do it myself. I'll find my own friend."


      "You're really stubborn, huh? I don't know why people around you always act like that...huft"


  Huh?


  I tilted my head after hearing the unpleasantness of their conversation.


  The flow of the conversation seemed to be out of sync...


  I was more concerned about that than about Sensei's disrespect for me.


  There was a strange pause in the conversation.


  While I was thinking about it, I heard a 'beep' and an incoming call.


      "It's the vice principal. Oh no... I forgot we were having a staff meeting. But I'd rather talk to you now than attend the meeting..."


      "...Sensei. Thank you for your time."


      "Yes? Shall we talk again later?"


      "It's not good for you to leave your work because of me."


      "No, but..."


      "...I just don't want to bother you, Sensei."


  Once again I heard the voice of concern. Sensei wanted to help the student who came to her for advice. But this stubborn student refused to accept it.


  It's actually quite good that she's willing to ask others for help to solve her problems, but it's very difficult to solve problems in human relationships when she's so withdrawn... She tends to be passive and needs to change her way of thinking...


  If it were me, I would start by building her confidence.


  After that, I would explain the difference between what attitudes she should keep and what she should work on.


  I think that's the first thing I would do.


      "I'm sure I'll be fine. You'll get in trouble if you're late."


      "Mouu... I understand. I'm sorry. I'll make it up to you later."


  A voice of complaint could be heard.


  It was probably a priority for Sensei not to cut off communication with her.


      (I am so unworthy)


  Sensei's inner voice said sadly.


      "...I wish I could help Sensei who always listens to me."


      "You don't want me to make it up to you? No, no, I mean what I say. We'll talk again next time! That's a promise."


      "…Sensei, you're very kind."


      "Alright then."


  Well, it's finally over for now, isn't it?


  I'll wait for these two to disperse and come out.


      "…I want to return the favor, Sensei."


      "Uh, you want me to give you a job?"


      "…Whatever it is. I'll do my best."


      "Anything? Hmm... Ah!"


  A voice came out of Sensei's mouth as if she had a good idea.


      "In that case, I would like to ask you a favor."


      "Of course, no problem."


      "You didn't even ask what it was?"


      "I'm happy to be relied upon. I'll do my best."


      "I understand. Then──"


  I could hear Sensei's inner voice saying, “I have found the right person for this”, and I felt a bad premonition.


      "Actually, there is a student sleeping there..."


      "...Student?"


      "Yes, that's right. That brat will try to escape at any time. So how about someone watching him closely to make sure he doesn't escape? Just for a little while."


      "Yes, okay. I'll do that. No problem."


      "Sorry. That idiot needs to rest, but if I leave him alone, he'll be in a hurry and will try to act all right so that I don't have to worry about him. I have to watch over her like this."


      "...Then he just needs to sleep and rest."


  Oops, Sensei caught me.


  I thought I could go home as soon as they were done, but I guess Sensei could see through me. She's known me for a long time and seen it all the time, so I can't blame her for anticipating my next move.


      "He is a troublesome person. He calls himself a good guy── Ahh, the vice principal already urged me to come over immediately... Then I'll leave, so please!"


      "...Good luck, Sensei"


  I heard Sensei leave in a hurry and his footsteps go away.


  Then the curtains suddenly opened and I, caught off guard, hurriedly closed my blanket.


  It was as if I had been asleep the whole time and hadn't heard any conversation. I pretended to breathe in my sleep to show that I was asleep.


      "...Sorry to bother you, okay?"


  I heard a frightened voice and felt her approach next to me.


  Are you really going to watch me like Sensei told you?


  No, no, you don't have to take it seriously! You can go home as usual!


  I wanted to say it, but obviously I couldn't in this situation, so I just swallowed it.


      "...When he's sleeping, I have to be quiet...Umm, where's the chair?"


  She must have been looking for a chair nearby.


  I heard the faint sound of the chair scraping on the floor.


      "That's Kaburagi-kun sleeping. As Sensei said, you are a hard worker and always do your best. I knew it!"


  I was surprised by the words of praise she suddenly gave me.


  I turned around to hide the expression on my face that seemed to change because of her honest praise.


      "...I should keep an eye on him. Then..."


  I mean, don't tell me you're going to keep an eye on me next to me!


  But she was told by Sensei to leave after a while, right?


  She won't stay forever. I just had to sleep and wait for the time to pass.


  So I decided to wait for her to leave.


      "I have to keep my promise. Contracts must be kept. If you break it, you will be punished."


  Um, you're going home soon, right? I'm a little nervous...


   


  ────After a few hours.


  My fears were confirmed as the girl was still sitting next to me.


  She continued to stare at me as Sensei had instructed.


  Occasionally I would open my eyes to check on the situation. She would blink and then stare at me with an intense gaze...constantly.


  No way, she's not going home... No, why wouldn't she want to go home.


  I always assumed that she would be home soon, so I would stay like this for a while...


  As time passed, it became harder and harder to get up.


  How did this happen?


  I swore in my heart and opened my eyes to look at her face.


  She still hadn't moved and her big, beautiful eyes were staring at me.


      "...He was sleeping soundly. He must be tired. He'll be surprised when he wakes up and Sensei isn't here, so I'll have to wait"


  I heard it again. A clear voice.


  Turning over, I looked at her and saw that she was holding a pill in her hand, and her mouth didn't move even though I heard her voice.
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   Oh God, I didn't know that the girl Sensei wanted to help was Kurusu. 

  I thought she was a bad person who talked a lot while saying "I should shut up"...


  I was just hearing her inner voice all the time.


  I didn't pay attention to her because I heard her through the curtain.


  I thought she was having a normal conversation with Sensei, but she wasn't.


  That makes sense. No wonder I had never heard her voice before and why I felt a pause in their conversation.


      (...Sensei is very cool. The way she speaks is very dignified and mature. She's like a ‘businesswoman’. Would I look better if I could be calmer like that?)


  With her inner voice dripping with 'pure' feelings all the time, I thought about when to get up.


  I've never been in contact with Kurusu before, but in such a short time I found out that she is a person with a very serious personality. She follows exactly what Sensei tells her.


  And... she doesn't talk much.


  Or rather, Rurina Kurusu doesn't talk at all.


  She was a famous student who came around February and stole all the attention in the school. She wasn't very talkative, she wasn't very friendly, her eyes were scary, there were even rumors that she might actually be the daughter of a mafia boss, and there were even stories that she was a dangerous person who would suddenly write incomprehensible things in her writing.


  In the end, it's better not to get involved with her, and we don't know the reason why she doesn't talk... she's a woman with a lot of mystery.


  By the way, when people ask why she doesn't speak, the answer is 'misfortune'.


  There is a rumor around the school that she can curse you... but the truth is still unknown.


  I only passed her in the hallway a few times and had no relationship with her because we were in different classes.


  I never actively interacted with the new students.


  So I was only half-convinced by the rumors and just responded with "Hee, is that true?”, whenever I heard about it, and I wasn't interested in it.


  But after I heard her inner voice, I realized. I thought, we can never believe rumors.


  It's true that she doesn't talk like what I heard in the rumors. But the beautiful voice I heard before was her "real voice", which meant that the bad rumors about her were all false.


  The reason why she doesn't speak is unclear, but I have no doubt that the truth is that “Kurusu Rurina is just a bad communicator”.


  I looked at her expression again to avoid being noticed.


  She was still looking at me and I couldn’t see any change in her expression, but she was thinking about this and that in her head.


      (...The central figure of the class next door. The one commonly referred to as 'Riajuu'. No, King Normie...and if I look closely, I can see his long eyelashes. I remember a girl in my class talking about him before. "He's really my type," she said...yes, I'm sure he's very popular... He is kind, good at studying, good at sports, and can treat everyone equally. An ideal type...I should watch him and learn from him...)


  D-Don't talk too much... I'm embarrassed to be so highly praised.


  I used to pretend to be asleep so as not to lose my expression, which became strange due to too much praise from her.


      (...I want to talk to you when you wake up. First of all, I want to thank you. Should I say "thank you"? Or "thanks"? Yes, it seems okay)


  No, what do you mean, "it's okay"? I don't know why you should thank me.


  But still, Kurusu is that kind of person.


  She still has the same expressionless and frightening face as before, but her innocent voice sounds honest and very beautiful.


  Isn't she a beautiful woman, too?


  When I get close to someone like that, I can smell the goodness in the air...


  Huh. It's impossible not to notice.


  She's so sweet, even though her face is expressionless.


  What other "gap" is so effective just for me?


  Kurusu looked at me and thought in her mind, "Is he awake?" and looked at my face.


      "............"


      (I know he is sleeping. I'm glad Sensei relies on me, so I'll keep an eye on him)


  If she really is a bad person, I'll let it pass.


  But now that I know her true heart, I feel guilty for deceiving such an innocent young girl.


  There are many people who look good but have bad personalities and are full of lies...


  I am an admirer of the 'real thing', not such fake things.


  I thought that and sighed.


  ───This is useless.


  I'll give in and talk to her. Before the guilt destroys me...


      "Fuaahh. I slept well. Now let's see if I can wake up."


  Even I could only laugh at my own appearance. I thought she was laughing at me for my bad acting, but when she saw me wake up, Kurusu was so surprised to see me that she froze.


  And suddenly───.


      (…He tried to run away. No)


      "Eh...!?!?"


  I was pushed onto the bed.


  Kurusu fell on top of me with such force that she weighed me down.


      "............"


  Kurusu and I looked at each other without speaking.


  The soft feeling on my chest and the tantalizing scent of clear water. 

  I was confused by her unexpected behavior.


  Uh, no, how did that happen?


  Normally, I don't move because I know what the person I'm facing is trying to do.


  I can face her calmly and fight back if she tries to trick me or make fun of me.


  But since she moved her body before I could think, I couldn't do anything.


  Because of that, my heart was beating harder than ever before.


  I'm not good at being attacked like this... think fast.


  Then I covered my ears and tried to calm down.


  But every time I did, my heart pounded harder as I thought about it.


  I opened my eyes and looked at her. She was writing 'thank you' on the screen of her tablet and holding a chocolate candy in her hand as if to show her gratitude.


      "...Umm. I don't understand any of this."


      (I just wanted to say thank you... Did he get my message?)


      "I have nothing for your gratitude... Or maybe I should apologize for this situation... Anyway, you don't have to hold me back, right?"


      【No Escape】 (...because Sensei forbade it)


      "It's okay. I won't run away, can I get up?"


  I smiled at Kurusu, trying not to look annoyed. She replied with a slight tilt of her head.


      【Really?】 (...you look tired)


      "Really, really. I mean, we should do something with this position first."


      【Why?】


      "Why huh, there's a lot going on... and this position is embarrassing, isn't it?"


  I think she finally sensed it from the uncomfortable expression on my face.


  Kurusu also rolled her big eyes and backed away from me.


  Then she wrote the word "sorry" in Japanese and turned her face toward me with the same blank expression as before.


  But her real thoughts were...


      (...I did it. I made a mistake...I will be hanged...)


  She was very depressed.


  Seeing Kurusu depressed, I couldn't get angry with her.


  Instead, I wondered why she was so worried.


  So I said, "I understand your concern for my physical condition. Thank you", I said with the intention of comforting her.


  Kurusu bowed her head. Her expression didn't change, but she seemed to relax a little when she heard that.


  I thought that was the end of the matter, but for some reason, she still refused my request.


      "Is it okay if I get up?"


  Kurusu showed me a tablet with the words【Don’t get up】 written on it.


      "No, it's already dark outside. We have to go home, right?"


      【Stupid question】 (...Don't insist. I forbid it...)


      "Well, I've been very healthy, you know? I've been sleeping too much, and I can't sleep anymore."


      (...He who tries hard is usually trying to deceive)


  She looked at me suspiciously without any verbal communication.


  I could tell that she was really sincere and just worried...


  Just because Sensei asks you to do it doesn't mean you can't be flexible! On the other hand...


      "Aren't we too close?"


      【Silly question】 (...Keep watching. Don't miss the slightest change)


      "I have a problem with that..."


  I chuckled and looked away from her.


  You're serious for nothing!


      【The promise is absolute】


      "You don't have to be so serious."


      【Punishment】 (...Breaking a promise is a crime)


      "I-I understand..."


  I don't know why she's so stubborn and serious...?


  I can tell from her sincere efforts that she's just trying to be serious, and that makes it even harder to see.


  If she does this every day, it's no wonder she has a bad reputation. Her expressionless face will only make people misunderstand her even more.


  When I think about it, everything good about her seems pointless.


  Even though I know that now, to just let it pass without saying anything...huft.


  I scratched my head and shrugged.


      "You're Kurusu from the next class, right?


  Kurusu rolled her eyes and nodded slightly.


  She looked surprised that I recognized her.


      "Do you come to the infirmary often?"


  After a short pause, Kurusu simply wrote, 【While at school】 and showed it to me.


  After that, we didn't speak and just kept exchanging glances.


  Deep down, she was thinking, "I'm glad he knows me", but I couldn't feel that joy in her expression. It had only been a few minutes since we started talking, but it was enough for me to understand the reason why people felt uncomfortable with Kurusu.


  I understand. It can be awkward, right?


  The pace of the conversation had to be slowed down because the communication was written, and yet the text was short because she was trying to respond as quickly as possible.


  Besides, there was a pause for her to choose what words to use; those who couldn't bear to wait for her answer would probably give up and leave before she finished.


      "Hey, since we're both here, why don't we talk for a while? If you want."


  ───The silence was not awkward for me.


  I guess I was moved by her awkward but honest personality.


  Because I know her heart, that's why I said that.


  She accepted my verbal expression, and with an indifferent expression on her face, she hurriedly wrote on her tablet.


      【With pleasure】


  She showed it to me... but she looked a bit uncomfortable, as if she wanted to say, "…Are you sure?”.


  As I said before, she always thinks of others before herself.


  Her action of holding me like that was also based on her concern, so... I think it's safe to at least get to know her.


      "I'm glad to hear that. Anyway, I'm fine now, okay? Here, look at my muscles to prove it!"


      (...Fufufu. Kaburagi-kun, you're funny)


  The joke that didn't suit Sensei before seemed to be acceptable to Kurusu.


  She had no expression on her face, but her mouth moved slightly.


  The atmosphere relaxed a bit with that silly joke, and I decided to start a conversation with her.


      "All right, let's start with the easy part. How about we introduce ourselves?"


      【Okay. I'm good at this】 (Self-introductions... this makes me nervous. I'm not good at this, so what am I supposed to say...?)


  What you write and what you think are different...


      "Hmm... let's start with me. My name is Ritsu Kaburagi. My hobby is exercise, maybe? I like to move my body, not just in ball games. Then let's move on to Kurusu."


  I said the hobby template I usually use and waited for Kurusu's response. She wrote something, erased it, and repeated it several times until she finally showed me her tablet.


      【Rurina Kurusu. Likes to read】 (My real hobby is... wool crafts. People think it's childish. But reading... what are the latest books? I haven't read anything lately...)


      "Oh, reading. It's a good hobby."


  I nodded and smiled.


  I mean──your hobby isn't reading, right! But fine, I'll let that go.


  Okay. I'm not going to try to go any deeper into this.


  I know you're wondering what to say, so I won't ask, "What kind of book do you read?”.


  Yeah, but it's true. It takes a lot of courage to expose yourself to someone you don't know well...


  I looked around and found her bag.


  Looking at the bag at her feet, I found a small zipper open and a cute stuffed chick peeking out.


  So that's it...it's one of her wool crafts.


  That's right. To make it easier for her to speak honestly, I'll open up to her──.


      "Oh, yes, Kurusu. I have a correction to my previous statement about my hobbies."


  Kurusu looked at me as if to say, "Was it wrong?" and tilted her head.


      "Oh, yes. It's just a little embarrassing. But please don't laugh, okay?"


  I scratched at my cheek and looked at Kurusu with a little embarrassment. Seeing this, she gave a small nod.


      "I usually gather with people in crowds. But actually, I don't like crowded places. I like to go to the forest, walk by the river, and other quiet places. Sitting on a chair and drinking tea is best for me.


      (...Your hobbies are like Ojii-san's?)


      "Haha. Now you think I'm like Ojii-san, right?" [TN: Ojii-san means grandfather, in case you're not otaku enough to know. Lol]


  Kurusu was surprised and shook her head.


  But I calmed her down by saying, “I'm not angry, it's okay”.


      (...Communicative Ghost. As if he can see through me) [TN: It's kind of a compliment from the uncommunicative person to the very communicative person there. So they think they're so great that they call them ghosts. It's ridiculous tho lol]


      "Anyone who talks about this hobby will get this impression. But what's wrong with that? You have a hobby you like, so it's worse if you try to hide it."


      (...I'm really afraid to be honest too...but…)


  I also watched her as she started to write while thinking about it.


  When she finally finished writing, she hid her face with her tablet and showed 【My hobby, wool handicraft】.


      "Coincidentally, is that what I saw in your bag?"


      【I made it】 (...this is a chick I made recently. I worked hard to make it)


      "Heee, it's so pretty and so cute. What else did you make?"


      【Rabbit, cat and pig】 (...I was able to do it in a quiet atmosphere, so it was fun)


      "This is good, right. Even I would pay for such a cute little thing."


  When I said this, she took out another animal from her bag, different from the chick, and carefully handed it to me.


      "Can I have it?"


      【Yes】 (…A hedgehog. It looks like Kaburagi-kun)


      "Wow. I'm very happy. Thank you!"


      【No, no】 (I'm relieved...he looks happy)


  I put the stuffed hedgehog down and looked at her.


  Hmmm. It's really well made.


  I'll keep it in my pocket. But do I really look like a hedgehog?


      "If Kurusu gives it to me, I'll put it in my pocket. How about this? Isn't it cute with its face sticking out of the bag?"


      (...It's very cute. I made it myself, but I want to pet it...)


  I nodded and stared at the stuffed hedgehog sticking out of my bag.


  The atmosphere somehow became warm and soft. I think it's a sign that she's been able to open up to herself a bit.


  But then, as if to interrupt us, an announcement came: "Attention, school time is over”.


      "Okay, time to get out of here..."


      【Forbidden】 (...as Sensei said before)


      "Kurusu? You don't have to hold my arm so tight. I mean, aren't you embarrassed?"


      【Promise】 (Promise...to take care of you...and monitor you)


      "Hahaha..."


  I laughed bitterly.


  Sensei, if you're going to ask her to do something, you should make it a little clearer.


  She's too serious and rigid. I really don't know what to do...


  While I was thinking about this and worrying about her, I heard the sound of footsteps coming from the hallway.


      "Sorry I'm late!!!"


  Sensei returned to the infirmary in a hurry.


      "Sensei, you're late..."


      "Well, I'm sorry. We talked about unimportant things for a long time──eh?"


  Sensei made an awkward face as soon as her eyes met ours.


  Then she looked at the already dark window and sighed.


      "What is it, Sensei?"


      "Kaburagi, did you, who just met her, want to assault her right away? What's with the education of young people these days... Why is Kurusu in your arms... Hufff".


      【Nice. Kind】 (...The conversation was nice. And he was nice to me too)


      "Nice and kind, huh...? Kaburagi... don't tell me?"


      "No way! I mean, Kurusu, please choose the right words. Otherwise, this misunderstanding will escalate."


      "…You, do you have a last will and testament?"


      "You're so unobjective... this is really a misunderstanding, okay? We were just having a normal conversation."


      "Hooo. What's normal about 'being alone in the infirmary with a beautiful woman on your arm'? There's something wrong with you. Aah!?"


      "Ahh, you really don't want to hear me out..."


      【For the first time】 (...I can talk about my hobbies for the first time)


      "Hey, Kurusu? I'm already at my wit's end. If you don't improve your choice of words, Sensei will talk about this until tomorrow."


  I sighed and gave a brief explanation of what had happened to the Sensei who was staring at me.


  She shrugged her shoulders as if she finally understood what I was saying.


      "Oh, well... that's fine then. Anyway, let's forget about what happened and I'll take you home since it's late."


      "Oh, Saya-sensei. That's very kind of you!"


      "It's dangerous for a cute girl to walk the streets at night. By the way, I don't care about you, Kaburagi. I hope that lecherous men like you get kicked to death by horses on the street."


      "Uwaa... your eyes are even colder."


  Kurusu, who could not follow the interaction between me and Sensei, could only watch and did not know what to do.


  Sensei, who could not understand Kurusu's thoughts, urged her to let go of me.


      "Then I'll go home. I'll explain more next time".


      "That's okay. I'll scold you again later"


      "Hey, hey"


  I packed my things and left the infirmary.


  As I put my hand on the door, I felt a touch on my shoulder and turned around.


      【Thank you】


      "No, thanks to you too. I can relax."


      (...But it's over. I wanted to talk some more. It's been a long time for me...)


  In response to my thanks, she still had the same blank expression on her face. But in her heart, she felt a little sad.


  I know that feeling, but I can't just let it go... that's right.


  I really am a bad person.


      "Let's talk again. I often have things to do in the infirmary"


      【Are you sure?】


      "I won't lie. As you can see, Sensei is very angry with me. I'm sure we'll have a chance to meet again. So, I'll see you again."


  Then she bowed her head several times, and...


      (I'm so happy, I can't believe it. I wonder if he has so many friends because he is so nice. I admire him so much...)


  She has this thought in her mind.


  She is so innocent and honest, I can only smile at her.


  ────Please don't look at me like that.


  I just made the best choice based on my own calculations. I'm not someone to be admired, even for being able to hear the voices of such innocent hearts.


  It's not something as pure as ‘kindness’ or anything like that.


  It was just a social movement or an image that I wanted to build...


  It was painful to be looked at with such admiration.


  I tried not to let such thoughts appear on my face.


      "Okay, bye."


      【Bye】 (I've never looked forward to school before... this is the first time)


      "Fufufu, all you young people~"


  I replied, "Shut up!", silently following Sensei's word and left the school. 



  


   


  The school organizes a volunteer activity every month to clean up the area around the school building.


  All students are welcome to participate in this activity, and volunteers are always invited, but because it is held on a Sunday, there are not many participants.


      "Today is no different than usual."


  Some students participated today. Each class was assigned to a specific location and there were about five of us, including me. We only met at the first meeting and then we worked in silence.


  We will start our activity like this...but──.


      (...Let's do our best. What should I do?)


  A beautiful voice came to my ears. My body reacted to the voice I had heard just a few days ago, and I turned my face toward it.


  I turned my head to see Kurusu standing in front of me, wearing a jersey and carrying a garbage bag.


  Kurusu had long hair tied back in a ponytail. Her long legs, accentuated by her jersey, were slender and she looked very beautiful.


  It's amazing how pretty she looks in just a jersey. I mean, I didn't think too much when I told her “Next time when I see you again” back then, but... it's too early to see her again now.


  It was a sign of her seriousness that she was actively participating in this kind of activity even though she had just transferred here.


  After talking to her, I realized that she probably didn't care about making a good impression on people like me.


  Well, that's not so bad, but it's still not sincere.


  I listened to Kurusu to find out what she thought.


      (I'm not sure if this is a good idea, but I'm sure it will help. I have to gather enough energy... Fyuh!)


  Kurusu had just shown her wonderful enthusiasm.


  That soft, motivating voice seemed to subconsciously shake my senses like never before.


  There was nothing wrong with her heart... No, really. I apologize for still living a dishonest life.


  As I confessed my sin in my heart, Kurusu seemed to notice me and looked at me. But he quickly turned his face away.


      (...Kaburagi-kun. He cleans on his days off... I respect him. A figure worthy of admiration. A saint?)


  ──Her innocent feelings reached my ears, and after hearing them, my life seemed to be drained.


  ...The “gap” between her expressionless face and her heart is too cute.


  Kurusu, who had no idea of my feelings, continued to speak with her inner voice that only I could hear.


      (...I don't know if this is the right time. Can I ask him something? But it might be annoying if I talk to him suddenly. It's my first time...I want to find the teacher...oh...he's not here. I didn't see him...I'm in trouble)


      "........."


      (...I have to do it myself. I'll try to clean everything up...I have to do my best)


      "Yo, Kurusu. It's like I haven't seen you in a long time."


      (...No way. He was talking to me...)


  She looked surprised. 


  No, no, no. I can't ignore this.


  I don't care about my previous attitude and if I ignore this, my heart won't be able to accept it.


  Kurusu seemed to be very happy to hear me talking to her, the corners of her mouth twitched and her expression was more tense than usual.


  But still, her gaze looked very strong. If I didn't know her heart, I would just see a face staring intently.


  I waited for Kurusu to write on her tablet, trying not to lose the smile on my face.


      【Hello】 (...I'm so happy. Thank you, God)


      "Oh. You look good today..."


      【Good】 (...I'm so excited. Maybe I can fly now? I'll do my best...)


      "So that's it. That's good to hear. Today will be tiring. Let's work hard together, okay?"


      (...Yes. I'll do my best to help you)


  "Oh, you're nodding your head a lot now. Ahh, anyway, why is Kurusu here?"


      【Volunteer】


      "I thought it would be difficult to participate in such an event because it would be too tedious and exhausting. But Kurusu is great."


      【I like cleaning】 (...Step by step. I want to do my best)


      "I-I understand."


  Damn...as usual, her good nature is too charming!


  I can't believe she's thanking God for something like this.


  I know she's very motivated, but as usual, her expression is completely blank.


  It's a shame because her voice resonated so deeply in her heart.


  I couldn't help but wonder...what could I do to clear up people's misunderstandings since she wasn't speaking.


      "No, that's the transfer student, right? Kaburagi-kun is with her, but is he okay?"


  While I was talking to Kurusu, I heard the voice of a female student who was also volunteering.


      "That's right. That's amazing. If it were me, I wouldn't want to go near her because I'd be scared if she looked at me like that."


      "I see~. Is it a punishment for coming here?"


      "It's possible. If Kaburagi-kun is in trouble, should we help him?"


      "Don't do that, we don't know what she'll do."


  They probably thought they were whispering in secret, but we could hear them.


  Well, maybe they were trying to be audible, but I really don't like that kind of female behavior.


  If I didn't know anything about Kurusu, I would understand that my impression of her would probably be the same.


  Even if I know that, I still feel bad when I hear such things...


  I turned my gaze back to Kurusu in front of me.


  I couldn't see any emotion on her face, but her hand holding the tablet seemed a little tense.


      (...I don't want to be a nuisance...I should stay away from him. Kaburagi-kun will be misunderstood as well...)


  Kurusu bowed and turned to leave.


  She was worried about what she had to do today, but she didn't want to bother me. She was very clumsy and didn't put herself first.


  I think she was very sad about her own personality and the attitude of the people around her.


  I put my hand on Kurusu's shoulder.


      "Hey, why don't you come with me today?"


  She stopped and turned around.


  She wanted to say no because it would bother me, but I said a series of words to her to keep her from running away.


      "Kurusu, this is your first time volunteering, right? If that's the case, I think it would be best for you to go through the process with me today. I'm sure there are many things you don't know if it's your first time... Where to take out the trash, where to clean up, when to take a break... you know, all the things you don't know, right? I've been volunteering all my life. So I'll help you with that."


  She looked at me and blinked her big eyes several times.


  Without waiting for an answer from her, I went to the teacher who had just arrived and asked.


      "Sensei. Today I have someone who just volunteered, and I want to teach her about the activities here, is that okay?"


      "Yes? Oh, that reminds me. Can I ask Kaburagi to do it?"


      "Sure. I'll do it."


  I asked the teacher's permission and volunteered to help Kurusu, then talked to the girls who had been whispering earlier.


  "We're going to clean the back of the school building. Kurusu wants to do her best today because it's her first time. I know there are many things she doesn't understand, so someone should support her. So I'm sorry to bother you, is that okay?"


      "Well, um... if it's okay with you, Kaburagi-kun, then it's okay, right...?"


      "Sorry. Thank you. I wish you good luck as well."


  I told the girls that it was my own decision and turned back to Kurusu, smiling.


      "Let's go. I'll take the weed cutter and don't forget the boots too. Without them, it will be very difficult to cut the weeds because it's so muddy over there."


      (…Why?)


      "Well, don't just stand there, let's go!"


  I signaled Kurusu to follow me, and she staggered after me.


  When we reached the back of the school building, I didn't see any other students. Then I stopped and turned to Kurusu.


      "I'm going to be your instructor, right? Don't underestimate it just because you think it's a normal cleaning job."


  Trying to dispel the gloomy atmosphere, I spoke to her in as cheerful a tone as possible.


  Seeing my attitude, Kurusu asked me with a worried look.


      【Why?】 (Why are you being so nice to me?)


  Kurusu showed me her tablet and her big, beautiful eyes looked straight at me.


  It's not that I like her or want to get close to her.


  If you believe in the words "Use your abilities to live a good life", then you're definitely a person who doesn't want to get involved with this.


  ───In the beginning.


  People have no way of knowing the truth of what others are saying, and it seems that when they are given a lot of words that are pleasant to hear, they immediately believe and get intoxicated.


  I won't even correct my words because I've never experienced it.


  Because I can hear someone's inner voice.


  Like a normal conversation. Like a conversation that normally happens every day.


  Like breathing, it's a natural part of everyday life. People's inner voices are rarely beautiful, and they're usually something ugly that they can't say out loud.


  Therefore, the actions that people take to hide their conscience are very funny and empty from my point of view.


  Whether I trust them or not, whether I have a good relationship with them or not, depends on their inner voice.


  That's why I was surprised by the voices of people who were honest and really tried their best, and I couldn't just leave it at that.


  But in the end───,


      "I'm just fulfilling my own ego, plain and simple."


  In the end, it's all just for my own self-satisfaction.


  If I'm sitting on the train and there's an elderly person in front of me, I'll give up my seat.


  Otherwise I'll feel embarrassed and guilty...


  I didn't want my heart to be troubled by such feelings... that was the only reason.


      "Ahh. By the way, there's no need to feel indebted to me. I did it of my own free will. And if I didn't like it, I would have acted selfishly.”


  So I said those words so that she wouldn't feel indebted to me.


  I was sure she would be relieved to hear that, and she wouldn't have to worry about it.


      "Thank you for taking the initiative to do this," was all she had to say.


  Then she looked down and nodded her head. She seemed to understand what I was saying.


      "Yoshh! Now let's get back to the work──"


      【I'll pay you back later】 (Then I'll speak selfishly too... There must be something I can do for him)


      "Kurusu? I told you, it's not necessary."


      (You shouldn't refuse)


      "You don't have to be so hard on yourself... No, no. Kurusu, I'll back off now if you keep insisting."


      【Rejected】


      "Ehh..."


  Huh? Isn't this different from what I expected?


  Why is she so stubborn?


      (...When we are given something, we should return it. Returning favors to others is a must)


  She was very motivated. Her previous depressed state seemed like a lie.


  Ahh──but, well... Kurusu was like that the other day, too.


      "You're really serious..."


  I sighed and slumped my shoulders.


  It seems I made the wrong decision. The actions I took for her seemed to have made the bond between us even stronger.


      "Alright, then we'll work together, but... is it really okay?"


      【I’ll go with you】


      "You're like a samurai!"


  With that, we both started working.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  Two hours have passed since we began our work. Kurusu and I continued our cleaning in silence.


  Picking up trash, pulling weeds, and collecting fallen leaves. It was a very difficult and tedious job, but the sincere Kurusu worked very hard without any complaints or comments.


  The word 'quiet' would be the only word that would come to people's minds when they saw this silent scene.


  A man and a woman working together, but not a single romantic scene between them.


  But there is a reason for that. Kurusu couldn't use her tablet as a conversation tool while cleaning, so she had no choice but to remain silent.


  Yes, from a third party's point of view, that's probably all you can see.


  But from my vantage point, all I could hear was the scraping sound of garbage being put into bags... it wasn't quiet at all.


      (...I want to talk to him. But it's not good to talk while cleaning. Just a little... no, no, I have to try. At least to thank him...)


  Yes, I can also hear the voice of this person next to me, asking and answering her own questions and worrying about various things.


  It's hard for me to talk to her when I hear this inner conflict she's facing...


  If it's anything like usual, I take the initiative to initiate communication and do so as expected.


  I've never thought too much about dealing with people.


  But I could only hear Kurusu's original voice, which was innocent and had no falsehood in it at all. I felt like I was taking advantage of her innocence when I did what I usually did, and I felt guilty.


  I looked at her profile. At that moment, my eyes met hers.


  She gave me a cold and sharp look. So if you just look at her expression, you would definitely think, "Have I done something wrong?".


