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  Chapter 1: Memories of Ramune Bubbles


  I will never forget that clear blue sky and her smile. Memories are always vague and hazy. Just like the bubbles of ramune. Like a fading carbohydrate. The more time passes, the weaker and non-prominent those memories become. That’s why I don’t remember when and during what situation that even happened. But to contrast that, the sky and that smile are as fresh in my memory as if I’d seen it just today. An entire row of sunflowers grew beneath the sky. Something white fluttered in front of that sea of yellow. A cloud—No, not quite. It was fluttering and moving because of the breeze. Ah, it was her one-piece outfit.


  “Sou-chan! This is so cool! Look! So many sunflowers!”


  Back during that time, we were in grade school. I think in our third year, at most.


  “Calm down. Keep running like that and you’ll fall.”


  Despite being just as much of a child, I showered her with cold words. I just wanted to sound like an adult. A child who wanted to seem mature.


  “But look at how beautiful all of this looks! How can you be so calm?!” She said as she—my childhood friend Kazuhi—opened her arms wide to show off everything around her.


  “Look! They’re so beautiful!” She screamed as she twirled around and ran further.


  “Hey! Look ahead of you! It won’t be long until you—”


  “Wah?!”


  “Ahh!”


  I couldn’t even finish my sentence as Kazuhi tried to twirl on the spot once more, only for her feet to entangle, as she fell ahead. I ran toward her and offered her my hand.


  “You okay?!”


  “Ehehe…”


  Even though she just took a dive face-first, she seemed to enjoy herself, smiling happily.


  “…You always smile, don’t you?” I thought of it as weird and voiced my doubts.


  It’s not hyperbole. She really is always smiling. When we’re playing like this, or when she’s eating sweets, I get it. But even when she has to clean, or when she’s busy doing her homework. During all the times you’d say ‘This isn’t really a situation where you should laugh,’ she would smile. Kazuhi always seemed happy and fulfilled no matter the situation.


  “Mmm…But that’s because you’re with me, Sou-chan.”


  “Huh?”


  Sou-chan obviously was referring to me. But, why was she talking about me now?


  “…It’s thanks to you that I get to have fun every day. I can smile and laugh like this because you are by my side!”


  A breeze passed us by. The sunflowers around us fluttered, as did the dress she was wearing, and the ribbon she had around her wrist. My childhood friend, a blue sky, a field of sunflowers, and a hat with a white one-piece—It was a picturesque example of a ‘Summer memory.’ And because it was so extraordinarily well done, it almost felt unreal. Did it really happen, or did I just dream it up? That doubt still fills my mind.


  “That’s why…Let’s always be together! Tomorrow, the day after, and forever!”


  However, her smile was far too radiant and bright for it to have been a dream. Kazuhi fixed her hat and tried to hide her red face. Whether it was because she wanted to avoid a sunburn, or if it was because she just tripped and fell, I do not know. But then a smile appeared from beneath the hat, and she said.


  “I love you, Sou-chan.”


  It was a beaming and glistering smile. It’s really not my thing to say such emotional stuff like that, but one thought crossed my mind—It was a smile that encapsulated all of summer.
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  Chapter 2: The Beginning of Summer


  Compensation—A term everybody knows. In order to obtain something, you first have to sacrifice something else. And as people are aware of this system, we continue to fail and eventually regret something. We know that we have to pay the price for something, yet we cannot find the enticing invitation in front of us. As for what I’m trying to say…Humans cannot win against the sweet and soft embrace of a futon. And by indulging in a second nap, you cast away your hope of a relaxed way to school, instead being forced to dash like a madman not to end up late!


  “Ruuuuuuuun!!”


  “S-Sou-chan, you’re too fast!”


  Right now, I, Haruoka Sou, and my childhood friend Amagase Kazuhi were running to school as if our life depended on it. Our hair was rustled up from the wind, our skin sweaty as we gasped for air—That’s the kind of experience you get. Then again, I asked for this.


  “I-I can’t run anymore, Sou-chan…Just leave me behind…”


  “Don’t give up, Kazuhi! Give me your hand!”


  I grabbed Kazuhi’s hand, who was beginning to lose speed and lacked behind, and pulled her along as we ran. All so that we arrived in the classroom in time to not get scolded. We were getting closer to school, but so was our deadline. It was a battle for seconds. And while I ran for my life while pulling along Asahi, I thought to myself.


  —You rarely see such an unromantic and boring type of holding hands, huh?


  





  “Phew…somehow, we made it in time.”


  Three minutes before class started, we arrived at school, and I plumped down on my seat. I used a sheet of paper to fan myself with some fresh air, but this only acted as more fuel because I kept on sweating endlessly. Kazuhi, seated one seat ahead of me, was still gasping for air. Because we ran so much, her cheeks were red, too.


  “You okay, Kazuhi?”


  When I ran out of the house before, I quickly grabbed a cool water bottle from the fridge. I now took this out of my bag and placed it against Kazuhi’s cheek.


  “Eeeps!”


  The moment the bottle touched her skin, she let out a flustered voice, only to immediately rub her cheek against it. Having enjoyed the cool sensation for a moment, she gulped down a good amount of it.


  “Listen, I don’t want to repeat myself over and over. You don’t have to wait for me every single morning. Just go to school without me.”


  “Huh? But, our houses and high school are the exact same, so I wanna go together with you!”


  “I’m shocked you can say that after being forced for a last-minute dash like this all the time…Well, if it’s just me, I can even use my bike, so I can handle myself. But when I go with you, I have to get up early too, right?”


  “But you don’t get up early at all! Even today, we almost ended up late.”


  “…It works out every three days, so that’s good enough.”


  I’m saying this for her sake. I’m trying hard to wake up on time so that I don’t have to force her through another last-minute dash…but as you can see, effort isn’t always repaid one to one. And regarding the whole bike argument, I don’t have a problem with Kazuhi riding together with me. The issue I take is with her skirt. When it flutters around because of the wind, I don’t know where to look, and it’s poison for my eyes. And granted, this could be resolved by properly tucking it beneath her legs, but she doesn’t even realize that. Ever since I got a clean look at her panties, I’ve realized that I cannot let her ride together with me.


  “It’s so weird. You can’t get up at all, and yet you run so fast. Haven’t you even gotten faster lately? I don’t feel like I can catch up to you!”


  “Sure you just haven’t gotten slower?”


  “N-Not at all, hmph!”


  Really? It sure feels that way to me, at least. In the past, I never really paid attention to that, but as our bodies grew apart, she started to look smaller. Not just in height, but in her hands, too. And I realized that yet again today when we held hands. With that thought in mind, I glanced at Kazuhi again. She’s got a slender body and snow-white skin. Her almond eyes were big as she looked around. Her hair was soft, tied up into two braids beneath her airs. Each time she moved her head, her hair shook gently. And whenever that catches my mind, I just want to ruffle her hair up.


  You know, it’s like an instinct you have with small animals. She always seems like she’s above the clouds, yet has good reflexes (except when she falls). And whenever I look at her on a tiring day, I just want to rub her head. Yep.


  “Sou-chan? What happened? Why are you staring at me like this?”


  The reason I want to touch her from time to time is that she’s like an animal. But…To me, she’s a childhood friend and someone like a little sister. The other guys say “Kazuhi is cute,” and “If you’re not dating, then introduce me!” And it’s true, Kazuhi and I aren’t dating. That’s why I don’t have any particular reason to decline that request. However…


  “But I’ve got no girlfriend, so it would be no fun if you suddenly found yourself a boyfriend.”


  “What are you talking about now?!”


  “I’m saying that neither of us is dating someone.”


  “But…we didn’t even talk about that up to now?” Kazuhi tilted her head in confusion, only to then ask me with a somewhat worried tone.


  “…Do you want a girlfriend, Sou-chan?”


  “I mean, if it’s between wanting one or not, then I definitely want one.”


  “I-I see…”


  “What about you? We rarely talk about this, but do you ever think that you really wanted a boyfriend?”


  I don’t know why, but I just can’t see her ever getting a boyfriend. I never hear her talking about other boys from our class, and if she’s interested in any.


  “You’ll never get a boyfriend if you keep hanging out with a guy like me.”


  Unlike the always-cheerful Kazuhi, I’m not really going around making friends. I only really kept her around, and I’m not the type who’s too open with others. And the one friend I have is quite the weirdo.


  “Do you not hate being with me, Kazuhi?”


  “Huh? Why would I? I don’t hate it at all! In fact…I like it! I like it very much!”


  “You like it? What the heck does that mean.”


  “I mean, I really don’t mind! You’re so kind, too, Sou-chan!”


  “Oh? The guy who forces you to run almost every morning is kind?”


  “But you try to get up early at least once every three days.”


  “That’s…not a good record to brag about. Whoever this guy is can’t be a nice guy.”


  “You just tried to use that as an argument, though!”


  It was a regular slapstick comedy act. Since we’ve known each other for years, we can have these kinds of nonchalant exchanges.


  “…Y-You are kind, Sou-chan. And I know how hard you work. The reason you sleep in every morning is that you help your family at home, right?”


  “…”


  My parents own a restaurant, so I regularly help set tables or wash dishes. That being said, I’m not doing it out of kindness, I get paid for it as an allowance. And yet, Kazuhi seems to think I’m doing it out of sheer benevolence, as she sends me a warm gaze.


  “A-And…when we have to run in the morning, you tend to grab my hand and pull me along…and that makes me h-happy, too.”


  “Morning, you two!”


  Kazuhi started mumbling something, which was eventually drowned out by an energetic voice.


  “What’s this, what’s this? What were you talking about? Let me join in! Actually, just look at this! Tadaaa!”


  The same voice now continued and showed me a pebble he found. This guy…at least is supposed to be my friend, but when I looked at the pebble that was just…a pebble with a shit-eating grin, I started regretting calling him my friend.


  “Listen to this, Sou! I bought this a while ago! And it says this stone makes a devil grant any of your wishes! Ain’t that amazing?!”


  “That really is amazing, but how about you cool your damn head, you moron.”


  “Insulting me right off the bat?! Why?!”


  “You came here bragging about this nonsense and didn’t expect to get insulted?! Your brain works in mysterious ways even I don’t understand!”


  The boy who puffed his cheeks out at my retort was my other childhood friend, and (although I hate to admit it) my only male friend, Kusama Yousuke. And as you may have been able to filter out from this short exchange…this guy’s an idiot.


  “Why are you wasting money on a bogus like this?! Do you wanna go homeless in the future by throwing around your money?!”


  “How rude, I’m not that stupid! And also, my dear Sou, I’m buying dreams! It’s a dream!”


  “You don’t buy dreams. You grasp them with your own hands, dumbo.”


  “Huh?! That sounds hella cool! But, Sou! On the shop page online, it said that this stone has the devil slumbering inside! The devil! That’s so romantic! How could I not buy one!”


  “I don’t get how your brain works. And I don’t wanna know, either!”


  “N-Now, now. Let’s relax, Sou-chan, Yousuke-kun.”


  Kazuhi observed our exchange for a brief moment only to get between us when things were about to get heated.


  “You go tell him, Kazuhi. He should buy a textbook instead of throwing away money for some nonsense like that. Might help his brain grow.”


  “A-Ahaha…But, the idea of a stone granting any wish does sound interesting.”


  “That’s my Kazuhi-chan! You really get it!”


  Kazuhi played good cop with Yousuke, who laughed.


  “All right! Since you’re so kind, you can have this stone, Kazuhi-chan!”


  “Huh? But…you bought this because you wanted it, right?”


  “No worries, no worries. I felt satisfied just buying it. And honestly, my room’s getting cramped with all the stuff I bought, so good riddance!” He gave Kazuhi a thumbs-up as he handed her the stone.


  Sidenote here, his room is full of occult goods and all the related…Imagine weird statues, odd wands, fishy magic books, it’s all full to the brim you can barely even walk through it. Honestly, all those goods are put away in much greater order than the room itself.


  “Kazuhi, you can just throw that thing down the river.”


  “A-Ahaha, but that’d be such a waste. Thanks, Yousuke-kun, I’ll gladly accept it.”


  “You’re very welcome!”


  “Don’t waste any more money, okay?” I emphasized.


  “I’m not wasting any money! Oh yeah, I bought a screaming straw doll together with this stone! It was 50% off, so I couldn’t let that slip past me.”


  “You’re already throwing more money out the window! And why does it have a screaming function?!”


  “Like I said, it’s not a waste! It’s a necessary expense for the ritual at our occult club! And the screaming function actually works super easily by pressing the button, and it screams like a real person! Listen!”


  Yousuke didn’t give me any time to decline as he pressed the small button on the back of the doll. Immediately after, you could hear terrifying screeches and screams of terror filling the classroom. Our classmates around us immediately glared at Yousuke.


  “God, that’s so annoying! It’s not “bring your object to class” time today!”


  “It’s always the same with this guy…”


  Despite the usual grumbling and complaints of our classmates, there was a certain level of familiarity mixed in there. We’re still in our first year of high school, and it’s July 1st, no less. It’s barely been three months, and they’ve already accepted the fact that he’s a total weirdo who buys ridiculous stuff off the internet. And they fear him…in a bad way.


  “Howzzat?! Pretty cool, right?!”


  And worst of all, he’s not even bothered by all the negative attention he gets, just jumping around like a little child on Christmas. It’s like he was asking to be praised for his good work. Going that far, he’s honestly starting to look a bit adorable with how oblivious he is. How does that even make sense? He should get chastised for good at least once. But for that reason, I also chose to keep quiet about the murderous shadow appearing behind him.


  “Y’know, I think our next ritual is gonna be a huge success! Isn’t that crazy? I’m so cool! I feel like I might be able to win against some devil or evil deity!”


  “Oh, really now? So you think you can win against your teacher, Kusama?”


  Yousuke showed a confident grin but only for a split second as he froze up like an ice statue. Shortly after, a hand was placed on his head, belonging to our homeroom teacher. It was a gentle hand placement, but if I had to guess, that very hand could crush Yousuke’s head like a ripe apple. The devilish aura from behind Yousuke said as much, too.


  “Hahaha…Causing problems each and every single damn week…Maybe I should send you down to hell so that you can repent for your actions…”


  “N-No, please! I may be interested in occult stuff, but hell and all that is outside my area of expertise!”


  “I don’t wanna hear any complaints! Kusama, come to the faculty office after school today! It’s time I make sure the word ‘repentance’ is added to your vocabulary!”


  Our homeroom teacher was kind deep down, but he also doesn’t bother hiding his fury if he’s ever brought to his limit, just like now. That aura emitting from him alone was enough to make Yousuke’s legs quiver. I’m so glad we got him as our homeroom teacher. He’s the one person who keeps Yousuke’s nonsense in check.


  “W-Will he be okay…?”


  “Probably not, and that’s all I need.”


  “Homeroom’s starting! Take your seats, everyone!”


  With our teacher’s dominant call, all our other classmates quickly stopped their discussions with their friends and sat down obediently. Like this, another regular day began. It’s what I would call my daily life. It’s nothing oppressive or drowning, but there are no powers or special abilities you’d see in a fictional story. However, with my always-smiling childhood friend and a stupid but genuine good friend at my side…this kind of life isn’t so bad.


  





  …And with that being the case, the day passed as quickly as it started.


  “Sou-chan, let’s go home!”


  “Yep.”


  Since we were neighbors and not part of any club, Kazuhi and I would always walk home together. Unlike in the morning, we could actually take our time, which I preferred. Around this time, the sun was still high, and the clear sky was colored in a bright blue, with dusk being far.


  “Sou-chan, it’s almost summer break, right?”


  “Yeah. Being able to sleep in…Ah, what bliss.”


  “There’s lots of other stuff I wanna do other than that! This is our first summer after becoming high school students, right?”


  “Lots of other stuff, eh? What do you have in mind?”


  “Huh? Well…Going to the beach, or going hiking in the mountains!”


  “I don’t have the money for that…Well, hiking could work out, but in this heat? You’ll just be drenched in sweat by the end of it.”


  Our homes were relatively far from the next beach, but using the train, we’d reach the mountains in just a few minutes. However, we went there already in both elementary and middle school, so I don’t feel too motivated this time.


  “Really? I think it’d be so much fun. And getting all sweaty makes it feel like youth, no?”


  “You can always sweat as much as you want…Specifically in the morning when we have to run to school.”


  “But I’m not talking about that!” Kazuhi pouted as she complained.


  But right after, she averted her gaze and started fidgeting awkwardly.


  “But…it doesn’t have to be a special place like the beach or the mountains, honestly. As long as you’re with me…I’m fine with going anywhere.”


  “…Right.”


  “Back in elementary school, we’d spend every day together, remember? I’m getting all nostalgic.”


  Back then, we were always a pair. I never doubted that for a moment. It only really changed once we enrolled in middle school. Girls would spend time with girls, and boys start hanging out with boys. It was an adolescent mood, you could call it, and although we’d still see each other on the daily because we’re neighbors, we stopped playing together every single day during summer breaks. But even so, Kazuhi is Kazuhi. That won’t ever change. Even though she’s a girl, we were always together. She may be like a little sister, but that doesn’t mean I would want to push her away or hurt her.


  “…Well, if it’s anything realistically doable, then we could go somewhere. Money-wise, that is.”


  “!”


  When I showed the intention of spending time with her, Kazuhi’s eyes lit up.


  “Really, really?! What place would be good…Ah, I don’t know…Um…Yeah! I wanna go to a festival!”


  “A festival, huh?”


  That’ll be the 3rd and 4th of August. They usually put up a lot of stalls, holding a larger festival for the whole area. When we were still in elementary school, Kazuhi and I would often go there.


  “That much should be fine.”


  “Really?! It’s a promise, okay!”


  “Yeah.”


  “Yay!” Kazuhi raised both her hands in the air as she jumped like a rabbit.


  She smiled like a blooming flower, worrying about nothing else in the world—


  “Hey, Kazuhi!”


  “Eeek!”


  But, she was too careless. She didn’t realize that a bike was quickly approaching her from behind, so I had to pull her closer to me.


  “You okay, Kazuhi?”


  “S-Sorry.”


  “You don’t have to apologize. Just be careful…Here, walk next to me.”


  “Okay…Th-Thanks, Sou-chan…”


  “…You okay? Your face is red.”


  “Huh?! N-No, I’m okay…Well…It’s hot, after all! And I was feeling a bit thirsty!”


  “That makes sense. Maybe we should grab something to drink. But there are no vending machines around here, so…Ah.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Maybe we should stop there? Been a while since last time, right?”


  “There…? Ah! Yeah, that sounds great!”


  On our way home, we adjusted our route and headed to a certain place. Eventually, we reached a sweets store we’d regularly visited as kids. The air and scent inside the store made it feel like it was stuck in time, never-changing. It was a smaller store, offering snacks with sauce or ramen taste, chocolate sticks or jelly with old-school sweets, paper balloons, and masks, as well as cheap plastic tools. It was colorful like a rainbow, but with all these goods lined up on the shelves, it was like we traveled back in time. It’s like a retro store of sorts.


  The older lady of the store had earned a lot more wrinkles since we were children, but she was still brimming with energy and watched over the young children bringing their snacks with a peaceful gaze. We bought what we sought to get, and sat down on the bench outside the store.


  “There’s only one thing to get during a hot summer day like this!”


  Kazuhi raised it into the air, acting like it was a legendary item she’d just received in a certain game. And of course, the item held tightly in her hand was a blue bottle—of ramune. Pressing the pearl down, and dropping it into the liquid, you could hear it dissolving. Taking a sip from the cold ramune, a sweet and carbonated liquid danced inside your mouth. Despite it getting close to evening, the sky was still blue, as the ramune bottle shone even brighter as it was illuminated by the sun. This is what summer’s all about. And this is probably what you would call melancholic.


  “It’s so delicious! Right, Sou-chan?”


  “Yeah. Sure takes me back, too.”


  “We used to have this a lot when we were kids…Man, summer breaks back in elementary school were so much fun. Hunting insects, looking for crayfish, always together…”


  “I know I’m not one to talk since I dragged you along, but that was all stuff boys would usually do. Was that even fun?”


  “It was! I was so excited when we caught a stag beetle! And getting all dirty while looking for crayfish was fun, too.”


  “…When you say that with such a smile, I’m getting only more worried. You get along with your other friends?”


  “Of course! We’re in the same class, so aren’t you seeing that?”


  “I mean, I am, but…”


  Rather than me, who only has one friend with the name of Weirdo Yousuke, Kazuhi’s actually pretty popular. She’s not the type to pull others along or anything, but she usually ends up the unsung hero. Maybe I don’t have to worry about her friendships, after all. However, unlike me, who just says what he thinks, she tends to hold back and show restraint when it comes to her own feelings.


  “Well…If anything ever comes up, you can always come to me.”


  Granted, I don’t know if there’s anything I could even do for her (even if Kazuhi isn’t the type to retort on that), but I can at least hear her out. It’s better than letting her worry all on her own.


  “Yeah! Thanks! But, I’m okay. All my friends are good people, and we promised to watch a movie together this summer break.”


  “A movie? What’s it about?”


  “Um, it’s a romance movie. And the girl only has three more months to live.”


  It’s one of those tearjerkers, right? The biggest request of those is that it moves you to tears, which is mostly about a couple with one partner dying at the end.


  “Yeah! It’s so romantic, and it makes me cry every time.”


  “But that sounds so tragic and depressing. How is that fun?”


  “Fun…Well, it’s profound, and it makes you think. What is life, and what does it mean to live.”


  “That sounds so diligent. A movie’s supposed to be an entertainment you enjoy, right? Should you really watch it with such a philosophical outlook?”


  “But, people don’t only die in movies, right? And a tragedy usually arrives suddenly. And it makes me think about what I would do if I was in that sort of situation.”


  She’s just a lot more sensitive than me. She picks up the feelings of the character on the screen, treating their problems like her own. She easily gets invested, is what you could call it.


  “There are so many movies where people die, right? But the answers those people find are all different in so many ways. When they lose someone important, they need to find a reason to keep going. Some say that their lost one would want them to live on, whereas others have their family and friends they have to keep going for. Others keep on living because…it’s just what they have to do. Finding hope amidst despair is what really makes me think.”


  “The answer they come up with…So it’s more like the process rather than the result.”


  “If you were in their position, what would you do? Your girlfriend only has a few months to live or something like that.”


  “Me…? Well, honestly, it’s not something I’d like to think about.”


  Since Kazuhi’s so serious about it, I wanted to respond in an equal fashion, but…it’s just hard to imagine.


  “And I don’t have to think about either, since I don’t have a girlfriend! Hah!”


  Before imagining the loss of a loved one, I couldn’t even see myself getting a girlfriend in the first palace.


  “But, losing someone important to you…is bound to be painful. And it’ll take a long time before that wound can heal.”


  “Yeah…” Kazuhi gulped down the rest of her ramune, almost as if she wanted to cut off the conversation.


  And then, her eyes shot wide open, like she spotted something.


  “Huh?”


  “What’s up?”


  “That’s Suzuya-san. I didn’t expect to spot her here…Also, is it just me, or is she walking toward us?”


  Suzuya—Nobody at our school didn’t know that name.


  “What are you on about? No way Suzuya would come to a sweets store like this—”
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  Black hair swaying along the summer breeze. As our eyes met, I forgot to even breathe for a moment—Suzuya Hotaru. She’s a student at our school, and even in the same year as us. But, it’s almost like she belongs to a different world…like she just came to ours on a visit. After all—her family is extremely rich. Sure, you could wonder why a wealthy lady like her would attend our commoner school, but according to the rumors that reached me, her parents wanted her to learn how the real world worked, which is why they chose a school like ours.


  And she wasn’t only wealthy, she only had the looks and body figure of a model or idol. Her long hair looking like a black thread only added to the prim and proper impression she gave off. All her facial features of hers looked like they were handcrafted, and her jet-black eyes stood out especially. The contrast between these and her snow-white skin was breathtaking, and I consider her to have much greater artistic value than any vase or fruit sorbet.


  “—Hello.” Her voice was clear like a bell, pleasant to listen to.


  For a moment, I was awestruck, only to slowly realize that she might be talking to us.


  “H-Hello!” Kazuhi snapped back to reality a tick faster than me, politely greeting Suzuya with a lowered head.


  As the other person was like an idol at school, it was natural that she would be nervous. I wasn’t much better.


  “To meet you here…What a coincidence, Haruoka-kun, Amagase-san.”


  “Huh? Y-You know us?”


  “Of course I do, we’re in the same year.”


  “That’s true, but…We’re in different classes, and we never even talked before, no?”


  “Yes, that’s true. But I know you two, as you are quite famous.”


  “F-Famous? We are?”


  “Yes. That boy who’s with you…Kusama-kun. He always brings the weirdest things to school, causing a ruckus in the process, right? One day, he talked about summoning a spirit, which filled the entire school with smoke, and when the teacher scolded him, he said ‘This was necessary to summon the strongest spirit! And if I have that, I could even rule the whole world,’ which really stuck with me…”


  “Ah, well…I’m sorry about that stupid friend of mine.”


  Leaving aside Kazuhi and me, Yousuke really stands out. And since he’s a weirdo, it’s all in a bad way, of course.


  “Why are you apologizing? It’s not like he’s hurt people, and I enjoy watching the ruckus he causes. Not to mention…”


  “Not to mention?”


  “When that happened, you spoke to the teacher, right? Saying ‘Sensei, it’s fine to scold him as much as you like, but he’s just an idiot, not a bad person…A bit too much of an idiot, but that’s beside the point.’ And then you helped him clean up after, too.”


  “Ah…That may have happened.”


  Her warm and pleasant gaze made me feel itchy all over. I didn’t do it because we’re friends or anything, I just would have felt bad leaving him alone to clean up all that mess.


  “Also, you remember that?”


  “I told you, it stuck with me. I’ve been meaning to talk to you at least once.”


  “That…is an honor, I guess?”


  “It’s nothing special, you know? Just like you know about me, I know a fair bit about you. That’s all there is to it.”


  That might be true, but hearing that from the celebrity at our school…someone who is admired by everyone, honestly scares me a bit.


  “More importantly, what brings you here, Suzuya?”


  Some old-fashioned and outdated sweets store isn’t a place where a rich lady like Suzuya would normally be visiting. And I don’t think her house is in this direction, either.


  “Huh? W-Well…I learned about the existence of this store a while back…and I never came to such an establishment before, shamefully so.”


  “Well, I would have guessed as much. But that’s nothing to be embarrassed about. I’m assuming you wanted to check it out today?”


  “Y-Yes…I was quite intrigued by it. That’s why I wanted to see it with my own eyes once…Would it be okay for me to enter? Or do they need a reservation?”


  “It’s not some high-class restaurant that’s booked out for most of the year. You can just enter,” I explained, but Suzuya still seemed fairly hesitant, seeming nervous to set foot inside.


  For that reason, Kazuhi and I decided to tag along. Seeing us, the elderly lady at the cash register greeted us with a warm “Welcome.”


  “Wow…So many sweets I’ve never even seen…”


  To us, nostalgia is overwhelmingly strong, though. But for a rich lady like her, all this must be entirely new. And I don’t mean that in a degrading way. Seeing her look around like an excited kid contracted her usual attitude, and it was honestly quite cute.


  “…By the way.”


  “Yeah?”


  “I’ve been curious about it for a while now…But what is it that you’re holding?”


  “Ah, this? It’s called ramune. A sweet carbonated drink.”


  “Oh…It looks so refreshing. How wonderful…” She stared at the ramune bottle in my hand.


  “…Wanna try a sip? Ah, wait.”


  That was close. Usually I’m pretty nonchalant whenever Kazuhi’s involved, but we’re talking about Suzuya here. She’ll think of me as a pervert if I force this onto her. However, I can’t just say no either, so I turned to Kazuhi.


  “Kazuhi, can you let her try a sip from yours?”


  “Sure. Here you go, Suzuya-san.”


  “Really? Thank you.” She accepted the bottle and took a sip. “Delicious…!”


  Yeah, I’m sure of it now. Suzuya’s the type of person who’ll say “I’ve never had something as delicious as this!” when trying her first bowl of ramen. Her eyes will be sparkling during that entire time, too. It’s an absolute template when dealing with rich ladies like her. But even so, her expression right now is something I won’t get tired of.


  “But you have some too, Kazuhi.”


  This time, I offered my own bottle of ramune to Kazuhi. I was the one who basically said to hand hers over to Suzuya. At this rate, I’m just a stingy idiot who’s not willing to share.


  “Hueh?!”


  “Hm? Why’d you scream like that?”


  “B-Because…this is…”


  “This is what?”


  “An indirect…N-No, nevermind! Don’t mind me!” Kazuhi blushed furiously as she waved her hands and took a sip from my ramune.


  It should still be cold, so it hopefully helps her cool down a bit…or so I thought.


  “…S-Sure is hot, huh?” Her cheeks were beet red, and I could practically see steam rising from her head.


  “You okay? You’re not going through a heat stroke, are you?”


  “N-No! This isn’t…what you think…!”


  Suddenly, I heard a faint snickering voice next to me. Turning around, I saw Suzuya looking at us with a faint smile on her face.


  “…What?”


  “Don’t mind me. I just felt a bit jealous.”


  “Jealous? Why?”


  “Hee hee, it’s nothing.”


  After that, Suzuya went to try some of the sweets in the store and bought a bag full. Finishing her purchase, she showed a satisfied grin.


  “With all these sweets bought, I think I shall excuse myself now. I’m sorry for obstructing your time together,” she said and walked down the path she came as her long black hair fluttered.


  Kazuhi watched her walk off and then mumbled something in a daze.


  “Wow…That was my first time speaking to Suzuya-san, but she wasn’t at all as arrogant as you’d expect from a rich lady. Ah, I really admire her. I want to be like her.”


  “Kazuhi, your eyes are sparkling way too much.”


  “But can you blame me? You also think that she’s beautiful and a great person, no?”


  “Well…I do, I guess?”


  I never talked with her before, and although she can be a bit sheltered of a rich lady, she’s a lot more open and frank than I thought she’d be, and she seems like an interesting person. Then again, I wouldn’t even think of dating her. She’s like an unattainable flower to me. I’d just be scared of placing a flower like her in a dull flower pot. She should bloom in total freedom instead.


  “Yeah…I guess you would…”


  Hearing my words, Kazuhi seemed like she was lost in thought and took a sip from the ramune in her hands. It was a sweet carbonated drink, filling the blue and translucent bottle, but the bubbles had long disappeared.


  * * *


  July 8th was a Monday. I managed to miraculously accomplish my quota of waking up on time once every three days, changing into my uniform, and leaving my home after eating breakfast. As always, Kazuhi was already waiting for me. It was the same scenery I’d grown so accustomed to, and yet—my eyes shot wide open. Something was off about Kazuhi, as she stood beneath the bright blue sky.


  “Sou…chan…”


  Kazuhi is always smiling. Whether something good happened, or not. She’d always smile through everything. When she’s angry, she’d pout at you, but she always cheers up immediately after eating something sweet, back to her usual grin…And yet, none of that was the case with Kazuhi right now.