  But──,


      (...Eyes speak louder than words. The first nice person I talked to in school. I want to meet him. I really want to talk to him...)


  Well, I know why she's looking at me, so there's no misunderstanding on my part.


  That smile, no matter how you look at it, looks very scary and threatening.


  I really didn't know what to do.


      ("I want to talk. I'm happy to be with you," I would be very happy if he thought that way. What I need is a benefit for him to talk to me.)


  No matter how much I struggled to respond to her, her thoughts came to me one after another.


  I mean, do we really need benefits just to talk to each other?


  I guess it's not necessary, it's just a natural thing that everyone can do...


  I wondered what she would do and looked at her.


      (Talk about fun, comedy... comedy means jokes... gachan... right?) [TN: Gachan (がちょーん) is an old joke from Japanese comedian “TANI Kei,” and is used when someone feels cornered, but the word itself has no meaning at all. I forget which website this was taken from]


  Damn it... Her choice is so old-fashioned!


  And the way she's embarrassed... she's so cute for nothing!!!


  My feelings almost burned, but I desperately held them in.


  But Kurusu, who didn't know about my change in feelings, kept thinking in her heart as if she was constantly trying to attack me.


      (Oh...but what if Kaburagi-kun doesn't like jokes? Then let's try the candy strategy... Chocolate for Kaburagi-kun? Or orange juice, since it's winter? Umm, orange juice isn't a sweet, right? But I only have candy now. Can I give him some orange juice? It's good for his throat, right...yes)


  Please stop that...


  Her thoughts flew off in all directions, but her hard work and good intentions resonated in my heart.


  The sweetness of her innocent and honest feelings stung my heart.


  But what could I do?


  I held my head in my hands and sighed heavily.


  Then Kurusu came over to me, brought her tablet, and started writing on it.


      【This red thing is an insect】 (...Let's try to show how smart I am)


      "Hehe. Kurusu knows a lot of things, huh~"


      【Cicada shells are used as medicine】 (...Fufufu... I've been recognized as knowing a lot of things)


      "That... I didn't know that."


  I nodded as if impressed, trying to hide the expression on my face that was about to fade.


  Kurusu didn't seem to notice, and probably because she was pleased with my reaction, she wrote 【I'll give you candy】 on the ground and looked at me sharply.


  She seemed to be thinking about trying to make a smile that was as wide as possible.


  But she's really not good at showing it!!!


  I snapped back into my thoughts and looked at Kurusu's back as she went to get the candy.


      (The first step is to show my knowledge... I want people to think that I have good points. And I want to talk about many things... How to make friends...can we be friends...)


  Her inner voice still leaked out and her words attacked my heart.


  Friends. How to make friends... She's an awkward person, really.


  I could tell that she was trying hard to be accepted by people, although I had many doubts about her approach, such as trying to make me laugh and offering me candy.


  Unfortunately, with her unique tastes and personality, she won't have any friends. And maybe it was this inability to make friends that made her thinking a little strange.


  She had a pretty face, she was a natural looking girl with a fresh appearance. You could say that she has natural beauty, but... ahh, it's really a waste.


  I know what I'm going to say, so it's okay. If she tries to make friends the way she is now, others might want to avoid her because they don't understand what she is doing.


  It's all very understandable. Such a sad story.


  I sighed and looked at her as she tried to think of what to talk about next.


      "Well, Kurusu. I have a few things to say about your choice of conversation..."


      (He wants to talk to me... I'm glad)


      "Well, I mean. I'm sorry to say this, but I don't think you should show off your knowledge like this."


      【Forbidden?】


      "It's not forbidden, but it's good for conversation if the situation is right. So it's not good to suddenly talk about strange things with people you don't even know well...especially knowledge about insects. Because there are people who hate it even if they only hear about it"


      (...Oh no)


  Kurusu froze at my words. She didn't move even when I waved my hand at her, and in her heart, she was depressed because she felt that she had failed.


      "Oh, sorry. I didn't mean to deny everything. The knowledge itself isn't bad...but you know, there's a certain time to say something like that, right? It can be used in a conversation, or it can be an additional topic for another conversation. The wrong way to use it will only have the opposite effect."


  She seemed surprised by the suggestion and lowered her head after a moment of silence.


  Well, I can tell by looking at her that she's really a hard worker. It would be a waste if she put her efforts in the wrong direction.


  Kurusu tilted her head cutely as if to ask, "What should I do?".


      "Hmm, let's see. For now, it's not a good idea to try to force yourself. I think the current you is fine. Of course, without the trivia knowledge I mentioned earlier."


      【Disappointing】 (What if people think I'm a girl who's not smart?)


  "Disappointing, huh... Well, I still feel comfortable talking to you. I don't always want to talk to someone who's smart."


      【Boring】 (...Not fun to talk to)


      "No, no, you're not a comedian, you wouldn't expect that in a normal conversation."


      【No benefit】 (There's no benefit in talking to me...)


  "There is no need to think about the benefits of talking to others. Casual, unimportant conversations can be a lot more fun than you think."


  Hearing my words, Kurusu stopped writing on his tablet and began to wonder if this was really the right thing to do.


  In her mind, the conversation should be fun, useful, or important.


  But in reality, it's not, and these 'unimportant' conversations are common everywhere.


  It's an easy conversation, and we don't have to worry about anything in it.


  But──that's what sometimes makes such conversations feel comfortable.


  If Kurusu understood that, she would probably change too.


      "So don't try to force yourself to fix things. You can definitely do your best on your own."


      【Quiet and stupid】 (If I don’t talk and am stupid... then I’m not a good girl)


      "Really? I think you're more charming now. If you ask me why, I'll think your unique behavior is dumb and funny."


      (...Mouu, didn't you think I was smart before?)


      "Don't look down and be so sad. I'm the best in my class. If you want to be recognized as a smart person, you have to beat me."


      【Surrender】 (...I'll never win if I go head to head with him. Never. The difference is like the difference between heaven and earth)


      "Aren't you giving up too soon?"


  I mean, your confidence is too low!


  Her shoulders slumped and she looked depressed.


  "You should be more confident. Don't keep blaming yourself. Otherwise, you won't be able to speak well even if you really want to."


      【Ashamed of my personality】 (I thought about a lot of things... Am I really that weird?)


      "No, no, Kurusu is really nice. Your personality is good, right?"


  I smiled at her to calm her down.


  Kurusu tilted her head as if she didn't understand what I said.


      "Look. It's always prejudices like "That's weird. That's not right" that make the loudest noises. They don't hold back, they talk so loud you can hear it in your own ears. But you know what? It's okay to be different. It's okay to have different thoughts. That's something Kurusu should realize first."


      (Even this kind of me is okay...?)


      "You don't have to force yourself. If you can be more confident and like yourself the way you are now, someone who likes you will come and want to be with you... I'm sure of it."


  That's the way the world works. I added that note.


  ...I was embarrassed that I had said too much.


  I fanned my face with my hands and turned my back on Kurusu.


  "Well, I'll put more energy into it. If I don't do it soon, I won't be able to finish my work..."


  Embarrassed by the way I spoke earlier, I deliberately stretched my legs.


  Of course, Kurusu did not react verbally, and my voice was the only thing heard here.


  As I stepped forward to avoid this silent situation, I felt a slight touch on my back.


      (Kaburagi-kun... I knew I could trust him...)


  When I turned around to look at her, she was looking straight at me with an expression that seemed to cling to me somehow.


      "Umm... Kurusu. What's wrong?"


      【A big request】 (...I'm afraid to say it)


      "A request? I hope it's something I can do."


      【What can I do to be like Kaburagi-kun?】


      "To be like me?"


      【A very nice person】 (...Loved by everyone, friendly, and has many friends. I want to be such a person)


      "............"


      【Tell me】 (...Nothing has changed. I still want to change myself...)


  Those big eyes staring at me didn't let me go.


  Her voice was filled with strong desire.


  It was a big voice echoing in my head, but strangely enough, I didn't feel uncomfortable with it.


      "Just because you asked me doesn't mean it's going to work out. Relationships aren't always beautiful... so are you sure it's okay?"


      【No problem】 (If I don't know, I can't start. Keeping quiet won't change anything... because I think so)


      "I see, you're really strong."


  She is strong. I think their mentality... is many times stronger than mine.


  I've seen people who are pessimistic about their own conditions and keep complaining in their minds, or they just complain about their circumstances and refuse to move forward.


  They blame everything around them and refuse to make an effort.


  But she──── was different.


  I was only with her for a short time, but time didn't matter because she couldn't lie in her heart.


  I'm the only one who knows that she tried her best even though she's not very good at it.


  ──Tried to connect with people and failed.


  ──People were afraid when she tried to help them.


  Even though she wasn't doing well, Kurusu worked hard without despair.


  I can feel it in her eyes.


  So it would be a waste for me to do nothing after hearing such thoughts.


      "Excuse me. Does Kurusu have any free time after school?"


      (What is it?)


      "I will help you. Until Kurusu can adjust well to your environment."


      【Thank you】 (For the first time...) How can I thank him? It seems like everything I have is not enough...  He's so kind. Is he a saint? Could it be that Kaburagi is the incarnation of a god?)


  I'm truly worshipped by her...


  The praise I heard from Kurusu. The gratitude behind her words and expressions amused me.


  I couldn't hear it from in front of my face, so I just replied with a short "Huum".


      "Alright, let's continue with the cleaning. While we talk..."


      【Yes】 (...This is the so-called 'Youkya', the king of communication. My master...)


  [TN: "Youkya" is also a term for a person who is very good at socializing]


  I couldn't yell at her, "What do you mean, master?", so I just put it into my heart.


  That was the day I started to get involved with this girl who doesn't speak. 


   


  Chapter 2 - Lively Daily Changes


  ────My day started early.


  I left the house at a time when there was no one on the street and walked to school.


  And while waiting for the school gates to open, I spent my time around the school...that was my daily routine. 



  What I think is typical of rural schools is that there are unpaved dirt roads in the area. It's a busy running track during club activity hours, but now it's the best road to walk because there are no people around yet.


  ...It is soothingly quiet.


  If you listen carefully, all you can hear is the chirping of birds or the rustling of twigs.


  I always thought it would be easier if it was always filled with sounds like that.


  As I was walking along thinking that, another daily routine arrived just a few moments later.


      "Good morning, Ritsu~. You look like an old man staring blankly at the sky."


  A pat on my back made me turn around to see Suzune Kirisaki, who was in my class, with a seductive smile on her face.


  Her light hair, slicked back around her shoulders, fluttered in the wind. Her eyes were stern, and you could say she was more pretty than cute.


  As if to emphasize her cool appearance, she wore a pair of large headphones around her neck. Her appearance may remind you of a gal, but that's far from the truth. Although she is a brash and outspoken person, she can take good care of people and has an aura that makes you want to call her "Nee-san!".


  But I've known her since middle school, and I don't worship her by calling her 'Nee-san', but as a comfortable chat buddy, we often spend time together.


  This morning's exchange has also become our routine.


      "Good morning, Kirisaki. Isn't it a bit rude to treat me like an old man?"


      "Is that so? From a distance, you do look like an old man who is drinking tea on the terrace."


      "Since when do you see me from a distance?"


      "Since you came to this road? It's funny to see Ritsu in the twilight, so I kept an eye on you."


      "Hooo. You have a good hobby."


      "Thanks for the compliment. Ritsu is good at giving compliments."


      "I'm not complimenting you!"


  Kirisaki laughed happily at my joke and said, "Hahaha".


  Seeing her like that, I couldn't help but smile.


      "Let's go. You're free until school opens, aren't you?"


      "Yeah, I guess so. I'll be there in a few hours as usual."


      "I was planning on that too. Ahh, I brought a blanket today so we won't get cold."


      "Oh, you're so sensitive and thoughtful."


      "I'm a smart girl, right?"


  She smiled proudly, and we walked side by side as usual.


  We sat down on a bench in the middle of the street and put the blanket on our knees.


  Sitting side by side on a quiet street, we must have looked like a couple from the outside.


  Maybe we looked like we were making out, but it didn't look that way to me.


  As if she could read my feelings, she said these words.


      "I think every time we do this, people will misunderstand my relationship with Ritsu. "Don't you always meet him in the morning?", they would say."


      "It's too late for that. Besides, no matter who we're with, the rumors will always speak for themselves."


      "I suppose so. Oh, no, no. People love rumors like that. Just by seeing two people of the opposite sex together, they take it that way."


      "Well, that's how it is. It's something the students are interested in. I'm sure most of it is probably due to envy, but you don't mind, do you, Kirisaki?"


      "Yes. I don't care, and I won't change my behavior just because of rumors. But doesn't that apply to Ritsu as well?"


      "I don't have to tell you."


  We looked at each other in silence, but then we laughed.


  Kirisaki narrowed her eyes and looked at the sky. I looked at her from the side.


  ...I can't hear it today either.


   


  People definitely think about things, and even if they do, they might not say it.


  We go through life separating our true intentions from our pretenses. I know and understand that this is what makes people's lives run smoothly. Telling the truth about everything will only cause trouble.


  Even though I've always known this, I still feel uncomfortable with this pretense because I know how they really feel.


  That's why I felt comfortable talking to Kirisaki.


  Because I do not hear any inner voice that she hides...


      "Kirisaki is very easy to talk to, huh? There doesn't seem to be any side to you that you're hiding."


      "What are you talking about? Ritsu was the only one who said that."


      "Really? Didn't everyone say that?"


      "They didn't say that. Even if they did, the nuance was different."


  When I tilted my head, she shrugged.


  Then she sighed sullenly.


  "What others call 'open and honest' is like a straightforward mature woman, and what Ritsu means is that I'm being who I am and not making things up... Am I wrong?"


      "I never thought of you as a mature woman."


      "Hey, that's rude, okay?"


      "Sorry, sorry. But you don't want to be called a mature woman either, right?"


      "Well, you're right. I don't think I'm that old. I just look different and calmer, just cooler than everyone else."


      "You said it yourself. Why not just say 'mature'? It sounds better."


      "Hahaha. Okay, let's call it that."


      "Huh, so simple."


  She giggled happily when I said that, then stood up straight and stretched her arms over her head.


  When I saw her breathing comfortably, I felt my heart relax a little as well.


      "This place is really nice, isn't it? Quiet and full of negative ions." [TN: It really was negative ions, positive ions are bad for the body. Google it if you're curious]


      "Agreed. Well, as usual, this place is very healing. The air is so clean it makes me want to sleep...hoamm"


      "Hhehe me too~. Of course it makes me sleepy, but there's another uncomfortable aspect too!"


      "Eh, really?"


      "It's nice to be able to enjoy nature here, but isn't it too cold in the winter?"


      "I guess it is, if you ask me."


      "This isn't a place for sunbathing, and if you don't bring a blanket like today, we'll freeze to death."


      "Um, no, the cold is seasonal, but there are other cause."


      "Other cause?"


      "This."


  Boys can wear double pants under their uniform pants and still feel comfortable.


  So they are well prepared for the cold weather, and if they feel cold, it may only be felt on their faces.


  On the other hand, girls wear skirts that don't protect them from the cold, so they look like they have a hard time in the winter.


  Well, I guess they could protect themselves from the cold with stockings or something, but they couldn't wear as much protection as the boys.


  Then Kirisaki showed off her long legs without hesitation, so it was only natural that she was cold.


  When I looked at her legs thoughtfully, she showed a satisfied expression and then immediately changed to a smirking and provocative face.


  Then she pulled back her blanket and showed me her skirt.


      "Oh no, what are you looking at?"


      "I wasn't trying to peek. It's just that it's winter and I'm curious, right?"


      "Fufu. You pervert~."


      "Don't judge me like that! I just did it because I thought you were cold... I mean, you should take better care of yourself. Even your skirt is too short!"


      "It's okay. It looks cute when it's this short."


      "But it's still too short."


  She already looked very attractive, and when she dressed so provocatively...


  Kirisaki sighed at my protest and looked bored.
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When my eyes met hers, she lifted her skirt to a very compromising position and showed it to me. 

      "Well... Ritsu likes it, right──the bare legs?"


      "Don't be silly. I only like smooth calves."


      "Just right. Here~."


      "Oops. I missed it."


      ""............""


  We stared at each other in silence...and at almost the same time, I let out a 'pfft'.


  It was funny, the ridiculous conversations we often had with each other, and of course I burst out laughing.


  We had the same exchange every time, but I never got bored.


  It's nice to be able to talk without worrying about anything, isn't it?


  While I was thinking that and looking up at the sky, I felt a glance towards me, and when I tried to look at it, Kirisaki was actually looking at me.


      "Um... is there something on my face?"


      "...I want to ask Ritsu something. Is that okay?"


      "Okay, what is it? You seem a little hesitant, but just ask."


      "I see. Okay, I will ask you directly. Does Ritsu's girlfriend go to this school?"


      "Huh?"


  I made a strange sound at this unexpectedly blunt question.


  Kirisaki rolled her eyes at my reaction, then closed the distance between us and looked at me puzzled.


      "Was I right? Did it hit the mark?"


      "No, but... why are you asking all of a sudden?"


      "Sakura told me, "Kaburagi-san's girlfriend is in this school! Even if there's someone like me... hiks, hiks.". I sensed it was just her acting, so I let it go, but I'm still a little curious."


      "She's acting weird again..."


  I sighed and slumped my shoulders.


  I guess she probably saw me with Kurusu.


  Well, I knew that such rumors were bound to happen when a man and a woman were together, and I knew that I had no choice but to let it pass...


      "I'm afraid she'll make a bigger story out of it than it needs to be."


      "Well, okay. Just take it easy. Sakura said there is nothing to worry about because this happens all the time. She's just worried because she has a rival for Ritsu."


      "Is that so... For now, I'll pay her back later."


      "Haha. Scary, scary~. Don't overdo it, okay."


  Kirisaki grinned.


  She was definitely planning something. She smiled a little mischievously, as if she had realized something, and gave a thumbs up.


      "Oh, by the way, what have you been doing after school lately?"


      "The same assignment as before. The teacher told me to help her with this and that."


      "Hmmm. So it's the same as before. Why don't we hang out sometime?"


      "Sorry. I don't think I have time for that. I'm trying to get better grades right now, so I need to make a good impression on the teacher."


      "I see. But you work too much. Maybe you should stretch your wings once in a while."


      "Well, that sounds good. No, no, it's hard to be a reliable person──"


      "............"


      "What's wrong?"


      "Nothing. But, again. You really are an idiot, huh."


  Kirisaki shrugged with a stunned expression on her face.


  She seemed to have guessed what was going on, but she had no particular intention of stopping me.


      "If it's Ritsu's business, it must be for someone else... But sacrificing too much for others is not good, you know".


      "I didn't want to do that. I just wanted to draw a line in the sand."


      "Really? Well, I know it's useless for me to say anything, but..."


      "Hahaha. This is my own will."


      "Huh. Self-sacrifice is amazing. I can't do it. I'm too busy doing my own thing."


      "Hahaha..."


  She sighed and looked dejected, but I laughed at her.


  She looked at me sideways and puffed up her cheeks.


  Then────,


      "Just don't keep it to yourself. If you need anything, just tell me. It's lonely when you can't rely on me──"


  Kirisaki said rudely and poked me right in the nose.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


      "It was hard to get out of there..."


  I looked at my watch and sighed.


  After Kirisaki entered the staff room, I waited for her outside.


  It had been about ten minutes and there was still no sign of her coming out.


  Well, like me, she is often relied upon by teachers, so she must have gotten into some trouble.


  With that in mind, I opened my dictionary and studied for the quiz.


  After flipping through a few pages, I heard a voice say (Today should be a success!).


      "Good morning, Kaburagi-san. It's a beautiful day, isn't it?"


  Looking in the direction of the greeting, I saw a person with large, dark eyes who seemed to be coming toward me.


  Her shiny black hair was long enough to reach her waist, and her aura and appearance reminded me of 'Yamato Nadeshiko', a traditionally modest Japanese woman.


  She is, Sakura Hinamori, if only by her appearance, she exudes a gentle aura that would make anyone like her.


  Yes, if you just look at her appearance...


      (Fufu! What do you think of my figure! The sunlight shining from behind me can be considered 'God's grace', right? It's perfect. Too perfect! There's no one who wouldn't fall in love with it!)


  And, well, both sides of her attitude are very clear.


  If you don't know her true nature, you will definitely be fascinated by her, as she herself said.


  In fact, many say that the number of boys who were fooled by her gentle aura and confessed their feelings for her is countless.


  Well, from my point of view, that wouldn't be possible.


  I looked at Hinamori who smiled at me.


      "Good morning. Hinamori, as always, you're very charming."


  I said a short greeting and an honest opinion and looked back at my dictionary.


  I had a language test every week, so it wasn't easy. And the scope is very wide.


  And now, just when I was about to concentrate on my studies, she grabbed my shoulder and asked, "Aren't you ignoring me too much?".


      "Shouldn't you be studying for the language test as well, Hinamori?"


      "It doesn't matter, I'm perfect at everything. I'm a beautiful girl who is well-behaved, innocent, pure-hearted, and talented."


  "You can't say that yourself."


      "That's true, but there's no way to hide it, it's leaked out." (Oh, how sinful I am. How could I be so charming in every way?)


      "Yeah, yeah. Good to know."


  I glanced back at my dictionary.


  Hmmm... There were a lot of things that were hard to remember today...


      "If I don't concentrate, I'll miss the perfect score."


      "Ignoring me again is an insult! Here!"


      "Uhhh! Don't hit my head so suddenly. You know what? A blow to the head will kill my brain cells. What if a word gets stuck in my head and I don't get a perfect score?"


      "The language test or me. Which is more important?"


      "Of course I choose the language test. It's a global world, you know."


      ".........." (Instant answer! Ugh...this guy!!!)


  Hinamori was shaking with anger and her hands seemed to be out of control.


  And when she saw me still not getting carried away with her game, she finally gave up and sighed loudly, saying "Haaaa".


      "Oh, that's all for today?"


      "Why are you so cold to me, Kaburagi-san? Even I, the one who has always been favored, will cry because of your rude reaction..."


      "You said you would cry... No, no, you're mentally strong, you'll be fine."


      "Well, yes, but..." (I think Kaburagi-san could be a bit more awkward, and a bit more panicked~. It makes me feel like I'm being played... and it frustrates me!)


  So you admit it... You look very arrogant for some reason. It turns out you're still as confident as ever.


  What's in your heart is so strange and ridiculous...


   


  I sighed.


      "Huft. What does Hinamori want from me?"


      "I want a normal response. Kaburagi-san, I feel like you're just cold to me and──" (Eventually, you'll attack me with your lust and I'll fight back in a spectacular way. This scenario would be the best)


      "Unfortunately, it's a wish that won't be fulfilled. I won't let myself be provoked when I know that Hinamori's behavior is just an act."


  "An act? What are you talking about?" (Is it that obvious? I mean... I thought I was acting well. But how could Kaburagi-san know that?)


      "You're so obvious. Well, Hinamori is a good actress, right? The people around you don't notice it at all, and that's admirable, really. But your acting isn't good enough for me."


      "It's not acting..."


  Hinamori's mouth dropped open in frustration.


  As if she had given up and lost... she bowed her head in resignation.


  Judging from her appearance alone, it looked like she was sulking and silent. But...


      (No matter what I do, I can't break through Kaburagi-san's defense. I'll have to attack more quickly. Humans are always vulnerable to unexpected attacks. I must attack him when he's surprised... and that will turn the tide!!!)


  And the inside of her heart remained as dark as ever.


  ...Really, she never gave up and didn't want to lose.


      "I'm hurt. Kaburagi-san played with me..."


      "Don't make misleading statements."


      "That's right. I have a micron-sized scar on my heart."


      "That's too small to be considered a wound."


      "I'm too injured to move...hiks...hiks..."


      "You're too bad at acting to cry, but...huft. Anyway, what do you want me to do?"


      "Please...take care of me gently. Can you carry me to class like a princess?"


      "Carry you like a princess..."


      (FUFUFU. It's annoying, isn't it? A spoiled request with a look up. This is definitely worth a thousand points! But I'm sure Kaburagi-san won't be able to do that. Let's push him while he's embarrassed!)


  That's what she thought... She's so stubborn because she never learns.


  Well, there's only one thing I can do.


  If I don't do something like Hinamori expects... she will be defeated.


  I grabbed her hand and pulled her towards me.


      "Okay. You want to be carried like a princess, right?"


      "Huh???"


  Her face flushed with a cracked voice.


  A sweet scent tickled my nostrils and made me drunk... but I looked at her without smiling.


  Even Hinamori panicked and thought (Eh, what? Why!?!?!?) and seemed quite surprised.


      "Come on. It's hard to carry you if you don't come closer."


      "Ugh, hee, wa...wait!"


      "Just leave it to me. If you're shy, just close your eyes. I'll be careful."


      "...All right."


  She replied weakly, closing her eyes. Her slender shoulders trembled.


  I think this is enough. I don't know if I can go any further.


  I mean, I was embarrassed myself.


      "I was just joking. You're always weak when you're counterattacked, Hinamori."


  I poked Hinamori's head and shook her shoulder, then her face turned bright red and she looked at me with disappointment.
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    "How wicked! You're playing with a maiden's heart!" 

      "Oh... But it's the same with you, isn't it? You're a hundred years too young to try to seduce me by acting so transparent."


      "What are you talking about?"


      "Don't try to look innocent, okay."


  Hinamori was good at attacking, but she was very weak when she was attacked back.


  We've known each other since the beginning of high school, but nothing has gone according to her plan.


  Everything was calculated. Everything is according to her plan. Her life must be like that.


  That's why she's so vulnerable to people like me who act unexpectedly.


      (...I got hit again. But...I won't lose next time! I'll definitely make him confess his love to me, and then──I'll reject him immediately!!!)


  But still, she was really eager to push me to confess my feelings to her and was thinking of dumping me.


  I looked at Hinamori, who looked like a poor girl, and sighed.


      "By the way, Kaburagi-san. Has anything good happened recently?"


      "What do you mean?"


      "Um. Well..." (How should I ask him? I think he'll be evasive if I ask him directly, "Do you have a girlfriend now?". I have to ask slowly and carefully so he doesn't run away. Fufu. Perfect...yosh!)


  I understand. It was on her mind the whole time.


  Well, Hinamori always thinks about things before she says something. I can hear it even when I don't want to listen.


  You're very persistent, aren't you? Really.


      "That was it. I wonder if you have anything good to say about your relationship with women."


      "Relationships with women?"


      "Yes! For example, do you have a new lover, or a new girlfriend, or a new girl...how?"


      "Don't they all mean the same thing?"


      "Well, tell me about it. Whatever the term is, it doesn't really matter."


  From the way she acted, it seemed like she saw me with Kurusu, right?


  Hinamori is a member of the student council, so it's not surprising that she saw me volunteering and working with Kurusu.


  So maybe she thought Kirisaki would find out. That's why she acted like that before, to get information from her.


  But you know... you're too bad at investigating things! I also tried to hold back my laughter,


      "Pfft!"


      "What's so funny?"


      "N-Nothing. I just didn't expect you to ask me that."


      "Really? Well, okay. Come on, just answer the question."


  I thought she was really going to ask slowly and carefully according to her plan.


  But the question came right out, faster than I expected. I couldn't help but laugh.


  I tried not to let my face show that I had figured it out and consciously tried to calm down.


  I looked at Hinamori, who seemed to think she was smart and had a clear expression on her face, but I could see the curiosity in her eyes.


      "When you say the thing about relationships with women. I think it's because I don't have to deal with my older sister who has a bad drinking habit these days."


      "Uhm, older sister...?"


      "Yes. She's always been annoying. She always makes trouble after drinking with her coworkers after work."


      "Hee~. So Kaburagi-san has an older sister."


      "Yes, that's right. By the way, do you have any siblings, Hinamori?"


      "No, I'm an only child."


      "Yes, of course you are."


      "Mou...what do you mean by that?"


  Hinamori frowned at her dissatisfaction with my answer and turned her eyes to me.


  Her puffy cheeks were so pretty that I wanted to touch them.


  But I couldn't fall for her provocations, so I looked at the sky and made an indifferent face.


      "Because Hinamori is pretty cute, right?"


      "Wh-what do you mean!?"


      "Usually, you show a side of yourself that can do everything on its own. But I think you're actually a lonely person who really wants to do things with others."


      "That is true. But on what basis..."


      "You often look at others who are having fun, or should I say, you really want to join them."


      "Ugh..."


      "Do you know how clear the look of envy is on your face? As they say, the eyes speak louder than words."


      "Muu, it can't be helped."


  Perhaps because I had reduced Hinamori's mentality too much, she slumped her shoulders and lowered her head.


  In her mind, she complained, (How can I look so obvious~!).


  But she quickly recovered, and while blushing, she immediately straightened her posture and turned to face me.


      "Well, all right. It doesn't matter if I show my weakness. Failure is the beginning of success." (This failure is also a stepping stone to defeating Kaburagi-san next time... Think of it that way.)


      "I see. You're still as strong and positive as ever."


      "After all, I am perfect." (Because the perfect beautiful girl is the strongest in everything! I won't be intimidated by such a thing~!)


  She was full of strength and smiled cheerfully as she said this.


  She has a wild inner voice, but I really like her hard work and dedication.


  I guess that's why it's not hard for me to talk to her.


  I never felt bad about it, even though her inner voice was really annoying.


      "So, Kaburagi-san. What do you want to play next?"


      "Is it a game?"


      "That's right! The score is still tied at 50-50."


      "I don't know what game you're talking about. Are you still going to play that 'Tokimeki Game'?" [TN: The Tokimeki Game is like the 'Aishiteru'/'I love you' game. So both parties will tease each other, and the one who blushes will lose].


      "Tokimeki game?"


      "Yes. I'm talking about the hobby that Hinamori always tries to build around you and make you feel superior."


      "Huh?"


  Hinamori's expression was so clear that I knew I had hit the nail on the head.


  And just in time, the door to the staff room opened and Kirisaki stepped out.


      "Wait──. Is this another couple comedy? You two have been getting along since this morning."


      "Su...Suzune-chan! That's not true!"


      "Really? I could hear that conversation all the way to the teachers' room, and even the teachers said so."


      "Oh, I see. If we're already in sync, it means you'll reach your goal soon. Hinamori likes me, right?"


      "Wait, Kaburagi-san! Don't say whatever you want!"


      "Huh? Didn't Sakura say 'I like him, Kaburagi-san' many times before?"


      "Suzune-chan... that's... kind of a lie."


      "Is it really a lie? So what you did to me was just for fun. Is that what you mean...?"


      "No, no. It wasn't for fun."


      "Hmm. So you mean, you're serious?"


  Hinamori, cornered, turned her head from side to side.


  Her reaction was funny, and she ended up in a bad mood.


  Hinamori, perhaps in a state of desperation, grabbed Kirisaki's shoulder and began to shake her.


      "Don't torture me, you two! Two against one is not fair."


      "It's called divine retribution."


      "Aren't you two more in sync?" (The way they exchange, you two are more like a real couple than me! Damn it!)


  Hinamori's shout made me and Kirisaki look at each other.


  After a moment of silence, I continued to laugh out loud.


  Hinamori's cheeks bulged in disapproval and she said, "Please don't laugh at me!".


  While I was enjoying this ridiculous conversation, I suddenly heard a murmur of voices.


      "Mn?"


  Most of them were boys' voices. What they said were compliments on someone's appearance, such as "She's so cute!".


  When I turned my attention to the voices, Kurusu walked toward me.


   


  I think she must have noticed my presence... our eyes met for a moment.


  But she quickly looked away.


      (Greetings to Kaburagi-kun...? It seems like it would be inconvenient if there were people around... But I would like to greet him at least)


  She thought about not greeting me out of consideration, so she tried to walk past me.


      "Kurusu, good morning!"


      (Eh... he greeted me?)


  I don't think she expected to be greeted by me first. She stopped, blinked her big eyes a few times, and froze.


  She wasn't the only one surprised, the other students in the hallway were surprised too, and for a moment there was silence in the normally noisy hallway.


  Without paying attention to her surroundings, she put a smile on her face.


      (Greetings, from Kaburagi-kun... I must do my best)


  I just watched her trying her best without losing my expression.


  Kurusu slowly took out his tablet and looked scared...well, to everyone but me, she still looked indifferent.


  She showed only one word on the screen, 【Good morning】, and left the place with quick steps.


      (I'm glad... he greeted me. Fufu)


  The voice I heard as she left was a voice I couldn't see from the way she acted. I could only laugh at the voice.