  Her eyes were damp like water would come gushing out with a single touch. She wasn’t crying, but it seemed as if she was trying really hard to not let it go that far. It reminded me of a cloudy sky right before a shower. That she would just break if left alone. That the light inside her eyes would soon vanish—That’s the empty, but equally dangerous impression her eyes gaze of.
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  “…What’s wrong?! D-Did I do something bad?!”


  “N-No…”


  “Then what is it?! Are you hurting anywhere?! Should we go to the hospital?”


  “It’s already too…”


  “Too what?!”


  “F-Forget it,” she said with a face about to break out in tears, almost like she wanted to reassure me. “I just…had a scary dream. Don’t worry.”


  “That’s a lie.”


  “Waaah, you saw through me immediately…”


  “Because you suck at lying. So, out with it. What happened?”


  “You’re like a police officer telling me to confess…”


  “…Enough joking around. Tell me. I’ll hear you out, and if there’s anything I can do, just ask. We can even skip school today if you want, yeah?”


  Kazuhi’s eyes were still wet, but she forced herself to smile. She must be close to breaking out in tears, and she kept it in as if her life depended on it.


  “No, I’m okay. Sorry, just forget about it.”


  Something’s definitely not right. But after she wiped her eyes once, she put her hands into fists.


  “And also! Seeing you now gave me so much more energy! That’s…the truth.”


  “Sure, sure, but…”


  “I’m saying it’s okay, so that’s enough of this! Let’s talk about something more exciting!” Kazuhi cut off my words and raised one index finger. “It’s almost summer break, right?!”


  “Huh? Yeah, I guess?”


  “And summer break equals one important part of your youth. Your one and only. Especially this time around because it’s our first summer as high school students.”


  “What are you talking about…?”


  “Put simply, you’re in high school, Sou-chan. That’s why…”


  “That’s why?”


  “I think you should get yourself a girlfriend!”


  “…Huh?”


  First she’s close to crying, and now this? What is going on here?


  “What did you smoke? You’re acting as weird as never before.”


  “But I’m always weird, right?”


  “Don’t call yourself weird. And compared to the other folks around me, you’re clearly more level-headed.”


  If she was a weirdo, I’d keep a definite wall between us. Like I do with Yousuke, Yousuke, or even Yousuke.


  “Why would you try to get me a girlfriend?”


  “W-Well…You know…I’m in high school, too! I’m interested in love and all that!”


  “Then get yourself a boyfriend first?”


  “I…I don’t need one! Rather than being a part of it, I much prefer watching it from the sidelines! It’s more fun that way!”


  “Don’t broadly confess that you’re just a curious onlooker.”


  “Anyway! It’s what I’ve decided!” Kazuhi puffed out her chest as she proudly declared that. “I’ll make sure you get yourself a wonderful girlfriend and live a happy life!”


  





  And with that as the starting point, Kazuhi was somehow out of it the whole day. The whole girlfriend talk had me baffled, but I figured she’d just eaten something bad, and assumed she would eventually go back to normal—However, that face was like she was about to break out in tears…I really struggled to just swallow that and move on. If she really is that against telling me, then I wouldn’t be right forcing it out of her. I just want to be of help when she really needs it.


  “Sou-can! Sou-chan!”


  And while my thoughts drifted around and about this topic, school ended, and Kazuhi called out to me.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “It’s time to put our plan into motion!”


  “…Come again?”


  “C’mon! We have to start with our first step of the Lovey-Dovey Honey Acquisition Plan!”


  “Riiight. How about we do something about that lame-ass name first?”


  “No can do! C’mon, come with me.”


  Just what has gotten into her? But since I knew something was off, I couldn’t just leave her alone either, so I unwillingly tagged along. We then moved to the classroom of class 1-1, where she peeked inside and called out to a certain individual.


  “Suzuya-san!”


  …Wait, Suzuya?! I mean, we talked with her the other day in front of the sweets store, but that was a one-time thing, and I don’t see us as being close enough to talk. This kind of move requires some serious guts, I swear. Even the folks in Suzuya’s class were bewildered and talked amongst themselves. They must be surprised that someone would just talk to Suzuya like this.


  “Ah, Amagase-san, Haruoka-kun.”


  And yet, the person in question didn’t seem bothered at all. In fact, she seemed somewhat delighted. That fact brought even greater disarray to the surrounding classmates.


  “She called out to Suzuya-san…?”


  “What relationship do they have…?”


  “I’m so jealous…”


  These were all faint murmurs I could pick up, barely reaching even us out here.


  “Hello there. I’m glad we got to meet again.”


  “Hey hey! Say, do you have time after this?” Kazuhi asked, to which Suzuya blinked a few times, seeming surprised.


  And honestly, I had a similar reaction. She was so nervous in front of her last time, and yet she’s acting like they’re best friends.


  “Yes. I don’t have any particular plans for today.”


  “Great! I actually found a place you might like, so I wondered if you wanted to tag along.”


  Suzuya blinked again a few times. I’m not really that familiar with Suzuya as a person, but I don’t think she regularly has an expression like this. After all, she usually seems like a flawless beauty that couldn’t be thrown off by anything.


  “…Really? You’re…inviting me?”


  “Of course! I’d love you to join us!”


  “I-I see…I’m happy, but…won’t I just get in the way?”


  “Not at all! Isn’t that right, Sou-chan?”


  “Huh? Sure…You’re not in the way. We’re just childhood friends, nothing more.”


  “Exactly! So no worries, Suzuya-san.”


  Kazuhi kept on reassuring Suzuya, saying stuff like ‘We’re not dating!’ or ‘Don’t worry!’ and so on. With that discussed, I have to wonder if Suzuya will really tag along. Surprisingly enough, she smiled gently and agreed.


  “Then…I’ll take you up on this kind after and join you.”


  * * *


  “Over here! Suzuya-san!” Kazuhi called out to the girl, acting like a puppy who found something it considered interesting and brought it to the owner.


  “Wow…”


  Suzuya’s eyes lit up, her cheeks colored in a faint pink, as she looked around herself in a daze. It’s like she gazed at a beautiful field of flowers—But of course, reality isn’t a fairytale. What stood ahead of us was a regular meat shop. After school, we headed to a regular communal business district. And the butcher stood at a regular corner surrounded by a stationery and hardware store.


  “Hey, Kazuhi. Why’d you drag Suzuya here of all places?”


  This isn’t a store that would be of interest to a girl if you ask me. In fact, she would have all the right to get angry at Kazuhi for being dragged here. Granted, Suzuya might be enjoying this simply for the fact that she hadn’t come here before, but still…


  “I wanted Suzuya-san to try this right here!” Kazuhi said and pointed at a tray of croquettes.


  This meat shop actually specialized in croquettes. You could also buy them from regular convenience stores, but they can’t beat the ones from an actual butcher…But even so, this really isn’t a place where you should bring a delicate girl like her.


  “It’s a bit cooler today, so let’s eat these at the nearby park!”


  “Wow…Taking a detour on the way home to eat something at the park…Amazing…It’s like the plot of a novel.”


  “I’m pretty sure that the days you live would provide much more material for a novel than whatever mundane daily lives we live.”


  We exchanged these few words, as we all bought croquettes for each of us, moving to the public park near here. And because Suzuya was that much of a beauty, the old man at the store even gave us some extra croquettes. Good-looking people really do be living life on easy mode.


  “Suzuya-san, should we sit on that beach near that tree?”


  “That does sound wonderful, but…”


  “But?”


  “…I’d like to sit on the swing, first. I never tried it out before…Or would that be too weird considering my age?”


  “Not at all! I think it’s cute! Though…there’s only two swings. Okay, Sou-chan! You sit down!”


  “No, it’s fine. I’m just gonna stand.”


  “Huh? But…”


  “No buts. Down you go.”


  Kazuhi seemed oddly hesitant, as I half-forcefully pushed her down on the swing. I can’t sit on the swing while she’s standing around. That’d be way too embarrassing. I grabbed two steaming croquettes from the plastic bag and handed them to the girls. Kazuhi also took the bag with the extras, placing it on her lap. The croquettes looked absolutely delicious, fried in a strong orange color and perfectly crispy as you love to see them. Suzuya’s gaze was practically glued to the food in her hand, as she could barely contain her excitement.


  “I can just…eat it like this, right?”


  “Yeah. You don’t need a fork or knife. Watch,” I said as I bit into my croquette, which created a strong and distinct crunching noise, as the spongy consistency of potatoes mixed with the juicy taste of meat filled my mouth. Yeah, the best ingredients make the absolute best taste. Not satisfied by just one bite, I went for another. Ah, I won’t be able to stop myself at this rate. Seeing me munch on my food, Suzuya visibly gulped, pushed her black hair behind one ear, and bit into the croquette. Even just that act alone looked so dignified and graceful, it was getting comical.


  “Mm! Mmm…Mmm~!”


  Since she had her mouth full of croquettes, she couldn’t properly express herself, but her red cheeks and stars in her eyes basically screamed ‘Delicious!’


  “Hee hee, me time!” Kazuhi didn’t want to be left out and stuffed her cheeks with her own croquette. “Mhm! Fwhof!”


  “Hey! You have a sensitive tongue, so be careful!”


  “Am fhine!”


  The two thoroughly enjoyed their croquettes, as their cheeks and eyes reflected absolute bliss.


  “Ahh…This is wonderful…I could get addicted to this…” Suzuya kept on munching on her croquette as her face melted away.


  She’s really getting into this. It’s honestly…pretty hot.


  “You guys are eating this like it’s the best food on earth.”


  “Are you really one to talk? You got me all invested, too, Haruoka-kun!”


  “Heh! Tastiness is justice!”


  “Isn’t that right, Amagase-san? I have never eaten something like this, so I couldn’t help getting emotional.”


  “I totally get it, Suzuya. Eating this for the first time is just refreshing…But Kazuhi, we’ve eaten these countless times before, what are you getting so engrossed in?”


  “Huh? B-Because…I haven’t had these in such a long time!”


  “We’re regularly eating these, right? Even too much, if you ask me.”


  “Ugh…Sh-Shut up! Croquettes are just potatoes! Potatoes are vegetables! And they’re healthy, so shush!”


  I was aware that this exchange was very mundane, but I felt relieved. Kazuhi was eating the croquettes just fine, getting angry at my retorts, while stuffing her cheeks like a hamster. And yet, the fact that she almost cried this morning really stuck with me. I still don’t know why. But even so, I was relieved that we could keep acting this way.


  “I have to say, there’s a lot of children running around.” Suzuya reached for another croquette as she looked at the children with a somewhat jealous gaze.


  Just as she stated, I could see a lot of kiddos playing catch now that school was over, or pretending to be characters from the currently running anime. Their shrill voices could be heard all over the park.


  “Ah!”


  That’s when one of the boys, probably in elementary school, fell over while running away. Kazuhi shot up from the bench to run toward the boy.


  “Are you okay?!”


  He had seemingly scratched his knee, and blood appeared from the wound. He tried his best, but you could tell he was about to break out in tears. Kazuhi crouched down in front of him and tried to comfort him with a gentle voice.


  “Does it hurt? Go and wash it off with some water. I’ve got disinfectant and a bandaid with me, so we can take care of this quickly.” Kazuhi smiled at the boy, but he was not having any of that.


  Well, I get it. A boy his age is really sensitive when it comes to attention and receiving worry like this. Take it too far, and he might feel like he’s getting bullied. Even more so with his friends around. I could already see him bursting out in anger, saying ‘This much is no problem!’ But, I know that Kazuhi will handle this. And around the same time, more of the boys who played with the injured kid came to poke fun at him.


  “What the hell? You really just tripped?”


  “Ahaha, that’s so lame!”


  Rather than actual bullying, it felt more like teasing, but the boy in question was already blushing furiously.


  “S-Shut up! And you, I don’t need your help! This much is nothing!”


  As expected, the boy vented his anger at Kazuhi, bushing her hand away. However, she just grinned at him.


  “Hee hee…Now, this won’t do.”


  “Wh-What do you mean?”


  “Because I…am Croquette Man!” She puffed out her chest to the point I could hear a sound effect fitting along.


  Not to mention her smug face.


  “Croquette Man is amazing, you know? Because when you eat some of these delicious croquettes, everyone will start smiling!”


  “…Huh? Are you stupid? Who the hell is Croquette man?”


  The boys were all giving Kazuhi cold stares, mixed with disgust and confusion. They were probably wondering what a grown woman (relatively speaking from their view) like her was blurting out. I could almost hear the snowy breeze passing us by. But even so, Kazuhi continued to speak with a cheerful tone.


  “C-Croquette Man fights for justice! And everything that is tasty is justice! Wanna try a bite?” Kazuhi grabbed the bag with the extra croquettes and offered them to the children, who couldn’t resist the crunchy goodness.


  Their eyes bit into the food as their eyes turned into stars.


  “Oh, what is this?!”


  “Huh?! Gimme one, too!”


  “This is seriously good.”


  All their cold attitudes had vanished elsewhere, as they were fully engrossed in their food. Granted, boys their age could be simple, and who could blame them for not winning against croquette? Croquettes are justice.


  “Hey! Gimme some more!”


  “Wah, wait a second! There won’t be enough for me left! Let’s go buy some—”


  Seeing Kazuhi panic, Suzuya let out a snicker, got up from the swing, and walked toward the boys.


  “You can have some of mine.”


  “Woooooah?! Such a beauty!”


  “Nice to meet you. I’m Croquette Man No. 2, at your service.”


  Hearing Suzuya’s self-introduction, I almost spit out the food in my mouth. What does No. 2 even mean? But the boys didn’t mind, as they continued to happily munch on their croquettes. By the time they were done eating, they were grinning happily. And while they were busy with that, Kazuhi finished treating the injured child using the disinfectant and bandaid she had on her. Then again, the croquettes must be so delicious he had already forgotten all about the pain.


  “Phew, that was delicious. Thanks, beautiful lady!”


  “And you too, weird but kinda cool Croquette Man!”


  “You’re welcome! Everyone’s happy, so Croquette Man is happy, too!” Kazuhi grinned, only to realize she’d forgotten something.


  “Ah, but! You actually shouldn’t accept random things from strangers! So be careful, okay?! And it’s not good to eat too much before dinner, so keep it to a minimum, yeah?”


  “She gave us the croquettes and now she’s scolding us?”


  “We know that already, duh!”


  “But you’re wearing the same uniform as my older sister!”


  “Also, these are the croquettes that are being sold in the business district, right?”


  Kazuhi was simply worried as the older person in the situation, but the boys absolutely ripped her apart. Sometimes, small brats aren’t just small brats, I guess.


  “Anyway, MagiMon’s gonna start, so we gotta beat it!”


  One of the boys said so. This MagiMon referred to an anime currently popular with their generation. You probably think it’s short for Magical Monsters, right? Gotcha, it’s actually Magical Montblanc. Seriously, what the hell even?


  “That makes sense! Anyway, see you around!”


  “Bye bye!” Kazuhi didn’t mind being made fun of and just saw them off with a smile.


  Suzuya watched this happen with a warm gaze and gently rubbed Kazuhi’s head.


  “W-What are you doing?”


  “It’s nothing. I just wanted to do this because you’re such a wonderful person.”


  “H-Huh?”


  “And I have to say, walking around with not only a bandaid but even disinfectant…You are so well-prepared, Amagase-san.”


  “She always keeps them with her. When we hung out all these years ago, we’d usually play outside.”


  “Oh my…So you were caring for Haruoka-kun? How admirable…”


  “Nope! I tend to fall over a lot, so it was all for my personal use!”


  “…You are just adorable, Amagase-san.”


  Watching Kazuhi blurt out a line that you’d normally be way too embarrassed to admit, Suzuya couldn’t help but smile.