  If only they could hear that voice around them, they would change in an instant.


  The two who were standing next to me didn't know what was going through their minds. They looked at each other in confusion.


      "Huh? Kurusu-san just said hello to you...right?"


      "That's right. I've never seen her greet Ritsu before either."


      "Huh? I think she can at least say hello."


      "Is that so?"


      "Well, that's how it is. Let's go."


  With the two of them tilting their heads at me as if a 'question mark' had appeared over their heads, I continued my steps to the classroom. I breathed a sigh of relief when Kurusu returned my greeting.


  


   

      "Maybe she's already there.", I muttered as I walked to the infirmary after school.


  Normally, I went to the infirmary to help Sensei, but lately, the purpose was different.


      "How do you develop tolerance for someone with such a beautiful heart?"


  A dry laugh escaped my mouth, "hahaha," and at the same time, I looked at her expressionless face.


  If she was as cold as she looked, I wouldn't be so worried.


  The more I talked to her, the more I felt a certain sense of mission.


  If I didn't know her, she would be just an ordinary classmate, but after I got to know her, I became worried.


  I became tired of my own nature.


      "I can only complain about this, but yes, this is how my personality is..."


  Sighing, I continued on my way and before I knew it, I was already in front of the infirmary.


  I stood at the door and reached out to open it. Then I heard a familiar and beautiful voice.


      (...The club activities sound fun. I envy them, it seems like they're very close to each other...)


  You're here so early. Really.


  Yes, ever since that volunteer cleanup event── I've been spending a lot of time with her after school.


  I'm not looking for a girlfriend or an intimate relationship, I'm just helping her with what she's trying to accomplish.


  We had rehearsed the conversation, and she complimented me without question and with sincere feelings, and I felt an indescribable feeling in my heart.


  I wonder if she would have backed out if she had known that I could hear her inner voice.


  I sighed and opened the door slowly.


      "Excuse me."


  The moment I entered the infirmary, my eyes caught Kurusu's figure in front of me.


  She was standing by the window, staring blankly outside, seemingly unaware of my presence.


      "...It's like a painting, isn't it?"


  Such words naturally came out of my mouth when I saw her, and I immediately closed my mouth.


  What I was talking about... it was very embarrassing if she heard it.


  But it was inevitable that such words would come out. I made an excuse in my mind.


  Because the light shining through the window was shining on her, the red light of the setting sun was like a spotlight, creating a somewhat mysterious atmosphere.


  Her appearance was so attractive that those words came out of my mouth.


  Don't be stupid. Don't show your panic.


  I slapped my cheeks and took a deep breath. After adjusting my expression, I looked at her. She seemed to have just noticed my presence and turned and bowed her head politely.


      "You came early. Did I keep you waiting?"


      (...I came in a hurry because I was looking forward to it... But I was too shy to say so...)


  She shook her head, then looked down with downcast eyes.


      "Okay. That's good then."


  I was at a loss for words when she hit me first.


  Not wanting her to notice how salty I was, I immediately turned the conversation to Kurusu.


      "Oh, by the way, Kurusu. Is Sensei not here today?"


      "Just the two of us." (...I can talk a lot with Kaburagi-kun)


      "Heee..."


      【No one will come】 (...Sensei's replacement. But if someone comes with broken bones... What should I do?)


      "............"


  No, I will not misunderstand that statement, so it is fine with me.


  Why do you say it in such an embarrassing way? Besides, her eyes were sharp and sullen, and if you looked at her from the side, others would definitely think that she was planning something.


  For someone who doesn't know her, that's a bit scary...


  I sighed and looked around to see where Sensei had gone.


  Her belongings were nowhere to be found, neither was her bag, it didn't look like she was coming back anytime soon.


      "Hmmm. Is Sensei at the club or the meeting?"


      【Yes】


      "I see. But this place won't work without Sensei."


  If others see us together in the infirmary room without sensei, they might misunderstand. Even if I don't hide anything, there are people who will make fun of me for it, so it's a tricky situation.


  But that doesn't mean that I can rent another place on the same day because I didn't ask the student council to use the room.


  If Sensei tells me, I'll be able to do something about it...


      "What should we do? Should we cancel it today?"


  While I was worrying, Kurusu started writing something with an impatient look on her face.


  After she finished writing, she showed it to me from a distance as if it was going to hit me in the face.


      【Sensei said, "I put a sign at the entrance, so you can use it as you please. But don’t do anything weird".】 (...I don’t want to go home)


      "Really? I didn't know there was such a sign at the entrance... Besides, that's what Sensei is worried about, huh?"


      (...If something happens, I'll do my best. I'm ready.)


      "Well, I know you're ready. What are you going to do with some bandages and that kind of heavy equipment?"


      (...Yosh!)


  I laughed at her inexplicable spirit.


      "Haha. I understand that you're very excited, but the only thing we'll be doing in the infirmary is first aid..."


      【Understood】 (...Too bad. I had a chance to look useful...)


      "Well, don't be discouraged. It's better to have free time and be free of trouble in the infirmary. It's more peaceful and quiet, isn't it?"


      (...Health comes first...)


      "Anyway, what we can do is not to panic. Let's just be calm and relaxed."


      【Sasuga, Master】 (Calm and mature... he's so cool)


  I'm not a master...


  Well, I won't tell her because I can see that she will be disappointed if I deny it.


      "Okay. Then let's start right away, Kurusu──eh, what are you doing?"


  As promised, I tried to help Kurusu and she hurriedly started to get ready.


  A headband was placed on her head and a voice recorder was placed on her desk. She set up her cell phone and adjusted it to record me, as if she wanted to make a video. Finally, she took out a notebook, held a piece of chocolate in her hand, and looked at me seriously.


      【Please】 (...Concentration, concentration)


  Please, huh. Um... is this a press conference or something?


      (...I have to record it so I can practice at home)


      "I knew that you were very serious. But I never knew that you would record it."


      【Review】 (...Kaburagi-kun's voice, I want to hear it over and over again)


      "Hahaha... yeah, reviews are important, right?"


  The sound of her heart is bad for my heart, so it makes me laugh strangely...


  I know you just want to practice your conversation at home, but I don't think it's necessary.


  I cough to clear my throat and return to the original topic.


      "So, let's think about how to make Kurusu's communication work. I'm embarrassed to say it myself, but you mean like me, right?"


      (...I want to know the tips. I think it will work)


      "Oh, I apologize in advance if you expect too much. Because in reality, it won't work."


  Kurusu looked so disappointed that I could almost hear the 'gahn' sound effect, and she lowered her head. The way she looked at me with her eyes reminded me of a Chihuahua.


      "That's not it, sorry! Simply put, it's often difficult to imitate the way someone does things. I'm still me, so no matter how hard you try to imitate me, you can never be me, and if you try too hard, it will be bad for you."


  Besides, in my case, I have the cheat of being able to hear other people's inner voices, so there's no way I can make her imitate me... Well, I won't be able to tell her that.


  Kurusu, who probably understood what I was saying, straightened up and sat down.


      【What should I do?】


      "It's simple. I'll increase the number of people who know about Kurusu's goodness."


      【Goodness?】


      "You're honest, hardworking... and dumb."


      (...I don't think that's a compliment, right? But if Kaburagi-kun says it, then it's a compliment, right?)


      "Haha. In short, let's make friends. When we make friends, we should have a relationship where we respect and care for each other and can speak honestly. That kind of friendship is what I want."


      【True friends】 (...Friendships that last a long time and never change. An equal friendship. That's what I long for)


      "Oh, yeah, you already know that, Kurusu. It's nice to have someone like that in your life, isn't it? So my goal is to find someone like that."


      (...A friend we can talk to when we get older. Yes...just thinking about it makes my heart warm. I have to work hard for it)


  There was no change in her expression, but Kurusu clenched her fists as if she was excited.


  The more I get to know her inside, the sweeter she looks... If I didn't know her inside, I'd think she was a psychopath shaking her fist at me with no expression on her face.


  So... we should do smile training.


  There was no harm in it, and if it improved, it would make a difference in her impression.


  I wanted to tell her directly and take action, but...hm.


  I looked at Kurusu.


  She seemed to be waiting for my reaction and her eyes were shining.


  ──Sure, it will get out of control.


  I was sure of it, remembering what happened in the infirmary and during the voluntary cleanup.


  Kurusu has the advantage of being a serious and hardworking person, but she also has the disadvantage of being inflexible.


  So if we rush, we might get a flat tire trying to do everything.


  If I say, "Let's try everything today!", she'll do it right away without asking anything.


  So, even if it's going to be slow, we just have to take it one step at a time...right?


      "Why are you pulling my sleeve... Ah-, you want to ask me something? Sorry, I was just thinking."


      (...Sorry for interrupting)


      "Yes. Anyway, don't mind. I don't feel bothered by you at all, and I'm even grateful to you for bringing me back to reality."


  I followed up when she showed concern.


  Then she seemed relieved and started writing what she wanted to ask on her tablet.


      【What kind of friend do you think Kaburagi-kun is? 】


      "Me?"


  She nodded her head, seemingly interested.


      "Is that something you are interested in? Well... let's see. If I had to say it... it's probably like 'Guan Bao Friendship’." [TN: This is a Chinese phrase of historical metaphor referring to a deep and trusting relationship between friends]


      (...You are a very knowledgeable person, Kaburagi-kun. I don't even know...)


      "It's a term you rarely hear. But that doesn't mean much. Let's just think about how good it will be in the future."


  I interrupted the conversation and brought the large whiteboard in the infirmary in front of Kurusu.


      "So, let's get started. To make friends, I'll get to know Kurusu better. Right now, I'm sure that opportunity will often pass before they get to know you."


      【Unfortunately】 (...Because I can't talk as usual)


      "Therefore, I will try to create an opportunity for people to talk to you, and prepare you to use that opportunity successfully. First of all, I would like to ask you, Kurusu, do you know the 'three most important factors' to be liked by people?"


  Kurusu tilted her head in confusion at my question, so I wrote the three elements on the board.


      "Well, this is just my theory. I roughly break it down into three: appearance, personality, and timing."


      (...I can imagine appearance and personality, but what does timing mean?)


      "Timing is whether or not you're on the same wavelength. You know, sometimes there are people who get on other people's nerves because of their bad timing, no matter what they do. Like, 'What now?' or 'Why now?', something like that."


      (...I feel like I'm the only one like that)


      "Don't be too sad about it. It's just a matter of compatibility and whether you can successfully match with the person you're talking to. Besides, the previous two things are more important than that timing."


      【None】 (I've never been praised...not even once)


      "Really?"


  Kurusu felt sad after writing this, and lowered her head with slumped shoulders.


  Apparently, she has low self-confidence...


  Well, I understand. She never knew, because if no one came to her, there was no way for her to know her self-esteem.


  If she continues to lose confidence, nothing will change. In that case, I should comfort her...


      "I may not be very convincing when I say this, but Kurusu is not bad at anything."


      (...Really?)


  Kurusu reacted to my words and looked up slightly, then went back to listening.


  I confirmed this and continued speaking.


      "I don't have to tell you how beautiful you are, right? If I take a picture of you and post it on social media, it's bound to go viral."


      (...I'm embarrassed. My face feels hot)


      "And even your personality, if people notice, you'll definitely be liked. You're hardworking, determined, and focused. You can also take care of others and respect them. That's a good element, like stepping back to defend others or being honest."


      (...This is the first time anyone has praised me like this. I'm happy to hear it, but... I'm not used to being praised)


  Then, after that──.


  Kurusu held my hand and shook her head from side to side.


  I couldn't see her expression as she looked down, but her ears looked red.


      (...No. Don't go on... My heart will stop)


      "Oh, I'm sorry. But I just want you to know that if you change a little, things will change for the better."


      (...Thank you...Thank you)


  Kurusu's face was red and agitated, but it seemed like her thoughts had turned positive.


  I mean...I have a hunch that if the people around her saw her embarrassed expression and such, they would squirm with amusement.


  It's a pity that she can't show that kind of expression yet.


  Well, all this would be solved if I could talk about it... but it's hard to ask when the reason for not being able to talk is something sensitive.


      "Well, I guess you get my point now. If Kurusu can change your initial impression, you'll definitely be able to have a smooth conversation."


      【Received】


      "By the way, do you have any other means of communication besides the tablet?"


      【Tablet only】 (...I can't talk. I'll freeze...)


      "So that's it... Well, I'll have to think of a way to make better use of this tablet."


  Kurusu lowered her head.


  I thought I had seen a bit of her face and it looked like she was biting her lip as if she was holding a bitter memory.


  I'm sure there must be some problem that caused her communication disorder.


  But I can't ask more now.


  Everyone has things they don't want to say.


  Even I have one or two things I don't want to tell anyone. So I convinced myself.


  Well, I'm going to help her anyway.


  I will increase her chances of getting involved and see what I can do for her.


      "For now, let's exchange contact information, okay?"


      【Home phone number?】


      "No, not that. Look, you brought your cell phone, right? We're going to meet, and if I don't have your contacts, I can't ask you if something happens, right?"


      (Yes... but do you really want to exchange contacts with me?)


      "If you don't want to give me your contacts, I'll find another way."


      【I will】


  When she answered like that, her eyes lit up in an easily understandable way.


  Then, in a panic, she took her cell phone out of her pocket and put it on her lap.


  She stared at her phone, waiting for instructions.


  ...I'm so excited and a little embarrassed.


      "Could it be that Kurusu doesn't know how to do this?"


  Kurusu turned her face awkwardly at my question.


  She thinks if people know what she can't do, they'll be disappointed.


  Well, I have to do it myself.


      "Well, give it to me. The app... oh, it's downloaded. Is it a rabbit? Could it be the result of your wool crafting?"


      (...Oh, don't look at that)


  Kurusu was embarrassed. Her face, which usually showed no change, turned red and she hid it with her hands.


  Unfortunately, she couldn't hide her ears. What's more, because her inner voice was leaking out... I could hear her former embarrassed voice at a high volume.


  I smiled and pretended not to know.


      "I'll call you when I apply for permission to use the classroom, or when I'm going to meet you."


      【Too much hassle?】 (I’m happy... but...)


      "That's okay. I always help Sensei after school, and I was thinking of asking Kurusu to help if you can... Yosh, my contacts have been added."


  I handed the phone back to Kurusu and let her check the screen.


  Kurusu happily looked at my icon 'ritu'.


      (...I'll send it)


  While she was thinking that, my phone rang and the screen lit up.


  I looked at the screen and saw that she had sent me a cute bunny sticker.


      "You have a cute sticker."


      (...Fufu, this is the first time I've sent one)


      "Well, feel free to contact me. I'll send you some too."


      【May I?】


      "Yes, you can. I'm always free, so it's sad if you don't want to."


  She lowered her head, turned around and put her phone in her pocket.


  Her move seemed like a refusal...


  I couldn't see her expression, but────,


      (...I'm so happy...Hehe)


  Her voice echoed in my head.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  That night. I stayed up late as usual.


  However, my family became a bit more nagging because they knew I had gotten sick earlier.


      "Don't stay up late, go to bed!!"


  I replied to my sister's worried voice.


  I quickly turned off the light and lay down on the bed.


  It seemed that my family already understood my personality. I heard a voice from the hallway say, "Let's wait a while and see what he's going to do".


  As I stood still and caught my breath, my little sister's presence at the door finally receded.


      "Well, now that the surveillance is gone. Let's study."


  At that moment, as if knowing my situation, my phone screen lit up and vibrated with a 'buzz'.


  I looked at the screen and saw,


      >(Kurusu): Thank you for your guidance and encouragement. I will take today's message to heart and continue to work hard in the future.


  This was the message I received from Kurusu.


      "What a rigid person..."


  I sighed and shrugged.


  I knew that she was a serious person, but this message from her to her classmate felt very unnatural.


      >(Kaburagi)[Draft]: I just want to do it, so don't worry. But your sentence is too stiff, honestly.


      "Well, is that right? I'll send it."


      >(Kurusu): I see.


      "...Uh, didn't she answer too quickly?"


  I was stunned when I looked at my phone.


  It only took a few seconds to get a reply. I thought Kurusu would spend a lot of time thinking about a sentence... And why is it written in hiragana? There are a lot of things I don't understand...


      "Well... anyway"


      >(Kaburagi): I was surprised at how quickly you replied. And why use hiragana?


      >(Kurusu): It was fast.


      "You're too fast, hey."


  Replying right away is good, but...I don't know what you were thinking!!!


  That means she was waiting for an answer. Or is she just trying to shorten the chat?


  Given her personality, I think it's the latter... but... Ah, I wouldn't know if it was just through the phone screen.


  I think if she talked more through chat, the communication would go better, but I don't think that's going to happen.


  I guess the world isn't that simple.


  I sighed and turned to my phone.


  What should I do, does she want to sleep soon or does she want me to ask... No, I think it's better to check Kurusu's true intentions. I'll ask, "Is there something you want to ask me?" and then I'll guess from her answer and decide what to do... And then she came back with another question.


      >(Kurusu): Practice tomorrow?


      "We will indeed practice, but... we've discussed this before. So it seems like she doesn't want to finish this chat right now, right? Hmm..."


  I put the phone down and imagined Kurusu on the other side of the screen.


  I can't imagine her holding the phone and looking at the screen all the time... If she's not used to it, maybe she's sitting on her knees, trying not to be rude?


  Or maybe she thought she had to answer as quickly as possible?


      "Haha. That's impossible, right...!"


  I laughed and looked up at the dark ceiling.


  I had a bad feeling about this, so I thought I should try to find out.


  It might be an unnecessary worry, but I'll check it out anyway. In a joking tone.


      >(Kaburagi): Kurusu. Anyway, you don't have to sit on your knees when you reply, right?


  Well, I hope I'm just thinking too much, but I immediately checked the reply text from her.


      >(Kurusu): Understood.


  The content of her reply made me laugh.


  ...So it's true, huh.


  I sighed and put my hand to my forehead.


  Anyway, I couldn't hear her thoughts through the electronic device. Only when she was near me.


  So I'm not cheating this time, I'm really just guessing...


      "If I'm right about this, I'm sure I'm right about the other. She's really going to hold on to her phone and not let go of it for a moment."


  I'm starting to think that if she doesn't get an answer from me, she'll keep waiting until morning.


  Maybe I was thinking too much, but it was hard to stop thinking about Kurusu waiting for an answer.


      "Next time we meet, let's decide how long she should wait."


  


  I decided that and continued to communicate with her──until morning. 


  


   


  Another day after school.


  I applied for permission to use the multipurpose room and waited for Kurusu.


  It wasn't every day, but I often practiced conversation with Kurusu.


  It was supposed to be a study session since we were borrowing a classroom, but in reality, I was teaching Kurusu about a variety of subjects.


      "Kaburagi. Return the key as usual when you're done using it~"


      "Thank you for your help. Thank you for everything! I can't always borrow the infirmary room, so thank you."


      "Well, I'm a friend to students in trouble. But Kaburagi, no matter how versatile this room is, don't use it for other purposes, okay?"


      "Please don't be vulgar. Even if you're a teacher, you shouldn't talk to your students like that."


      "Hahaha!! I'm just kidding! I know you would never do such a thing. But feelings can change so quickly, so I just wanted to make sure."


      "That's unnecessary worry. I know it's hard for me to say, but I'm an adult."


      "Well..."


  Then Sensei looked at me.


      "Really? Well, then I wonder how you feel about love. As a student, you should be diligent not only in your studies, but also in your love life."


      "Well, if I just study hard, I'll get married late, just like Sensei."


      "Damn, did you just say something?"


      "Yes, everything should be done patiently anyway..."


  She looked at me angrily, as if she wanted to kill me, and I turned my face away. Then, as if to cover up the bad joke I had made, I decided to change the direction of the conversation.


      "Seriously. Nothing is going to happen."


      "Even if it does?"


      "What are you talking about? Well, even if it did happen, I wouldn't take such a risky action myself. A love affair can only create a negative impression, so I'll avoid destroying what I've built just because of a momentary emotion."


      "Aaah... what a disappointing guy..."


      "No, no~. It's a fact that a person's love relationship can ruin their life. That's why I don't want to get carried away."


      "You're so weird, you self-proclaimed popular guy!"


      "Please don't praise me like that."


      "............" (He really is an idiot who can't be saved)


  Turning her eyes to me as if she was looking at someone unfortunate, the teacher sighed.


  But she understood that there was no point in telling me, so she had no intention of saying anything more. She looked at her watch and walked out of the classroom.


  When she put her hand on the door, she stopped and turned to look at me.


      "Well, I'm going... umm"


      "What's wrong? You look suspicious..."


      "Don't have any 'strange intentions', okay? Promise?"


      "You're really stubborn! "Don't push her" or anything, don't say that again."


  Then Sensei left the classroom with a wave of his hand.


  She turned her head sideways for a moment in the hallway, grinned wickedly, and walked away.


  I sighed and shrugged.


  Damn. I felt like I had finally lost.


  Just as I felt defeated, Kurusu peeked out of the doorway.


  It was exactly seventeen o'clock as usual. Just at the time we promised.


      "Yo, Kurusu!"


  As I greeted her, Kurusu displayed a screen with the word 【Hello】 on it and bowed to me.


  Then she wiped the screen of her tablet and started writing what she wanted to say.


      【Good friends】 (They talk like they're good friends. I'm jealous...)


      "Hmm. Well, more or less. So how long has Kurusu been here?"


      【Not long】


      "That's good..."


  So she heard the joke that Sensei told her, right?


  Kurusu is a very serious, stubborn, and rigid person.


  I don't want her to take it too seriously──.


      【What's a candy tree? 】 (...Lots of chocolates and such) [TN: Strange intention (おかしな気) and Candy tree (お菓子な木) have the same spelling 'okashina ki']


      "Ah yes... I thought there were lots of candies and chocolates..."


      【I want some】 (...But I'll get fat if I eat too much)


      "Yup... Hahahaha"


  I laughed and lied to her.


  I didn't know what it was. And it wasn't a misunderstanding, but I felt guilty as if I had deceived a child...


  No, I knew that if I saw Kurusu in her normal life, she wouldn't understand what Sensei was saying. Ignorance and innocence will only lead to worry, right?


      【Progress in conversation】 (I think it's getting smoother than before)


  "Oh. You're already doing better than before, compared to when you went overboard with your words. Now I hope you can coordinate your gestures better so that it can help your communication. You'll make progress again. Trust me."


      (I'm glad...)


  She looked relieved and let out a frustrated sigh.


  Then she clenched her fists as if excited.


  ...It's only a little, but it's better, right?


  Kurusu had been practicing with me and had come to check a series of conversational sentences that had been prepared beforehand.


  Although limited to frequently used words such as "yes" or "no," the conversation has become smoother than ever since we started discussing effective ways to use them.


  In the past, she had to work very hard to write her response after someone had spoken to her, so there was definitely a time lag in her conversation.


  When she has to respond quickly, she tends to use short words like "agree," which sometimes makes it difficult for the other party to understand the real meaning of her message. I knew Kurusu's desire to be able to speak, so I tried to give her advice after we started communicating.


  It was as simple as "Prepare the most frequently used words in advance" and "Include supportive body gestures".


  She embraced my advice and practice with open arms. And we had just started, so it was still a little awkward...


  I wasn't sure what to expect, but I was sure I would find something that would help her.


  However, I had a problem with her.


      【Master, please!】 (Let's practice hard... ei o ei o... hehe)


  And, well, she accepted me too easily.


  I know she really relied on me without any ulterior motive, and I wanted to help her.


  But I think she's too loyal to me.


  I think she likes me too much, or is too dependent, or... trusts me too easily.


  I know she's honest, so her cute direct attacks on me are still alive and well.


  But come to think of it, why did she listen to everything I said?


  Well...I don't know, so I'm going to ask her. Even if she doesn't tell me, I know what she's thinking.


      "Before we start practicing, I have a question I want to ask Kurusu, okay?"


      (...You have something you want to ask me? I want you to ask me because it rarely happens)


  Kurusu nodded repeatedly, as if she wanted me to ask her more and more.


  She held my hand and her eyes were shining.


  Is that how much you want me to ask you?


      "I was wondering. Isn't Kurusu too trusting?"


      【Is that bad】


      "Well, it's not all bad. I just thought you really accepted everything. Don't you wonder? When we were practicing, did you ever think, "What's the point of this?" or "This makes no sense!"?"


      【No】 (...I was able to become better than before since you taught me. I was able to answer correctly for the first time in class. So it's definitely paying off)


      "Is that so... Well, if it's really fruitful, that's good for me. I think it's okay to look at things with a little more skepticism. A lot of people will stab you in the back and it's also good to have some different perspectives."


      【No need】


      "Eh──..."


  She immediately denied what I said and I could only laugh.


  Even though I was the one who helped her, I don't think she has to accept what I told her one hundred percent.


  There is no right answer to how to deal with others, so she can practice things she can only understand and take the rest to heart for what I told her.


  Forcing herself to do something she doesn't understand or can't express will only make her feel uncomfortable, and such behavior will most likely make others feel uncomfortable as well.


  However, Kurusu tries to practice everything I teach her, so lately I've been trying to use only things that are easy to understand, which will make Kurusu's communication better.


  I'm worried that she trusts me too much and is too honest when it hasn't been long since we started communicating...


  That's why I give her advice like the one I just gave her...


  I looked at Kurusu's face.


  Her eyes were shining, waiting for me to speak.


  ──She's very bright today, too.


  She doesn't even know what I'm thinking.


      "Kurusu, can you trust a guy like me who suddenly starts talking to you?"


      【Yes】


      "You nodded very strongly... But normally, you should be a little more skeptical. Men are full of ulterior motives, and an honest and gullible type like Kurusu has so many loopholes that it worries me."


      【No problem】 (I'm sure Kaburagi-kun isn't a bad guy)


      "No, no. It's okay for you to be a little suspicious. You've only been with me for a while, haven't you? Isn't it a little too soon?"


      【No problem】 (...Everyone gets along with you quickly too, so this is also normal)


      "That's not my real friend─...no, it's nothing. Well, you're right..."


  Well, I understand what Kurusu means.


  Some people exude friendliness by saying "yay" as soon as they meet someone.


  But behind their hearts, they might be worried about the temperature difference between themselves and the other person, or they might be worried about "I wonder if I can handle this flirt?", or "If I'm in this group, will I feel comfortable?" and worrying about where they should stand in it... everyone is thinking about something when they interact with each other.


  So what Kurusu saw was nothing more than a 'stomach fight' scene. [TN: In Japan it was once believed that the heart and soul were in the stomach. So 'stomach fight' is when people try to find out each other's true thoughts and intentions]


  But for Kurusu, she probably wanted to talk to people in such a friendly way right away.


  And we're just talking about the first encounter with the same sex...


  Kurusu is a very beautiful girl, so I hope she'll be careful with the opposite sex.


  I guess that's why I had a stern expression on my face because I was thinking about that.


  Kurusu's expression became slightly clouded with worry.


      "It's okay. Anyway, just be careful. With a lot of things around you."


      【I’ll be careful】


      "That's the attitude you need. Kurusu has an attractive appearance, so a little more caution would be important..."


      【Wait】 (I have to write this down)


      "Hm?"


  Kurusu hurriedly wrote down what she wanted to say on her tablet.


  She probably thought she couldn't communicate with just short words this time.


      【I don't speak. So only a very good person would get involved with an annoying person like me and be willing to respond to me repeatedly. I am a 'landmine woman'.】 (Others say I'm like a doll. I've heard from them that I'm scary, or they don't know what I'll do to them...) [TN: 'Landmine woman' mean a woman who looks normal on the outside, but turns out to have a lot of problems after she communicates. Just like a landmine, you don't know if it's going to explode until you step on it]


  Kurusu showed me the screen of her tablet, hiding her face.


  It turns out that what others say to her is more cruel than I thought...


  When I think about it, I'm surprised that she's still not discouraged.


  But you know...


      "Isn't it sad to call yourself a 'landmine woman'...?"


      (Indeed...)


  Kurusu rolled her eyes and then held her head.


  I think she was sad because she felt that she was a landmine.


  But Kurusu quickly recovered and showed the screen again.


      【But I know Kaburagi-kun is a nice guy】


      "Not really"


      (And obviously gentle)


  I flinched when she approached me.


  I'm usually very good at letting things go, so why didn't it go well this time?


  I was the one teaching her, but I felt like I was forced to practice a lot of things, probably because I was forced to practice my own mind.


  I sighed and shrugged.


      "Well, that's it, it can't be helped. Then let's continue practicing smiling today! Let's fix the expression that Kurusu isn't used to."


      【Yes】


      "We will practice smiling naturally by lifting the corners of our mouths and saying, "I like whiskey" (TN: In Japanese, Uisuki daisuki). You can practice smiling by making an "i" sound with your mouth..."


      (Uisuki─...)


  Yes, yes. Like that, try it slowly.


      (Daisuki...)


   


  I started this exercise to make her smile.


  We've been doing it every day and I've gotten used to seeing it.


  But just now, the smile she made was the brightest I've ever seen.


      【How was it?】 (Did I do well?)


      "Oh, yes. You're getting better at this practice. If you can make that smile all the time... I think that would be perfect."


      【Good to hear that】 (...Hehe...I got a compliment)


  Hearing her inner voice, I fanned my cheeks that were starting to burn with my hands.


  Kurusu was full of 'gap' and honest.


  


  As usual, practicing with her was really...bad for my heart.


  Chapter 3 - Distance to Approach The One Who Doesn’t Speak


      "Aroused animals are a nuisance. They will do it wherever they are."


  Lunch break. My classmate Shintaro Kanbayashi, who was sitting in the seat in front of me, said something like that.


  He looked out the window irritably, and when the wind blew his long bangs out of his eyes, he pushed them away from his face with a miserable look.


  Then he would sigh loudly, look out again, and when the wind blew, he would fix his bangs again... and so on.


  I was curious what he was looking at, and when I looked over, I saw a couple eating lunch together.


      "Hahahahaha... How nice... It's so peaceful~. Hmm-hmm."


  After saying that, I saw Kanbayashi leaning on the edge of the window, resting his hands on it.


  I stared blankly at the sky and sighed again.


      (If it was Ritsu, I'm sure he would agree with my story, even if he pretended to be reluctant. How about it, should I tell him right away?)


  He sounds hopeful in his heart...


  He kept looking at my face... Well, I couldn't help it either.


      "Kanbayashi... what's wrong with you? You keep sighing."


      "I was just thinking, why is the world so unfair?"


      "Huh, you sound like someone who had a revelation. But yes, that's the way the world is."


      "Yeah, yeah. But it still bothers me. Maybe it's because spring is just around the corner, I've been seeing it more and more lately. It's really bothering my eyes."


      "Ah~ Pollen from flowers flying around hurts your eyes, right? Yes, I understand──"


      "Huh, what are you talking about. I mean couples, yup couples. There are new couples everywhere, like it's suddenly a trend. Normally, I don't care much about couples, but when I see them making out in front of me over and over again, it makes me feel triggered to be able to feel what they feel."


  He seemed to look rather envious and sad as he said that he was distressed by this situation.


  His well-groomed face looked glum, and his appearance was attractive to the girls.


  While looking at Kanbayashi, some of the surrounding girls muttered to themselves that he looked cool.


      "If you've ever been in a relationship, I'm sure you'll understand the feelings of those couples who always try to make out in public. I'm sure Kanbayashi could have dated anyone if you were more serious."


      "Haha, no way, no way. You know that too, Ritsu. There's no one I like at this school. What I like are older, mature women. Teenagers are not my taste."


      "Oh, that's right."


  Kanbayashi's appearance wasn't bad. If I had to judge whether he was popular or not, I would definitely say that he was.


  However, he likes older women, yes, at least a year older than him.


  I heard that Kanbayashi has four younger sisters, so he inevitably has to spoil them every day. And I think his attraction to older women is due to his desire to be the 'spoiled one'.


  That's why he always rejects declarations of love from people his own age, and he hasn't had a girlfriend yet.


  It's a waste, considering his attractive appearance.


  Then Kanbayashi let out an "Oh" as if he had remembered something and clapped his hands.


      "Well, there is one person in this school. A woman who is mature and cool."


      "Huh, really? There is someone like that..."


      "You know, Mochizuki-sensei. She's amazing, right?"


      ".............Eh"


      "What's wrong? You're looking at me like you want to say "Are you crazy? Ritsu is familiar with her, so I think you must understand her charm."


      "Charm, huh... Like how she's so clumsy and awkward, huh?"