  “Hehe! I figured that a boy like him wouldn’t like any cute band aids, so I used one with a plane design, but I actually have a lot of cute ones, too! Look, flowers, or even water drops.”


  “Oh, you’re right. Where do they even sell this?”


  “I found a really good general store! Wanna go there together sometime?”


  “I’d love to. I bet it’d be really fun with you, Amagase-san.”


  “O-Oh man, you’re gonna make me blush. But we might as well, sometime…” She spoke that far, only for her back to stretch straight. “W-Wait, that’s not what I wanted!”


  “Huh?”


  “Ah, um, well…Sorry, Suzuya-san, I just remembered something urgent that I had to take care of.”


  “Something urgent? What exactly?”


  “Huh? Um…Well, I promised to help someone from our neighborhood look for a lost cat! You two just have fun without me!”


  “Wait, let me help you. It’ll be more efficient than running around all by yourself.”


  “N-No need for that! I can’t let you do such a thing, Suzuya-san!”


  “Then I’ll help you,” I jumped in.


  “Huh?! Um…Um…I’m fine! I love searching for cats! It’s my hobby!”


  “I see, I see. But don’t worry, I like cats, too. And I like dogs and goldfish, too.”


  “Huh? Um…Well…” Kazuhi grew more flustered by the minute.


  She just continued stuttering and repeating words like “Um” and “Well” to no end, until she eventually lowered her head.


  “Um…I’m sorry, I was lying.”


  “I figured.”


  She’s just so obvious. And judging from what she said this morning, she probably wants me and Suzuya to end up alone together.


  “I won’t stop you if you really have something to take care of…But if not, then could we stay here a bit longer?”


  “Well, there’s not much to do, though,” I commented.


  “We can just talk. Taking a detour on the way home to talk like this…It feels like a dream.”


  I’m pretty sure she’s exaggerating quite a bit there. But, she smiled brightly as she lowered her eyes and continued.


  “I never would have imagined you would invite me like this. And just being here…makes me incredibly happy.”


  “Hehe, I’m glad you feel that way. And we’ll only invite you more from now on, okay? We’re friends, after all.”


  “…!”


  Listening to Kazuhi’s words paired with her bright smile, Suzuya’s face froze up for a moment, only for her cheeks to turn faintly red.


  “And also…I kinda want you and Sou-chan to be more than just friends…!”


  “…More than just friends? Like, best friends? Because then, I’d love for you and me to become best friends, too, Amagase-san…”


  “Welp, don’t mind her, Suzuya. She’s just a bit crazy in the head, so don’t take her too seriously.”


  Before she could run her mouth any further, I opted to silence her forcefully by placing my hand over her mouth. She seemingly didn’t like that, because she growled in a voice that was intangible. Watching us fight, Suzuya’s expression softened. Since it was still summer, the sky was blue, and the sun was high. And her smile, illuminated by the sun, was stunningly beautiful.


  “Hee hee…Then, let’s be good friends, Amagase-san, Haruoka-kun.”


  





  “Hehehe…Today sure was fun, right, Sou-chan?”


  “Yeah. It was something else, Croquette Man.”


  “S-Stop calling me that already!”


  “You started it. And you seemed pretty excited about it, too.”


  “Th-That was just…I wanted everyone to smile, so…!”


  “Ah, right. You’re a kind soul, after all.”


  “…!”


  I gently caressed Kazuhi’s head. As always, it was like a small animal’s, which made rubbing it so much more enjoyable.


  “Ah…Ugh…I’m…not…” Kazuhi tried to say something with a quivering voice, as she formed fists with both her hands.


  “M-More importantly! Do you think this was enough for the starting point of the Lovey-Dovey Honey Acquisition Plan I cooked up for you?”


  “Seriously, can you do something about that name already?”


  “Well, you got to the starting line as friends…But it doesn’t seem like there was much going on romantically. No clue if her affection for you went up because of today.”


  “Hey, hey, hey…”


  “But, you at least have a chance to see her again, right? And we just have to show Suzuya-san how charming you can be!”


  “Hey, Kazuhi! Wait a second!”


  “Hm?”


  “Are you…seriously trying to get me and Suzuya together?”


  “Yep. I bet you’d be happy to have such a great girlfriend, right?”


  “Now hold on. Do you really think Suzuya of all people would fall for me?”


  “Of course.”


  Don’t respond to my question with zero delay. How am I supposed to react to that?


  “Now listen here…You’d need a rich and handsome but also kind man if you want to match with her. She’s loved by everyone, how would I stand a chance?”


  “You’re exaggerating! You’re really cool, too! And you’re kind…I think you’d be a good match with Suzuya-san!”


  “…O-Oh? Wait, pause! You’re just biased as my childhood friend! Wake up! I’m as average as it gets! And Suzuya’s the unattainable flower!”


  “Not true, not true! And…I think it’s exactly because she’s regarded as the unattainable flower that she’s easier to bring down.”


  “…Huh?”


  “I mean, she’s almost too perfect, like she came from a different world, which makes it hard for people to approach her, no? There are a lot of people who have a crush on her, but they’re all just watching from afar. And from what I heard, nobody has even tried confessing to her.”


  “Well, that’s true. I haven’t heard any stories about that either.”


  Everybody felt admiration toward her, but nobody would selfishly assume that they could keep her to themselves. Talking to her like this, you realize how friendly and open-minded she is. However, it takes a lot of effort to even get that first step started.


  “So, Sou-chan! You have to take that as an opportunity and approach Suzuya-san as aggressively as possible! Because if everything works out, you will—”


  “Before that!”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Why do you want us both to get together, anyway?”


  My love life isn’t anything of Kazuhi’s concern, and I just don’t get where that even came from.


  “That’s…because…”


  “Because?”


  “Your happiness…is my happiness.”


  “…”


  That makes no sense. But Kazuhi didn’t seem like she was lying. She just looked me in the eyes.


  “You know…I want you to become the happiest person in the world.”


  “…The happiest in the whole world? That’s some insane scale, there.”


  “That’s right. You’re my precious childhood friend, so you have to become the happiest in the entire world.”


  “I have to?”


  “You have to,” Kazuhi puffed out her chest.


  Can you really…be so proud while saying that? I think it’s utterly ridiculous, but I couldn’t say that. Because when she uttered her wish, I could see her eyes growing wet once more. It’s like she had decided to do the best she could in this very situation…It was a very complicated smile. I wonder why? I was scared to take the next step and cross the line to ask, so I simply stayed silent.


  * * *


  “Sou! It’s lunch break! Wanna eat? Or wanna summon a fairy?”


  The following day during lunch break, I was leaning on my desk and grumbling about the heat when Yousuke came to annoy me even further.


  “What are these two choices? Do you want a beating?”


  “I mean, our occult club met up yesterday, but they said we need some more people for the ritual. Sou, wanna join the occult club?”


  “If you quit the club, I wouldn’t mind.”


  “That basically means you’d do anything just so that you don’t end up in the same club as me, right?!”


  Yet another moronic conversation was about to ensue when a voice called out to me. One that I didn’t hear too often up to now.


  “Hey, Haruoka-kun?”


  “…Yeah?”


  The voice belonged to a girl from my class, who had another girl right behind her. Then again, we’re not particularly close, and I’m pretty sure this is the first time we even properly talked.


  “Is it true that you went home yesterday with Suzuya-san?”


  For a moment, I prepared myself for any possible interrogation, but that’s what they wanted to ask. They were even leaning forward because of their sheer curiosity.


  “Sure did. But Kazuhi was with us, and all we did was eat croquettes at a public park.”


  “Waaah! That’s plenty amazing, already! Or rather, it sounds unbelievable! We’re talking about the same Suzuya-san, right?! Just being with her is like a miracle!”


  “Yep, yep. Just breathing the same air as her makes me incredibly nervous…Ah, I’m not making fun of you or anything?! I just thought it was weird that you could be relatively normal around her.”


  “We all, as well as the people from her class, get all tense when we simply pass each other in the hallway.”


  “I mean, I get where you’re coming from, but we’re all in the same year, so you don’t need to treat her like some goddess.”


  “But, but…She feels like she’s from a different world, no? Looking at her just turns my head to mush!”


  “I would consider it impolite to just randomly talk to her.”


  Impolite…What is she, some queen?


  “You don’t have to worry all that much. Suzuya’s pretty easy to talk to…if you try, that is.”


  “Yeah, that’s true. She is a beauty and a perfect human being who’s even rich, and she doesn’t seem like a bad person, but…I just can’t!”


  “Even just the air she gives off…Or aura? We regular citizens don’t dare to approach her. Might even just call it a barrier.”


  “I do admire her, though. But…I can only watch from afar!”


  The two sighed. For some reason, they seem to think that they aren’t allowed to approach Suzuya without a proper reason.


  “Sorry to suddenly ask you about this, Haruoka-kun. We just heard that Suzuya-san went home with a boy, and since that never happened before, we just had to ask. Sorry for bothering you.”


  After asking everything they wanted to know, the girls left the classroom, presumably to eat lunch. At the same time, Yousuke approached me with an eerily curious expression.


  “What did I just hear? Sou, you went home with Suzuya-san yesterday? Why do I only hear about this now?!”


  “Like I said before, Kazuhi was with us, and we just ate croquettes.”


  “But…just having her around is pretty amazing if you ask me! And also, you should tell me about that sooner! I didn’t know about this until like a few minutes ago!”


  “It’s not something that I’d have to report to you, is it?”


  “What are you saying? You’ve got a top-class childhood friend with Kazuhi-chan already, and yet you’re going for another girl! Are you going for the harem ending?”


  “This isn’t a gal game. Also, Kazuhi was the one who put that entire meeting together, y’know.”


  “But, imagine that! A harem end! Rather than choosing one heroine, you instead opt to make everyone happy! Isn’t that guy way too lucky? To be honest, I’m so friggin ‘jealous! What about my jealousy, huh?!”


  “Shut up! You go summon some devil or evil deity and get along with them!”


  “Sou-chan, Sou-chan.”


  As we once again exchanged mindless banter, Kazuhi pulled on my sleeve. Her eyes were sparkling, telling me that I should be terrified for my life.


  “It’s lunch break. Time to execute stage two of our plan!”


  “Right, I actually just remembered something urgent I had to do, so I’m heading home now.”


  “N-No you can’t! You’re not allowed to skip classes!”


  “But it’s important. I have to look for a runaway cat.”


  “E-Enough about the cat already!”


  “You brought it up.”


  “Aaaaaaaanyway! Lunch break. Time to eat. In other words, it’s the time that gives birth to love!”


  “Are you high?”


  “With that said, let’s move on to stage two! Lovey-dovey lunch time!”


  “Like I said, fix your weird naming sense first.”


  Yousuke observed my exchange with Kazuhi and then tilted his head in confusion.


  “Huh? What’s this about? I heard something about lovey-dovey and plan or whatever, but…do you plan on seducing Sou? I mean, I get you’re the heroine who’s predestined to lose, but there’s no reason to give up from the start. I know it might be hard as a loser heroine, but still…”


  “What’s a loser heroine even supposed to mean?! And why did you repeat your point?!”


  “I understand. I really do…Being the childhood friend is almost always a losing bet, especially for a type like you who gets all the attention stolen from another heroine. Lately, it’s all about the lively tsunderes or those with crazy attributes that take the W…A childhood friend is just cursed to lose. I will cry for you…”


  “I don’t really get what you’re talking about, but stop giving me that look of pity! A-Anyway, Sou-chan! We should go and invite Suzuya-san out to eat lunch! You usually get stuff from the school store…But I made sure to prepare a lunch box for you just for today!”


  “Like I said, Suzuya and I aren’t going to happen.”


  “But yesterday, we became friends with her, right? And it’s perfectly normal for friends to eat lunch together, yeah? I’m sure she’ll be happy!”


  “Well…I bet it could be fun to hang out…as friends.”


  “Right, right! As friends! You always start with being friends, after all!”


  “…”


  I don’t think we’re really on the same wavelength, but Kazuhi is showing no intention of stepping down from this.


  “…Ah, geez. I get it. Let’s go over to her class.”


  “Phew…A flower in both hands, eh? Just go and explode, you damn normie.”


  “The hell are you on about? You’re coming with us, Yousuke.”


  If I actually eat lunch with two girls, one of them being Suzuya no less, then the boys will come to assassinate me. I need him to come with us.


  “Huh? Well, I’m pretty jealous of your position, but I’m supposed to be the best friend character who can read the mood. I’m not such a brute to invade your joyful lunchtime with the heroine. Because we friend characters have a line we can’t cross no matter what!”


  “Stop thinking like this is some gal game! Wake up! This is reality!”


  “Sou-chan! If we don’t hurry, our lunch break is gonna end!”


  I wanted to give Yousuke some more piece of my mind, but Kazuhi just dragged me to Suzuya’s classroom.


  





  “You’d like to eat lunch together? Of course, I would be delighted.”


  Despite the sudden invitation, Suzuya seemed more than happy and agreed. As before, I could hear the faint mumbling of her classmates.


  “Eating lunch with Suzuya-san…?!”


  “I’m so…so jealous…!”


  But of course, Kazuhi didn’t mind that in the slightest.


  “Suzuya-san, where would you like to eat? We can choose an empty classroom, or the courtyard, even. It’s pleasant outside today.”


  “Well…I always eat on the rooftop, so why don’t we head there?”


  “You always eat on the rooftop? But, the door’s locked, right?”


  “Actually, I have the key for it.” Suzuya took out a key from her pocket. “I enjoy watching sceneries from high places, so I asked my father to talk with our teacher and provide one for me.”


  As expected of a rich lady. The special treatment is no joke. And with that decided, we headed for the rooftop to eat lunch together. Since this place was usually off-limits for us regular students, I’d actually never stepped through the steel door before. But when that door opened, I was greeted by what felt like an endless blue sky. The scorching sunlight worried me that I might break out in a sweat in seconds, but sitting in the shadows was actually a lot more comfortable than I thought.


  And personally, I like the sky during summer. I just can’t deal with the heat. The blue sky, even clouds filling it, it just feels like a season full of virtue. Right next to the door, we spotted a single plastic chair. I’m guessing this is where Suzuya would usually spend her time, eating lunch or reading a book.


  “Ah, you’ve got a chair for yourself, Suzuya-san? Since I figured we’d eat in the courtyard, I brought a picnic sheet with me.”


  “Really? Then I’d prefer that. Eating like it’s a picnic sounds fun.”


  We placed the sheet on the rooftop floor, placing our lunch on top of that. It does feel like a picnic. By the way, Suzuya’s lunch box had several layers. In terms of size, it was something even a girl like her could eat just fine, but everything about it looked so luxurious and extravagant. She really is playing the role of a rich lady perfectly.


  “Hehe. If you see anything you like, feel free to grab a piece, Suzuya-san.” Kzuhi opened the lid of her lunch box, which was a tad bit bigger than usual.


  “The rice balls are filled with pickled plums and katsuoboshi1 and mayonnaise with tuna. As an additional dish, I have mini hamburger steaks, rolled omelet, octopus wieners, rolled cabbage with bacon…”


  The menu itself wasn’t anything out of the ordinary, but that’s what made it feel so reassuring to have. Each of the individual dishes looked absolutely delicious, but the play of colors and positioning created a painting that made just looking at it exciting.


  “Wow…You made this, Amagase-san? You must be such a good cook.”


  “Hehe…I actually worked really hard, hoping that you’d try some of the things.”


  “The rolled omelet looks especially delicious. Would you mind if I took one?”


  “Not at all! But…just wait a moment!”


  Stopping Suzuya, Kazuhi raised her index finger with a smug face.


  “Tadaaaa! It’s fortune-telling time!”


  “Fortune…telling?”


  “And for this long-haired beauty, I have just the thing! If you and someone else feed each other today, you’ll find happiness!”


  “That’s not fortune-telling…”


  “It is! The legendary fortune teller Kazuhitina said so!”


  “Did you get infected by Yousuke’s nonsense?”


  “It sounds interesting. I just have to feed someone with my food, right?”


  “That’s right! Just push it onto them!”


  “Then, here. Open wide, Amagase-san.” Suzuya smiled as she pushed a piece of food in the direction of Kazuhi.


  “Ah…Um, Suzuya-san, you shouldn’t be doing that with me…”


  “Open wide~”


  “Like I said, I’m not the…”


  “Aaaaaah,” Suzuya said as she smiled, showing determination to not back down from this.


  Meanwhile, Kazuhi hesitated for a moment, but eventually broke and opened her mouth.


  “…Nom.”


  “How is it? My trusted cook made it for me.”


  “Y-Yeah, it’s delicious…!” Kazuhi chewed on the food, observed by Suzuya.


  “Hee hee…How adorable. Your fortune-telling was right, I feel incredibly happy right now…”


  I feel like I could see white flowers growing behind them. Seeing two girls eating lunch like this…tickles me jimmies.


  “But now, it’s your turn, Amagase-san. Go and feed Haruoka-kun.”


  “Wha…Huh?! Wh-What are you talking about?!”


  “Hm? Did I say something weird? If we’re going in order, that should be next, no? I just fed you, after all. So now, you should feed Haruoka-kun.”


  “Wh-Why would things turn out this way?! That makes no sense!”


  “Why wouldn’t they? We’re all eating lunch here. Or do you plan on making Haruoka-kun feel like an outcast?”


  “N-No! Not at all! In fact, I’m doing this for his sake…”


  “Then I think you should feed Haruoka-kun now. It’s the order of things, and you can’t break the rules.”


  That explanation…sounded a bit iffy at best, but Kazuhi went quiet and mumbled something under her breath.


  “…I-If this is the order then…Sou-chan will have to feed you after I’m done?”


  “Yes. That’s correct.”


  “O-Okay! Sou-chan!” Kazuhi grabbed a small hamburger steak with her chopsticks and carried it to my mouth.


  And with a troubled but equally embarrassed look in her eyes, cheeks red, she tilted her head.
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  “O-Open…wide…?”


  “…”


  “H-Hurry up and open your mouth…!”


  You say that, but let me just organize my thoughts. She must feel embarrassed at doing this in public because her hands were starting to shake. What even is this messy situation? If you’re so embarrassed, then just don’t do it?!


  “H-Hey, can you please? Hurry…Ouch?!”


  As she began to shake more violently, I gave her a light chop on the head.


  “Wh-What was that for?!”


  “Nothing here makes sense. And I’m not doing it.”


  “No way! I tried so hard, though…!”


  “Like I care. Sorry about this, Suzuya. She’s just at that age,” I spoke like her parents, forcing Kazuhi to lower her head, as she growled like a scolded puppy.


  “It’s fine. In fact, I think it’s adorable.” Suzuya snickered.


  Like this, the whole feeding fortune-telling was canceled, and we simply started eating our respective lunches. The air was pleasant, with no love nonsense around, which allowed us to have a chill lunch, only for Kazuhi to once again bring up another topic.


  “S-Still…it’s almost summer break, right?!”


  “Yes, that’s right.”


  “It’s summer! The season for passion and romance! The season of excitement!”


  “Ah…So, what about it?” I asked.


  “I was thinking that maybe you two should hang out somewhere. Like an amusement park or the aquarium!”


  “Oh my, that sounds wonderful! We three should definitely go somewhere!”


  “I-I…I’m actually going to Hawaii this summer break! So I don’t think I could join you.”


  “First time I heard of that, y’know?”


  “I-I just told you! I’m gonna be real busy this summer break! I won’t have much time to hang around with you guys!”


  “Yet another blatant lie! And didn’t you say you’d be watching a movie with friends?!”


  “Huh? Ah, hm…?”


  “Oh my, really? What movie is it?”


  “Um, well…”


  Suzuya asked Kazuhi with stars in her eyes, but she grew flustered. What is she even doing?


  “It’s the one with the heroine who only has a few years to live. The tearjerker one.”


  “Oh, I see. Yeah, they regularly release movies like that.”


  “You like those, Suzuya? Not trying to bash your taste, but personally, I don’t get the appeal behind it.”


  I’m sure it’s related to taste and interests, but when dealing with entertainment, it has to distract me from the real world. I don’t see the point if I feel like crap after watching something depressing.


  “Well, tragedies are used frequently when it comes to storytelling. Look at ‘The Little Mermaid,’ for example. It doesn’t have to be an incurable disease to still create an oppressive yet beautiful conclusion.”


  “That’s fine and dandy, but I just prefer happy endings.”


  “Well, I’m sure there’s a lot of people like that. But…what exactly would you define as a happy ending?”


  “Huh?”


  “In these types of movies, one person dies, whereas the lover continues to live on. For example…the protagonist loses the girl he loves, but he ends up together with another girl and lives a happy life. Could you call that a happy ending?”


  “That…might be a happy ending for the protagonist, but don’t you feel bad for the girl who died?”


  “Then what if that girl who passed away wishes for the protagonist to be happy with someone other than her?”


  “Hm…It’s definitely not a bad ending, but I don’t think the audience would enjoy that very much.”


  Looking at this from the perspective of a movie, I personally would want the protagonist to stay with the first girl. To always keep living that girl instead.


  “Holding feelings for the girl who died until the end of time definitely has a beautiful ring to it, but it’s quite cruel, don’t you think? Rather than suffer forever by thinking about the person you’ve lost, it would be best to be together with someone else and live the rest of your life happily, no? They may have lost their lover, and feel pain at that fact, but they overcame that and became happy with someone else. Isn’t that much better than a story ending with nothing but loss?”


  “That’s true…But we’re talking about a movie, right? If you’re going with another girl, then it renders the point of the first lover pointless. It makes her less special.”


  I’m not adhering to fate or destiny or any of that. But becoming lovers means that you’ve become special to each other, so just casting a loved one aside to pick another person…just feels so depressing. It’s like the bonds between the two of them weren’t all that deep, to begin with.


  “But because this first lover existed…Because there was something to be lost, it equally grants something special by having met.”


  A summer breeze passed us by, as Kazuhi and Suzuya’s hair shook. Like a ripple, almost. However, that quickly subsided, as everything went back to normal.


  “…But, that’s enough. Sorry to bore you with my hypotheticals. I just remembered a movie I’d watched some time ago, so I wanted to discuss that with you.”


  “It wasn’t boring or anything. I just realized that there are a lot of viewpoints to be had. And that explains why Kazuhi enjoys these sorts of movies so much.”


  “She does?”


  “Yeah. When it comes to a sad movie, she likes that it makes you think about life itself. That each person in the movies has a different way of dealing with or handling the inevitable end of death. Right, Kazuhi?”


  “…Wha…?”


  Kazuhi hadn’t participated in this conversation up to this point, and yet when I called out to her, she froze up for a moment. It’s like her thoughts just stopped.


  “What’s that reaction about? You love tearjerkers, right?”


  “Huh? Uh…Well, I don’t…really like them so much, no.”


  “What? Not too long ago, you said you liked them.”


  “A-Ahaha…Well, a maiden’s heart is ever-changing!”


  “What the heck does that mean?”


  “I mean…well…” She showed a smile devoid of her usual radiance, as she gripped her hands together into fists on her lap, muttering. “…A sudden death like that is just…unreasonable, right?”


  I don’t know why, but I felt like an emotion I’d never seen on Kazuhi was mixed in with her voice. It’s weird. She’s my childhood friend who’s always been with me, and yet she’s not like herself lately. Even that dejected profile of hers, it’s like I’m talking to a complete stranger. I don’t like feeling this distance between us. And I didn’t know how to respond to those words. Panicking, I rushed to get the usual Kazuhi back and spoke up.


  “…The summer festival.”


  “…Huh?”


  “We promised we’d go there together, right?”


  “Wha…Ah.”


  “I haven’t forgotten. So don’t say you’re off to Hawaii or whatever.”


  “S-Sorry.”


  “It’s a promise. We’ll go together this summer. That’s why…”


  I didn’t even understand why I was saying this. And why I tried to force this point home so badly. But, I felt restless, like I had to say it now or regret it forever.


  “…Don’t go anywhere, Kazuhi.”


  Summer is supposed to be the season of life and vigor. The season of shining light and virtue. In return, the shadows it creates become stronger. The contrast between the endless blue sky above us and the shadow of the tower we sat behind was so beautiful…that it honestly gave me the creeps. And despite what I’ve said, Kazuhi didn’t respond. She just showed a troubled, somewhat saddened smile. Without returning anything, she looked toward Suzuya instead.


  “Oh yeah. I think you should come with us to the summer festival!”


  “Huh? No, I’m okay. I wouldn’t want to get in the way…”


  “You’re not getting in the way of anything! So…please?” Kazuhi took Suzuya’s hand as she pushed her face closer, sounding like she was pleading. “I want you to come with us…I really mean it.”


  I don’t know why Kazuhi was so desperate for this, and Suzuya shouldn’t know, either. But, she was probably overwhelmed by Kazuhi’s request that she smiled faintly and nodded.


  “…Okay. I’ll think about it.”


  





  “Suzuya.”


  That day, once classes had ended, I called out to Suzuya, who was preparing to head home. She turned around, and her eyes, shaped like black gems, looked at me. It felt like the atmosphere around us changed simply because of that. Her presence is no joke, as always.


  “There’s something I wanna talk about. Think we can go home together?”


  “Oh my, without Amagase-san?”


  “Yeah.”


  I asked her to let me walk home with just Suzuya, and she agreed obediently.


  “Ah, well. It’s okay if you don’t want it to be just the two of us.”


  She might just have a certain level of resistance toward walking home with just a boy. I regretted asking her this bluntly, but she showed no signs of hating it.


  “No, I don’t mind. Let’s go home together, Haruoka-kun.”


  We stood next to each other and started walking down the hallway. Until a few days ago, I would have never imagined something like this. But after talking to Suzuya once, I realized that she’s easy to talk to, so I don’t feel nervous anymore…Well, the gazes of jealousy and killing intent coming from our classmates did hurt a bit, but that’s beside the point. We walked through the school gate, and after confirming that nobody was around us, I cut into the main reason I invited her.


  “Suzuya…what do you think of Kazuhi?”


  “I think she’s adorable, and I do like her quite a bit.”


  “Oh…Maybe I was in the way all this time?”


  “That’s not exactly what I meant, but you could take it that way.”


  “Which is it…? But, anyway, I’m glad she’s not being a bother, at least.”


  “Hee hee, were you worried that I was just thinking of Amagase-san as a weird person?” Suzuya grinned at me, having seen through all of it.


  “I mean…Something’s been off about her lately. I can’t tell what she’s thinking. I want to help her, but she won’t tell me what’s on her mind. I was wondering what you thought about all that.”


  “Yeah, I realized there’s something going on. She seems awfully desperate to get us both together.”


  “…Guess it was pretty obvious.”


  “But in reality, there’s no way she would actually want us to start dating.”


  “Huh?”


  “More importantly, I’m a bit curious, assuming there’s an actual reason. She doesn’t tell you anything?”


  “Yeah. She’s always so…squishy and above the clouds, but she can be a bit stubborn. And once she’s decided on something, she won’t tell me no matter what.”


  “I see…It must be something she desperately doesn’t want to tell anybody. But in that case, we shouldn’t force it out of her. But leaving her to deal with it by herself isn’t an option, either…We should carefully watch over her to not pressure her either, as we create an atmosphere that would make it easier for her to bring it up…? Or maybe I should introduce her to a place with delicious food, so that she can forget some of the stress weighing down on her…” Suzuya mumbled to herself with a serious expression.


  To my surprise, she took this much more seriously than I thought.


  “…Haruoka-kun?”


  “Ah, well, I was just admiring how serious you were.”


  “Why would I not be? She’s my…very first friend.”


  “I see. As I thought, you’re such a kind—Wait, first?”


  “Yes,” she nodded and continued like she was confessing something. “I…never had any friends up to now.”


  “You? For real?”


  If it was anybody else, I probably wouldn’t have reacted the same way. The only real two friends I have are my childhood friend Kazuhi and that weirdo Yousuke, after all. I don’t think that the more friends the better, either. But…Suzuya’s, well, Suzuya. She’s rich, admired by everyone, and like a school idol—That’s who Suzuya Hotaru is. And hearing that the person at the center of attention has no friends…surprised me.


  “Do you think I’m lying? Well, do you know any friends of mine?”


  “Well…”


  When she says it like that, I really can’t think of anybody. It’s true that everybody admires her, but at the same time…whenever I see her outside of class, she’s usually reading a book or admiring the scenery outside the window. I never see her with anybody else. But since she always looked like a drawn painting, I failed to see that as weird.


  “I bet I’m hard to talk to. Like I build a wall between myself and the people around me. I can’t get inside the circles of people in the class. Because they get nervous when I’m there.”


  I could sense a feeling of loneliness from her dropped gaze. Maybe Suzuya…was a lot more lonely than I assumed she was.


  “Suzuya…” I didn’t know what I should say, seeing her speak in such a self-deprecating manner.


  “Basically, I’m what they would call a loner.”


  “I don’t think you need to go that far, really.”


  “But I found this word online, so I wanted to use it at least once.”


  “Are you some kid in elementary school who heard a cool word online and chooses to use it all day?!”


  It felt like all the tension escaped my shoulders. The serious mood had completely vanished.


  “I swear, you’re talking nonsense. How could anybody feel stiff and nervous with you around.”


  “Hee hee, thanks. But, I’m pretty sure that’s because you’re here with me.”


  “Huh?”


  “Like I said before, that one exchange you had with Kusama-kun I witnessed really stuck with me.”


  “Oh yeah, right.”


  She mentioned something like that at one point. Saying I offered to help (?) Yousuke after he was getting scolded by a teacher again.


  “Just as I stated earlier, I don’t have any friends. That’s why I felt a bit jealous watching the two of you banter back and forth.”


  “Huuuh?”


  The hell is she talking about? What could be so heartwarming about an argument between me and that occult freak?


  “You call each other idiots, but actually don’t feel that way in the slightest. Just spending your days, causing a ruckus and laughing…That kind of distance and relationship is something I never got to experience. Doing stupid things together, laughing about the smallest things. I had no friends to do these things with, so watching you like that felt so…dazzling. And also…”


  “And also?”


  “…No, don’t mind me. Anyway, it’s because of these things that I found myself interested in you.”


  “It’s an honor to hear you say that, but I’m not some amazing superhuman, y’know?”


  “You don’t have to be so modest about it. You’re a wonderful person.”


  “You’re exaggerating, you loner rich lady.”


  “…Hehe, did you say something just now?” She may have smiled while saying that, but she emitted a dense and ominous pressure as she held onto my shirt.


  “You just said it yourself, right?!”


  “Saying it yourself and being told are two different things. I’m allowed to call myself a loner, but you are not. You need a punishment.”


  “You’re some sadist, I swear. You’re probably more of a loner queen, then.”


  “And yet you continue to make fun of me like this. I wonder if you have slight masochistic tendencies?” She kept holding on to my shirt—and then burst out laughing.


  “…Haha,” She snickered loudly, as her shoulders quivered. “I see…This is how those mundane exchanges work.”


  “Yeah, exactly. See, I knew you could do it.”


  “…And again, it’s because you’re here with me. You’re interesting. You don’t hold back around me. The wall I feel between myself and others…feels a lot thinner with you.”