      "Well, isn't that more of a flaw than a charm?"


  Kanbayashi laughed.


  He seemed to think I was joking.


  I tilted my head and he cleared his throat.


      "She is a good choice, right? Mochizuki-sensei is quite attractive as a mature woman, and her demeanor is very cool. It is no exaggeration to say that she is my ideal woman."


      "Ideal, huh? But she's a teacher. Even if she finally accepts you, won't she be punished for it?"


      "Very interesting, isn't it? The forbidden love between a teacher and a student is full of obstacles. But the bigger the obstacles, the more fun it is, right? When you are forbidden to do something, won't you feel the urge to do it? To break the prohibition? The more difficult the obstacle, the greater the satisfaction of overcoming it. People will always be attracted to such challenges."


  Kanbayashi said this with a big smile and full of honesty.


  He's a very open-minded person, and it's very disconcerting to hear him think to himself, "Wow, so this is possible?". I really wondered what he would do in the future.


  I had to quickly tell him not to think about it seriously.


  But suddenly he said,


      "Well, Ritsu, isn't it time for you to find a new girlfriend? This is the right time, right?"


      "Huh? A new girlfriend? I'm happy with my life now. There's nothing to change."


      "Oh, I see. Apparently, Ritsu is still on good terms with her as usual. I thought you'd get carried away like everyone else."


      "Well, that could happen if there's something I'm really interested in. But in every part of the world, love only creates problems. Especially now, after Valentine's Day, there are many people who are in a hurry to achieve their goals. And worse, there are some of them who flirt with others even though they already have a lover, so yeah, I have to be careful."


      "But as far as I know, Ritsu is the one who is most likely to get into trouble, right? I'm just worried about you."


      "Hahaha. Don't worry about it. I'm good at avoiding danger."


      "Hee...really? I think you're the one who likes to play with fire. Yes, Ritsu is a person who is always looking for trouble."


      "Yeah, whenever it is, trouble will always come by itself──"


      "It's not like that. Shouldn't you be more vigilant and careful?"


      "Yes, that's true. But it gets rather unpleasant. Doesn't it?"


  The crying in someone's heart that others can usually ignore, I could hear directly.


  Often the cries were loud, as if they were crying for help.


  And if I looked in the direction of the voice, I could see who it was...


  Of course, I couldn't just walk away after recognizing it.


  I would feel guilty for ignoring someone in need. I would also feel guilty for pretending not to know if I could hear it.


  If I could be indifferent, maybe I wouldn't feel burdened, but it seemed like my body was designed to accept these problems.


  Well, because I always took action to relieve that guilt, I got the reputation I have now...so to speak.


      "In the end, it was more hypocrisy than kindness, so yes, it was just for my own satisfaction."


      "Huh. Yeah, if Ritsu thinks it's okay, I won't say anything else."


      "Well, at least I'll be a little more careful."


      "I wonder if you'll get a hole in your stomach from all the trouble you're having."


  Kanbayashi shrugged worriedly.


  I could only smile at his concern and laugh, "Hahaha.


      "Oii, let me in! You guys are having fun, huh?", I heard a voice from behind me and felt a heavy weight on my back.


  I turned around to see a man with dark skin, short hair, and an athletic appearance. That man was Jun Kawaguchi.


  When my eyes met Kawaguchi's, he smiled at me with the innocent smile of a boy who had just graduated from elementary school.


      "It's heavy, hey!"


      "Oops, sorry. I was just trying to take advantage of this handsome guy."


      "What are you going to do after physically attacking him?"


      "Ahahahahaha! Yeah, sorry, sorry~!"


  Although he was tall, muscular, and handsome, his personality was still childish.


  He looked like a serious person when he was silent, but when he started to open his mouth, his childlike innocence would be clearly visible.


  This gap between his appearance and his personality made him popular with girls, but he was so dedicated to his club activities that he refused all the declarations of love he received.


      "You are so late, Gu-san. Lunch is almost over."


      "Well, the teacher called me earlier. But it's all taken care of now."


  He gave a thumbs up and a big smile.


      "I'm glad you were able to finish everything. Are you having problems with your exam results again?"


      "Yes, they decided to give me a make-up exam."


      "Oh. Is that something that can be said happily?"


  Kanbayashi said with a sigh, a look of shock on his face.


  Kawaguchi was not bothered by his attitude and did not care at all.


      "Hahaha! Isn't it good that I still have a chance to fix it?"


      "Huh? The chance here means the chance for you to failing a grade, right?"


      "Don't worry, don't worry! I have an amazing ultimate weapon."


      "Uh, I didn't know Kawaguchi had something like that, because I see you're always busy with your club activities. Did you call a tutor? Well, good luck then."


  When I said that, Kawaguchi looked at me with a desperate expression.


      "............" (That's obviously a lie...right?)


  When I turned my face away, he grabbed my shoulders tightly.


      "Please teach me!!! If I don't pass the make-up test, I'll fail a grade. I thought my grades wouldn't be a problem because I'm good at sports, but it's not! I'm really begging you, Ritsu!!!"


      "Ugh, stop shaking me... I mean, how many times did you ask?"


      "You're the only one I can count on. Ritsuemon, please help me~!"


      "You think I'm that versatile robot cat. I guess you think I'd be willing to help you if you asked, right?"


      "Ah, so you already knew?"


      "You don't have to be Ritsu to know that. I'm tired of seeing it myself! I hope you make it as a comedian."


      "Hmmm. Yeah, I was expecting some variation of the way you asked me for a favor this time. So this is a bit disappointing."


      "You two are really mean!"


  Kanbayashi and I looked at each other and sighed.


  The other classmates laughed as they watched our conversation.


  It had become a tradition by now, and I think they already knew what was going to happen next.


  Me too, so it was a bad joke, right?


  Kawaguchi gave up and his shoulders slumped, but then he pulled some food stamps out of his wallet, which he had probably prepared beforehand.


      "That's right, a coupon for free ramen from the school cafeteria. Hmm, how about... a jumbo bowl of ramen with a large chashu?" [TN: Chashu is a pork cutlet]


      "Uh, the one with the soft-boiled egg, right?" [TN: Soft-boiled egg is like a boiled egg, but the yolk inside is still a little runny. It's really good if you've tried it at ramen shops~]


      "Ugh... My monthly allowance..."


      "Hmm. I guess Gu-san will have to endure eating bean sprouts every day this month~"


      "Damn, then I'll go on a diet this month...."


      "Thank you as always. All right, I'll teach you seriously."


      "Thanks for the help, Ritsu~! Well, the problem is over. Let's go eat!"


      "It's not that easy, man."


  He responded to the rebuke with a childish smile.


  The make-up test wasn't over yet, but he seemed to think he had solved the problem.


  Well, he seems determined, so I'm sure he'll work hard later.


  He just can't do it alone. But he seems to be a person who understands easily and can learn well with proper guidance.


      "Are you sure you want to do it again?"


      "It's okay, I don't mind. I'm used to it."


      "Really? But with all this teaching load, it's going to be harder for you to catch up to first place, isn't it?"


      "No problem. I've been studying every day, and teaching will help me learn. Besides, it's not a bad idea to study in a lively atmosphere once in a while."


      "Hmm, I see..."


  Kanbayashi shrugged and sighed.


      "Well, then I'll come too. Ritsu's teaching style is very easy to understand."


      "Uh, wait a minute. If one more person comes, we'll have to talk───"


      "Then I'll come too. It seems to be an interesting development."


      "Oi, Kiri──saki?"


  Kirisaki, who had just arrived, immediately interrupted the conversation.


  This was a common interaction between friends.


  And those silly moments could sometimes be fun.


  But it was only fun for us, not for the people around us. Negative feelings always grow around people who make a fuss or look like they're having a good time.


      "They're doing it again, huh?"


      "Hee, that looks like fun!"


  That was the look our classmates gave us when they saw us joking around like that.


  In other words, they were just jealous of us, and in their hearts they felt 'annoyed' or jealous.


  But I don't have the courage to put it into words, so I guess I keep it to myself.


  I can ignore it and not worry about it, but there's a possibility that those negative feelings could continue to grow and explode at any time... so it could become a very troublesome thing one day.


  Emotions are like living things, and it is common for people to understand them in their heads, but not be able to act on them.


  Things that might be trivial in your mind might have long-term effects in the future.


  So──,


      "Would you like to join our study group?"


  I asked them.


  They probably weren't expecting to be spoken to. The girls looked a little surprised and then replied with a wry smile, "No, we're fine".


  "Oh, I see. Well, just come by if you want to join us later. I'll always be waiting for you~"


  I chuckled and tried to look friendly.


  A cool guy inviting others to join him. That's the image I created for now.


      "Hahaha! What the heck~? But thank you!"


  When I deliberately signaled that the side next to me was empty, the girls laughed at me.


  I had invited them to join us, and they had turned me down. To the onlookers around us, this might seem a little silly.


  But if, through a series of actions like the one I had just performed, they ended up thinking that "Kaburagi is a good person and open to everyone", then my plan would have succeeded.


  In other words, everyone will think of me as a good guy. But even if some hateful feelings were directed at me, that wouldn't be a problem.


  Because──if it's directed at me, I'll be able to handle it.


  And I don't mind if they really want to join.


  The class will be better if we can harmonize everything. And a harmonious class will be a comfortable environment...


  However, I realized that the way the mind works is indeed very difficult to deal with.


  After greeting my other classmates, I returned to my previous position.


      "Ritsu, is there anyone else who wants to join us?"


      "No, no... hmm?"


  My cell phone vibrated and I saw an incoming message.


  The message turned out to be from Kirisaki, saying, "Good job".


  Ah, of course. She must have noticed.


  I glanced at her and saw her looking away.


  Then I sighed and put my hand on Kawaguchi's shoulder as he started to eat his lunch.


      "By the way, let's do the study session later, okay? One day won't be enough for Kawaguchi, so we'll do it every day until the day of the exam."


      "Eh, every day?"


      "Yes. In fact, we have to be really serious about studying every day. If you really want to succeed, you have to make the effort."


  "Hah, seriously~~~."


  Kawaguchi fell on his face with his hands, but in his heart, he said, "I'll do my best!" as he sighed.


  His overreaction to liven things up was so funny that I couldn't help but laugh.


  Well... from now on, I'll be practicing with Kurusu and holding study sessions with them.


  Can I get Kurusu to come to this study session?


  While I was thinking about it, I opened my lunch box, even though it was a little late.


  By the way, the contents of today's bento box were fried chicken.


      "Ritsu's bento looks delicious as usual. How can you make such a wide variety of food?"


      "Mmm!" (Seriously, it's amazing! I'd even pay if he made it for me)


      "Don't talk when you have something in your mouth."


  He looked like a squirrel munching on a huge amount of nuts.


  But strangely, he still looks cool.


      "Ah~! Rikkun's lunch looks so delicious~!"


  Unknowingly, my classmate Kurumi Matsui came up to us and said that with a greedy look.


  With her tiny body that looked like a small animal, she squatted next to my desk and stared at my bento box.


      "Do you want some?"


      "May I~~?"


      "Just one."


      "Hurray~~!"


  I stuffed a piece of fried chicken into Matsui's mouth, and she jumped up and down happily.


      "Thank you" (Thank you!!)


  She looked very happy as she ate it, and then she looked at me as if to say that one was not enough.


      "Um... do you want some more?"


      "But..."


      "Don't worry. Just eat as much as you want."


      "All right, I'll eat it!"


  Her eyes lit up, and she ate my bento happily.


  Since she looked so happy while eating it, I felt satisfied.


      "Ah...Rikkun. Sorry."


  Matsui returned my bento box with a guilty look on her face.


  And when I looked at the contents, there was only one piece of fried chicken left.


      "Alright, that's fine. I put a lot of effort into cooking this fried chicken, so is it good?"


      "Yes! I want to eat it again!"


      "I'll make some more for you later. But I don't know if you'll get fat if you eat too much."


      "I don't seem to be gaining weight, so that won't happen!"


  Looking at her innocent childish smile, I didn't even want to be angry with her.


  It was a great honor for me to be able to make dishes that were recognized as delicious by others... but I was still starving. Well, I'll buy something later.


  For now, I'll just smile and watch the others eat.


      "You idiot. You should have known this would happen!"


  Kirisaki sat down at the table and put something on my head.


  I heard a plastic sound and took the object off my head to check it out. And it turned out to be my favorite sweet bun.


      "Thanks, Kirisaki!"


      "No problem. Well, it would be very inconvenient if someone were to starve and pass out later. I just wanted to prevent that."


      "I really appreciate your help. But I will pay for it anyway. So how much?"


      "Just take it. If you need a reason, it's because you're going to help me study for the exam."


      "Oh, okay. Thanks."


  As usual, I couldn't hear her inner voice, but it seemed like she always said whatever she felt.


  I happily accepted, opened the plastic and put the bread in my mouth.


      "But Ritsu is really good at cooking. Everyone wants to eat your bento, where did you learn to cook?"


      "Ah──umm. It's not that I learned it, rather... it's that I have to do it whether I want to or not..."


      "Huh, why is that?"


      "It's a matter of life and death. If I can't cook for myself, something dark will appear in the form of food... Ah~ I get goosebumps just thinking about it... Ugh."


      "Uwa──. How pathetic."


  Don't do that. It's hard to see you putting your hands together to show your sympathy for me.


  And cooking my own food is not something I hate.


      "It's hard to prepare your own food every day, isn't it?"


      "Well, it's just a matter of habit. If you say so, you do it yourself too, Kirisaki."


      "Yes, I do it sometimes. Even then, it's not as delicious as Ritsu's."


      "Huh, really? I think you're getting better at it. You practice a lot too, right?"


      "...That praise won't get you anywhere!"


      "Huh, you don't want to be honest, huh~"


  Kirisaki usually does not think about anything when she speaks, but sometimes when I praise her like this, I can hear her inner voice.


  At such times, I can hear her inner voice saying, (Don't praise me, idiot).


  When I laughed at her, she looked grumpy and had a sullen expression on her face.


      "Hee? How dare you have an affair with someone else when you already have me, right?"


      "Hinamori, you're late. Lunch break is almost over."


      "I can't help it, I have to work for the student council."


      "That sounds like a lot of work. It's to prepare the welcome party for this year's freshmen, right?"


      "Yeah, right. I want them to have a good impression, so I'm working hard to prepare it." (It is important to show them how great I am. How many freshmen will be fascinated by me... Ah, I feel guilty about that)


      "...You're still planning the same mysterious thing."


  Hinamori's heart is disappointing, but she always tries hard to make herself look good.


  If you don't know her true heart, it's easy to be fooled by her without realizing it.


      "Oh, Kaburagi-san. Didn't you prepare a bento box for me?"


      "Hmm? Do you want it?


      "Not really. Even though the one I tasted before was delicious, I don't have the slightest desire to eat it again."


      "Oh..."


      "It's just that Kaburagi-san seemed to want me to eat it, so I asked you."


      "Hahaha! Hinachi, you sound like a tsundere, you know~"


      "Ah, shut up!"


  Hinamori also looked panicked like an amateur criminal caught in the act.


  Matsui, seeing this, laughed innocently, "Hihihi!" and poked Hinamori's cheek as she desperately tried to defend herself.


  Hinamori blushed and waved her hands desperately, still trying to deny it.


      (Ah~ why! Why isn't this going well~!!)


  Hearing her screaming heart, I could only laugh.
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      "Ritsu, looks like you had a good time today."


      "I guess so."


  This group of people I was always with was as happy and cheerful as ever.


  Feelings of envy and resentment were often expressed by those around them, but they never made a big deal out of it.


  They are still able to speak honestly to each other. So everything continued to go well.


  


  They are my classmates that I never get tired of interacting with.


  


   

      "You also have to be interesting to talk to, not just to start a conversation."


  So I decided on the topic for today's exercise with Kurusu and wrote the word 'interesting' on the board.


  Kurusu's eyes lit up and she clapped her hands in response, then she took a piece of chocolate from her bag, handed it to me, and sat down.


      (...I would be happy if you would eat it)


  She handed it to me with a slightly embarrassed look on her face.


  I almost felt like every day was Valentine's Day when I was with her.


  Well, this interaction has become our daily routine, and there is no longer any strange tension between us like there was some time ago. Kurusu also seems to be getting used to these conversations, albeit slowly, and I think it's a significant improvement for her that she's starting to rarely think too much before having a conversation.


      "All right, let me explain it again. Today we're going to talk about how to create opportunities for people to talk to us."


      【Very excited】 (Because everyone is with me today. God, Buddha, Kaburagi-sama...)


  Kurusu wrote down the sentence and showed it to me with his usual expressionless face.


  Although her expression didn't show it, she seemed to be in very good shape today as well, and in her mind, she was saying funny things as usual.


  Every time, she was always enthusiastic and thinking of those funny things that attacked my heart.


  Well, I can't blame her because she didn't think I could hear her.


  But I wouldn't be used to hearing such honest and innocent feelings directed at me, even though I could understand them...


  While I was thinking that, Kurusu took out another chocolate and put it in front of me.


      (...Seasonal truffle chocolate. Delicious, right?)


      "Thank you."


  I put the chocolate she gave me into my mouth.


  I felt a soft sweetness spreading in my mouth, and I also sighed as I enjoyed it.


  ...Eating something sweet like this makes me feel calm.


  Maybe it's because it makes me feel free from the reality around me, but... oh no.


  If I didn't talk to her, thoughts like "Kaburagi-kun looks so cute and happy eating that chocolate" would definitely be heard from her.


  Just as I was about to stop enjoying the remaining chocolate in my mouth and look up at Kurusu, she poked me in the shoulder and pushed her tablet in front of me.


      "Yes?"


      【Why don't we get started?】 (...I don't think it's good enough to keep waiting)


      "As Kurusu said, it is important to be proactive. But if it's easy to start a conversation, you won't have any problems in the first place."


      【Practicing】 (...Practicing being proactive)


      "I understand what you're saying. But think about it. If you want to start a conversation and be successful, the other person has to be interested in you first. So first impressions are very important... if Kurusu starts the conversation now, won't you freeze up?"


      (...Ah)


      "This is something you have to understand yourself. Whenever Kurusu thinks about what you want to say, your face must become very tense and stiff. As a result, other people might think that you're looking at them with negative feelings. Or they might think, "Huh, why is that? I'm getting scared!" and eventually they won't want to deal with you anymore."


      (...I can't argue with that. My first impression was pretty bad too...)


  Kurusu's shoulders slumped and she became distressed, so I comforted her by saying, "That's it, that's it".


  ...Well, isn't it nice to know what really happened. And I think she'll be fine if she knows what she's doing.


  Because the things we don't know are the most troublesome.


      【What should I do?】


      "If you can't start a conversation, you have to let them come to you. If they end up coming to you, as long as you don't put up any barriers, things will basically work out."


      【Barrier?】 (...is that why I should practice smiling?)


  "Well, you should practice smiling from now on. But you should also prepare some other things to make people interested in you. Therefore, you should start making up topics of conversation and broaden your conversational knowledge, right?"


  Kurusu nodded in agreement.


  Then she immediately copied what I said into her notebook.


  She wrote very quickly.


  What's more, she made her notes very neatly.


  Despite her inability to speak, Kurusu was exemplary.


  Then I was surprised. Kurusu tapped my arm as if to urge me to continue the conversation.


      【Interesting things?】 (...Introductions? Matchmaking?)


      "Yes. For example, what if someone in Kurusu's class has the same hobby as you, wool handicraft?"


      (...I want to know what shapes they make. I want to talk to them and ask all kinds of questions. If possible, I'd like to trade something we made...wow, my dreams are growing)


      "Oh, you seem very serious. When you find someone who has the same hobbies as you, you'll definitely want to talk to them. No matter what the hobby, games, comics, whatever it is... It's a natural instinct for us to find common friends and get together."


  Kurusu nodded as if she understood what I was saying, and her eyes sparkled with imagination.


  It's hard to tell when she has such expectations...


  I'm about to tell her a sad truth. It felt like I was playing with Kurusu's feelings, lifting her mood and then bringing it down.


  Feeling guilty, I decided to continue the conversation with Kurusu, who looked very enthusiastic.


      "Well, Kurusu. I want you to listen to me without getting discouraged."


      (Umm...? He looked like he was sorry)


      "There are many types of hobbies. But unfortunately, even though wool handicrafts are famous, not many high school students take it up as a hobby. At least, I only know one person who has that hobby, and that's you, Kurusu."


      (...Wool handicrafts are cute, but I haven't seen anyone else doing them either)


      "And the truth is, in order to attract others, we have to have something that is acceptable to most people."


      (This reality is indeed bitter and very cruel...)


      "But don't be discouraged! Why don't you just get a new hobby?"


      【Lying?】 (I think lying is... not good)


      "No, no. It's true that at first you'll start because I told you to. But over time, if you keep doing it, you'll start to enjoy it and get excited about it. And before you know it, you'll be addicted. In other words, if you make it a routine, it will become a hobby of its own."


      【Consistent】


      "Yeah, but I'm not going to tell you to do something that you really don't like, because that's just going to stress you out. Right now, I'm trying to find some other good things to make into Kurusu's new hobby."


      【Many hobbies?】


      "To make it easier to talk to people, it's good to have a lot of things to talk about. You know, if you have a lot of hobbies, then indirectly you will be able to get along with more people. For example, today you can hang out with your gaming friends, then tomorrow you can go to the batting center with people who like baseball, and so on."


      【Do you have a lot of hobbies?】


      "Just general knowledge."


      【You're an expert】 (...You never stop learning, no matter what it's for. I want to learn from his attitude)


  ...It hurt my heart a little when she sincerely praised me for my calculating attitude.


  Well, in my case, it's not a hobby because I just use it to get along with people.


  For example, I talk about things that interest the teacher to impress her, or I talk about current trends with my classmates to keep myself up to date...and so on.


  I'm not going to tell Kurusu to do that because it would be hard for her to do something like that all of a sudden.


      "Okay, let's think of a new hobby for Kurusu."


      【Excited】


      "Well, how about a hobby related to beauty? Like makeup, cute clothes, or accessories."


      【Not interested】 (But if Kaburagi-kun says so, I have to do it...)


      "No, if you're not interested, just ignore it. I mean, my words are obviously not absolute, right? It's just my opinion."


      【Humble...】 (...Kaburagi-kun is never wrong, right?)


      "You're overreacting too much... Well, for now, what I said hasn't led to anything bad yet."


  Actually, I have a hunch. If Kurusu is interested in such fashionable things, people will definitely flock to her.


  I'm sure a lot of people would be attracted to her innocent cuteness.


  But that's not what Kurusu wants.


  Then something else that would be useful for her in the future and attract people's attention...


      "By the way, what do you usually eat for lunch? Bento?"


      【Bread】


      "You mean you always buy it? Well, are you interested in cooking?"


      【Yes】 (I've never tried it, but...I want to. Although I'll definitely burn it...)


  So you're interested, but not good at it.


  Well, she'll definitely be able to do it later when I teach her.


      "Okay, it's decided. You're going to start learning how to cook so you can make cute bento. I'll teach you how to make them."


      【Cute?】 (...Full of cute character-shaped food? Looks difficult)


      "As you can imagine, we can use molds to make them. But the most important thing is to make it look handmade. You see, if Kurusu, who doesn't talk much, can make a cute bento, won't it be very eye-catching?"


  At my suggestion, Kurusu closed her eyes and began to think.


  I laughed a little at the adorable ideas she had in her head.


  ...Sausages in the shape of octopus, apples in the shape of little rabbits, well, I can teach her everything if she wants.


  Kurusu came out of her fantasy, straightened up and bowed to me.


      (...I see. Since Kaburagi-kun recommended it, I'll do it from now on)


      "Eh... Even though it's my recommendation, if you really don't like it, just say so, okay?"


      【The master’s word is absolute】


      "I don't think so. It's important for you to listen and give your opinion."


      【The penalty for disobeying the master's command is death】


      "Hey, that's so dark..."


  I was worried because she clearly wasn't joking about it, in fact, she said it with enthusiasm.


  Well, it's not the first time, but she takes things too seriously.


      "By the way, this is a picture of the bento I made earlier. The classmates seemed to like it."


      【Looks good】 (...Kaburagi-kun can do anything, he's amazing)


      "Thank you. Kurusu will be able to do it later as well."


      【I’ll work hard】


      "And when you get used to making your own bento..."


      (When I get the hang of it...will we have a picnic together?)


      "We'll have lunch with my friends...umm, Kurusu?"


  Kurusu froze and stopped moving.


  I waved my hand in front of her and said, "Are you awake?". Then Kurusu turned to me stiffly like a machine.


      【Impossible】 (I admire people who sparkle like you, but I won't be able to)


      "You're not going to die. If you want to start being liked by people, I think they're the easiest to start with. I can introduce you to them, and Kurusu is already getting good at interacting."


  Kurusu frowned and gave me a hard look.


  Well, you must be in a dilemma. It can't be helped.


  I can understand that feeling.


  Since the only people she's talked to so far are me and Sensei, she must be afraid to start relationships with new people.


  And the fear she might feel is very valid.


  My own friends might be surprised if I suddenly introduce Kurusu to them, but I'm sure they'll accept it.


  Well, at least they'll tease her by saying "Ritsu's girlfriend, huh?".


  And the real question is whether Kurusu will be able to get along with them after I introduce them.


  I'll give her a chance and leave the rest to Kurusu herself to take the first step with a bit of courage.


  Maybe Hinamori would be a good choice as a first target.


  She would always act friendly in the beginning, so it was a safe bet... right?


  While I was thinking about these different scenarios, Kurusu suddenly grabbed my sleeve.


  When I looked back at her, she shook her head from side to side, indicating that she didn't want to be introduced by me.


      "So you don't want to... is there anyone among them you don't like?"


      "No" (...Hitchhiking to be introduced. It's not a good thing)


      "Really, there's no need to be shy. They won't treat Kurusu badly just because you're meeting them for the first time."


  But Kurusu still shook her head.


  ...Even in her mind, all I could hear was her clear rejection.


  The text she wrote was actually her inner voice.


  I didn't expect her to be so stubborn...


  Although she looked confused, she still tried her best to write down what she wanted to say on her tablet.


  But this time, it seemed very long, so she took out a piece of paper and started writing on it.


      【I'm glad that you already want to try to introduce me to them. But if we're going to be friends, I don't want to introduce myself through Kaburagi-kun. I want you to see me grow, to see that I can do what you've taught me】


  She looked at me with serious eyes.


  ...She's so strong, really.


  ───I’ll take care of it.


  ───I'll prepare a stage for her.


  ───If I can understand her problems, I should be able to solve them easily.


  I've always thought about that, but it seems like it's just to satisfy my own ego.


  She learned from me, but she still thought she could do it herself in the end.


  It would be easier to leave it all to me. Yes, it would be much easier.


  But she didn't want to choose that.


  I really thought about her character.


  Her honesty, seriousness and hard work without any hidden intentions. It was too charming for me.


  I shrugged and laughed.


      "Kurusu... you're really serious."


      【Not good?】


      "No, it's not that. It's just that it's not easy to make a first impression and try to get used to each other."


      【Practice】


  "You can just make a mistake and lose your spirit, you know?"


      【Fall seven times, get up eight times】 (...I won't be discouraged. I want to be able to stand on my own)


      "Haha. Yes, that's a very good mindset."


  Everyone wants to take the easy way out.


  Kurusu, on the other hand, has chosen the hard way.


  Later, she will graduate from my guidance and try to deal with it on her own.


  And I never thought that Kurusu would be the one to ask me to let her go.


  Although I had planned to tell her sooner or later.


  Okay, that's enough. I had already decided in my mind that I would stop helping her after telling her that.


  That's why I was happy that she asked me to do it... but somehow, I felt a little sad.


  I smiled at her and gave her a thumbs up.


      "Alright, I understand. Okay, try your best when Kurusu has gained enough confidence. When you     finally make friends with the others, introduce me to them."


      【Yes】 (...I'll try again, even if I fail, to get Kaburagi-kun's recognition)


      "Yosh. Then I'll teach you how to cook and prepare your bento. I'll borrow the home economics classroom later."


      【Please guide, Master】


  Again and again, she keeps calling me that.


  How many times would I hear that?


  It might be sooner than I expected.


  As I looked at her now, I thought about those things.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  It's been a few days since we started practicing making bento, and today I tasted the results.


  The words that came out of my mouth were,


      "Yummy..."


  That's all.


  In conclusion──Kurusu can remember things very quickly.


  Even though her way of interacting is still the same, she's a fast learner when it comes to cooking.


  It might be because she's interested in it, but it might also be because she always tries hard at everything.


  Her fingers are covered with bandages, and the way she cuts vegetables shows that she has practiced a lot.


  Such an honest and hardworking person always makes me want to help her.


  She never complained about what I taught her, and she would ask right away if she had any questions.


  Really a good student, isn’t she.


  Her only weakness is that she still thinks too much.


  Right now, right next to me,


      ('A little' means how much? If it's a little, shouldn't it be in grams? If not, then...)


  Well, there are times when she stops looking at a recipe book like this.


  She seems to be dissatisfied with the ambiguous parts and has difficulty with the parts that are defined by such approximations.


  As another example, the other day she had difficulty with the instruction to 'cut into small pieces' when she should have just cut it into pieces.


      "If everyone has a different mouth size, we have to define all the sizes!", she took out a ruler and thought something like that.


  She would get pensive and have a hard time in her head whenever she didn't get a specific measurement.


  Even now,


      (I mean, is it difficult to weigh it? If so, I need to get a digital scale. I'll go to the chemistry lab to get it)


      "Okay, Kurusu. Let's stop for a while."


      【Cooking is war】 (The quality of food deteriorates over time. We must not waste it)


      "I'm afraid you're too serious. You seem to have trouble with the word 'a little'."


      【No】 (...Does he know that? Still, I want to look good at this...)


      "Don't lie. Since this is Kurusu, I knew you'd have trouble with this part. As you can see in this recipe book, I see the word 'little' in many of the explanations."


  Kurusu seemed to realize that she couldn't hide anything from me anymore, so she wrote【Thank you】, and looked embarrassed.


      "You don't have to thank me. It's something I want to do."


  I replied with a wave of my hand.


  Well, I knew it would end here, right? That's why I had given her a note with clear measurements and experience, without relying on a recipe book.


  But I'm sure Kurusu would understand if I taught her.


      "A pinch of salt or pepper means about 0.2 grams of salt or pepper squeezed between your thumb and forefinger. If it's a liquid ingredient, maybe about 2-3 drops?"


      (...0.2 grams. I knew we had to measure it... Cooking is so complicated)


      "Hmm. For now, don't measure every time someone says 'a little', okay?"


      (I got caught again. As expected from Kaburagi-kun)


      "What I'm saying is just a guideline. If you want to be good at it, you have to find your own measure of how much to put in to make it taste good."


      【Not confident】 (It's hard to measure just by looking at it...)


      "Well, you have to practice and gain confidence. It takes time to get used to measuring everything all the time."


      【I don’t care how long it takes. Practicing takes time】


      "Well, that's true. But, for example, you have beautiful handwriting, but you don't write while thinking, "How many inches do I have to move at this angle and how much pressure do I have to apply to write this", right? Maybe you're worried at first, but if you keep making mistakes, and then you can correct them and make them even better, eventually it all becomes normal or habitual for you. Isn't that so?"


      (...Well, if you say so)


      "I understand your hard work. But be a little flexible, okay? If you're worried about not getting a clear number, let's try to make it easier for you."


      【Yes】


      "If you have any more problems, just ask me."


  Then she continued to cook the bentos, and when she was done, she packed them up.


  The childish little bento box looked so colorful.


  An hour had passed since she started cooking.


  Finally, the bento was ready, and as we looked at it together, I exclaimed in admiration.


      "Oh, it's ready. Okay, isn't that a very good result?"


      【Not as good as the master】 (...He complimented me. How nice... I wanted to take a picture... But if I'm happy now, will he think, "How naive of her to just be happy about something like that?")


      "Don't be modest. Why not take a picture as a memento?"


  Kurusu nodded at my words, took out her cell phone and started taking pictures.


  You couldn't tell from her expression, but deep inside she was like a child, innocently happy about her success.


  The sound of her playful joy still pierces my heart.


  It's a pity that the people around her don't know about this kindness.


  If they did, they would see her differently. I can understand how appearances can be a stumbling block.


  So I had to do something to let others know how kind Kurusu was.