  “But then you should be able to do the same with others. I’m nobody special. Isn’t it just a routine and getting used to it? I know I might just be meddling with your business, but if you think people struggle to approach you, then why don’t you take the first step? Anybody would be happy to talk to you, and once you open up a bit, it’ll bring more and more people in because they realize how easy it is to talk to you.”


  “…Easy to talk to? Me?” She looked at me in surprise, tilting her head.


  “Yeah. Once you break through the initial wall, it’s pretty easy to chat with you.”


  “…R-Really? Oh…Hehe…”


  Ah, she’s happy about that one. She’s even grinning a bit, and her face is red. How adorable.


  “…A-Anyway, to get back to the topic at hand. We were discussing Amagase-san, right?”


  “Right…Well, if you didn’t hear anything from her, then I’ll just be on the watch for a while. If she really doesn’t want to tell us, then I’d feel bad forcing it out of her.”


  “That’s right. It’s still a mystery as to why she’s so desperate to get both of us together, and if she’s in pain, then I wouldn’t want to leave her alone…But I have to say, the way she gets flustered all the time is quite adorable.”


  “I knew it! You’re so into yuri, and you’d definitely be the dominant queen!”


  “She’s got such an abundance of reactions and expressions, which makes her incredibly easy to see through. And that being the case, she’s quite straightforward, too.”


  “She sucks at lying, yeah. And yet, she keeps on hiding things. I swear…”


  “You really treasure Amagase-san, I see.”


  “Well, duh. She’s my childhood friend.”


  “Hehe…I’m a bit jealous.”


  “And that’s how much you’ve come to like Kazuhi?”


  “Oh my, you’re not even considering that I might hold affection towards you and feel jealousy toward Amagase-san?”


  “No worries, I’m not so much of a narcissist.”


  “I think you’re just looking down on yourself a tad bit too much. A bit of conceit never hurt a soul.”


  “Huh? What are you…”


  Suzuya suddenly moved closer to me, as her black hair swayed, her sweet scent drifting up to my nose.


  “Haruoka-kun…”


  She stuffed something she held between her fingers into my mouth, touching my lips to forcefully close them. Immediately after, the salty taste of a sweet candy filled my mouth.


  “…Sweet.”


  “It’s a konpeito2 I bought at the sweets store before,” she smiled and gave me an explanation as her index finger still touched my lips. “Hehe, I tried the fortune-telling Amagase-san mentioned this afternoon. It might not be lunch, but it should be in the margin of error. That being said…” She then moved her index finger on her own lips. “Shhh…Keep this a secret from Amagase-san, okay?” She said and gave me a wink.


  Her expression had an emotion mixed with a seductive woman and a little child who just succeeded in pulling off a joke, which made my heart skip a beat.


  “I’ve been a loner this whole time, so having a ‘Shared secret’ was something I had always admired.”


  * * *


  Because I was scared of the crazy electricity bill, I layed on my bed in my dark room, with the AC barely running, as I gazed up at the ceiling. It was currently 8pm, and I wasn’t sleepy in the slightest, but I also had nothing really on my agenda. Instead, I was thinking stuff such as “Girls are so complicated!”, acting like I was a teenager…Well, I am in high school, so that’s exactly what I was, but still. A sigh left my lips as I scratched my head when my phone vibrated. And it wasn’t just a regular message, but an incoming call. Swiping on the screen, I realized that the person calling me was one of the two individuals I had been thinking about this whole time.


  “Sou-chan, Sou-chan.”


  “Kazuhi? What’s up, calling me like this?”


  “Can you look outside the window right now?”


  I listened to the order given to me, got up from the bed, and opened the window. It wasn’t completely dark outside, as a bit of heat remained. On the opposite wall was also a window, opened just as mine, with Kazuhi poking her head outside.


  “Hee hee, sorry about this. I just wanted to ask you something while looking at your face.”


  “Ask me something?”


  Granted, we weren’t exceptionally far away, but because it was fairly late, we chose to keep talking on the phone. Can’t bother the neighbors.


  “You walked home with Suzuya-san today, right? What happened, what happened?!”


  “Now listen here…Nothing much ha…” I spoke that far, only to remember her white finger touching my lip, which had me stuttering. “…Nothing happened.”


  “Huh?! What was that short break about?! Something must have happened, right?!”


  “I’m saying it didn’t! I swear, something’s not right with you lately. You weren’t like this before.”


  “You…think so? I’m just me, really. I’m not a different person.”


  “Well, duh. But…something’s off.”


  “Then…Ah, I know!”


  “What?”


  “My ‘precious self,’ or however you wanna call it…what was I like? What image do you have of me?”


  “What were you like…?”


  Kazuhi looked at me, desperate for an answer. Despite our windows open, our home’s so close, we wouldn’t be able to reach each other no matter how far we stretched out our arms…I wonder why. Maybe it’s because the summer nights always make you feel melancholic, but…I’m feeling so empty right now. And at the same time, a certain image popped up in my head.


  “…A field with sunflowers.”


  “Huh?”


  “Ah, well…I just remembered that field of sunflowers we went to when we were kids.”


  Why do I remember that now? It’s a mystery. However, when she asked me for my image of her, that’s what came to my mind. That smile she showed me back then, it’s just so…great, really.


  “We went to that sunflower field at one point, right? I don’t really remember why we even went there, though…”


  Memories sure are weird. Like the bubbles of ramune. That’s why I don’t even remember the date or the exact location. I just remember the clear blue sky, and that smile, like it was burned into my retinas.


  “Ah…Back then? When we were in third grade, we came to that field because Yousuke-kun talked about there being a witch in the town next to ours. That’s why we went there to look for it!”


  “Right…he was always completely crazy about occult stuff.”


  That sure takes me back. I remember it now. Back then, Yousuke came to me and said “Listen to this, Yousuke! There’s a rumor going around about a witch who came here from another world! Don’t you wanna go meet her?! I bet you do! Let’s all go see her together!” He really has not changed since then, I swear…


  “But on the day we promised to meet, Yousuke-kun had eaten too much ice and was stuck at home. That’s why we went there as just the two of us. We never even went to that town before, so it felt like an adventure! And while we walked around there, a ribbon came drifting down from the sky. You found it, remember? We ran after it, and then eventually encountered that sunflower field.”


  “Oh yeah. I think I wrapped that ribbon around your wrist…”


  It was a single ribbon. Since the sky was clear and blue, that red ribbon stood out to me, and after picking it up, I gave it to Kazuhi.


  “Hee hee, I still have that ribbon even now.”


  “Yeah, I think you’re still wearing it as a bracelet from time to time, right? Why are you even keeping this still? You could just throw it away considering how old it is.”


  “Whaaat? No way! I can’t just throw away things I got from other people.”


  “It’s just some old thing I didn’t even buy, you know.”


  I only happened to pick it up and wrapped it around her wrist.


  “Honestly, looking for a witch only to end up at a field of sunflowers sure is weird. And of course, we couldn’t find this witch, instead getting scolded by Mom and Dad when we got home…But, that day was a lot of fun for me.”


  “Oh, right. That’s what happened.”


  The memories of that distant day were hazy, but I remember chasing after that idiotic something, only to come back with empty hands. But in return, I received a beautiful image of the scenery and that alluring smile. Then, I happened to remember what Suzuya told me before. Even if you lose your loved one, assuming you can spend the rest of your life with someone else, it can still be regarded as a happy end. It’s a bit different from that, but by sacrificing something, we obtained something else. It’s a substitute or even a high-level exchange.


  “…Now I’m feeling nostalgic. Back then, I actually believed in this witch.”


  “But not anymore, huh?”


  “Rather than that…I’m sure that magic isn’t anything particularly special.”


  “Huh?”


  “What’s really special is this mundane time we spend with the people we care about.”


  “…Hey, what happened? You’re suddenly sounding like a philosopher.”


  “…Hehe. Summer nights like these are what turns a maiden into a philosopher.”


  “That makes no sense.”


  “…Don’t worry about it. Sorry to call you out of the blue like this. Good night, Sou-chan,” Kazuhi hung up and closed the window, pulling the curtains close.


  I gazed at my phone and then mumbled to myself.


  “…There’s no way nothing’s going on, you dunce.”


  * * *


  While gazing up at the blue sky, two girls were at the top of my mind. One of them is the girl I’ve always been together with, and the other is one I recently got acquainted with. I’m not a hero who goes around saving girls. I can’t appear in their time of need as a knight in shining armor to save them from their predicament. So if being cool and calm doesn’t work, then I just have to be an idiot and force those two to smile.


  “Sou! I brought what you asked me for! We’re doing that, right?!”


  Classes had ended for the day. And right on cue, Yousuke came to my desk carrying a large sports bag, despite not being part of any sports club.


  “Thanks a bunch…But, where did you even keep this? I don’t remember you carrying this around today.”


  “I placed it in the occult club’s clubroom when I came to school this morning. Sure caught me by surprise, asking to bring these babies with me.”


  “I remembered you saying that you bought these back in middle school. I had some at my own place, but nearly not enough.”


  “Sooo…I was helpful this time, right? In other words, this would be the perfect time for you to praise me!”


  Damn, he’s as noisy as always. But since he actually did well today.


  “You’re right. I don’t mind praising you…”


  “Huh?”


  “Assuming you can win against me, that is,” I said and pulled the trigger of the object in my hand.


  Immediately after, a stream came shooting out of the muzzle—consisting of water.


  “Mgh?! What was that for, Sou?! Surprise attacks don’t count! You can’t just shoot me with my holy rife!”


  “Your smug face was just getting on my nerves. Also, this isn’t a holy rifle, it’s a water gun!”


  That’s right, I asked Yousuke to bring some water guns with him.


  “Hah! So you’re declaring war on me?! Fine, I’ll use my protective spirit power to strike you down!” He grinned and fired off his own water gun.


  However, it was a bit different from mine. What he held was something akin to a water machine gun. It was a lot bigger and could fit a greater volume of water, giving him the advantage:


  “Now hold on. That’s not fair! Also, first, you have the devil’s powers, then you’re shooting holy water, and now you have protective spirit power…What do you even believe in?!”


  “It’s totally fair! It’s my power, after all. Also, I’m friends with both devils and spirits, so…Here I come! Holy water attack!”


  “Wah?!”


  He fired off his water machine gun. And paired with the severe pressure, he could even fire off several shots after another. I managed to evade one, but my seat ended up completely drenched. Our classmates were already causing a ruckus, too.


  “How’s this?! Want some of my power?!”


  “That’s not your power, it’s the water machine gun!”


  “Sou-chan, Yousuke-kun, what are you up to?”


  Kazuhi had returned after she previously left the room to talk to Suzuya.


  “Ah, perfect timing. You come join us, Kazuhi.”


  “H-Huh?”


  I turned toward Kazuhi, throwing my water gun at her. She seemed flustered for a moment, but somehow managed to catch it. Then I grabbed a new one from the bag Yousuke brought…Holy smokes, he had this many?! And they were already filled with water, too. That must have been heavy as all hell. I thanked Yousuke only in my mind, as I grinned confidently.


  “Listen well. For the next thirty minutes, we’re gonna shoot at each other, and the one who’s the least wet by the end is the winner. We’re allowed to move everywhere in this school, but if you get caught by a teacher…then you’re immediately disqualified. Aaand…go!” I moved my water gun and pointed it at Kazuhi.


  However, through spending all this time together, she apparently could read my movement quite too easily, as she evaded the shot with a smirk, saying “I figured you’d do that!”


  “That’s a bit sudden, but I’m game! I can tell what you’re thinning, Sou-chan!”


  “Hmph, I wonder how long you can be so confident? The game has already started.”


  “Understood! All right, time to get fired up and win this thing, indeed!”


  “What roleplay is this now? You talk like a weirdo.”


  Look at her being this excited. Well, she easily gets fired up for these things, always participating in nonsense like this.


  “I’m joining in, you two! Eat this!”


  “Whoa?!”


  Following that was merciless water machine gun fire. Watching our battle begin, our classmates now cheered like they were watching a sports event. That being said, Yousuke’s water machine gun is way too strong. I figured it’d be better to wait for an attack when he’s out of water, so I escaped from the classroom. I looked for a place to hide, when I ran down the stairs, looking for another possible participant. Luckily, I found just the perfect individual.


  “Suzuya! Great timing!”


  The girl’s beautiful blonde hair swayed as she turned around. I ran down the stairs to where she had just passed.


  “Oh my, Haruoka-kun. Were you looking for me?”


  “Yeah. Let’s have some time together,” I said and threw the water gun at her.


  She panicked a moment but somehow managed to catch it. At the same time, Yousuke appeared from the top of the stairs.


  “Found you, Sou…You better be rea—Wait, you’re inviting Suzuya-san?! No way! I can’t shoot her! I don’t have the courage to do that!”


  “Like hell I care about that. If you’re not gonna shoot, you’ll get shot. This whole school is a battlefield.”


  “Dawww, that sounded so cool! I wanted to say that! But then again, I kinda wanna see Suzuya-san get all drenched!”


  “I’m impressed you have the guts to say that in front of her…”


  Pretty sure that requires greater courage than shooting her with a water gun. Being subconsciously evil like that just sounds even nastier.


  “…Hm, I see. I’m not entirely sure what’s going on here, but I’m down.” Suzuya had finished listening to our conversation, as she ran her hand through her hair, smiling. “Basically, I just have to beat you up completely?”


  Not expecting Suzuya to approach him, Yousuke got splashed right in the face by a large shot, as he groaned.


  “Hmph! I can’t sit still when there’s a devil user this close by! Eat this! Holy water!”


  Seriously, spirit power or devil user, can you pick one? I mean, he’s using holy water against the devil, so he’s…not technically…wrong…? Anyway, he fired off his water machine gun. However, Suzuya faintly moved her body, like she was dancing almost, to evade the incoming attack. And while doing so, she fired off her own water gun twice. Both of those beautifully hit Yousuke.


  “Holy smokes! How are you so good?!”


  Then again, dealing with such a perfect beauty like her, I should have expected this outcome. And as our battle continued to escalate, we got more and more attention from the other students.


  “What’s going on? What are they doing?”


  “It’s Kusama from class 4. The famous weirdo, he’s up to something.”


  Funnily enough, Yousuke was being treated as a weirdo even by people from other classes. However, he didn’t bother much with their bothered expressions, as he used the water guns inside the sports bag hanging from his shoulder to fire off endless amounts of water mercilessly.


  “Hehehe! If you wanna join in, then be my guest! I’ve got all these weapons here! And right now, I’m the history’s strongest devil user and dealer of forbidden arms!”


  He kept blabbering about confusing stuff while striking a cringe pose, which led the people around us to mutter among themselves even further. However, when I paid attention to it, I realized that more people were being interested in it rather than simply shunning Yousuke.


  “I don’t really get what’s going on, but this looks fun.”


  “That weirdo Kusama’s involved, right? You should stay away from that.”


  “I mean…it doesn’t seem too bad. And it feels like…it’s youth.”


  “What are you on about?”


  “I don’t like Kusama being involved, but…Suzuya-san’s participating, so…”


  “I wanna try it, too! Especially since it’s so hot today!”


  Thus, all the people wishing to participate grabbed water guns from Yousuke’s repertoire.


  “Sou, we’re running low!”


  Since more people than expected wanted to participate, we quickly ran out of water guns. That’s why I breathed in and then declared in a loud voice.


  “Everyone’s free to participate in this battle! You come at us as you like! Since we’re out of water guns, you can grab water bottles or buckets! However, no violence! And now throwing things at other people!”