  When I think about it,


      (Ah, I hear voices! I'm sure I can surprise them this time~. Even though Kaburagi-san is a very sensitive guy, he wouldn't have expected me to come here at this time when the student council members are busy with activities for the new school year. Fufufu, I've been working hard to finish my work for this moment! I will make sure that my efforts will not be in vain~)


  ...No, what the heck. What do you mean, wasted effort?


  I sighed when I heard a voice suddenly coming from the direction of the corridor.


  I think it's Hinamori's inner voice thinking about her plan.


  Gosh, that girl's inner voice is really loud...


  She’s so insistent that she drowns out the sounds around her.


  That's why I recognize her voice so easily, and why she never fails to surprise me in the end.


  To me, it was as if she was blatantly declaring, "Hinamori will surprise you now!".


  It's hard to react even knowing that... and I feel defeated.


  I sighed and looked at the entrance.


  It looks like I haven't been spotted yet, so I'll keep listening for her voice.


      (I know you're here, Kaburagi-san. Let's see what he's hiding... Fufufu, I'm going to find your weakness. Ah, but it's not like I'm not interested or curious about you, right?)


  Well, it will be a problem to deal with her when she comes in, but... will this be a good opportunity for Kurusu to talk to her?


  I'm starting to think positively about this incident.


  Hinamori wouldn't treat her badly the first time she met her, and if the conversation goes well, Kurusu will probably be able to talk to her from now on.


      【What’s wrong?】


      "...Well, it looks like my classmates are coming."


      【Is it okay?】


      "It's fine. It's just... sorry if it's going to be a little noisy."


      【No problem】


      (Okay, time to take a deep breath and let it out. Am I just going to bang on the door and say, "You've been caught in the act!"? No, maybe "No secret meetings!" would be better... Hmm, I can't wait to see his reaction!)


  What else are you worried about? Hurry up and come inside.


  Because I've already noticed.


  I couldn't hear Kurusu's voice at all because of Hinamori, who suddenly went silent...


  And she probably thought she was hiding, but her shadow is clearly visible on the glass door, right?


      "Well, Kurusu, she's an easy person to talk to anyway, so there's no need to be nervous...eh, oi?"


  Kurusu suddenly hurried to pack her things into her bag and crawled under the table.


  The space was right under my feet.


  Oi, oi, oi... why are you hiding unnecessarily?


  I wasn't hiding anything, but the situation was counterproductive.


  I mean, she'll get caught very easily if someone looks into this place.


  I'm really confused...


  The place where she was hiding was really narrow.


  My toes were right underneath where Kurusu was sitting.


  It makes me feel soft and... Ah, damn it. It's really hard to move my legs.


  And why was this position so risky?


  Just moving my legs feels so perverted, and if she moves her head, she'll be in my crotch.


  ...I couldn't do anything.


  I took off my jacket and covered Kurusu with it to keep her out of sight.


      "Cheaters are enemies of women! You got caught!...Eh, heeee? Kaburagi-san is...alone?"


      "Yes. But aren't the student council members supposed to be busy? Is it okay if you come here to make a scene?"


      "I've already arranged it well, so there's no problem."


      "Okay, okay. That's good. Good job for you. Now go home and rest. The student council activities will continue until you're back home."


      "Haven't you treated me very badly since I got here?"


      "I'm just trying to be nice, right?"


  Hinamori puffed up her cheeks and made an angry face, then said, "I'll still be here to chat with you", and then sat down in front of me across from my desk.


  Thank goodness...but will Kurusu be seen if it continues like this?


  I hope it'll be okay,


      (It's funny, isn't it? I was thinking that Kaburagi-san, who is very vigilant, would be able to get away with it even if I came to him unexpectedly... hmm. In that case, I guess I'll have to push him to find out what he's really up to. Fufufu, if I can get his weakness, I'll win!!!)


  It turned out that she had already planned to stay here.


  If Kurusu showed up now, she would... Ah, no, no.


  That would definitely be very inconvenient.


      "Hmm. Looks like I guessed wrong. I thought I would catch you cheating on your wife today..."


      "Good job on your imagination. Don't just assume it's an affair."


      "Really? If you have a girlfriend and you're with another woman, that's cheating, right?"


      "Well, that's your opinion. We're free to do whatever we want. As long as it doesn't interfere with our relationship."


      "Huh...you're very open-minded."


      "Not like some people."


      "What do you mean!?"


      "Okay, that's enough. See you soon, Hinamori."


  Then she grabbed my shoulders from the front and shook me.


  Kurusu, who was at my feet, thought, (Is this a fight scene?), and looked as if she didn't know what was going on.


      "So, why do you want to leave right away~! Remember, I just came here, right? Don't you want to enjoy our conversation a little more!?!?!"


      "Enjoy it, huh... No, don't you have student council business? Don't just quit your job, work well as a representative of the students."


      "Ugh, I don't know what else to say when you say it like that... But aren't you being very cold to me today?"


  When I replied coldly, Hinamori puffed up her cheeks like a child, showing her annoyance.


  Her spoiled attitude made me want to tease her,


      (Hehehe. What do you think!!! I'm sure even Kaburagi-san will be shaken by this perfection. I won't lose~ I'll make you lose your words)


  Well, I can only laugh at her because the contents of her mind are still the same as always.


  As you can hear from her inner voice, she is a stubborn person and won't go away.


  And the most annoying thing would be if she met Kurusu in such a situation where she was making strange plans.


  Kurusu would freeze and make the worst of it if she met her.


  In that case, I will accompany this person until she is satisfied... well, there is nothing else I can do.


      "Yes, yes. I'll keep you company for a while. But make sure you do your student council work, okay?"


      "I won't forget anything later."


      "Wow, you're very thorough."


      "Fufufu. Compliments won't get you anywhere."


      "I'm not complimenting you. I'm just saying you're a little stupid..."


      "Let's talk. It's fun to talk about love. Since an important person like me bothered to come here~"


      (...Important person? I wonder...)


  Hinamori must have felt satisfied that she was able to steer the conversation in the direction she wanted.


  But her annoying inner voice stopped and I finally heard Kurusu's inner voice.


  She must be worried about the conversation between me and Hinamori. She moved around my feet and seemed to try to listen carefully.


      "Hinamori likes to talk about such things, don't you?"


      "Well, I'm a high school student. And we're obviously very sensitive to such things. Kaburagi-san must be happy to talk about it with me, right?"


      "Well, for me, "Oh, so we're talking about this again...?". I mean, let's not talk about it anymore."


      "Again~. Kaburagi-san, it's time for you to be honest."


      "Haven't I always been honest..."


      "Is that so...?"


  Hinamori grabbed my shoulders with both hands as if she didn't want to let go.


  She looked at me enthusiastically and brought her face close to the tip of my nose.


  The fragrant scent of her body and her charming smile were clearly displayed before my eyes.


  If I didn't know her true feelings, I would definitely fall in love with her.


  But I wasn't tempted by her provocation and kept an indifferent attitude.


      "...You didn't react, huh?" (Ugh... He really didn't react. This makes me lose confidence...)


      "It's okay, right, the others can understand you anyway? Well, it's useless for me anyway."


      "This is what I hate. I'll never be able to beat Kaburagi-san."


      "What exactly do you want to fight for, Hinamori? I mean, wouldn't it be better if you didn't fight at all? That kind of attitude would look better on you."


  Then Hinamori put her hand to her forehead after hearing my suggestion and made a face as if I didn't understand her situation.


      "If I show my selfishness and arrogance, people won't like me. In this world, it is important to maintain a public appearance."


  
    
      [image: ]
    


    
  


   


      "So it's important to separate your true nature from what you want to show to the public, is that right?


      "That's right. The impression people have of me is that I'm an elegant, refined, perfect girl. So, it's important to protect that image of me."


  I understood what Hinamori meant.


  I too have always tried to live up to the expectations of those around me.


  But it's exhausting and sometimes boring. I have to be patient and keep trying, because I'm not sure if people will accept me as I am.


  I think our ways of thinking are similar in this respect.


  That's why,


      "Well, I like the way Hinamori is now more."


  I said that to emphasize what I said before.


  Kurusu had stopped moving at my feet and looked nervous.


  I tried to listen carefully to Kurusu's inner voice, but I couldn't hear it because it was covered by Hinamori's inner voice saying, (W-What were you just talking about!?!?). It seemed like she was panicking in her mind.


  When I looked at Hinamori, she looked so annoyed that her big eyes blinked repeatedly.


  Then she looked at me with a cold look and stared at my face.


      "...What the heck was that? Sounds like a confession."


      "Stupid. It's just my honest opinion about your personality."


      "I see... Okay. I thought you were teasing me."


      "Of course not."


      "Well, that's right~. Kaburagi-san has a girlfriend. And she's older than you."


      (...Like? Girlfriend...Older?)


      "Well. Fortunately, we have a good relationship."


      "Hmmm..." (How sneaky of you to say something like that without hesitation)


  Hinamori's cheeks puffed up as if unhappy.


      "Oh no~. I feel defeated to think that Kaburagi-san's life has been colored by someone mature."


      "No need to compete with me."


      "Compared to older people, how are your classmates?"


      "Yes, yes."


      "What do you think? There are things I can recommend here. Yes, I'll recommend myself as your second girlfriend."


      "Hey, look. There's a wind blowing outside. Is it spring already?"


      "Isn't your way of deflecting it a bit too pushy!?!?!?"


  She immediately gave me a stern rebuke.


  Then we looked at each other and both of us laughed.


  While we were laughing, Hinamori seemed to notice the bento box on the table and pointed at it.


      "Is that Kaburagi-san's bento?"


      "Hmm, yes."


      "Doesn't it look nice?"


      "Don't just eat it, okay? It's my dinner."


      "Ah, I see. That's what you mean~."


      "That's what I mean?"


      "Don't tell the others. Okay, I understand."


  She nodded her head as if she had realized something and smiled wickedly at me.


  She seemed to assume that it was the bento my friend had made and wanted to try it.


  Hinamori brought the bento in front of her and folded her hands.


      "Well, let me give you a taste critique. I'll find out if there's anything wrong and reveal it cruelly like a mother-in-law."


      "Oi, your personality is really bad."


      "Fufufu! I'll only do it to Kaburagi-san, okay?"


      "...That's even worse."


      "Thanks for the compliment. So...ah, it's open!"


      "Hey. Don't..."


  I tried to stop her, but she picked up the omelet and put it in her mouth.


  She chewed it slowly as if enjoying it.


      (...What should I do? Are you okay? Kaburagi-kun...)


  Kurusu, who seemed to be worried about this situation, seemed to be worried about other people's opinions of her cooking.


      "Mm?...Mm?...Mm?"


      "Is something wrong?"


      "I'm in trouble..."


      "What? I think it's fine for me..."


      "It's delicious...You can't yell at your wife like that, okay? Please give me back my spirit!"


      "No, if it's good, it's good..."


      "Well, it is, but... Hmm, but it's still nice and warm..."


      "What else? Is something bothering you?"


  Hinamori raised her eyebrows and took another side dish.


  She seemed to have some doubts and thought, (I'm still curious), even though she thought it tasted good.


  She looked at me a few times, and when she finally understood what I was saying, she put her elbows on the table, put her face in her hands, and smiled at me.


  Her smile was frightening and I swallowed.


      "Who made this?"


      "Someone I know."


      "Hmm. I thought the bento was still warm... Who made it?"


      "It's probably warm because I put it in the microwave."


      "I didn't hear that noise. I was behind the door for a long time..."


  She looked at me suspiciously.


  She was already sure that I was hiding something.


  I decided to keep my expression.


      "Well, that's okay. By the way, you're not cheating, are you? Cheating is the enemy of all humanity, okay?"


      "Of course not. I'm just trying to help, you know. Help with the tasting and stuff."


      "Dare to swear to me?"


      "Swear to God..."


  When I answered, Hinamori let out a long breath.


      "Haah. Well, since it's Kaburagi-san, I'm sure you won't lie. Please don't be rude to me."


      "Alright..."


      "Really? It's okay because I saw it, but if she finds out that you got a bento box from someone else, she'll definitely be disappointed, even if that person didn't mean to interfere with your relationship. A girl's mind is as fragile as glass, so please be careful with your behavior."


      "Ah, okay, I'll think about it more."


      "Really! Be careful next time!"


      (...Be careful with your behavior. Think about it. Instead of being misunderstood...)


  Hinamori said grimly and patted my head as if to warn me.


      "Well, I'll be going now. I have to get back."


      "Ah, goodbye."


      "Bye~"


  Hinamori smiled and walked out of the classroom.


  Silence returned to the classroom, and the sound of rustling cloth could be heard under my feet.


  A few minutes later, Kurusu came out from under the desk and looked around.


  Kurusu was writing on his tablet, and her expression became grim.


      【I’m sorry】 (You guys fought because of me... And you seemed angry...)


      "It's okay, really. She's just worried about me and told me her complaints, so Kurusu has nothing to do with it."


      【I do】 (You look sad... And your mood looks bad)


      "That's not true. I'm glad she said your bento was good."


      (That makes me happy. But Kaburagi-kun...)


  I smiled at her and told her not to worry.


  But Kurusu was still worried.


  Kurusu packed the rest of her bento and her luggage.


  I looked out of the window while I tidied up the rest.


  Outside, the sports club seems to be having a training session before the end of the day.


  I thought I'd ask Kurusu to leave before the club finished its activities.


  When I asked Kurusu to go home first, she showed me her tablet.


      【Thank you for today. I’ll do my best】 (...But...)


      "Keep your spirits up."


  Before I could hear the rest of the "but" sound, she had already gone to the exit of the classroom.


  It was hard to hear her inner voice from my position by the window.


  She bowed her head politely.


  Then,


      【Thank you】


  She showed it to me again.


      "You don't have to say it twice. Anyway, go home before it gets too crowded."


  When I said that, she lifted the corners of her mouth slightly and smiled awkwardly.


  I thought she wanted to show me the result of our practice.


  And then she left.


      "She's in such a hurry. She's really impatient."


  I muttered to myself as I watched the students working hard on their club activities.


  We have to work hard again tomorrow... and I have to think about what to do if Hinamori interrupts us again later.


  Well, let's see what Hinamori will do and think in the future.


  While thinking about it...


      "...Her smile, it's the best I've ever seen from her."


  


  I couldn't stop thinking about Kurusu's face when she left me earlier.


  


  



      "Rikkun, help me~"


      "Ritsu~. I really don't understand either..."


      "I think Ritsu will be disturbed if you two talk at the same time. By the way, Ritsu, there was something I didn't understand in the last practice test."


      "Ah~ Kan-chan, don't run away from the test!"


      "That's right!!! I'm trying to pass, you know!"


      "...I'm going to go through you all one by one, so mark the ones you don't understand. Until we get to that part, mark the part you understand the least."


      """Yes, sir!"""


  Today was the study session my classmates had arranged.


  The day of the exam was approaching, and since the classes were shortened, we used the remaining time to study together.


  All the members of my group were present, although they could have chosen to go home early and have some fun.


  How did they all end up here... Are they free now?


  I was tempted to ask them.


  The time we spend together in this lively classroom is limited until the next class change.


  So, I guess they want to share this atmosphere while they still can.


      "Kaburagi-san, my turn."


      "Okay. So, Hinamori asked about math. Oh yeah, you're good at social studies, right?"


      "Yup. Please help me with this math subject I hate."


      "What do you mean 'hate'? Which part don't you understand?"


  Hinamori opened her math notebook as I instructed and pointed to the places marked with a highlighter.


  There were a number of '?' marks in some places, and it looked like there was a lot of scribbling.


      "Do you have a notebook to practice solving the problems yourself?"


      "Yes, this one. How can you tell just by looking at it?"


      "Well... Hmmm... You should think of this quadratic inequality as the solution of this quadratic function. If you get confused when you see it in terms of variables, it's better to draw a graph to understand it visually."


      "What does that mean... Ah, please write the explanation in my notebook."


  I wrote down the details in Hinamori's notebook when she asked me to.


  When I had carefully written everything down and returned it to Hinamori, she looked at the notebook as if trying to understand its contents.


      "Let's see, why didn't the answers in the textbook include this explanation?"


      "Because they assume that you already know the answer. So they didn't write down the details."


      "I see...that must be the reason anyway. But now I seem to understand a little better thanks to you... Well, I'll try to solve the other problems!"


      "Yosh. Good luck."


      "If I succeed, will you praise me?"


      "Okay. I'll praise you like Mutsugoru-san."


      "Eh..." (You took your eyes off me just like that!?!? Why can't my sweet and seductive look penetrate your defenses~!!!)


  Hinamori looked displeased and returned to her seat.


  ...Really. She never gets tired of challenging me, does she?


  I leaned my back against the window and looked around the classroom.


  I couldn't help but smile as I watched them earnestly moving their pens.


  Kirisaki came next to me and leaned her back against the window in the same way.


  I looked at her from the side and saw that she was sipping a can of café au lait and looked bored.


      "Are you able to study well, Kirisaki?"


      "Huh? I don't feel like studying today."


      "Well... then what's the point of being here?"


      "It wouldn't be complete without our group mascot, would it?"


      "If you're the mascot, why don't you show them your charm?"


      "No way, that's already Ritsu's job. You're always willing to help and take care of the others, are you that free?"


      "Well, because teaching is also good for learning. It helps me to organize information in my head and if I can't explain something when I teach, I can find out what I don't understand. So that's good for me too, right?"


      "Hee~. I guess the best students in the class always have something to say. You're not like me."


  Kirisaki clapped her hands and then ruffled my hair.


  When I looked at her with an annoyed expression for messing up my hair, she flatly apologized by saying, "Ah, sorry, sorry".


  I looked at my phone screen, straightened my hair, and sighed.


      "No, no. Kirisaki did a good job too. So don't just stand there and help me. There's Matsui and Kawaguchi here who are prone to mischief."


      "I don't mind helping you. But won't you teach me as well?"


      "Someone with good grades like you won't need it, right? You'll be the teacher here as well, like always."


      "Unlike Ritsu, I can't act with sincerity alone."


  Kirisaki turned to me and held out her hand.


      "What do you want then?"


      "Umm. Then come shopping with me next time."


      "Shopping? I don't like crowded places..."


      "Uh, what? You want to go somewhere quiet?"


      "Don't say it like that. I just don't like crowded places."


  Kirisaki looked at me as if to say something and smiled.


  Then she shrugged.


      "Just kidding. I'll do it myself. Like I said, I don't really want anything. Ritsu seems to have problems doing it himself, so I'll help you. And for free of course."


      "...That makes me feel like I should repay you more."


      "Huh? If it bothers Ritsu, why don't you just do it? Well, I'll take over your task of taking care of Kurumi and that black-hearted princess now."


      "You're a good negotiator..."


  Really, but to be honest, I felt relieved that she offered to help me.


  It's just... it's frustrating because it's like she can see through my heart.


      "Ah~ Kiri-nee will help us this time, too?"


      "Yup, yup. But don't expect me to be as good as Ritsu."


      "Ehh~ It's okay! It's a girls’ party!"


      "...You don't mean now, right?"


      "Yes, yes. We'll do it here."


      "Hey, don't just say it like that, please retract your statement~!"


  Kirisaki moved to the edge of the classroom with the girls.


  Some of the boys looked at me enviously, but I didn't think I could get close to them because it was as if they had set up a boundary so that no boys could enter among them.


  I went to Kawaguchi and Kanbayashi to watch their progress.


  And sometimes I looked at the entrance of the classroom.


  I wondered if she would come.


      "Is something bothering you?"


      "Well, a little."


      "Oh, okay. By the way, Ritsu's study group is a great success. Some students from other classes have even expressed interest in joining."


      "That's an honor. Hmm, maybe I should organize a study group between classes."


      "Why don't you do that?"


      "Well, if you don't mind an amateur teacher."


  I wasn't sure if I could do it, so I decided not to. Of course, I wasn't pretending.


      "Hey, stop chatting and please help me~... I'm in serious trouble."


      "Sorry, sorry. All right, let's see what the problem is."


  The lively study session continued until noon and was divided into a girls' group and a boys' group.


  However, Kurusu didn't come, and I didn't receive any messages from her either.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


      "All right, it's our last day as Class 4, so let's get excited! And congratulations on my advancement!!!"


  Kawaguchi's shout started our class party.


  After the closing ceremony, today was our last day in this class.


  That's why we all gathered here and had a farewell party.


  Since this was a lively class, I felt a little sad when I thought it was the last day of this class.


  I watched my excited classmates from the edge of my seat and swallowed soda.


  The pungent soda tasted good, but I felt just the opposite, a bad feeling lingered in my chest.


      "...Still no word from her. Why..."


  I complained in a whisper, touching the screen of my phone.


  All it showed was the time and date, and there was still no notification.


  Yes, I haven't seen Kurusu since the day we practiced making bento boxes.


  It's been a week since I stopped accompanying Kurusu to practice, which I used to do almost every day.


  For some reason, she had been avoiding me at all costs.


  The moment I thought I saw Kurusu, she would immediately disappear.


  It was like chasing a small, cautious animal.


  If I could get close to her, I could find out the reason for her behavior, but if I couldn't get close to her, I wouldn't be able to talk to her.


      "At least tell me why. Is it too much..."


  I looked at the ceiling and sighed.


  I never run after people who leave me, and I don't reject people who come to me.


  If she doesn't come to me again, I'll just say, "My role was over".


  I tried to convince myself of this, but...


  I didn't understand. Everything felt half-assed, and I felt like something was stuck in my chest because she didn't say anything.


  ──Leave me alone.


  Her demeanor seemed to say so. But,


      "You know, I can't."


  I sighed about my annoying nature.


  And I seemed to be in a depressed state to the people around me.


  Then Kirisaki asked me, "What's with that gloomy face of yours?".


      "I think there are so many things I don't understand."


  I replied with a sigh.


  I don't know exactly why she is avoiding me, and I don't know what to do.


  Even if we don't have anything to do with each other in the future, if this is indeed the 'farewell' that Kurusu said, it's good that I can say one last word to her.


  I want to let her go without any regrets.


  While I was thinking about it, Kirisaki next to me said "Heee" as if she had seen something unusual.


      "It turns out that there are things that even Ritsu doesn't understand, huh. That's surprising."


      "Well, that's normal, isn't it? You don't know what you don't know."


      "Really? You know, Ritsu, you're always aware of everything around you, as if you're always saying, "That's normal, isn't it?". You're usually so smart, right? Until sometimes I wonder if there's something you can't do. So this is really rare."


      "Sorry... I'm not smart enough this time."


      "Hahaha. Don't be like that. I think it's great that you feel pretty normal like me, and in that case, you look even more attractive than usual."


      "Is it usually that bad? Ah, I feel depressed..."


  I sighed after being hit by her words that felt right in my head.


  Kirisaki then patted my shoulder as if to encourage me.


  It was the first time I'd ever heard someone try to encourage someone else in such a casual way.


      "It's not that I don't like it, but usually Ritsu seems to have a strange sense of optimism, right? You seem so perfect and flawless that I feel a distance to you."


      "Distance, huh? It's strange for me to say this, but I thought I treated everyone the same, right?"


      "Well, that's true. It's just that, in other words, it's a 2-way street, so it might make others feel uncomfortable...don't you know that?"


      "Um, yeah. Like, "You're too nice and it's a little scary". I've heard that before, so I guess I understand a little bit. But ‘too nice’ is usually a compliment, right?"


      "I guess if it was directed at me, I might think so~"


  I raised my eyebrows at her words.


  Being called a 'good person' is a sign of being a good person, and it means that others don't have negative feelings towards me.


  And no matter how you look at it, I think it's still a good thing...


  I also tilted my head, not understanding what Kirisaki was trying to say.


  She smiled at me with a charming smile and placed her index finger on my chest.


      "Ritsu, aren't you really going to get stabbed sooner or later? By the one who is obsessed with you..."


      "Don't talk nonsense. I'm getting goose bumps."


      "But it's possible, isn't it? It happens in drama. Like, "If you don't become mine, I'll kill you", that kind of thing."


      "I've seen it in dramas. And I still don't understand it."


      "Well, that's just an extreme example, but that's what I mean."


  Kirisaki then took the same soda drink as me and exhaled.


  She put her back against the wall and turned to me.


      "It's interesting to be nice to everyone. But girls really want you to be that way only to them. They always want to be special."


      "Special...?"


      "Yeah, right. Being nice can make them feel uncomfortable. And that can lead to a fight. I think it's called 'jealousy'."


  Ah, no, no. And Kirisaki waved her hand desperately.


      "Well, jealousy is definitely a bad feeling."


      "Hahaha. Where the hell did Ritsu just notice that. Yes, then Ritsu should be careful from now on, because you have a girlfriend, right? You should try to avoid problems because of jealousy."


      "Well, I totally agree with you. But that's not the case..."


  Kirisaki tilted her head and looked at me suspiciously.


  I know she's worried about me, but the truth is that I don't have a girlfriend, so I have to be careful what I do.


  Well, I can't tell her that.


      "I think Ritsu is worried about that. I just tried to guess it myself anyway."


      "Not really. Well, the problem is also related to human relationships."


      "Oh, I see. Well, Ritsu is sensitive, but I know that you don't really understand women's feelings... So I'm sure you must be involved in this kind of problem."


      "That seems pretty accurate..."


      "Fufufu. What the heck."


  Kirisaki also straightened her head and gave me a smile.


      "But be careful. Even if you have a girlfriend, it doesn't mean that you won't get into trouble. And you will also get into trouble if you have many women in your life."


      "Including you, Kirisaki?"


      "That's right. I am very dangerous, you know~"


      "You said it yourself, huh?"


      "Well, it usually takes a lot of courage to approach someone who already has a girlfriend and try to interfere in their love life, so it rarely happens. Most of the time people would definitely back out first."


      "I thought so too. So, come to think of it... a love battle is unrealistic."


      "Hahaha. That's true too. It's fun to read about in fiction. But it must be very annoying when it actually happens."


  Interfering with other people's love lives...


  When I heard that, I suddenly remembered Kurusu's face.


  And with that, I seemed to understand why she was avoiding me.


  It was true. Yes, I finally figured it out.


  She was too serious...


  And──she's a person who always pays attention to her surroundings, right?


      "...Alright, I'll go now."


  I said, and Kirisaki looked at me while stirring her drink with a straw.


  Then she smiled weakly and asked me.


      "So, have you reached the conclusion yet?"


      "Yes, I think so. Thanks to you."


      "In that case, Ritsu. Can I ask you a question?"


      "Yes?"


      "Is your current attitude really due to your good nature?"


  Her question made me nervous, and for a moment, I was at a loss for words.


  But I immediately answered, "Yes, as usual".


      "Really~? It's not the first time Ritsu has acted like this, but it's strange that you're so worried about her. I wonder if you have other feelings for her."


      "No, no. Not at all. I just can't ignore her like I usually do."


  Yes, it is like usual.


  Now that I know about it, I can't just ignore it. I won't be able to sleep well if I let it go, so I have to take care of it to ease my mind.


  That was all in the beginning.


  But now it's a little different. As I got to know her, I realized that I want everyone to know who the real Rurina Kurusu is.


  She's honest, straightforward, and has a beautiful heart.


  There's no more feeling than that... I can assure you of that.


      "So that's it... Well, still with the same Ritsu as always, huh?"


      "Yes, yes. I have an annoying nature, so this is kind of a routine for me."


      "Hahaha. You said it yourself."


  She laughed and then told me to leave immediately.


  I got up from my seat and took a step forward, then stopped and muttered.


      "I'll probably take her with me when we get to know each other better, is that okay?"


      "Hee, you don't need anyone's permission, do you? I'll never know if we're compatible until we talk to each other directly. And I'm not that narrow-minded to reject someone just because of rumors."


      "Alright. Thank you for everything, Kirisaki."


      "I didn't do anything, so there's no need to thank me. Go quickly. You won't see her again if you miss it today."


  Kirisaki said so and pushed me.


  When she touched me, I seemed to hear a voice from behind me, (I can't say bad things to others when I have a bad nature myself).


      "Kirisaki?"


      "Really, don't look at me, she'll be leaving soon."


      "Ah. Then, I'll see you again."


      "Let me tell everyone later... What a stupid good person."


  I looked at her smiling face and left the restaurant.


   


  ◇◆My Feelings and His Sensitiveness◆◇


  After the closing ceremony, I sat alone on a bench behind the school building.


  I just sat there and looked at the sky from under the trees.


  The color of the sky was gradually changing from light blue.


  And I was stunned by the change.


  Supposedly, this place was full of people after school.


  Usually, this place is used for club activities, but there's no one here right now.


  Sometimes I see a few people running around, but... it seems that most of the clubs are closed for the day.


  If I listen carefully, all I can hear is the sound of trees swaying and leaves rustling in the wind.


  It's quiet, there's no sunlight, and it's cold...


  If it weren't for the activities of the club, no one would come here.


  ───Well... this is fine too.


  I looked at the sky and mumbled to myself.


  This is the last day of my freshman year.


   


  If we stay away from each other like this, there shouldn't be any problems...


  Kaburagi is too kind to me, so I'll cause him trouble if I let him spoil me.


  So I won't bother him anymore, and I should practice what he taught me and work hard... That's right.


  Otherwise, I'll feel bad for Kaburagi-kun, who's been taking his time with me all this time.


  ──Yes, it’s better this way.


  I murmured to myself again.


  I've made the right decision.


  I may be an insensitive and stupid person, but I was able to realize it and act on my own initiative.


  If I don't realize it and continue to use him, Kaburagi will have a conflict with his girlfriend one day.


  I didn't want to see him get into trouble because of me, and I didn't want that to happen in the first place.


  That's why ──── it's better this way.


  I mumbled that over and over, trying to convince myself.


  When I tried to change my mind, I picked up the bento box.


  I sighed and looked at the bento I had made.


  Ever since Kaburagi taught me how to make it, I think I've gotten pretty good at it.


  I wish I could tell him, "This is how I made it", but... I won't.


  ──Lonely.


  ──Sad.


  I thought I was used to being alone.


  I've been blessed with so many good days lately that I can't help but want them again.


  But it's selfish of me to still want them.


  To be honest, I wish we could still talk. I still want to be involved with him.


  If someone were to ask me what kind of relationship I have with Kaburagi, I would say that we are like master and disciple... I don't want to break that relationship.


  "I won't teach Kurusu anymore. Good luck", I hope to graduate from him and hear this from him.


  Even though he's the only one who can get along with me, what else can I do?


  If I tell him that I don't need to practice anymore, I'm sure that the sensitive and kind Kaburagi-kun will realize that I'm really worried about him.


  And he would definitely say, "Don't worry about it".


  So, I had to avoid him.


  If I don't see him, if I don't get involved with him again... He might think about it at first, but after a while he'll definitely give up.


  Time can solve the problem.


  It's actually rude to act like this without telling him. I think it's disgusting.


  I know that.


  So, let's apologize to him in the future.


  And of course, I have to be careful not to misunderstand him...


  While I was thinking about it, a cold wind blew towards me and seemed to slash my face.


  The footsteps of April were close, but winter still didn't seem to be ready to pass the baton to spring.


  The cold wind blew mercilessly against my skin and body, making me feel very cold, even though I usually didn't care much about it.


  Immediately, my lips began to tremble and my shoulders stiffened.


  I had intended to put on my jacket earlier, but in my haste, I foolishly left it in the classroom.


  It's really cold...really.


  So I tried to hug my shoulders.


  Yes, it's so cold that I'm shivering.


  This coldness, it's probably just because of the weather right now...I'm sure.


  But suddenly....I stopped shivering.


      "...Isn't it a little late for lunch?"


  I thought I heard a familiar voice, and then something warm and soft was placed on my head.


      "Isn't it cold to eat here? You should at least put on a jacket."


  I quickly took my head out of the jacket and turned my head in the direction of the voice.


  I saw Kaburagi-kun smiling at me.


  What is he doing here? Didn't he go home? No, he can't still be here.


  I froze in shock and confusion.


  I think my face was more tense than usual, and my eyes glared at him.


  Don't come here. Don't talk to me.


  I'm just feeling disappointed and nervous, but Kaburagi-kun must see that I'm unhappy with his arrival.


  I'm sure he'll think so──


      "I'll sit next to you."


  He didn't seem to be bothered by my attitude and immediately sat down next to me without waiting for my response.


      "It's cold today too, huh?". He muttered, steam coming out of his mouth.


  When I tried to put his jacket back on, he showed me some body warmers he had brought and seemed proud of them.


      "It's good to keep warm in a season like this, isn't it? Yup, the feeling of being able to overcome this kind of cold feels good. You should have one too, Kurusu. You won't be able to write well if your hands are shaking."


  He put the warmer in my hand.


  The warmth spread slowly and seemed to restore my sense of touch not only in my hand but also in my whole body.


  His sudden appearance made me happy... But then I sighed and took out my tablet and wrote,


      【Why did you come here?】


  Don't you have a party event with your friends?


  You should go back...it's the last day to spend time with your classmates.


  We can't let them misunderstand and ruin your relationship.


  You should leave me here and go back to your friends as soon as possible.


  I pushed Kaburagi-kun who was sitting next to me away.


  Even though I pushed him, he straightened up and said, "It's okay. This is more important now".


  His gentle smile made my heart flutter.


  But, I didn't understand. There was no reason for him to stay here and sacrifice his time to be with his friends.


      "Ah, by the way, don't worry about it. Even if we're separated by a class change, we can still contact each other by phone and always communicate with each other."


      【No】


  ───That's not the case. You are having a party, right?


      "Party? We can do it again later."


      【Not at all】


  I'll write this down on my tablet and show it to him.


  Now he should cherish that moment.


  If he doesn't spend time with his friends, he will regret it. Because this day will never come again.


  Kaburagi looked at me and let out a long sigh.


      "Haah. Kurusu doesn't understand."


      【What?】


  I froze... but what's more important than spending time with your friends?


      "Well, that's Kurusu's opinion. If we're really good friends, we'll have many other opportunities to play together. But when it comes to moments I want to cherish, now is the time. My only regret is that I won't be able to see Kurusu before spring break."


  He really didn't want to go. I could feel such a strong desire in Kaburagi-kun's eyes.


  But if I gave up now, it would never work.


  I looked at him, pushing away the weak feelings that made me want to be spoiled by him.


      【I like being alone】


  ...I had no choice but to say it.


      "Why would someone who likes being alone ask me how to make friends?"


      【I’m in the mood to be alone】


  That is my message.


  He will respects my feelings and leaves me alone...


  Actually, I really want to talk to him and spend time with him.


  But I don't want to be selfish.


      "...So, you want to be alone because you're having trouble in your mind?"


      【Yes】


  ...He got my message.


  I thought so, but Kaburagi-kun suddenly put his hand on my shoulder and looked at me worriedly.


      "So that's it. It makes it even harder for me to leave you alone. I'm not the kind of person who would abandon and neglect a damsel in distress."


  I also talked about other things to keep Kaburagi-kun away.


  But no matter what I said or asked, he showed no signs of leaving.


  Still, I had to do something...


  I thought about what to do next,


      "Kurusu. You idiot. You're really bad at lying."


  Kaburagi-kun said with annoyance.


  He realized everything...


  His attitude tells me that and I can't say anything.


  But I can't let him stay here.


  I have to convince Kaburagi-kun.


  If he has a girlfriend, he should stay away from me.


  If not, I'll feel sorry for him...


      "...I'm the one who lied, okay?"


  While I was thinking about what to say to him, Kaburagi-kun mumbled something like that.


  He scratched his cheek and looked uneasy.


  What? Did he just say that he lied?


  Lied... what?


      "I know that Kurusu is a sensitive person... I'm sorry for making you feel bad."


  He looked remorseful.


      "Actually, the girlfriend thing was a lie I told. I don't have a girlfriend, so Kurusu has nothing to feel guilty about. So please forgive me."


      【No need to apologize】


  He doesn't have to apologize. But why would he lie like that?


  Kaburagi-kun had no reason to lie.


  He's popular, so he doesn't need to pretend to have a girlfriend to make himself look good...


      "I'm not doing it to look good, but I can avoid trouble if people know I have a girlfriend, right? I didn't want to have a romantic relationship at school, so I lied as if I already had a girlfriend."


      【Is it okay if you tell me? 】


      "I'd appreciate it if you could keep it a secret."


      【Okay, it’s a secret】


      "Okay. Thanks."


  I have no one to leak it to. So I will definitely keep it, I promise.


  It takes courage to tell others what you want to keep secret.


  It may spread because he told someone else.


  Warning someone not to tell anyone is often useless.


  I thought Kaburagi-kun understood that...


  But from the look on his face, it was as if he was convinced that I wouldn't tell anyone...


  And there was a look of relief on his face.


      【Does anyone else know?】


      "No, they shouldn't. If more people knew, what would be the point of me lying?"


  So no one else knows.


  You mean you just told me... is that it?


  ...Huh? My face heated up a bit.


  The thought that I was the only one he told made my face twitch...why?


      "Well, that's it, Kurusu. That's why you don't have to worry about it."


      【I understand. I apologize too】


      "Yes, that's fine. Then the misunderstanding has been cleared up, right? Let's practice together again like before. Until you're satisfied."


  ...I'm happy.


  I can talk to Kaburagi-kun again.


  But... spring break starts tomorrow, so I won't see him again until the next school day, right?


  Well, that's the way it is. That's too bad.


  While I was secretly feeling sad, Kaburagi-kun suggested that I meet him at school tomorrow. I suddenly looked at his face after hearing this unexpected suggestion.


      【Are you sure?】


      “Of course. We haven’t talked for the past few days, so I want to make up for it.”


      【Thank you. One day is enough】


  That's what I'm going to write.


  I didn't want to burden or bother him, so I was satisfied with just one day. I know you have other things to do with your friends, so I shouldn't be the only one.


  Then Kaburagi-san made a mysterious face and sighed.


      "Huh, you know. Don't be shy for now. The reason I'm here and the reason I'm teaching Kurusu are all my own decisions. So don't hold back because you're worried about others. It's okay to be selfish once in a while."


  He smiled and looked at me softly.


  His eyes were clear, as if he could see through my thoughts.


      "So, what do you really want, Kurusu?" he asked me in a soft tone, as if he agreed with my heart.


      【I’ll bother you】


      "I don't mind. I'm used to it."


      【Kaburagi-kun's reputation will be ruined】


      "That's something only people who don't like me say, so I don't really care."


      【I care】


      "Ah~! You think too much!"


  He made me stop writing when I was in the mood to continue.


  Then he put his hand on my head and ruffled my hair.


  ...My hair, it got tangled, you know.


  I looked at him as if to complain.


      "You know, Kurusu. What if you really want to change, but you don't want to take the final step? Didn't I tell you before? You have to admit who you are and like yourself. Why try to get close to others if you're trying to get away from yourself?"


  What he said squeezed my heart.


  My grip on the tablet tightened.


  Without waiting for my reaction, Kaburagi-kun continued,


      "So, start taking steps. Take your first step. Don't be shy and don't worry too much about others. Not everyone is narrow-minded enough to think badly of Kurusu right away."


  Why?


  Why... can you be so kind, Kaburagi-kun?


      "Well... in the end, it's just for my own satisfaction. I do it because I want peace and quiet around me."


  He cares too much about me if he says it's just for his own satisfaction...


  He is too kind...


  And it all only benefits me.


  I've never seen such kindness in my life...and it makes me uneasy.


  Is that why? I'm nervous because I'm afraid.


  My body feels hot. And my heart was pounding more and more.


      "I know it's going to be hard for you to digest what I'm going to say. But you can think of it this way. For example, there's a story called Crane's Return of a Favor. So the good deeds we do come back to us. So that's the principle of my actions. But I don't know, does it make sense?" [TN: It's a traditional Japanese story about a crane trying to repay a man who helped it]


      【Calculating profit and loss?】


      "Yes, right. That's what I meant. So don't worry about it. The kindness I did wasn't that pure and sincere, there was something beneficial to me that made me do it."


  These comforting words came out of his mouth.


  I am indeed not as sensitive as Kaburagi-kun.


  I'm not sensitive, and I'm not good at understanding other people's feelings.


  But even I could understand that Kaburagi-kun meant what he said about his kindness.


  It would be very dishonest of me not to respond to his words.


      "Well, if Kurusu feels that you can't be spoiled forever, then let's limit it to at least one full year. In other words, we'll train until the end of March, and then you'll do everything yourself. What do you think? Why don't you give me your opinion?"


  So he was making a temporary offer.


  That seemed to be the proposal he was making to my stubborn self.


  That's fine. What I really want...


  I am a selfish and messy person...and I just want to have fun with my friends.


  I want to have a relaxing and fun time...I want to make friends like that.


  I looked at Kaburagi's face.


  He was still smiling and waiting for my answer.


  I finally had the courage to write down my true wish.


      【Please. I want to be with you】


  This is how I feel right now.


  My goal may be far away. But with Kaburagi-kun, it might come true.


  That's what I thought when I wrote it.


      "Ah. Of course you can."


  He replied without hesitation, smiling at me.


  His cheerful expression seemed to light up my depressed heart and encourage me.


  He really is...a wonderful person. Like a prince out of a fairy tale.


  I could understand what the people around me were saying.


  ──I am so happy.


  I held my chest, which was still pounding, and tried to hold it in.


  My body felt warm and my face was hot.


  But the heat doesn't bother me.


  It's a warmth that makes me feel like I'm in spring.


  I don't mind, but...why do I feel embarrassed?


  As if sensing the change in my heart, a light entered and illuminated this dark and cold road that was originally blocked by trees.


  It seemed to indicate a new path that I should take from now on.


      "Then, let's go. It'll be dark soon."


  I nodded, then he stood up and gave me his hand.


  I was too shy to take his hand.


  I think it shows friendship, because many other girls also hold hands with their friends, like this...maybe.


  But if I hold his hand now, I feel like my heart will explode.


  Because right now my heart is beating so hard that I think it will.


  I'm confused by this strange thing happening inside my body, it's something I've never felt before. And I can't help thinking that it would be rude to refuse his hand.


  ──What is wrong with me?


  I also asked myself, but I didn't get an answer.


  On the contrary, the strange feeling in my body is getting worse.


  I have to be brave, don't I?


  I gathered my courage and instead of taking his hand, I grabbed the hem of his shirt.


  Then I wrote, 【Please, be gentle with me】 on my tablet.


  I'll be happy if he teaches me gently...


  Kaburagi-kun also looked at the screen of my tablet,


      "...If it's not me, people will misunderstand you, stupid."


  He muttered, his cheeks turning slightly red.


  When he saw my eyes fixed on him, he cleared his throat and looked at the sky.


      "Kurusu, I need to tell you something."


  I looked at him with a question mark on my face.


  He scratched his cheek as if he was embarrassed for some reason.


      "From now on, when you write on your tablet, you should use words that can't be misunderstood, okay?"


  I tilted my head, not understanding what he meant with that wry smile on his face.


  ...Is something wrong?


  Well... I don't know.


  For now, I'm just happy to be able to talk to him again.


  ...Cheer up, myself...ei-o-ei-o.


  I tried my best not to let him know how I felt.
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  Silent Chapter - Me, Who Lost Before Being Transferred


  I don't talk.


  If I were good at talking, I might be able to interact and have fun with others.


  However, I was terrible at it.


  I couldn't find the right words to say without offending people.


  I also wasn't good at making facial expressions.


  No matter how much I practiced, I could only make strange expressions.


  As a result, people always misunderstand me.


  I always get into trouble because I'm not good at choosing the right words.


  And because I wasn't good at making the right facial expressions, people shunned me.


  This is all my fault.


  So, to make things better, I tried to communicate with them in writing.


  Unlike spoken words, written words wouldn't be misheard and would be more visually clear, I thought.


  So I tried my best.


  I want to have fun like everybody else.


  I want to have friends like everybody else.


   


  But once again it didn't work. I guess I still wasn't trying hard enough.


  One day I went to see the school I had been transferred to.


  I was curious to see what the place was like, since it was the school I would be attending in the future.


  But it was far from the train station, so I relied on the map on my phone. But without realizing it, I got lost.


  I tried to find the right way on my own and finally arrived at the school as the sun was setting.


  I'll try not to get lost next time.


  I felt relieved that I had made it to school safely, even though it was quite late.


  Just as I was about to go home, it started to snow.


  I had to get home soon.


  I walked to the train station as fast as I could.


  But then I got lost and had no idea where I was.


  The dark road had changed its appearance from the day and looked different from before.


  I tried to follow the road...


  But my tablet won't turn on.


  It seems like my tablet is overworked and running out of power.


  What should I do? My tablet battery is dead and I can't communicate without it.


  I can't ask people on the street for directions. I don't speak...so what am I going to do?


  I was confused, really confused.


  It was freezing cold and my cold fingers hurt.


      "The way to the station is not that way."


  These words immediately startled my body.


  I hadn't expected someone to talk to me, so my chest was pounding from the sudden tension.


  What should I do? I wanted to know. But if I looked back now, he would think I was glaring at him.


  I insisted on thinking about it, and as usual, I had trouble doing so.


  I looked down at the person's feet and saw a pair of brown shoes. From the pattern on his pants, I knew he was a student from the school I was going to.


  But I couldn't say a word. I had to be brave, but I couldn't.


      "For now, let me show you the way to the neighborhood. If you're not sure, just follow a step or two behind me."


  I was relieved to hear the words of someone who seemed to understand what I was going through, so I followed behind him.


  After walking for a while, we came to a well-lit road and reached a place I could recognize.


  Then he said to me, "If you've come this far, the rest is just straight ahead. Good luck on the rest of your journey".


  He said that and left without waiting for my answer.


  It was as if he already knew that I wasn't good at talking...


  It happened so fast that I didn't have time to say anything.


  I should have said "Thank you".


  I sighed and looked up at the sky.


  It was a soft and kind voice. I will never forget it.


  I promised myself that I would never forget it either.


  I finally had something to look forward to in my worrisome school life.


  From that day on, I wanted to meet that person again.


  If I get a chance to talk to him... yes. I will thank him.


  Someday, when I meet him again.


  Chapter 4 - The Girl Who Doesn’t Speak and Clichéd Developments


      "Hello, you're early again."


  When I called out to Kurusu in the classroom, she rushed over to me.


  She looked at me, and it seemed that her eyes were shining with excitement.


  It seemed like we were getting closer.


  Well, now that she knows I don't have a girlfriend, she doesn't have to worry about it anymore, right?


  I put my bag down on the table while I thought about it.


      (...What are we going to do today? Cooking? Or practice speaking? I'll do my best. I'm really looking forward to it...)


      "Well, I guess we'll just study today. If you've studied, maybe there'll be a chance for you to tutor the other students before the exam."


      【Okay】 (I want to teach...I, as a teacher...fufufu)


      "T-That's okay, right?"


      【I'll do my best】 (...to study with Kaburagi-kun. This is an exciting moment for me as well. I'll be happy if this can go on forever)


  She looked very happy from the bottom of her heart... even though her expression didn't change.


  I smiled and turned away from her.


  ──Spring break has come, and I'm seeing Kurusu like this every day.


  Our relationship is still the same as before, like teacher and student.


  The only difference is that she doesn't think about it too much, and the time she spends writing on her tablet has been greatly reduced.


  I think this is also proof that she has decided to rely on me without hesitation.


  I'm glad to see this change, though...


  The voice that pierced my heart sounded sharper and sharper, and various events that broke my heart continued to occur over the past few days.


      【I'm happy to see you, but is it okay for you?】 (I'm happy to see him at school every day. But is it okay for him?)


      "Happy, huh... How can you say it openly?"


      【Fact】 (I decided to express my feelings without hesitation. I'm going to be careful to be blunt about it, because it will be more dangerous if I reveal it indirectly)


      "I'm glad you can practice what you've learned, but..."


  Even now, she always sits next to me like this, sometimes so close that our shoulders touch.


  She always approaches me suddenly and it makes me feel a little confused...


  Sometimes I wonder if she could be in love with me?


  Sometimes I think about this possibility...


      (...Studying. I want to be better than Kaburagi-kun. So let's get closer and not miss anything!)


  Well, I won't misunderstand, because that's what she feels in her heart.


  On the contrary, it makes me feel uncomfortable.


  The distance between us could become a problem if I'm not careful, and there are so many gaps that make me worry.


  I looked at Kurusu from the side and saw that she was preparing to open her textbook.


      "I noticed that Kurusu seems to study a lot. You like it?"


      【I like it now】


      "Ah. Do you like it because you can finally understand things. For example, when we can solve puzzles, we enjoy it. The feeling of being superior, perhaps?"


      【Not that】


      "No, huh?"


      【I enjoy studying with you】 (...I really want to show you that I can apply what you have taught me. I want Kaburagi-kun to praise me even more, so I'll always try my best... But I won't be able to tell you that)


      "I-I see. You have a lot of ambition...,right."


  I tried to smile as best I could, but this honest feeling of hers came over me and I bit my lip to bring myself back to reality.


  ...Her feelings are a lot more pure than I had imagined.


  I'm ashamed of myself for thinking such a superior feeling...


  I mean, she's just trying to be praised... her sincerity is too sweet.


      【It doesn’t have to be every day】 (I'm really happy to talk to you, but... don't you want to play with your other friends too?)


      "Yeah, it's no problem at all. My house is not far from the school, and even if I don't have anything to do with Kurusu, I'll still come to school."


      【Really?】 (...Things to do at school. What's your business?)


      "Because I can't concentrate on studying at home. I just want to try to get good grades to expand my opportunities in the future. Therefore, consulting with the teacher at school will benefit me."


      【I see】 (...It's good that you keep trying. I'll learn from you...yes. Cheer up~)


      "...Yep. That's it."


  Then don't suddenly make such a cute inner voice and get excited.


  It's not good for my heart every time she does it...


  I sighed and opened the textbook I was going to use for today's material.


      "Alright, let's get started. I'll do my best to teach you so that when we start as second year students, people will think, "Kurusu-san, you're so smart!".


  Kurusu gave a thumbs up with a satisfied expression on her face, and in her heart she said, "Ei-o-ei-o" in a very silly voice to encourage herself.


  After that, our interaction continued.


  We stayed like this until the afternoon.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


      "Luckily, I always have it with me."


  I took my folding umbrella out of my bag and looked up at the sky where the raindrops were falling.


  The sky should be dark at night, but the light reflecting off the rain curtain made the sky a little brighter.


  I could only sigh and felt sad at the thought of going home under such circumstances.


  I wanted to go home as soon as the rain stopped, but the sound of the last school bell seemed to want me to leave as soon as possible.


      "Is Kurusu okay in the rain like this?"


  My concern for the person who had just been with me suddenly surfaced in my mind.


  Kurusu and I never walked home together.


  We always walked home separately after practice.


  I usually let Kurusu go home first while I returned the classroom key.


  Kurusu didn't want to go home with me because she didn't want people to misunderstand her.


  I didn't really care about rumors, but Kurusu was determined not to cause me any trouble, so she always left after thanking me.


  Well, I won't force her to come home with me since she goes to school by train and her house is far away from here.


  So we parted ways as usual today...


      "...I have a bad feeling. Well, I hope it's just my feelings."


  I muttered to myself, then left the school and walked alone in the night.


  On my way back, I saw that many students were on their way home from their club activities, and their loud voices could be heard many times.


  Not only the voices of people talking, but also the inner voices of people echoing in my ears like "I hate the rain~".


  ...All these sounds made my head hurt.


  Being disturbed by such voices, I decided to take a less crowded road to go home.


  It was a dark country road with only a few streetlights. I walked down the road.


      "I don't usually go this way because it's far...but it has a different feel than during the day, I don't know if it would feel eerie now. Hahaha..."


  My voice was drowned out by the sound of the rain, and the cold wind caressed my face.


  The dark and empty street seemed to be starting to scare me.


  Normally I don't find it frightening...


  This is definitely not a place you'd want to walk through after watching a horror show the day before...


  Well, I don't believe in ghosts, but it seems like the atmosphere is a bit strange today.


  I thought I wouldn't be afraid, but as soon as I thought about it, all I could think about were horror stories.


  I closed my eyes and when I opened them...then I saw,


      "Huh. What the hell was I thinking? If it really existed, then I would believe that I could see it, for example, a figure with long hair and illuminated by a street lamp. Yes, then I would believe... Uh, what is it?"


  Speak of the devil and it will appear. Words spoken in jest usually come true.


  True to this superstition, I saw a figure under a large willow tree in the direction I was walking.


  The figure looked faint, but its long hair was illuminated, and it looked as terrifying as I had imagined...


      (...The rain doesn't seem to be stopping. I'll be in trouble if I get into the train soaking wet... What should I do?)


  The fear I felt vanished in an instant when I heard that familiar voice.


  Why...are you here?


  Didn't you bring an umbrella?


  I rushed over to Kurusu and hid her under my umbrella.


  Kurusu rolled her eyes in surprise and looked at me.


  She didn't say a word to me, probably because the rain made it difficult for her to take out her tablet.


      "It's not safe to be here in the rain, is it?"


      (It's okay. People just walk by me. They say, "Ghost! Ghost!" and run away, so...)


  Kurusu shook her head, but she looked tired and weak.


      "That's not okay at all, you know...? I mean, you should have told me that you forgot to bring an umbrella. It's raining so hard and it doesn't look like it's going to stop."


      (...Because I couldn't wait to meet you, I forgot to bring my umbrella. But when I got to the station, I could wait for my clothes to dry)


      "...Ugh, I have no choice. I'll take you to the station."


  That's all I could say when I heard her voice.


  She didn't seem to mind when I said it in a rather cold way to hide my embarrassment. She even thought, "That's very kind of you".


  When I looked at Kurusu worriedly, our eyes met and she lowered her head as if she felt guilty.


      "Really, just call me if you're in trouble. Well, luckily, I just happened to be passing by. Anyway, it's rural here, so the train will leave if we're even a little late. Don't try to wait for your clothes to dry there, or you'll catch cold."


      (...It doesn't matter if I get home late. There's no one there. And even if I catch a cold...I'll be fine if I get some sleep)


      "...Hmm?"


      (Is something wrong with my answer?)


  Kurusu tilted her head when I frowned.


  Didn't she just say that no one was there?


  Maybe I heard wrong...


  I also looked at her face doubtfully.


      (...Is there something on my face? I'm embarrassed if you keep looking at me like that...)


  Even at such a time, that voice was still trying to shake my heart.


  As usual, there was no expression on her face, but...something wasn't right.


  Well, no matter what, we still have to go to the station.


      "It's cold here, so let's go right now. To the station, right...?"


  Her hand was so cold that I unconsciously looked at Kurusu's face.


  She dropped her eyes to the ground without saying anything.


  I could tell even without hearing her voice. When she shows that kind of attitude...


  Looking closely at her face, she looked pale and tired, though I hadn't noticed it before due to the dark surroundings.


  I quickly checked the time on my phone as my worries seemed to be coming to light.


      "...21:00, huh? There's still a train to catch anyway."


  But given her personality, I wasn't sure she'd get on the train in this drenched condition.


  There's a good chance she'd have the stupid idea of waiting for her clothes to dry and staying until the next day because there were no more trains.


  I'm sure her mind would go to the worst-case scenario, because she always thinks of others before herself.


  Besides... if I hadn't misheard earlier that there was no one at her house, then her chances of making that decision would be even greater. I'd hate to leave her in such a situation without doing anything.


  I couldn't just close my eyes when I realized all of this.


  I still hoped that my prediction wouldn't come true. But it might be better for Kurusu if I took more care of her.


  I also called my older sister with my cell phone and told her that I was bringing someone home.


      "Kurusu. You'll get sick if I leave you here, so come with me. I won't argue with you."


      (...Go to the station?)


  Without waiting for Kurusu to answer, I kept walking and holding her hand.


  She seemed so tired that I could feel that there was no strength in her hand.


  She only grasped my hand lightly.


  You really worry me all the time.


  I muttered to myself as I walked in the rain.


  My left shoulder, which wasn't protected by an umbrella, was soaked and I felt uncomfortable, but I had to keep walking.


  When I started walking in a different direction from the station, she wondered, "Where are we going? Does Kaburagi-kun have other plans for me?”, she seemed to be getting a little anxious.


  But it didn't seem like she suspected me enough to worry or panic.


  ──After about 40 minutes of walking, we arrived at our destination.


      (...Where is this? Kaburagi-kun's house? But the sign says 'Mochizuki'...)


  Kurusu stared at the house in front of her with a strange expression on her face.


  The house looked like an old-fashioned one that was common in the countryside, but actually, the building looked quite new because the inside had been renovated.


  However, the exterior of the house was unchanged, and the rain made the atmosphere even darker.


  She must not be used to seeing an old-fashioned house like this. Kurusu also looked at the house carefully.


      "Alright, let's go inside. I've already told her."


      (Don't do that suddenly. I'll get you into trouble. If I can't go home, I can wait outside since it's school vacation)


  Kurusu shook her head and refused to go inside.


  But I can't ignore her because I know what she's thinking.


      "No problem. If I leave you like this, you'll probably stay outside anyway. I don't want you to get sick... or maybe you already have a little cold".


  (You noticed that, huh?)


      "I can see it on your face. I know you're worried about just walking into a man's house."


  She shook her head when I said that.


  Then she stared at the entrance of the house.


      (I'm not worried because this is Kaburagi-kun's house. But I am afraid...how should I greet them?)


      "No, you must doubt me a little, right?"


      (I don't have to doubt you)


      "Eh─...well, you kept shaking your head."


  I couldn't help but laugh at her attitude of trusting me.


  Trust is hard...I mean, if you think about it calmly, this is the first time I've brought a girl home.


  Just thinking about it, I suddenly felt embarrassed...


  Suppressing my embarrassment, I opened the door of the house and tried to enter...────Ouch!


      "Hey, playboy. Where have you been, huh... Are you ready to die? I mean, what was the point of your phone call earlier? Since  when did you become such a brat," (I'm going to kill you... You got me worried, you know)


      "Whoa~~...You're so scary~~"


  An arm reached out from the door, grabbed my head, and shouted at me in a loud voice.


  My elder sister had a gloomy expression and a loud voice, but in her heart she was worried about me.


  Kurusu, who was standing behind her, froze when she saw a family interaction as soon as she entered the house. She blinked her big eyes several times and rubbed her eyes as if she couldn't believe what she had just seen.


  Her reaction was a little over the top for someone who had just seen a family interaction.


  Well, it was only natural for her to be surprised...


  Because the one who greeted me was...Sayaka-sensei.


      (Really...Kaburagi-kun and Sensei are dating? ...and they live together. Did I fall into their love nest?)


  Well, I guess I made a big mistake and confused her.


  I'll have to correct this misunderstanding later.


  When you have a headache, you tend to think of strange things.


  Then Sensei patted my shoulder with a wry smile on her face and said to me,


      "Oi, Ritsu. I’m fine with this...but, is it okay?"


      "It's fine, if I leave her outside, she'll definitely get sick later..."


      "Hmm. Well, it seems like the right decision. You really are an honorable man."


      "Shut up... Just please help me take care of this."


  I scratched my head and turned to Kurusu.


      "Then, you can borrow clothes and towels to your heart's content."


  Kurusu, who looked surprised, hurriedly took out her tablet and started writing.


      【Congratulations on your wedding】 (Kaburagi-kun said he doesn't have a girlfriend, which means he has a fiancée... and she's Mochizuki-sensei... I should congratulate him)


  ...Yes, she's already misunderstood a lot of things.


  I sighed and brought Kurusu to my house for now.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  I heard the sound of the shower coming from the bathroom.


  I tried not to pay attention to the sound by watching TV.


      (...It's warm. So good)


  But the sound of her heart, like the one I just heard, made me pay attention to her again, and I kept pinching my cheeks every time I heard it. This is the reaction of a healthy boy who inevitably has to test his self-control in front of his older sister.


  ...It was more exciting than I expected when a beautiful girl was in my bathtub.


  I sighed and looked annoyed.


  I guess I didn't manage to outwit her.


  The person in front of me had a very evil look on her face.


      "Oh no~ You brought her home so quickly. I'm impressed~"


      "It's not like that. When we see someone in trouble in the rain like that, we want to help them, right...usually."


      "Hahaha! Yes, yes, I know! You have a good reason for not leaving her, right? Well, at least you're lucky to have an understanding older sister."


      "Huh. Don't mock me if you really understand..."


  The elder sister in front of me let out a laugh that wasn't feminine at all while holding her stomach.


  ...Don't laugh so hard that you cry.


  I can only complain in my heart.


  ──Sayaka Mochizuki, a nurse at the school, is my biological older sister, although we have different surnames due to our parents' divorce.


  So, she understands and knows about my condition.


  That's probably one of the reasons why I go to the school where she works.


  She's been very kind to take care of me and drive me to school...but in return, I help her with her work at school.


      "It seems like things have been going well since that day."


      "Is that so?"


      "Ah. I think Kurusu is more cheerful than before. And her communication has become smoother as well."


      "Well, that's good to hear. It's the result of her hard work."


      "Don't be so modest. Interpersonal skills like that don't develop without the help of others. Especially if she wasn't good at it to begin with, there will be limits to what she can do on her own."


      "You should have understood what I meant", Sayaka continued.


      "But still, she tried so hard. Because no matter what you say to someone who won't listen to you, it won't get through."


      "Hmm, I see. Is it my imagination, or did that backfire on you?"


      "Shut up──"


  I know that.


  But I've given up my honesty in the past.


  The only time I was innocent and positive about the things I did and wasn't cynical was when I was a kid.


  ...It wasn't my choice.


  I couldn't do anything about it.


  When I started to grumble, Sayaka rubbed my head roughly.


  My waxed hair stood up spectacularly.


      "What the hell are you doing..."


      "No no, I'm just trying to cheer you up."


      "Stop it... I want you to think about what we're going to do next."


      "Yes?"


      "It looks like I'm going to ask you for a favor to bring Kurusu home, and there might be other things that only women can talk about, right?"


      "Umm..."


  Sayaka also tilted her head while looking at me from the side.


  When I put a sullen expression on my face, the corners of my mouth lifted slightly, as if to show that I was indirectly thinking about something.


      "Hasn't something changed in your heart? You seem to care so much about her."


      "Well, it's only natural that I care."


      "Okay, I'm relieved that you're still healthy. Well, I guess even a cynical guy like you can't resist a beautiful girl like her."


      "You jump to conclusions so quickly. I'm not attracted to her attractiveness or anything like that."


      "Ehh... You're a high school student, but you're so withered... Why don't you just let out your excess desire?"


      "You shouldn't talk like that, Sensei..."


  When I said that, Sayaka replied, "Of course!" while smiling happily.


  She seemed to be very happy from earlier, judging by the way she moved her body from side to side while holding the pillow.


  I don't know what made her so happy.


  In her mind I could only hear, "You are young" and "It's nice to be young".


  What does being young have to do with it?


  For me, it's the same as always.


  I move because I care. That's all.


  I just do it a little more than usual. I just can't let it go a little more than usual.


  But on second thought,


      "...It might be true...that something has changed in my heart..."


      "Fufufu..."


      "What the heck? You're laughing strangely."


      "Not really~ If it bothers you, just read my mind. Maybe you'll hear me saying nice things to you, right?"


      "Yes, yes. Since Kurusu is here, I'll make dinner first."


  I said, then got up and went to the kitchen.


  I heard a voice from the bathroom saying, "Ah, the towel", so it's the right time.


  I should get out of here now...because I don't want to run into her or anything.


      "Yup, that's my little brother. You're so skilled."


      "Well, I'm the one who takes care of the food. It's no different with an extra person."


      "Fufufu! I see~"


      "In return, please explain the misunderstanding. She always makes strange assumptions...and please give her a towel right away."


      "Yes? Okay, I'll take care of everything..."


      "That's right...I'm seriously asking you for a favor."


  I turned and raised my hand.


      (I'm glad you guys get along so well. I'm relieved to have you as your older sister)


  I heard the voice behind me, but I pretended not to hear it and walked towards the kitchen.


  


   

      (I know that I’m troublesome, thank you very much for your help in advance)


  I saw my classmate sitting on her knees and bowing her head in front of me.


  ──How did this happen?


  Kurusu, who was supposed to be taken care of by my older sister, somehow came to my room.


  And somehow she's wearing cute pajamas...


  It seems like it belongs to my elder sister...but why is she using it now?


  The pajamas she's wearing are shaped like a shark.


  And luckily, because it's baggy, she doesn't look sexy at all...


      (...Kaburagi-kun. I'm in trouble...what should I do?)


  Her face peeked out of the shark's mouth and she looked at me.


  I was surprised that she did that so innocently...


  And since I already knew her thoughts, I was moved by her innocent behavior.


      "What is going on? And what happened to my elder sister?"


      (How do I say it... Maybe it's easier to see it in person...)


  Kurusu took my hand and led me into the living room.