  I’m not a weirdo like Yousuke, so standing out like this is honestly more embarrassing than anything. However, I have to do it. Better this way than doing something half-baked and regretting it later. In these cases, it’s much more convenient to just be another idiot in the system. The students all around me seemed to agree, as they raised their fists into the air, reading their water guns. Others grabbed water bottles with water. Since this school is fairly communal, they’re all up for fooling around like this. Then again, Suzuya the school idol participating must be a huge part, too. If it was just Yousuke and me, we probably would have gotten ignored.


  “Hahaha! You normal folks can group up as much as you want, you can’t beat me!” Yousuke still had water left in his gun and fired it at his surroundings.


  “Waaah!”


  “Eeeek?!”


  I could hear screams, colored in laughter and joy.


  “That’s no fair!”


  “Everyone! Let’s gang up on him!”


  “Haha! You won’t defeat me this easily! I will show you how the occult club handles things, and create a legend for myself!”


  Everyone began targeting Yousuke simultaneously, as Suzuya turned around and ran away.


  “Suzuya? You not gonna join in?”


  “Of course. However, I need to replenish my ammunition.”


  “Ah, you need water.”


  “Indeed. But once I’m recharged, we can continue our battle…”


  “You’re brimming with excitement, eh? Sounds good, I’ll face you head-on!”


  “Hehe…When we next meet, we’ll be enemies. And I will be the one to pierce your heart.”


  “You’re getting a bit too excited, no?!” I screamed in terror as I watched her run off.


  





  “Hello there…!”


  “Hey now, I won’t make it that easy for you.”


  We both replenished our water and stood face-to-face in the hallway. We’re heavily limited on ammunition here. Once one person is out, they’ll be done for. So, while facing each other, we carefully shot at each other and evaded the incoming water. Right now, only our shoulders and legs were wet, but we didn’t suffer any severe injuries.


  “…”


  Suzuya pulled the trigger, but she was out of water. Probably used up too much.


  “Outta ammunition, eh? Wanna surrender?”


  “Oh, please…You’re so naive, Haruoka-kun.”


  “?!”
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  Suzuya showed a confident smirk, as she moved her hand to faintly lift up her skirt. Through this, she revealed her thighs, but what was further above thankfully stayed hidden. And on her white thigh, I could see a water bottle tied to through the usage of a thread. Normally, that would stick out quite a bit, but because she kept it on the back of her thigh, I couldn’t see it until now.


  “…I mean, I understand the need for more ammunition during battle, but did you really have to place it there?”


  Her waist or inside her bag would have been more than enough.


  “But keeping ammunition on your garter belt is perfectly normal, right? At least that’s how they do in the movies, so I wanted to replicate that.”


  “Right…”


  “It’s always the same. Watching an action movie? You get weapons stuck to a garter belt. A deadly disease? Someone’s writing a will. Isekai reincarnation? Cheats. It is the way things work.”


  “I get the action and disease thing…but you’re even knowledgeable when it comes to isekai reincarnation?! You’re a bigger nerd than I thought!”


  “I am a specialist when it comes to isekai reincarnation,” Suzuya showed a confident smirk as she filled up her water gun.


  In the meantime, I stood still and let her do exactly that. After all, the hero is currently undergoing his transformation scene, so it’d be against the law for me to attack her. I’d just be a party pooper if I used this opening, and it’s also a way for me to repay her for the delicious sight of her thighs.


  “Now, Haruoka-kun…I guess this would be the time for the shocking turnaround?” Suzuya finished refilling her water gun as she showed a devilish grin and pointed the muzzle at me.


  “!”


  And right at that moment, I spotted Kazuhi creeping up to Suzuya behind her back. She was probably either fighting Yousuke up to this point, or maybe even another student, as she didn’t catch on to us yet, holding the water gun while looking around. However, she eventually saw us and attempted to run away. It’s almost like she was saying that she wanted to give us some alone time together.


  “Hey, Kazuhi!”


  However, I wouldn’t let her, calling her name.


  “You help me! We’ll fight Suzuya together.”


  “Huh? But…”


  “No, no, no. You’re going to fight with me, right? We’ll get you all drenched, Haruoka-kun.”


  “No, no, no. She’ll side with me. And then you’ll be crying for more ammunition for my water gun!”


  “I…I…”


  Kazuhi narrowed her eyes with a worried gaze, looking between the two of us. What’s that face about? Hey, this isn’t like you. You should have more fun. Go wild and crazy, as you laugh to your heart’s content. That’s what we’re all about, right?


  “Hey, Kazuhi!”


  “Amagase-san!”


  Suzuya and I spoke up at the same time and smiled.


  “Let’s play!”


  “Let’s play together!”


  We stopped in our tracks, turning towards Kazuhi, who wanted to run away. And then, we offered our hands to her.


  “…!”


  For a split second, she looked like she was on the verge of breaking out in tears. But she then formed a fist in front of her chest, and looked down once. When she looked up again—she smiled.


  “I…I won’t side with either of you! After all, I am…” She struck a cool pose to the point I could see a sound effect popping up behind her like in a manga. “I am equality! I am an advocate of peace! The super hero of justice!”


  “Ah, Croquette Man’s back.”


  “It definitely is Croquette Man.”


  “How many more times do we have to repeat this same joke?!”


  “It’s because you called yourself a superhero.”


  “Th-That’s true, but I don’t have croquettes with me right now! I have a water gun, so I’m Water Gun Man!”


  “That’s so hard to say. I’ll just stick with Croquette Man.”


  “I was denied right away?! A-Anyway, a hero of justice will take even fooling around like this seriously! I’ll go all out! That’s why, no holding back, Sou-chan, Suzuya-san!” She instantly ran toward us, as Suzuya readied herself.


  “Eat this…!”


  “Hee hee, it won’t be that easy for you…”


  “Croquette Beaaam!!”


  “?!”


  Seeing Kazuhi scream that with a serious face, Suzuya burst out laughing. Unable to bear with it, she held her stomach as she continued to writhe in laughter and agony, as Kazuhi’s shot of water hit her right in the face.


  “I did it! I defeated Suziya!”


  “W-Wait…That was…against the rules!” Her face was beet red as she continued to laugh endlessly.


  “Now it’s your turn, Sou-chan!”


  “Yeah. Come at me, Kazuhi.”


  I dodged the Croquette Beam, firing a stream of water at her. Unable to evade that, the collar of her uniform ended up drenched as she shrieked.


  “Heh. You’re ten years too early to think you can beat me.”


  “Y-You only grazed my upper uniform! This is where the real battle starts!”


  We pointed our water guns at each other, taking positions. Right after, we heard footsteps approaching us. They must have been running from another fight because they were girls completely wet.


  “Dawww, my uniform is drenched!”


  “But that was pretty fun, right?”


  “Wait…that’s Suzuya-san! Isn’t she laughing like crazy?”


  “For real?! I thought she was immune to all jokes…”


  “But this is nice. I think she looks cute…and a lot easier to approach like this.”


  The person in question finally got control of her laughter, as she fixed her hair. But she ignored the girls and spoke to Kazuhi.


  “…Hehe, Amagase-san, you’re struggling against Haruoka-san, I see. How about we team up and show him who’s the real boss here?”


  Why’s she sounding like a comic villain now? Well, she probably just said that because she thought it sounded cool.


  “What’s this? You teaming up now? I thought Croquette Man was supposed to not pick sides?”


  “Yes, normally. However, she’s not teaming up with me…I’m teaming up with her!”


  “H-Hold on! That makes it sound like I’m the evil one!”


  “Heh…Fine then. I’ll beat you both at the same time.”


  “That’s right. We’re both this drenched already…so we’ll have you take responsibility.”


  “Hold on, could you not phrase your words that badly?! Was that accidental?!”


  That…is a bit too stimulating if you ask me. In fact, their uniforms were wet to the point they started turning transparent.


  “Phew…A-Anyway!” I sighed once to calm down my racing heart and declared.


  I raised my eyebrows, looking straight ahead. Even if we’re just fooling around…I’m gonna take this seriously.


  “Let’s finish this.”


  “Yup!”


  “Yes.”


  As more onlookers gathered around us, we all had our fingers on the triggers, when—My sight was filled with smoke.


  “Bugh?! Wh-What the hell is this?!”


  The smoke emitted from an oddball that landed between us. Our surroundings quickly turned white, like this was some sort of poisonous gas…Wait, this feels familiar. It’s the same thing that got Yousuke scolded by our teacher. According to him, it’s the greatest possible exorcism tool. But in the eyes of any normal person, it was just a smoke bomb. And after the smoke cleared, the evil mind appeared.


  “Yoho, Sou! When the protagonist’s in a pinch, it’s time for the friend character to play his part! I came to help you, so praise me! Praise me, please!”


  “You’re so god damn annoying! You just got in my way!”


  “Whaaat?! How would I be getting in the way?!”


  “Your entire existence is a bother! Shut up! Also, how are you this drenched?! You got completely messed up in the few minutes I didn’t watch you!”


  “Awww! I’m not wet! In fact, I messed them all up! Because I am the overpowered black magic genius who can control water and droplets!”


  “Just shut up! Also, your settings are completely messed up! You called yourself a devil user! Whatever, I’m just gonna beat you up, too!”


  Sparks flew between all of us, but then—


  “You guuuys agaaain?!”


  …However, our homeroom teacher’s roars of anger completely halted our battle.


  “I’ve got a mountain load to tell you, but for starters…Change into your jerseys! Can’t have you all catch a cold! It might be damn hot outside, but with how drenched you are…Just to make sure, okay?! The lecture comes after. I’m gonna wring you guys out, so better be ready!”


  Yet again, it was evident he had kind intentions deep down, but our homeroom teacher was tasked to clean up after Yousuke’s mess (yet again). I don’t blame him for blowing a fuse each and every single time. We listened to his orders, returned to the classroom, and changed into our P.E. jerseys. Luckily, our homeroom teacher said “I bet Kusama and Haruoka are the main perpetrators again, and you other guys got wrapped in this mess, so I’ll be mainly lecturing those two! You other guys, go home! And straight, so you won’t catch a cold!” Great judgment, teach!


  Thus, Kazuhi, Suzuya, Yousuke, and I headed back to our classroom. Then again, Suzuya’s class was different, so she only walked halfway down the hallway. And even though we were absolutely drenched, we couldn’t stop laughing.


  “Hahaha! That was so much fun, Sou-chan!”


  “Yeah.”


  “We haven’t played with water guns for years. But you really surprised me. Why today of all days?”


  Despite being scolded by our teacher not even a few moments ago, Kazuhi was still above the clouds, acting like a cat on catnip.


  “No particular reason. It’s just…”


  “Yeah?”


  “You like this sort of stuff, right?”


  Doing random stuff like this, creating noise and chaos. It’s what both Kazuhi and I are used to.


  “…Yeah. I love it,” she said, half in a daze.


  She’s finally showing me her usual, drowsy smile. That’s what I’ve been waiting for. That’s the kind of smile you’re supposed to have.


  “This sure takes me back. We’d always do idiotic stuff like this!”


  “H-Hey now, Kazuhi-chan! Calling us idiots might be taking a bit too far, don’t you think? I’m not an idiot, I’m a genius black magic user!”


  “Huh? Ah, wait, no! I wasn’t making fun of you…I was saying it in a good way! A good meaning!”


  “Ah, a good way? That’s whatevs, then!”


  “You’re really satisfied with that explanation?!”


  “B-But Sou-chan, you said it before, too! ‘Humans are all idiots, so might as well be a straightforward idiot. Makes life easier,’ is what you told me!”


  “Never have I ever uttered that in my life! You’re just making nonsense up as you go!”


  Hearing our banter, Suzuya let out a snicker. And then, the other people around us called out to her.


  “Ah, Suzuya-san! That water battle just now was fun! Let’s play again!”


  Seeing the girls smile at her, Suzuya was bewildered for a moment.


  “…Y-Yes,” she answered awkwardly, bewildered, but most importantly—Happily. “That’s a promise! Make sure to invite me next time!” She waved her hands at the girls and said her goodbyes, as I could see her grinning.


  She’s on cloud seven, just like Kazuhi.


  “Haruoka-kun.”


  As Kazuhi and Yousuke were busy talking, Suzuya pulled on the sleeve of my shirt, calling out to me.


  “…Thanks.”


  “Hey now, I’m being thanked after getting you absolutely drenched? Where’d the queen I thought I knew gone off to?”


  “Don’t poke fun at me now.” She pulled on my ear with a pout, whispering. “You wanted me to indulge in this…’Stupid fun,’ right?”


  “What does that even mean? I didn’t do a damn thing. It’s because you ran around like a sniper with that water gun that everybody else said ‘Holy smokes, Suzuya’s not some cool beauty at all. She’s really funny,’ and that’s about it.”


  “I don’t quite like how you had to phrase that, but leaving that aside…” She snickered and looked at me with a gentle smile. “You really…are a pleasant person.”


  “Not really.”


  “Huh?”


  “I just wanted to cause a fun ruckus. Just going all out right before summer break…With my important new friend.”


  “Wait, so…”


  Honestly, that line sounded so cheesy, I had to look away if I wanted to keep a straight face while delivering it.


  “W-Well, and also…Kazuhi’s smiling, too.”


  “…That’s true. And I truly love her smile.”


  Kazuhi and Yousuke were walking a bit ahead of us, discussing what ‘idiotic’ even means. Watching them, I muttered, almost like I wasn’t myself.


  “…This only lasts for a moment, and I might just be getting on too high of a horse, but…”


  It’s embarrassing to say. And to ensure that the person in question didn’t hear it, I whispered to Suzuya.


  “Even so…Even if it’s just one moment…one second…I want her to smile as much as possible.”


  I don’t need to fake nonsense. I don’t care if I’m looking lame. I can’t be a hero who cheers up people wherever I go, so the best I can do is cause a ruckus to allow everyone to be themselves, and let them burst out laughing. It might not be much, but I want to ease the pain she seems to be feeling right now. If it’s a problem that’ll be resolved in time, then I’ll give her that. And make her feel at peace while she goes through it.


  And while telling Suzuya about this, we already reached our classroom, which meant that we’d had to split off from Suzuya. But right before that, I could hear a faint mumble coming from her.


  “…You really are kind.”


  “Suzuya?”


  “Hee hee…It’s nothing. However…”


  Her hair was still wet, the drops of water looking like small pearls, as she entered the classroom, whispering quietly.


  “I have to say…I’m a bit jealous of the person who gets to be next to you.”


  


  1 Dried bonito flakes


  2 Small coloured sugar candy covered with tiny bulges


  Chapter 3: On The Night Of The Fireworks


  The days passed, as the real summer began. The sunlight grew stronger, and so did the color of the blue sky, like you kept on adding another layer. Each time a breeze blew, I could hear the wind chimes of my neighbor, the Amagase Household, ringing. This entire time, Kazuhi continued to try and push me and Suzuya together. It was almost like she was panicking—Like something was rushing her.


  “Souuu!”


  July 15th. A regular Monday, but because it was Marine Day, we didn’t have any school day. Since I didn’t have anything to do, I helped at my parents’ restaurant to earn some more cash. The restaurant was located at a different place than our home, and although it wasn’t a stylish sight for sore eyes, it possessed a welcoming atmosphere, keeping its doors open. Thanks to that, we had a lot of regulars.


  And once summer break would roll around, it was time to think about my promised summer festival with Kazuhi. I wasn’t trying to act cool or anything, but I wanted to at least treat her to some stuff. Like a candied apple, or a chocolate banana. Anything sweet, really. Imagining her stuffing her cheeks while saying ‘It’s so delicious! But I’m gonna get fat! But it’s delicious!’ really helped motivate me.


  “Sou. Hey, Sou!”