  And there was my older sister, with a disheveled face that didn't match her job as one of the teachers at the school.


      "...My goodness, she's sleeping like a baby."


      (She was sleeping so soundly...I felt bad waking her up)


  I put a blanket over her as she lay on the sofa.


  Well, I was too tired to try to sleep...


  Giving up on my sister's help, I turned off the light in the living room.


  Then I went to the kitchen with Kurusu to get something to eat.


      (...Hmm. There's a nice smell)


  Kurusu sniffed and moved her nose, she seemed to notice something and moved her body curiously. I smiled at her, then covered my mouth to hide my laughter.


      (What is this delicious smell?)


      "Ah. Since you seem to have a cold, I made you some porridge. I think it would be good for you to eat something that's easy to digest."


      【So it’s for me? Is it okay? 】


      "Well, who else would it be for? Yes, but I'll eat too."


      【I want to eat with you】


      "Sure. Let's do it."


  I only answered briefly.


  Otherwise...I would be embarrassed by the happy voice that sounded from inside her heart.


      (Eating...eating...Hehehe)


  Her sweet voice shook my mind.


  In order to hide my embarrassment, I talked to Kurusu.


      "Oh yeah, it might be a little late to ask, but is Kurusu really still hungry?"


      【I can eat as much as I want now】


      "Haha, that's good...so did you dry your hair?"


  She looked uncomfortable with her hair that I saw under her pajamas, so I asked her about it.


  At first, Kurusu looked like she was at a loss for words, but then she shook her head from side to side and looked glum.


  I guess she felt bad for me.


  Yes, that's how it must be. I would feel bad myself if I used things in someone else's house without permission.


  I sighed and removed the cover from her head.


      (I'm bothering you again)


      "You're not bothering me. You'll definitely feel uncomfortable if you don't wipe it off..."


      (I know, but...)


      "Don't keep moping. I'll bring you another towel so you can wipe your hair right away. And the hair dryer is over there."


  I showed her where the hair dryer was and handed her the towel.


  Kurusu took the towel, pulled her zipper down slightly to wipe her body as I instructed, and put the towel inside. That was the sequence of movements she innocently performed, and I immediately turned my face away when I saw the part of her skin that was exposed behind the zipper.


      "Kurusu, I have a request..."


      (Eh, his face is red... What's wrong?)


      "Ah, it's okay. I mean... I didn't mean to see it."


  My face felt hot, and I didn't even have to look in the mirror to see that my face was already very red.


  I thought I was immune to girls because I had an older sister, but... what I felt with my relatives was completely different from what I felt with other people. Especially when that person had a beautiful body like Kurusu, I couldn't help but be amazed.


      (...Ah)


  When the sound of her heart was heard, Kurusu hurriedly zipped her pajamas.


  Despite her unique nature, she still seemed to have some shyness about it.


  The cheeks of her expressionless face turned red.


  I could only sigh at Kurusu's carelessness, although I already knew that there was something strange about her character.


      "Kurusu, you should be more careful when you're alone in a room with a man. Although this time the situation is an emergency and you have no other choice..."


      【Sorry for showing you something unpleasant】 (...This is a serious offense. I'm sorry...)


      "No, it's not that it's unpleasant to look at...okay? You should be more confident."


  I can't say that it's definitely a very beautiful sight.


  Of course, I can't say that her skin, which looks soft and white, is still stuck in my mind and won't go away.


  So, I just showed a vague attitude.


      "Well...just be more careful from now on."


      【I'll be more careful】 (I have to bend my knee to him this time...)


      "Seriously, you really need to be careful... It worries me..."


      【Worry?】


      "Of course I'm worried."


  If you get to know someone and start talking to them, and you realize that them character turns out to be unique and worrisome, your eyes will continue to follow them, even if you don't like it.


  It's a natural reflex.


  Kurusu also looked at me with an uncomfortable expression.


      【It’s nice to know that someone is worried about me】


      "No, please make it a priority not to worry me in the first place."


      【I can't, because I'm a stupid person】 (I'm sure I'll make mistakes again later)


      "Don't give up so easily!"


  Kurusu looked at me resignedly as she assured me that it was impossible.


  I exhaled deeply to show that I was giving up, then I handed her the thermometer I had brought earlier.


      "Just in case, please take your temperature. In the meantime, I'll serve you some porridge."


      【OK】 (I'll hide it if it turns out I have a fever)


      "By the way, if you have a fever, don't hide it. I'm sure you already know that I'm very sensitive to things you hide."


      (...He read my mind. Sorry)


      "And when you take your temperature... Don't make the same mistake, okay?"


      【I won't】 (...I'm so embarrassed to see him right now...Uuu)


  She seemed to remember her previous behavior and immediately turned her body around.


  She tried to hide her flushed face, but her open ears clearly showed that she was embarrassed.


  Isn't she cute?


  I continued to prepare the porridge, trying not to look at her. Until I heard the unmistakable electronic sound of the thermometer.


  Then I fanned the porridge in the bowl with the fan.


  The porridge was still quite hot, and steam was rising from the bowl.


      【It’s okay if you don’t cool it down first】 (It's rude to the person who made it if you don't eat it while it's hot...)


      "Mn? It's not like Kurusu has a cat-like tongue, right. Just because you are like a cat."


      【I want to refute your judgment】 (He also knows that I have a cat-like tongue...)


      "Yes, yes."


  Well, not really because she looks like a cat.


  But because I remembered that she never puts hot food in her mouth and often tries to cool it down by blowing on it.


  But I didn't want her to think I was paying too much attention to her, so I just said something random to distract her.


      "Okay, it's not too hot anymore. Anyway, what I made was egg porridge."


      (It looks so delicious... I have to be careful not to upset my stomach)


  Kurusu spooned the porridge in front of her and looked at her.


  Then she looked at me as if she wanted to say something.


      "Mn? What's with that gluttonous look of yours? You even opened your mouth..."


      【It’s like a plot in novels】 (And am I allowed to eat here?)


      "Oh God. What the hell was that? Anyway, don't think too much, just eat..."


  After I said that, Kurusu clasped her hands together and bowed her head to me.


  My mouth fell open as I watched her happily eat the porridge.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  It was after midnight when we finished eating and cleaning up.


  At first, I wanted to entrust Kurusu to Sayaka, but instead she fell asleep with a satisfied face, as if her work was done.


  ...Well, being a teacher at school is hard work, so it would be rude of me to wake her up.


  Besides...


      "She won't be able to drive at this rate. She's drunk..."


  I sighed as I cleared the table.


  She rarely drank alcohol, so it was strange that she suddenly started today.


  There were three cans of high alcoholic drinks on the table.


      "Thanks God, tomorrow is a day off. She'll definitely be nauseous tomorrow... Well, I'll make her something light to eat."


      (...I want to help too. But is it wrong for me to interfere?)


  While I was wiping the table while grumbling, Kurusu poked her head out of the bedroom door and looked at me.


  She seemed to feel like she was peeking out while hiding, but the voice in her heart let me know that she was there.


  Then I asked her, "Can we talk for a moment?" and her shoulders jerked. Then she appeared before me awkwardly, like a child caught doing something wrong.


  Her hands and feet were moving in the same rhythm.


  Alright, let's settle this matter.


      "Hmm, Kurusu. I'm sorry, but can't you just stay here tonight? It's because of this stupid older sister of mine. You can sleep in Sayaka's room."


      【Is it okay?】


      "I'm sorry, at first I thought everything could be solved with my older sister around, but this is what happened instead..."


      【I’m happy when it’s lively like this】 (...I'm happy because staying at a friend's house is one of my dreams)


      "Happy, huh... Well, are you sure you don't want to go home now, Kurusu?"


      【It's okay, really】 (...It's more fun to talk like this)


      "I see. Okay then."


  From her answer, it seems like there's no problem if she doesn't go home now.


      "Well, if something happens, I'll apologize for her...", I thought and went to the room with Kurusu.


      "This is Sayaka's room, use it as you like."


  Kurusu bowed her head.


  Then she looked around and asked,


      【You guys live alone?】 (It seems that only Kaburagi-kun and Sensei live here)


      "Well, that's how it is. When I decided to go to high school here, my older sister happened to be working here. So my parents left me with her."


      【Same as me?】


      "Well, it could be the same."


      (Same... Fufufu)


  I think she was happy when she said that she shared the same fate as me.


  Her face, which was usually expressionless──turned into a charming smile.


  It seems like she didn't realize it, and it seems like she did it unconsciously...


  Even I couldn't help but admire it.


  I can't help it. The expression on her face was not what I was used to seeing when we practiced together.


  Her smile was so natural and charming that it took my breath away.


  ...Honestly, this is really bad.


  Her face, which is usually expressionless and has an aura of being unapproachable to anyone, changed completely.


  And that increases its own destructive power, I thought.


      【Are you okay?】 (Why is his face...turning red?)


      "...I'm fine."


  Kurusu looked at me in bewilderment, and I took a desperate stance.


  I was embarrassed by my unconventional attitude,


      "Anyway, if you have a fever, go to sleep. It's important to work hard, but it's even more important to rest at the right time.


  I said that and went back to my room.


  I wanted to be in my room as soon as possible.


  That was my mood, but suddenly Kurusu grabbed my arm.


      【You don’t want to sleep?】


      "Really, don't worry about me."


      【No】


      "I want to study."


      【Me too】


      "No, you should sleep. You have a fever."


      【No!】


      "Don't be so childish!"


  She drew emoticons on her tablet with puffed up cheeks and insisted on me.


  She clung desperately to me as I tried to remove her from my arms.


  Oh my! The distance between us...


  I mean, don't cling to me like that!


  I know she's stubborn and won't stop once she starts talking, I've known that ever since I started interacting with her, but...


  This is bad in many ways...and what's worse is that my common sense is starting to be shaken...


  I'm torn between the danger of my mind eroding and her request...


  I had no choice. I had to make a fool of myself and solve this problem.


      【I don’t want to sleep】


      "But you're tired, right?"


      【If Kaburagi-kun sleeps, then I'll sleep too】


      "Alright. I'm going to sleep. Let me go to my room."


  I decided to sleep and turned off the light.


  I showed her that I was going to sleep, but she looked at me doubtfully.


      【No】 (Kaburagi-kun will sneak out. He'll definitely make me sleep first and stay awake)


      "...No. That's impossible."


      【I’ll sleep when Kaburagi-kun is asleep】


      "No, you go first."


      【I said no】


  I went to my room and she followed me.


   


      (I'm not leaving)


  That was her inner voice, and I sighed at her stubbornness.


      【Here, a piece of chocolate to calm down】


      "Huh... whose fault is it that I'm like this?"


  I laughed at Kurusu who looked confused.


  Then I took the chocolate she offered me and threw it into my mouth.


  Well, it was sweet as usual.


  Eating something sweet calms me down, doesn't it?


  After drowning in the sweet taste of the chocolate, I decided to ask Kurusu about something that was on my mind.


      "Kurusu, I was wondering why you always give me chocolate?"


      【Secret】


      "Secret? Are you baiting me?"


  Kurusu shook her head and it seemed like she wasn't going to say it.


  If she did it on February 14th, it would be a normal Valentine's Day thing, but in Kurusu's case, she did it almost all the time.


  So, it seems like... I don't know, I have no idea.


  I looked at her doubtfully.


  But it seemed like she didn't want to tell me, and she made a cross in front of her mouth with her finger.


      "You're really not going to tell me, huh?"


      【Form of thanks from me】 (I didn't want to tell him)


      "I see. Is it really just for that?"


      【Yes】 (...Chocolate is good to eat when you're tired. Kaburagi-kun, he seems to have a hard time relaxing, just like me. And if I tell him, he'll definitely be evasive and refuse to accept it)


  She answered my question in her heart.


  Ah, I see. So, she's worried about me.


  Well, like Kurusu always is.


  I'm happy to know the reason why she keeps giving me chocolate, but at the same time I'm embarrassed that I always seem to look tough in front of her.


      "Do I look so tired? I'm in good physical shape."


  I asked to hide my true feelings.


  Kurusu was surprised in her mind because it seemed like I had read her mind again, and then she showed me her tablet.


      【Yes, you look like that to me】 (Just like in the infirmary. He seemed to be acting strong...because he didn't want to worry the others)


      "Just like in the infirmary... Oh yeah, you also gave me chocolate back then. So that's why."


      【Boomerang】 (It's important to rest and not work too hard sometimes. As Kaburagi-kun said earlier)


      "Haha... I can't speak for others either, as it turns out."


  Kurusu looked proud and puffed out her chest when I admitted it.


  Her proud expression was so funny that I couldn't help but laugh.


  After about 30 minutes of talking with Kurusu, she started to lean back.


      "Are you sleepy yet?"


  She shook her head, though she looked sleepy, and blinked her eyelids.


  Then she suddenly straightened up and widened her eyes.


  It looked like she was trying very hard to stay awake.


  She repeated the action again and again, but it seemed that she had reached her limit, and her head rested on my shoulder.


      (...Resting for a while)


      "Okay, let me give you my shoulder for a while..."


  I stared at the ceiling.


  As I tried to turn my face away from Kurusu, a fragrant scent tickled my nostrils.


  We were both silent, so the only sound in the room was the hum of the air conditioner.


  I could feel the warmth of her body against mine, and just thinking about it made my heart pound.


  It's embarrassing...why did I do this?


  Just as I was feeling embarrassed and regretting my actions, I heard her breathing next to me. Without noticing, she was already asleep.


      "See... You must be tired. You stubborn child."


  I looked at her from the side.


  She looked so helpless and innocent in her sleep that I couldn't help but look at her.


  Seeing her like that, I smiled reflexively.


      "Maybe we're more alike than I thought..."


  The murmur soon turned to silence.


  And the silence made me even more nervous.


  ...Please disappear, my worldly desire.


  I tried not to think about all the sensations she was giving me.


  And so it went on until I fell asleep.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  I felt light hit my face and opened my eyes.


  I was leaning against the wall, in the same position for so long that... every joint in my body ached.


  I stretched my body to ease it.


  I had conquered my lust.


  Spending the night with a beautiful girl was an experience that tested me as a man.


  But I was relieved to have made it through.


  But the relief was temporary.


  Instead of a weight on my shoulders, I felt warmth and heaviness in my legs.


      "Oh God, seriously..."


  I slowly opened the blanket to see what was underneath.


      "────?!"


  I froze.


  I couldn't help it. What appeared in front of me was the sleeping figure of Kurusu, using my legs as a pillow.


  Her pajamas were slightly open, revealing her navel.


  Not only that... Well, obviously this scene is too stimulating for a high school guy like me.


  Such a difficult sight to see.


  ...How did this happen?


  I grabbed the hem of her pajamas and fixed it so it wouldn't open again.


  If I wake her up now, I'm sure there will be a misunderstanding.


  Fortunately, she was fast asleep and unlikely to wake up easily.


      "She's so careless... Really..."


  A muffled voice came out of my mouth. I took a deep breath and pinched my cheeks.


  I tried to calm down that way──but a soft 'mmm' sound from her broke my composure.


      "I'm not a pillow... Gosh, you sleep like a log..."


  


  
    
      [image: ]
    


    
  


  
She showed no signs of alertness even though she was alone with a man.

  


  She slept soundly with a peaceful expression on her face.


  I felt good knowing how much she trusted me, but I was worried when I saw how easily she trusted me when we hadn't even known each other for over a year.


  I hoped she would learn to be a little more skeptical and cautious.


  While I was thinking such things, Kurusu rolled over and buried her face in my stomach as if she sensed someone's presence.


  Is this like an animal's habit of moving to find a warm place?


  Or because──she felt lonely?


      "You know, I'm really confused right now."


  Unlike her usual expressionless face, she looked so comfortable.


  This gap in her appearance made me feel embarrassed and frustrated...


  My mixed emotions further loosened my common sense.


  I pinched my cheeks repeatedly, but it didn't seem to go away.


  But I didn't want to stop just because I felt it wasn't working.


  Because every time I stopped pinching my cheeks, my attention naturally turned to Kurusu, and I unconsciously became attentive to her slightest movement or touch.


  I hadn't really noticed it when she was wearing her uniform, but now I could feel the weight of her upper body, which looked slimmer than it was, and the feminine softness of her, which was even more pronounced because she was binding my legs.


  Even if I tried to move to escape, I couldn't because her grip was so strong.


  I could have moved forcibly, but knowing that she was exhausted, I was reluctant to do so.


  ──So please, wake up immediately.


  I kept hoping, but there was no sign that it would happen soon.


  Every time I counted prime numbers in my head, chanted Buddhist mantras, and tried to distract myself from her, my attention always returned to her.


  At this rate, would I be better off just lying down and sleeping with her?


  But I quickly dismissed that thought because it was impossible for us to do that because of our relationship.


  Kurusu would probably seriously say "It's okay if it's Kaburagi-kun" or something like that, so it's better not to. Besides, she might even think that she had to do it if necessary as part of her training.


  Considering all these possibilities, I definitely shouldn't act rashly.


  ...I hope that her pure self will remain pure.


  I looked at Kurusu's sleeping face and smiled.


  Her smooth skin and soft hair just by looking at her.


  A little touch might not be a bad thing in the current situation.


  But I don't want to betray her trust in me, no matter how much my common sense has been shattered.


  Well, maybe this behavior and lack of caution on her part was due to her not seeing me as a man...


  In any case, I didn't want to act impulsively just because of sudden doubts.


      "Anyway, I won't touch her until she wakes up..."


  I folded my hands behind my head and yawned loudly.


  Please don't let my common sense collapse.


  But for now──


      "When she wakes up... I'll give her a few words."


  ──A short time later.


  Her warmth tried to lull me back to sleep.


      "...I'm getting sleepy. Hoamm..."


  I pinched my cheeks, trying to stay awake. But I still couldn't control myself and blinked my heavy eyelids.


      "Mn..."


  Suddenly, I heard a voice close to me....and I immediately woke up.


      "Mn─...my arm still hurts..."


  I stretched out my numb arm.


  It must have been from crossing my arms for so long.


  The circulation in my hand started to flow again and I felt a slight itch.


  And I was surprised when I held it.


  When I was struggling with this situation,


  (...Where is this...Eh?)


  I heard her voice, which sounded like someone who was delirious.


      "Good morning. How are you? Are you feeling better?"


  Kurusu rubbed her eyes, put her hand on her forehead and seemed confused.


  Then she nodded her head with a doubtful look on her face.


      (It seems to be better...maybe? But I'm still sleepy. At least I don't feel weak anymore)


      "...Oh, I see. That's good."


  Apparently, she's fine now...


  Seeing that her condition had improved, I breathed a sigh of relief.


  But as soon as one problem was solved, another arose.


      "...Kurusu. Slowly..."


      (...Slowly?)


  Kurusu tilted her head with a sleepy expression on her face.


  Kurusu didn't seem to have time to worry about this because she had just woken up, but since I had woken up a long time ago, I wanted to take care of this situation quickly.


  I am a high school student myself.


  Although I was casual enough to get close to the girls around me, I still wasn't used to this kind of physical contact.


  So my head felt hot, and I couldn't stand being in this situation any longer.


      "You are in front of a man, so please fix your clothes a bit. I'm glad you trust me so much, but every time you move your body...it feels dangerous...because everything...is in front of my eyes."


      (His face turned red... Kaburagi-kun, don't you look embarrassed? Come to think of it, when I was asleep....)


  Kurusu finally realized the danger of the situation and crawled into the blanket.


  Immediately, her face turned red as well.


  From inside the blanket,


      (I already did it. This is a serious crime. If I don't take responsibility, I won't be able to show my face in front of Kaburagi-kun. I didn't do anything to Kaburagi, right? What should I do? I dare not ask him directly... What if I drool or something?)


  I could hear her regretful voice.


  ...Normally, it's the man who should think about whether or not he do something.


  I mean, you shouldn't worry about that.


  From the beginning, you should be worried about whether you're sleeping with a guy or not.


  Well, at least it calms me down a bit.


  The blanket Kurusu was hiding under was shaking.


  She must be squirming inside.


  Although her head was inside the blanket, her legs were sticking out and she was moving her feet.


  I could only laugh and sigh.


      "It's okay, so come out. Kurusu is just sleeping peacefully, and the two of us are just leaning on each other, so there's nothing to worry about."


  I waited for her to come out, casually pointing out that I hadn't done anything either.


  But no matter how much I called to her, she still wouldn't come out.


  I had no choice but to leave her alone, cowering and trembling like a small animal.


  I didn't want to force her out, and her clothes were getting even messier...


  It seemed I could only wait and see.


  In the end, Kurusu's embarrassment subsided when my older sister, who had sobered up from her drunkenness, visited her in my room.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


      "Sorry, Ritsu... I'm really drunk...ugh."


  I went to buy medicine for my sister, who looked sober in front of me.


  Then I wanted to hurry home because I had nothing else to do...


      "...Why should I wait here?"


  But on the way home, I got a call from my older sister asking me to take Kurusu to the station, so I waited in the park near my house.


  At first I wanted to go back and deliver the medicine, but my older sister refused with all her might.


  She still sounded drunk and sick, but there was a suspicious cheerfulness in her voice that worried me a little...


  Feeling anxious, I sat on a park bench, staring blankly at the sky, waiting for Kurusu to arrive.


  Twenty minutes had passed since I started waiting.


  My phone vibrated, then I looked at the screen and there was a message saying, "I have arrived".


  I looked around, but Kurusu was nowhere to be seen.


      "Oh no, where is she? Did she come to the wrong park? No, no, this park is not far from my house, right...?"


  But it could have happened because it was Kurusu.


  That's what I had in mind.


  She's that kind of person... or maybe she's just very unique.


  So maybe she's already somewhere I can't imagine.


  It's possible, and if that's the case, it's a big deal...and I need to find her.


  I got up from the bench and ran towards the entrance of the park.


  Then, as I turned the corner,


      (This obviously...doesn't suit me. But I couldn't resist when Sensei lent me his clothes...)


  I heard a familiar negative sound and looked around to find Kurusu crouching under a large tree near the entrance.


  I patted my chest, relieved that my bad feeling was wrong this time.


  And when I tried to approach her, Kurusu noticed my arrival and hid behind the tree so that I couldn't see her.


  She stuck her head out a little. She looked like a small animal.


      "What are you doing?" I asked.


  And she took out her tablet and showed it to me.


      "Umm... "Don't laugh at me because this doesn't suit me". Ah, I see."


      (...This outfit, it doesn't suit me. I'm too young to wear it)


  As her inner voice said, she didn't look confident.


  Her uniform was soaked, and my older sister must have lent her clothes.


  So that's why she sounded strangely happy.


  From Sayaka's point of view, it must have felt like playing dress-up with a doll.


  And Kurusu definitely won't be able to resist, I'm sure she's just resigned to obeying...


  I really feel sorry for her.


  And if she borrowed it from Sayaka, there's a good chance that the clothes aren't age-appropriate.


  If that's the case, there's nothing I can do...


      "Kurusu, how about coming out of hiding now? I won't laugh, and I think you'll look good in any kind of clothes."


  I just urged her not to worry.


  Kurusu seemed to decide to believe my words and finally appeared in front of me.


      "......"


  ──That outfit looks really good on her.


  Hee~ Such a nice view.


  That's all I could think, but when I saw her, I froze as if time had stopped.


  She was only wearing a simple shirt with lots of lace and cargo pants, but the sweet aura of her face, which added to her mature appearance, was dangerous to my heart.


  Her appearance was so good that I couldn't help but sigh in awe.


      "...Wow..."


  I then cleared my throat to cover the sound that accidentally came out of my mouth.


  I was ashamed of myself for being stunned by it, so I looked up at the sky even though there was nothing there.


      (...I know this definitely doesn’t suit me. I’ll die of embarrassment if you keep quiet...)


  I heard this inner voice and pinched my waist to wake up.


      "Sorry... I'm so shocked that I'm at a loss for words."


      【You’ve been averting your eyes since before. It’s really didn't suit me】 (I know that, but...it feels sad)


      "No, you're wrong. It's the other way around..."


      【What does that mean?】


  ──I averted my eyes because she was too beautiful. That's exactly what happened.


  I could have said all kinds of compliments to her, but it is very difficult to compliment a girl honestly.


  When I was serious, the words would not come out of my mouth. I'd be embarrassed if people found out that my emotions could fluctuate like that, so I'd just say it in a joking tone.


  But now I feel that it's not good for me to do that.


  ...She's very serious, so a bad joke would only hurt her.


  I know how she feels,


      "Honestly, that outfit suits you so well, I don't know what to say."


  So I just came right out and told her without hiding anything.


  Immediately, Kurusu's cheeks turned red and it was as if steam was coming out of her head.


  After a few seconds of silence, she hid behind the tree again.


  And I couldn't see her again, but then she showed me her tablet that said, 【Thank you. As expected of a playboy】.


      (...So this outfit suits me. Thank goodness. Hehehe... But I get really embarrassed when I show my expression like this. I have to hide it or he'll see me with this excited expression...)


  ───Yeah, but I can still hear it.


  That funny voice of hers...


  Maybe it's like what people used to say, "You can hide your head, but not your voice".


  I could only laugh at that.


  


  


  



      (...There's no one here. Maybe Kaburagi-kun knows that I don't like crowds, so he chose this way? Kaburagi-kun, you're so kind. He can do anything)


  Kurusu thought about this as she looked around on the way to the station.


  I myself chose this way because it was empty and not too noisy.



  But Kurusu seemed to think that I did it out of concern for her.


  I felt a little guilty that I was being praised for something I hadn't intended to do.


  Then I looked to the side to see Kurusu's face.


  Hmm. Looks like she's okay now, right?


  It took a while for her to recover from her embarrassment, but she was finally able to regain her usual expression.


      (...I've never received such direct praise before... My face still feels hot. I'll make a strange expression when I see Kaburagi-kun)


  Even though Kurusu was thinking that in her head, she still put on a cold expression as if to show that nothing was wrong. But deep down, she still felt embarrassed and couldn't look at me.


  Normally, people would think that she hated them if they saw her face now, but that won't happen to me.


  Actually, I thought it was funny when she tried so hard to hide it, and I got another attack on my heart in a different way.


  The gap between her expressionless face and her heart is too big.


  What the heck, this synergistic effect...


  Well, because of this situation, the conversations between us became awkward.


      "Kurusu, let's take a little detour. I don't like noisy places."


      【No problem】 (I like this road because it makes me feel like I'm walking in the middle of the forest)


      "Good."


  The conversation felt smooth even though no words came out of her mouth.


  Of course, that was partly due to my skill, but it was also a sign that Kurusu was getting used to it.


  People who saw us in this situation must have thought that we were lovers.


  It was as if we were lovers who walked the streets in the countryside and seemed to get along well.


  Fortunately, today was not a school day, and there were no students passing by here for their club activities, so we wouldn't be seen by anyone.


  There was no reason for anyone to pass this way, since it was in the opposite direction of the school and there were no public facilities of any kind.


  If they did, it would be because they really liked it, or because, like me, they didn't like crowds and preferred quieter places.


  Well, there might be a couple making out...but in that case they would probably pretend not to see us.


  Not to interfere with each other and not to care about each other. We try to respect each other's time.


  So if we run into them, we'll be safe──.


      "Hey, Ritsu? What are you doing?"


  The familiar voice startled me.


  It was as if the voice was a sudden bolt of lightning.


  This unexpected encounter... Kurusu did not understand what was going on, so she looked at me with a blank expression, as if she had been tricked by a fox.


  Kirisaki removed the headphones from her ears as she approached.


      "Kirisaki, why are you here..."


      "Huh..."Why am I here...", I just came back from school. I can't concentrate on studying at home, so I'm trying to find a change of pace."


      "Oh, I see. That's why you wear the uniform."


      "Yes, yes. That's what I meant."


  Kirisaki looked at Kurusu who was hiding behind me.


  She had an annoying smile on her face and looked at me.


      "I thought it was strange that you were not at school. Hmm. I see."


      "Don't look at me like you know what you're talking about. I'm sure you're wrong."


      "I don't seem to be wrong, do I? And I think you look familiar, so I'll give you a warm welcome."


      (...She looks cool. Looks like she's a friend of Kaburagi's. Hehe, they look good together...)


  Kurusu, please pay more attention to yourself.


  You can think carefree, but doesn't Kirisaki's look look a little scary?


  Her expression seems normal, but she's been pinching my waist for a while now, and she's playing with her cell phone like she's in a bad mood.


      >(Kirisaki): I'll ask you just in case... Are you cheating on your girlfriend!?


  Sure enough, I received such a message from Kirisaki on my cell phone.


      >(Ritsu): For God's sake, I'm not cheating on her. I mean, you already know that from what happened lately, right?


  When I answered her, she finally took her hand off my waist,


      "Please don't be rude."


  Kirisaki snorted after listening to me.


  Then she looked at Kurusu who was standing behind me.


  Her narrowed eyes moved up and down as if she was judging Kurusu, then she nodded her head.


      "This is the first time we have met face to face. We may have crossed paths a few times, but I never really noticed you up close, and... well... you're so cute."


      【Thank you】 (Thank God...she's willing to talk to me. What's her name? I often see her and Kaburagi-kun chatting, but it's rude of me to say that I don't know... What should I do?)


  Kurusu thanked Kirisaki for the compliment.


  I want to expand their conversation from here, but... it seems a bit difficult.


  I think it would be safer for me to act as a bridge between them.


      "Uh, Kirisaki. Why don't you introduce yourself? You've never talked to Kurusu before, right?"


      "Oh yeah. Hmm... it's embarrassing to have to say my name again... But yes, my name is Suzune Kirisaki. Ritsu and I are classmates, for now."


  Oi, what do you mean 'for now'?


  I suppressed the protest that was about to come out of my mouth.


  Because Kurusu would definitely feel left out if I threw a fit and we started joking around as usual.


  So, let's just ignore those words for now.


  I sighed and patted Kurusu's back to encourage her to continue talking.


  Kurusu realized my intention and immediately wrote on her tablet.


      【Kirisaki-san, I’m Rurina Kurusu】 (...I’ll introduce myself quickly and simply)


      "Just call me Suzune. And also, I'm a little embarrassed if you call me with '-san'."


      【Is that okay?】


      "You can call me whatever you want. I'll call you Rurina too."


      (She wants to call me by my first name, how nice)


      "Huh? Rurina, why are you frozen like that...?"


      "Don't worry. She's just touched to be called by her first name."


      "Really? It seems like Ritsu knew exactly what she was thinking. Well, you're very sensitive about such things."


      "Is that so?"


      "Your arrogant face really irritates me, you know."


  Kirisaki looked at me with an annoyed expression.


  Her expression was still the same as usual, but in her heart, she was thinking, "I'm jealous of you. Even if she doesn't say it, you can understand it".


  ...Don't direct those feelings at me. I don't usually do that, but it also drives me crazy.


  However, I didn't notice anything either.


  ──I also tried to keep my expression unchanged.


      "Oh yeah. While we're all here, if you have some free time, how about we go shopping together? If Rurina wants to. I think we can strengthen our friendship that way."


      【I want to come. Right now. As soon as possible】 (How nice of her to ask me, when we just met for the first time...)


      "Hahaha! I'm so embarrassed. Then let's go now. Oh yeah, Ritsu will be the porter. You can also be our bodyguard."


      "...Well, what else can I do?"


  I reluctantly agreed.


  It was true that just the two of them would definitely attract attention, and there might be some problems later, such as being hit on by strangers.


  So it would be better if there was another person to guard them.


  That seems to be what Kirisaki thought, that's why she called me 'bodyguard'.


  But Kurusu didn't seem to understand.


  She looked at me with an apologetic look and thought, "I want to go, but it'll be troublesome for Kaburagi-kun"...huh, as usual.


      "If it's come to this, don't worry. I'll follow you even if you refuse. The more the merrier anyway."


      【Sorry you’ll have to carry the groceries later】


      "Ah, don't worry about it. Ritsu was a tractor in his previous life, so he's pretty tough. You know, even though he looks skinny, he is strong."


      "Oi, don't touch my stomach, it tickles."


      "Don't exaggerate, your stomach is just fine."


  It's not that. It's about my mental state...


  I mean, if you're going to touch me, just do it normally.


  The way she caresses me is very erotic and makes me nervous.


      【He's obviously muscular】 (Kaburagi-kun apparently had this secret in his previous life...)


      "Kurusu, you don't have to believe it, okay?"


  No, you have to question it a little.


  I could only sigh when I looked at Kurusu, who seemed to really believe it.


  If I don't clear up this misunderstanding, there will definitely be trouble in the future.


  When I looked at Kirisaki to express my frustration, she just smiled contentedly.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  Girls shop for a long time.


  That is one of the facts of this world.


  They can go from store to store without buying anything.


  How come they never get tired of it?


  Whereas we can decide in advance what we want to buy, look for it, find it, and take it to the checkout.


  That's really all you have to do.


  ...This is one of the things I really don't understand.


  Well, even if I felt that way, I wouldn't say, "I'm tired of looking around, I want to go home" or I wouldn't be on my phone or playing games.


  That would just cause a fight, and if it happened to a couple, it could cause the relationship to break up.


  So when I go shopping with girls, I just have to accompany them and give my impressions or opinions.


  And I should also look interested and give the impression that I'm enjoying it too.


  That's the golden rule.


  So, I would follow them around.


  I'll just keep an eye on them and occasionally participate...but,


      "It's hard to be in such a crowded place..."


  In the end, I was exhausted and had to rest on the roof of the mall.


  It wasn't hard for me to go shopping.


  And actually, I was so worried about Kurusu that I wanted to keep an eye on her.


  But... it's hard to stay in a place with so much noise for a long time.


  I couldn't help but listen, and half the time, my head throbbed and ached as if it had been hit with a hammer.


  I could bear it at first, but eventually I had to rest like this.


      "Ritsu. Are you okay? It looks like you're getting better."


      "I'm just a little nauseous. But it's much better now."


      "Really? Don't push yourself too hard. Rurina will buy you some drinks."


      "Ah...all right."


  I covered my eyes with my hands and looked at the sky through the cracks in my fingers.


  Kurusu is really sensitive...


  Kurusu was the first to notice that I was in a bad state.


  She immediately evacuated me without asking, and here we are.


      "Kirisaki, thanks for today. You've helped me a lot."


      "Hmm? I didn't do much. It was Rurina who noticed you."


      "No, that's not it... I mean going shopping with Kurusu. I don't know how women choose their clothes."


      "Huh, that's surprising."


      "Well, I'm just an ordinary person."


      "Hahaha, what the heck."


  Kirisaki burst out laughing and sat down next to me.


  Her face was smiling, but I think she was still worried.


  Sometimes, she would look at me hesitantly.


  But when she felt that my condition had really improved, she spoke again.


      "I also have to find my own clothes. Girls are very sensitive to fashion, so it's good to know about it."


      "Ah, yes. I also heard you laughing in the fitting room, what were you talking about?"


      "Huh? What is it? Are you worried about what we were talking about?"


      "Not really. You guys seem to be having a good time, and Kirisaki has a distinctly strange expression on her face, so I'm just curious."


      "Ah, I see. But girls like to chat, so we talked about so many things that I can't remember everything."


      "Heee..."


  I could only sigh when she said that.


  If I heard my name mentioned along with words like 'graduation' and also 'friend', of course I would be curious.


  I just hope she doesn't say that she stayed at my house yesterday...


  From the look on Kirisaki's face, is she okay with it?


  I don't sense any dislike from her...


  Huh. I don't know, I can't hear her inner voice at all.


      (Vending machine...I'm lost)


  When I tried to observe Kirisaki, I heard that voice.


  I turned my head in the direction of the voice.


  And I saw Kurusu approaching with a drink.


      (Kaburagi-kun... his condition seems to be improving. Is it because of yesterday's incident?)


  Kurusu looked at me worriedly and put a cold compress on my forehead.


  Then she cooled my neck with the cold drink, being very careful.


  Kirisaki was impressed to see how skillfully she did it and said, "Oh~".


      "Thank you, Kurusu. I'm fine now. I've been resting for 30 minutes."


      【Don’t overexert yourself】 (There's a chance you'll get even skinnier...)


      "You two really doubt me..."


      【You've done it before】


      "Maybe I've changed now?"


      (You won't change just like that...because I'm the same)


  Kurusu shook his head and remained stubborn.


  If I stay in this state, it will just be a repeat of what happened in the infirmary before.


  But I can't rest forever.


  This is a good opportunity for Kurusu to get acquainted with people other than me, and if I prevent it, it will be a waste.


  But Kurusu's personality doesn't allow her to give up easily.


  ...I was really confused.


      "Okay then, Ritsu can wait here for now, right? I'll go buy crepes with Rurina."


  As if realizing my confusion, Kirisaki suggested.


      【Leaving Kaburagi-kun alone...】 (I wanted to talk to him... but)


      "It's okay. I'll just wait and rest. Ah, and I happen to be hungry as well."


      【Worry】


      "Thank you. But I'm already fine. Come on, just go there."


  I smiled and urged the indecisive Kurusu to leave.


  She really wanted to leave, but she still put others first.


  Kurusu didn't move despite my urging, then Kirisaki grabbed her hand and said, "Let's go, Rurina" when she realized there was nothing I could do.


      "Then Ritsu, we will go now. Don't go home without our permission, okay?"


      "I won't. I'll wait for you."


      "Okay, okay."


  She replied in a light tone and took Kurusu with her.


  And Kurusu watched me until the end.


  It's nice to have Kirisaki at times like this. She can read the atmosphere well.


  When I thought about it, I felt a little lonely as I watched their backs grow further apart.


  This weak, lonely feeling seemed to enter my suddenly empty chest.


      "...I don't know."


  I muttered, waiting for them to come back.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  Two hours later.


  We walked to the train station.


  I was supposed to take her to the station earlier, but the sun had set before I noticed.


  I saw the two of them interacting from behind.


  The interaction still looked awkward, but Kirisaki didn't seem to mind, so there seemed to be no problem.


  Once she gets another person to talk to, the number of people she talks to will definitely increase later on.


  So, I guess this is the graduation Kurusu was talking about earlier.


  I'm happy to see her grow and change.


  I looked at her and smiled.


      "Okay, I'll leave here."


  Kirisaki waved her hand and left.


  I laughed at her cat-like steps.


      【Thank you. This is because Kaburagi-kun】 (...For the first time, I can interact with someone other than Kaburagi-kun)


      "No, no, it's the result of your own efforts, Kurusu. Your reaction is already good, and your face isn't as tense as usual."


      【Yay】 (Quite a progress. I finally got my license. I feel better too, even if it's just a little)


      "I thought so too. You're really working hard, right?"


  When I said that, she narrowed her eyes happily.


  When I saw the change in her expression, I realized that she had changed a lot.


  There were still some parts that were difficult to change, and there were times when she had a familiar expressionless face, but overall, I could already understand her changing emotions from her face.


      【Have I graduated from master now?】 (I'm going to try on my own now, so I have to work even harder. I'm worried, but...)


      "If Kurusu wants more help, I'll help you. Well, as far as I know, there's no clear finish line in socializing. But I didn't know it was the end of the month already."


  She nodded and looked at the sky.


  The deadline I set earlier was just a way to convince Kurusu at that time.


  So if she wants, I'll help her again, and I won't refuse if she asks.


  But the serious Kurusu seems to really want to graduate from me and work hard on her own.


  If that's her intention, I must respect her.


  If I restrict her and limit her friendships, my help is obviously useless.


  Then it seemed better to push her back and help her find other good friends.


      "Kurusu, what you did today was already good. So all that's left is for you to gradually gain experience in the future."


      【Really?】


      "I won't lie. I'll help you if you fail."


  As I said that, Kurusu started writing on her tablet.


      【Thank you, master. Thank you so much for teaching me and helping me】


  Kurusu's mouth curved up slightly and she made a happy expression.


  I gave her a thumbs up when I saw her smile, which was already better than before.


  Kurusu hugged her bag very carefully.


      【Bye, bye】


      "Okay, bye."


  Kurusu bowed politely and left.


  Although it was just a casual greeting from her, somehow I felt so upset to see her leave. I also looked back at her until her figure disappeared into the crowd.


  It made me think, will she still talk to me when she has made other new friends?


      "...I have to go home as well."


  I muttered again and walked away from the crowd.


  It seemed like I wanted to take a detour home this time.


      "Ritsu?"


  I heard the voice and was tapped on the shoulder.


  I turned around in shock and saw Kirisaki smiling at me, then her finger touched my cheek.


  She smiled at me and I couldn't help but laugh.


      "Uh... Kirisaki? I thought you went home..."


      "It's only six o'clock."


      "What kind of excuse is that?"


  When I said that satirically, Kirisaki moved her index finger across my cheek as if to caress it.


  I gave her an annoyed look, embarrassed by this treatment in public.


  She withdrew her hand, smiled, and sat down beside me. Then she looked at the sky and sighed.


      "So what's the matter, Ritsu? Did you get rejected or something?"


      "I'm not going to confess to another girl when I already have a girlfriend."


      "Oh, I see. Yeah, but you look really sad, so I'm wondering if it really happened."


      "...Sad?"


      "Yes, sad, like a melancholy expression."


      "...I don't know if I have such an expression."


  ...I see.


  The relationship started out of a kind of sympathy for her, but I think I enjoyed the days with her more than I thought.


  The days when I could hear that beautiful voice...


  I looked at the sky and sighed.


  The white mist spread across the night sky and quickly disappeared.


  ───Well, a student will leave the teacher sooner or later.


  I tried to accept it and adjusted my expression.


  Kirisaki, who was watching me, grabbed my arm and pulled me towards her.


      "Ritsu can always understand others, but you really don't understand yourself."


      "Hahaha. That's true. I never realized that until I was reprimanded by someone else."


      "Come on, Ritsu."


      "Where are we going?"


      "Karaoke. I feel like singing. I want to scream as loud as I can."


      "Okay, good idea."


      "All right then, it's decided. Let's keep singing and not go home unless we get a perfect score. Maybe you can't go home today, right?"


      "No, no~ I'm 'Mr. Perfect', so that's nothing."


  I said proudly and Kirisaki smiled happily while saying, "Let's see how it goes".


      "Thank you."


      "Mn? What do you mean?"


      "Well..."


      "Oh yeah, but... this doesn't count as a promise to accompany me shopping. We just met by chance."


      "Ugh, seriously?"


      “Of course. A promise is a promise, a coincidence is a coincidence. Don’t just ignore your previous promise.”


      "Hahaha. Okay, okay."


  As I nodded, Kirisaki said, "Yosh!" and smiled at me.


  Then Kirisaki and I walked side by side in the night.


  We didn't talk much after that.


  But for now, I am grateful.


  


  Chapter 5 - The Cry of The Heart Only I Can Hear


  The last day of March marked our first day of school.


  Today was the school's annual ceremony where retiring teachers and new teachers were introduced.


  Well, this ceremony takes up a precious day of spring break, so many students criticize it and many think about not attending.


  However, today is also the last day to spend time with current classmates, so those who have a sense of attachment to their class will come to school willingly.


  From my point of view, who comes to school almost every day during the vacation period, a special day like this would be no different from a normal day.


  Then I heard a pleasant story.


      "Kurusu-san, hasn't she changed lately?"


      "Yes, yes! I think she's easier to deal with than before."


      "Well, even as usual, there are still many things that are a mystery to me."


      "Hahaha. That's right, that's right~"


  Several female students laughed as they talked about it.


  From this incident, it seemed that her classmates were no longer avoiding her as they had been.


  It's been about two months since I started interacting with her, so I think it's the result of her efforts to take action little by little.


  When I walked by her class, I looked at her without her noticing. Her expression was still blank, but she didn't seem to have a negative aura anymore.


  Some students were talking to each other, and Kurusu approached them.


  【Collect the assignments】, it seemed like she was doing what Sensei told her to do.


  ...She is indeed very serious.


  Seeing her try so hard, I felt something rise inside of me, but I didn't try to talk to her and just walked past her class.


  I'll send her a message with my cell phone later.


  While I was thinking about it, Kirisaki came over and patted my back.


      "Ritsu, you look a bit happy."


      "Am I?"


      "Maybe you don't notice it, but... your expression looks relaxed and easy."


      "Eh, seriously?"


  I rubbed my face and pinched my cheeks.


  She thinks I look happy and my expression is relaxed, but... huh?


  I felt normal, nothing sagging or anything.


  Or did I just not notice? No, I don't know either.


      "Hey, do I look that weird?"


      "Um, not really."


      "...Mn?"


      "After what happened before, I thought you might feel lonely."


      "You realize that, huh...gosh."


      "Sorry, sorry. Because from your reaction, it looks like my guess was right."


  She ruffled my hair and smiled happily at me.


  I turned my face away from Kirisaki, frustrated that my feelings were so predictable.


      "Fufu. Ritsu turned out to be a little feminine."


      "...Is that bad?"


      "No, not at all. In fact, I feel relieved."


      "Relieved?"


      "Well, doesn't this Ritsu look very wise? You're so calm and mature, as if you're not the same age as me. You always seem to radiate the aura of "I will not show my weakness"."


      "..."


      "But Ritsu also has a sweet side. I feel closer to you."


  Kirisaki also smiled at me happily, and I just replied, "Shut up", irritated.


  I acted like a sulking child.


  And as if to show that everything she said was true.


      "Yeah, but you know, you and Rurina aren't separated for life, so why don't you try talking to her again?"


      "I won't do it now. A sudden visit from someone from another class would create a complicated atmosphere, wouldn't it?"


      "Ah, that's right. It might attract people's attention."


      "Right? Now is an important moment for her to make a good impression, so I don't want to cause unnecessary trouble."


      "I see. But we can also get closer to her, right?"


  I understood what she meant.


  It's just that if we get too involved, her world will become smaller.


  Her hard work should be appreciated.


  ...Eh? So how was the relationship between Kirisaki and Kurusu after that day?


  I was curious, so I decided to ask her.


      "Hey, has Kirisaki not talked to Kurusu since then? You two seemed very close before."


      "I have, you know. Rurina is friendly and always runs up to me when she sees me."


      "Haha. Just like a little puppy."


      "You're right. She's so cute."


  Thank goodness. It turns out they are still communicating.


  If they can just get along now and continue to communicate, then it should be fine in the future.


  Okay, okay. Things are going well. I'm looking forward to what will happen in the future.


      "So you and Kurusu are already friends, right?"


      "Umm. Maybe?"


      "Well, why are you asking me back...so not yet?"


  She said it in a harsh tone and I tilted my head.


  I didn't want to interrogate her, but when Kirisaki looked uncertain, she made a face as if she had trouble saying something. But then she said,


      "I can't say, but at least I know that we know each other."


      "There's a meaning to what you're saying..."


      "Well, I'm not the only one who can say that Rurina and I are already friends."


      "Hmm... So there's a lot going on, huh..."


      "Yes, yes. A girl's heart is deeper than the ocean, just so you know."


  I looked at her face as she made this strange bluff.


  I was sure she didn't want to talk about it.


  She didn't feel pressured by my gaze, and somehow she winked at me mischievously.


  But she must have been embarrassed after doing it herself.


  Because her face turned a little red and she pinched my waist.


      "...Oi, that hurts."


  I said and she coughed on purpose and then looked out the window.


      "Ah, but it will definitely be difficult from now on."


      "Difficult? Yes, you're right."


      "Ritsu must think the same way. She's so cute, I'm sure the boys won't leave her alone. So far, they've been avoiding her just because of the bad rumors, but now that she looks more and more approachable."


      "Well, inevitably. The more people get involved, the more trouble there will be."


      "Yeah, right..."


  After talking about it, Kirisaki and I returned to our class.


  If she does not get involved with anyone, she will not have any problems.


  That's natural, because there's no possibility of that happening.


  On the other hand, the more friends we have, the more likely we are to get into trouble.


  But that's inevitable.


  And it's by overcoming those things that we can grow up.


  Sooner or later something will happen.


  And then... it comes suddenly and without any signs.


   


      "You know what? Kaburagi-san. I heard Kurusu-san got into trouble."


  We should be more careful when things seem to be going well.


  That's the law of the world and the reality of life.


  And it looks like my bad hunch was absolutely right.


      "Kurusu got into trouble...?"


  While Hinamori and I were preparing flowers for the retiring teacher, I asked her about what she had said.


  "Isn't it too soon?", I was surprised and worried at the same time.


  Is she...okay? 



  Just as I was about to leave the classroom and go to her, Hinamori stopped me and said, "Don't worry, we've solved the problem".


      "Oh, it's done...don’t surprise me."


  ...Thanks God.


  I was worried about Kurusu's mental state if she got into trouble so quickly.


  Even if it doesn't show on her face, Kurusu is a person who cares deeply about her surroundings.


  I sighed and stroked my chest.


      "Huh? Why does Kaburagi-san look so worried?" (What a disappointment! It seems that Kaburagi-san and Kurusu-san have an unusual relationship! It looks like they're dating in class during spring break! Ugh~! I'm jealous~!)


      "..."


  I just remained silent and looked at Hinamori.


  As usual, I could only sigh when her thoughts buzzed.


      "Well, we're not bad friends. So of course, I'm curious."


      "You have a special relationship with her, right?"


      "Never mind. So what happened?"


  When I ignored her, Hinamori said, "Idiot!" and puffed out her cheeks.


  Then she started talking about what happened this morning.


      "Kurusu-san somehow broke up a fight between two classmates. They are good friends."


      "Isn't that a good job for her?"


      "Of course! Kurusu-san stepped in as soon as their fight started and stopped it. I heard that the fight was pretty rough, so she's very brave~"


      "I see...yes, that's very brave."


  She had never been involved in such a thing before, but she must have thought something about those two good friends. It was only natural that she cared about their close relationship and wanted to prevent it from falling apart.


      "What was the reason for the fight? Well, if it came to such a fight, it must be a matter of love."


      "Oh! As expected from Kaburagi-san. I don't know the details, but it seems that they were arguing about who had flirted with the boyfriend. Well, in the end, the guy who cheated was the guilty one, and they ended up slapping the guy's faces. That's how it ended."


      "...I see."


      "Men who cheat on their lovers should be severely punished! Well, at least it ended well. So never cheat on your lover, Kaburagi-san."


      "I won't."


  I scratched my head and sighed.


  Hinamori wanted to warn me about infidelity, huh?


  Maybe that's why she brought it up.


  Well, as usual, she will find out for sure.


  Besides, Kurusu is really good... She stopped the fight even though it wasn't her problem.


  This will certainly change the way others view her.


      "Hey. Then why did you say that Kurusu got into trouble? According to your story, everything was eventually settled between the two sides, right?"


  Kurusu's role here was more like that of a hero who stopped the fight rather than solving the root of the problem.


  If that was the case, then Hinamori was just exaggerating.


      "That's the problem. Originally, the girls would have probably beaten each other..."


  The word 'probably' here means that it hasn't actually happened yet.


      "And Kurusu received some verbal abuse from the fighting party, but Kurusu-san's cool expression seemed to be what finally stopped them from hitting each other..."


      "..."


      "Her expression was really cold. And Kurusu-san's actions were praised by everyone. What's more, she coldly responded to her worried classmate's words by saying, “It doesn't matter. I am okay". She really has a strong mentality.


  While clapping her hands in praise, Hinamori said admiringly.


  I'm sure the people around who were watching the incident must have thought the same thing.


  Unlike me, they only saw things from the surface.


      "It doesn't matter, huh. You're right...that must be what it looks like."


      "Uhm, is something wrong?"


      "No, it's fine... Let's get this over with."


      "Kaburagi-san! Don't rush."


  I decided to hurry up and finish helping the student council.


   


  ◇◆ I Want to Be Patient ◆◇ 


      "DON'T INTERFERE, YOU DON'T KNOW ANYTHING! You're usually so quiet that it's hard to know what you're thinking! You're really like a puppet without feelings!"


  I still remembered what she said to me earlier, and my grip on the broom tightened.


  Today was our last day in this class, but we didn't even get to say goodbye...


  But at least we were able to talk more than before.


  Compared to the beginning, you could say that we could finally interact normally.


  I was happy about that, but... it still ended badly.


  And I don't blame her for that.


  I really can't do anything, I'm bad at everything and I can't express myself.


  It takes courage to stop a fight. But when I think of Kaburagi-kun, who taught me so much... strangely, my body moved on its own.


  I couldn't do much, but I thought of a way to help a little.


  Even though they never talked to me...but they were friends...they shouldn't fight like that.


  I looked up at the sky and squinted my eyes.


  The sky felt brighter than usual, and I felt something inside my body rise to my face.


  No...absolutely not.


  I can't be sad just because of that...I have to be strong...


  I took a deep breath and tried to calm myself.


  If I get depressed easily just because of things like this, I'll never be a strong person.


  I'll never be able to compete with Kaburagi-kun.


  So...don't ever cry.


  Try harder... because I have to tell him.


  But he probably won't come. He won't come all the way here just to see me.


  So, now...be patient. I have to be patient.


  I have to be more mature...


      "...Kurusu. You're so serious and great today."


  I suddenly heard that voice... and my heart, which I was trying to calm down, was immediately disturbed again.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  After school, I left class earlier than usual and rushed to Kurusu's class.


  I could feel the tense atmosphere in his class, even though I was from a different class.


  But everything seemed fine.


  The boy on the left side of the class apologized earnestly with a red face, and the girls looked away.


  It seems that the relevant parties will sort out the rest.


  But Kurusu was nowhere to be seen, and I walked around the school looking for her.


  And then I found her at the back of the school, near the place where we did community service together,


  (...be patient. I have to be patient)


  I heard her inner voice.


      "...Kurusu. You're so serious and great today."


  Kurusu saw me coming, showed me her bamboo broom and thought, "I'm cleaning. Isn't that nice?".


  I bit my lip when I saw the expression on her face, what I saw was no longer the blank expression she usually had, but the expression she had practiced with me.


      "I want to join the cleanup too. Can I join you?"


  【I can do it myself. No problem】 (No... If I show it to Kaburagi-kun now, I'll just bother him...)


      "..."


      (I want to cry, it's so hard and I can't control my emotions)


  I kept hearing that inner voice trying desperately not to cry.


  She is indeed a hard worker. She is trying with all her heart.


  She's stupid, very innocent, and always serious.


  But it was only because she had a strong will... not just because of her strong heart. There's no one who isn't hurt just because they don't show their feelings clearly.


  I could hear her, so I found myself wanting to talk to her.


      "You know, Kurusu? There's a Japanese culture that says patience is a virtue, but it's a lie."


      (A lie...?)


      "If you feel pain, it's okay to cry or scream."


  After listening to my words, Kurusu stopped her hand movements and looked down. I put my hand on her head and stroked it gently.


  I know you have trouble expressing your feelings...so the only thing I can do is──,


      "Maybe it's time for you to rest."


      (...Rest?)


      "You don't seem to understand yet. Look, you've been doing a lot of work like cleaning, and you're probably tired from studying so much before. So take a rest. You're tired, so you can stretch your body, you can cry...well, something like that."


  I smiled and offered it to her.


  That way she wouldn't think she was crying on purpose. She would just be resting and leaving her negative feelings behind as a process...I wanted her to be able to think of it that way.


  Kurusu remained silent, but I think she finally understood what I meant.


  Her fists seemed to clench.


      (Is this okay...?)


      "Oh, by the way, I'm pretty tall, so I can hide you, and I can also look around and make sure no one comes. So, let's just say that I don't know what's going on, and no one else will either,"


      (...Alright, just for a moment)


  Kurusu fell silent and buried her face in my chest.


  She didn't show any expression and I didn't hear her crying.


  But her heart was filled with emotion and tears were streaming from her eyes.


  She still didn't speak. She just cried softly and the tears streamed down her face.


  And finally, I heard her sobbing.


      "You did a good job, Kurusu. You're really kind and great. I'm proud of you. But at the same time, don't forget that there are people you can go to and show your weaknesses. I'm okay with that."


  I stroked her head.


  Those words must have been able to release everything she had held in her heart for years.


      (Thank you. Kaburagi-kun)


  Her shoulders shook and she continued to cry, so I hugged her gently. 
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  Epilogue


      "Even though we're in different classes, we're still friends, right~!"


      "Yes!"


  I could hear them talking like that as I walked down the hall.


  Today was the opening ceremony of my second year.


  In other words, today is the day that the students get their new classes.


  Maybe that's why I've seen people exchanging vows many times today.


  It really looks peaceful.


  I looked into Kurusu's classroom from the hallway.


  After that incident, the two of them who had fought earlier seemed to be getting along better now that Kurusu had stopped their fighting.


  Although there were still various thoughts in their minds, and resentment was still bubbling under the surface, there was at least a carefree atmosphere above the surface.


  Things had changed for the better──or so it seemed.


      "Well, that's good, right? Even if the relationship is fake, it will still feel real if we take it as real."


  I muttered and sighed.


  It wasn't a bad thing that the people in the class were trying to keep the 'fun' atmosphere even though it was so fragile and there was still a lingering feeling in each of their hearts.


  Even if they realize it, they will continue to maintain it.


  But this is social life, and since we don't know how others feel, we have no choice but to believe it.


  And perharps, they haven't thought about it at all.


  Well, sometimes it's better not to know.


  I went to the infirmary while thinking about this.


      "By the way... what important thing does she want to talk about?"


  I went to the infirmary because Kurusu called me.


  When she said it was an 'important thing' instead of the usual meeting, a strange feeling of tension came over me.


  At first I thought I had misread it, but the message on my cell phone actually said that.


  When I arrived, I saw that Kurusu was already there, holding some letters in her hands.


  I glanced at the contents, but they seemed to be letters from the girls, and Kurusu read them carefully.


      【I'm so happy】 (...I didn't expect to get so many letters... I want to talk to them again...)


  She recognized my voice and reacted like that.


  She smiled, although her smile still looked a bit awkward, but you could see that her smile training had paid off.


  She looked a little proud of her smile, probably because she felt a positive reaction from the people around her.


  Kurusu, who wanted my opinion, looked at me.


      "I think it looks good already."


      【The result of my practice】 (I'll practice some more until I have a smile as cute as Kaburagi-kun's...)


  Kurusu puckered her cheeks and muttered the words 'practicing smile' over and over in her mind.


  But...when she muttered 'uisuki daisuki' again to practice her smile, she suddenly seemed to remember something and her expression became tense.


      "What is it, Kurusu? Did something happen?"


      【There’s something I want to tell Kaburagi-kun. It’s very important】 (...Important thing to tell you)


      "...Mn? What is it?"


      【An important feeling】 (...I'll regret it if I don't tell him now. I want to say that I've graduated from his teaching. And say that we're equal now)


      "Eh...?"


  Kurusu looked directly at me.


  She had a serious expression on her face, as if she had made some kind of decision...


  That look pushed me back and a strange sound came out of my mouth.


  ...What's wrong with her all of a sudden?


  I mean, what's so important?


  I didn't think she would confess her feelings... No, no, no!!!


  The double blow of her suddenly serious look and the voice from her heart made my feelings so unstable.


  ...There's no way, right?


  What do you mean by not wanting to be called my disciple anymore?


  Is it because you think that a student and a teacher cannot fall in love?


  Of course, that would explain why she wants to declare herself a graduate...


  Wait, wait, wait! But declaring your feelings is usually done at the right time, not suddenly like this, right!?


  Ah...but that might be the case with Kurusu...


  My heart is beating faster than before.


  It's so strong that it hurts, and my stomach acid feels like it's going to come up my throat.


  What should I do...?


  I’ve always avoided love confession before.


  ──I have a girlfriend who is a senior.


  I've made it a rule to lie and avoid them before confessing.


  But Kurusu already knows that I don't have a girlfriend.


  Besides, she was touched by what happened before, so she'll fall in love with me and tell me how she feels... it's only natural.


  What should I do then?


  No matter how much I thought about it, there was no way out.


      "H-hey, Kurusu...?"


  I looked at Kurusu. And her eyes looked swollen.


  Eyes that were spoiled and begging, reminding me of a Chihuahua...


  Her look was unfair...


  I sighed and looked at her face again.


  The way she looked at me made me decide...


      (Please be my friend...that's what I wanted to tell him. But...ugh, some dust got in my eyes. I feel like shedding tears)


      "......"


  ...Empty.


  In an instant, I felt empty.


  Yes.


  I got it. Exactly.


  A very serious person like her wouldn't suddenly decide to go out with me...


  So, you want us to be friends...


  She already said that. She said something about equality...


  I want to die of embarrassment.


  I'm someone who can read minds, but I felt embarrassed by those words.


  I turned my face away from her and said, 


      "You know, Kurusu. Making friends is meaningless if it's only expressed in words."


      【What does that mean?】


      "Look, your classmates are the same, right? Even people who seem to get along can end up like that. That's why I can't comment on relationships that can't be maintained without saying "We're friends, right?"."


  It's been said that we can't get our message across if we can't put it into words.


  People want reassurance, so they want to feel relieved by saying it.


  So...words are cheap. Even if they are fake.


  Also, for me, words are weak, and only the inner voice can speak the truth.


  Perhaps, that's why I'm cold.


      "In this kind of relationship, you don't have to say anything to know. Well, that's just my idealistic."


  You don't have to say anything to each other.


  A relationship where we can understand each other. It's almost impossible for me, but...


  While I was thinking about it, Kurusu wrote,【I like you a lot. I want to be friends with you】 and smiled at me.


  In her heart, she said with a satisfied look on her face, "If it feels cheaper to say it out loud, then I'll write it down".


      "...Hahaha. What the heck."


  Her offer to become friends seemed like a confession of love.


  Besides, how could Kurusu deny it directly...


  I laughed out loud.


      (...don't laugh)


  She also felt embarrassed by what she had written and blushed with her eyes downcast.


      "Yup. You could say it's as expected from Kurusu."


  In response to my short answer, Kurusu smiled happily and snuggled into my chest.


      "...Kurusu?"


  Her eyes were still swollen and she looked at me.


  If you looked at her from the outside... she would look like she wanted to kiss me.


  But in reality, she was just hiding because she was so happy to have a friend that she was on the verge of tears.


  Knowing this, I became less disappointed and gently patted her back.


  Until she calms down, I'll hold her as a 'friend'.


  That's what I thought. But I decided to say one more thing for her.


      "I might be misunderstood at this rate...so be careful from now on."


  My voice was the only echo in the silence of the room.


  And in the middle of my voice, I felt like I heard Kurusu say 'suki'.


  The 'suki' she meant, was it just a 'like' or a 'love' feeling?


  Even I, who can hear one's inner voice──can't understand it.


  


  Afterword


  Thank you for reading!


  I’m Yu Murasaki, a fan of Sensei (Sensei is not the heroine here). I’m back after two years of absence!


  Last time it was a one-on-one romantic comedy with a few characters, but this time there are more characters. I was so busy with work at the office that I didn’t have much time to write... but I finally managed to finish it. I’ve been in a state where I was like, ‘What’s a vacation? I’m on a break right now’.


  When I was on vacation, I asked myself, ‘Are you okay now?’ I mean, I wasn’t okay! I was working while screaming. Well that’s how work is... hahaha.


  Now, let’s start with the introduction of the work and setting, just a brief.


  This story was born from my discussions with my editor, Mr. K, about stories I wanted to write or stories that came to my mind.


  I apologize for always sending it to you in May...!


  When I started writing this romantic comedy, I had already decided on the direction I wanted to take. We discussed it after deciding on the setting and the tentative title! Incidentally, the original title was ‘The Girl Who Doesn’t Speak and I Who Can Hear Her Heart’s Voice’. Hearing the voices of the heart is a kind of fantasy element, but I didn’t intend it to be a completely supernatural story. It’s based on the idea of ‘What would I do if I could hear the voices in my mind?’.


  The main character Kaburagi can hear the voices in his mind, but this doesn’t mean that everything is convenient. If he could hear voices in his mind other than the voices he was used to hearing, it would be very disturbing... You have to be Prince Shotoku to be able to hear more than one voice.


  Well, in Kurusu’s case, she doesn’t speak, so it seems easier to hear her inner voice (lol).


  What are my plans for the future? If I were to write another volume, the theme would be “Who am I to Ritsu?” it seems. I want to write it with Kirisaki in the spotlight. The story of how he met Kirisaki. The story of the big headphones she wore and... many other things I want to investigate~. I also want to write a story about Kurusu who became cute because she had made friends.


  Finally, I would like to thank editor K and illustrator Yukiko Tadano for their great help in creating this work. Thank you very much.


  Your illustrations are really wonderful! When I decided to write this story, I got a beautiful and vivid illustration image of the subject ‘heart voice’, so your image was perfect for me!


  If you write to me, I would like to write back, so please do!


  However, I can’t write back to you by hand ...... because my handwriting is not good...


  I hope I’ve learned a lot in terms of writing !!!! Well then, everyone, I look forward to seeing you again!


   


  Yu Murasaki 
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