  “Hm? Ah, yeah?”


  I was busy washing dishes in the kitchen when Mom called out to me.


  “I got this from a customer right now. They said they’d share some with us because they got them from relatives.”


  “Oh, peaches. And so many.”


  “Yeah. And since we don’t have that many customers today, you can head out early. Could you just bring some of these to our neighbors?”


  “To Kazuhi’s family?”


  “Yeah. We’ve got so many, and Kazuhi-chan loves peaches, right? I’m sure she’d be happy.”


  Well, she loves all fruits in general. More specifically, anything that is delicious. I could already see her stuff her cheeks like a hamster while saying ‘It’s so delicious! But I’m gonna get fat! But it’s so delicious!’ All she does is eat, after all. Anyway, I agreed to Mom’s request and made my way over to Kazuhi’s place. Then again, there wasn’t much walking involved, because her house was right next to mine. I was used to walking this path since I was young, and I knew her parents as well as her, so I wasn’t nervous in any way.


  “Oh my, Sou-kun.”


  When I arrived, I was greeted by Kazuhi’s mother. Each time I look at her, I’m baffled at how she could look so young and beautiful despite having a child in high school. Will Kazuhi look like this when she becomes an adult, I wonder.


  “Hello. Are you heading out somewhere?”


  “Yes. I’m going to a friend’s house. Do you need something from Kazuhi?”


  “Not really. I just brought these. Mom got them from a customer,” I said and showed her the plastic bag filled with peaches, to which her face lit up.


  “Oh my! Thank you so much. Ah, I know! Why don’t you eat some with Kazuhi?”


  “With Kazuhi…?”


  “Yes. I can’t really explain it, but something’s been off about her lately. I figure she’d cheer up if you’re with her.”


  “Ah, right. Well, we’re always together at school, anyway.”


  “My, that is also true. But, you’re here already, so I’d like you to go see her. It’s a shame, but I have to go now.” She checked her wristwatch and shook my hand with a smile, quickly walking away while saying. “Kazuhi’s in her room right now. See you later.”


  Since I received permission to enter, I swiftly went inside. Despite it being a holiday, Kazuhi’s father seemed out, too, leaving only herself present. We’re also used to being in each other’s rooms, but knocking once is at least proper etiquette. After a brief silence, I entered. Immediately, I looked around Kazuhi’s clean room. The room was decorated with pleasant furniture to create a welcoming feeling, filled with teddy bears. Yet again, I was baffled at how contradictorily cute her room was.


  “…Mm.”


  The window was wide open, probably to keep the air fresh inside. Same with the door, too. Because of a breeze, the laced curtains swayed left and right, with Kazuhi sleeping below them on the bed. She had pushed away her blanket completely, probably because of the heat, allowing me to see her room wear. Her white stomach came into sight, which made my heart skip a beat, but I quickly relaxed because “It’s Kazuhi, after all.” No, that’s not it. We slept a lot together when we were younger. Even if I see her now, there’s…nothing, yeah. Nothing at all. I’m just feeling hot because of the heat outside. That’s the only reason.


  “…Mmm….mm…”


  After looking at her sleeping face for a while, Kazuhi’s back twitched and she stretched.


  “…Sou-chan…”


  “Yo, Kazuhi. Finally awake? I brought some peaches, so let’s eat them.”


  “…”


  “Kazuhi?”


  “I’m sorry…Sou-chan…”


  She kept her eyes closed, only mumbling to herself. Ah, she’s talking in her sleep.


  “What are you apologizing for? And what dream are you having? You didn’t do anything you’d have to apologize for!”


  I knew she was asleep, but I still spoke to her. Did she eat my snacks in her dream?


  “More importantly, I have beaches, so wake up alr—” I wanted to poke her cheek to wake her up, but with the sight unfolding in front of me, I was silenced quickly.


  From Kazuhi’s closed eye, I could see something rolling down. I often see it when it’s raining—It’s Kazuhi’s tear.


  “I don’t…have much time anymore…”


  Don’t have time? What does that mean?


  “That’s why…you have to be happy…with someone else…”


  …I was feeling hot a moment ago, and yet a cold shiver ran down my spine. And at the same time, a conversation popped up in the back of my head. I thought it was just a hypothetical story, but…


  —If you were in their position, what would you do? Your girlfriend only has a few months to live or something like that.


  She said that she liked movies that made her think about this stuff, and yet…


  —Huh? Uh…Well, I don’t…really like them so much, no.


  In such a short time, she’s completely changed her view. It’s weird, right? You wouldn’t change this drastically this abruptly. And yet, something was off. What made her change her opinion this much? That day…when she looked close to breaking out in tears. That morning…I asked her what was wrong. And if we should go to the hospital. What did she say then?


  —It’s already too…


  …What if? What if it was too late to go to the hospital…and what if she doesn’t have much more time left?


  “Kazuhi.”


  I didn’t even mean to call her name. It just happened naturally.


  “Kazuhi.”


  Before I realized it, I couldn’t stop. My heart was utterly shaken by seeing her cry in her sleep.


  “Kazuhi…!”


  “…Mmm…”


  Kazuhi blinked once, as she looked at me, unsure if it was a dream or reality.


  “Kazuhi…”


  “Sou…chan…?”


  “Are you going to die?”


  “……” Kazuhi’s eyes shot wide open.


  However, she quickly shook her head.


  “…No, I won’t die.”


  “Then why were you crying?”


  “I…I was? What are you talking about? I don’t remember crying…”


  “Then what’s this?” I ran my finger along her cheek, showing her the liquid that I scooped up.


  “Oh…Huh…? Weird. Was it raining?”


  “…No, it wasn’t. It’s been clear all day.”


  The window was wide open, and it was a bright sight outside. It’s so beautiful outside, and yet…it feels like a large cloud was slowly moving to cover up the sun. What’s this uncertainty and impatience…?


  “Ehehe…Yeah. I’m weird, right?” Kazuhi tried to calm my worries as she showed a smile without strength.


  I don’t like this. Don’t smile like that. You try to laugh even though you aren’t…I don’t want you to make that kind of face.


  “W-Well, I just…had another scary dream.”


  I don’t get it. Why is she hiding this from me? I want her to tell me everything that’s going on. I want to help her. But if I don’t know, then I can’t…


  “I’ve been having nightmares lately.”


  “Oh?”


  “I…I’m not lying, okay? It’s just…I’ve been a bit scared of sleeping lately. I feel so restless closing my eyes when it’s dark around me…Well, it’s weird that I would be taking a nap despite not sleeping at night, right?”


  “Sure is.”


  “Ugh…I’m not lying, I swear…”


  Even if she isn’t lying, I can tell she’s hiding something. She’s keeping a secret from me. And I’m not angry. It just…annoyed me. I don’t want to brag or anything, but I felt sad when she didn’t rely on me. It makes me worried that I have nothing to give her. Even though she’s always been with me. So close, yet so far…


  “You’re scared of sleeping, right?”


  “Y-Yeah…”


  “Then should we sleep together?”


  “Yeah…” Kazuhi nodded, only to quickly grasp the meaning behind my words, her eyes shooting open. “…What?”


  “I’ll stay with you so you don’t have to worry about some nightmare.”


  It was just me being stubborn. I wanted to help. I felt frustrated that my childhood friend didn’t rely on me. And I hate myself for being this childish. I don’t want to push her into a corner, either.


  “Huh…Huh?! Wh-What are you talking about, Sou-chan?”


  “What’s the big deal? We’d often sleep together when we were children, right?”


  “M-Maybe, but…That’s not what I mean!”


  “Don’t worry about it. I’ll even hold your hand so you won’t have a nightmare. I could even sing you a lullaby.”


  “Ugh…”


  “Or, what? You’d rather not? You can tell me.”


  Tell me what’s on your mind. Tell me just what is making you suffer like this. And yet, Kazuhi remained quiet for a moment, tightly gripping her bed sheet. And after looking away from me, she raised her head.


  “I don’t…hate it.”


  Even though she had just shed a tear, I could see her eyes already becoming damp again.


  “It’s true that I’m scared of sleeping. That I won’t open my eyes again once I close them. I’m scared of closing my eyes inside the darkness of night. I’m sleepy, but I can’t sleep. And even if I finally drift away, it remains a shallow sleep with a nightmare. I don’t…want to be alone…”


  I could see myself reflected in her eyes. Almost like I was being tested.


  “That’s why…will you sleep next to me, Sou-chan?”


  





  How did things end up like this? We were both lying on the same bed, which honestly didn’t offer much space. We may be childhood friends, and yet we’re still two adolescent teenagers, so this definitely was off-limits…Then again, I was the one who brought it up. I offered it under the assumption she disagreed. And yet, she did a complete turn-around and asked me for it. Sure, I could have said no, but how could I? I’m such an idiot, really.


  “…Sou-chan.”


  I couldn’t bear sleeping face-to-face, so I had my back turned toward Kazuhi. When she called my name, I rolled over to face her.


  “…What? Just go to sleep already.”


  “Sorry. But…Looking at your face just relaxes me.”


  “…Yeah, sure…”


  She probably wasn’t trying to praise me, but I could feel my chest flutter. I’m the one who can’t relax. My heart is racing like crazy. My whole body felt like it was itching, and my heart was in disarray. Am I the only one who feels this way? Why…am I feeling this way because of Kazuhi? She’s my childhood friend. She’s my little sister. There’s no need to be conscious of her. We slept a lot together when we were younger, right? Remember it. Remember all those summer days. At home…lying next to each other on the tatami mat…together.


  The sky outside was clear, as the wind chimes jingled. I had Kazuhi’s sleeping face right next to me, faintly breathing as she had finally fallen asleep. I woke up before her, but I couldn’t rob her of her precious sleep…But I also couldn’t take a second nap, either. I was simply looking at her sleeping face. Seeing her relaxed and softened-up cheeks, I couldn’t help but wonder what dream she had.


  This time felt pointless, as we just kept on wasting away during this summer heat. But looking at Kazuhi’s face, I felt relaxed, and at peace. And yet, something deep inside me began to change. It wasn’t anything painful. Instead, it was like an inviting heartbeat. But…I didn’t know what to make of that. Because we—Because I’m a child.


  “Sou-chan…”


  “…!”


  When she called my name, my heart jumped. Her long eyelashes moved up and down, as she looked at me with barely any distance between us. Kazuhi and I aren’t kids anymore. We’re in high school. Before, when we talked on the phone without windows open, we couldn’t reach each other no matter how much we tried. But now, even the slightest movement would allow me to confirm her existence.


  “Sou-chan?”


  …Ah, I see. I felt something inside of me piece it together. We are childhood friends. But she’s not like my little sister. What I had lying next to me—was just another girl.


  “…Wah?! Sou-chan?”


  The moment I realized this, my body jumped up from the bed.


  “What’s wrong? Did you have a bad dream?”


  “S-Sorry…”


  Kazuhi stared up at me. And yet, I couldn’t look her in the eyes.


  “W-Well…This is just weird. Sleeping next to each other…isn’t something we should be doing. You’re not my Mom or a friend. You’re…a girl, after all!”


  The reason I emphasized this so adhesively is that I definitely did not want Kazuhi to do this with any other man. But then I felt embarrassed, knowing Kazuhi would never do that even if she had other male friends. I’m just so…flustered.


  “…Yeah. You’re right…Yup…”


  I thought Kazuhi didn’t feel anything in particular at us sleeping next to each other, but looking closer at her—I could see she was blushing, too. I think she got embarrassed only now because she hid her body with her blanket. And that gesture alone was enough to make my heart race faster.


  “…”


  “…”


  An eerie silence followed. Neither of us knew what to say.


  “…Sorry. I think I should go home for today.”


  “Y-Yeah. Sorry to…force you through this.”


  “No need to apologize…Anyway, I’ll leave the peaches here, so eat them when you like. You’re a fan of peaches, right?”


  “Yeah…”


  “…Anyway, see you tomorrow.”


  Usually, I would never say such a thing to Kazuhi. I didn’t have to, as we would see each other pretty much every single day. And yet…now, I wanted a promise. Because her saying ‘I don’t have much time left’ still stuck with me. I wanted to see her again tomorrow. That’s what I packed into my statement.


  “Yeah,” Kazuhi smiled, but as before, it was void of any vigor. “See you tomorrow, Sou-chan.”


  * * *


  Another morning arrived. And we were once again greeted by the summer heat.


  “Morning, Sou-chan.”


  Stepping outside my house, Kazuhi was waiting for me, as she always would. Despite what happened yesterday, when we went through that awkward silence and realization that maybe we weren’t just regular childhood friends, it felt like everything was back to normal. But…I didn’t know if that was a good or bad thing.


  “You’re up early today. I feel like you’re actually getting up on time lately.”


  “Well…It’s summer, after all. My desire to just keep snuggling up under my blanket isn’t as strong as it is during the cold winter mornings. It’s just so hot, right?”


  “Hee hee. Works for me, though. Saves us from ending up late.”


  We walked next to each other as we went on our way to school. Today, the sky was clear yet again.


  “…It’s almost the end-of-term ceremony, right? And starting next week, we have summer break. It still feels a bit fast.”


  “And then, the summer festival’s right around the corner. You were looking forward to that, right?”


  “Mm…Yeah. And Suzuya-san seemed excited about it, too. Hehe…I’ll do my best so that your Lovey-Dovey Honey Acquisition Plan works out perfectly…” Kazuhi said as she formed two fists in front of her chest.


  —But, the one I like isn’t Suzuya.


  I won’t deny that Suzuya’s a beauty, is rich, and excels at both her studies and sports, and even her personality is hella fun. You could basically describe her as a living cheat code, and I really enjoy being friends with her. However, the girl I really like is a bit of a glutton, a bit of a dunce at times, but kind and gentle from the bottom of her heart, and absolutely adorable whenever she smiles at me…It’s you, who’s always been by my side. Surely, I just tried to keep my feelings bottled up under the lid of calling her my childhood friend or like a little sister. It’s idiotic, but I finally realized it.


  I don’t know what’s making Kazuhi suffer, but I want to help her. I want to be her strength. That’s why…I’ve decided. On the day we promised, the day of the summer festival, I’ll tell Kazuhi of my feelings. That I treasure her from the bottom of my heart. That she’s more important to me than anything else. That I’ll be there when she needs my strength. I don’t care if she just sees me as a childhood friend. I still want to tell her. To reassure her that I’ll be the person who remains her ally no matter what may happen. And that—she’s not alone at all.


  * * *


  I heard the whistles and drums creating noise as if they tried to battle the oppressive heat. The lamps lit up the darkness of night in a bright red. The iron plates placed on the various stalls created sizzling sounds, as a delicious scent filled the air. The town I was so familiar with had changed completely. The people coming and going wore yukata, as the girls had a wide range of oriental hairpins in their hair. The stalls around us offered goldfish scooping and sweet candy. Just the look of them could get your heart racing.


  “Nice, nice! Very nice! A summer festival makes me feel so pumped! Like the Demon Lord’s gonna descend any second now!”


  “Honestly, that one statement makes me feel like I wanna go home already.”


  Today is August 3rd…the promised day. The night I had waited for so long. Standing next to me right now was Yousuke. Kazuhi and Suzuya said they’d come, too, but we were told to go ahead without them. I just got a message on my phone, saying “We’ll be there soon,” so we waited in front of the train station, at the statue of our town’s mascot.


  “Also, how does this bristling but peaceful atmosphere connect to the descent of the demon lord? You got a screw loose or something?”


  “What are you on about? Look at how great all this looks. No way the demon lord would wanna miss out on that! Also, are you sure I should be tagging along? I thought this was supposed to be for your harem only, Sou.”


  “It’s not a harem. You’re just being rude towards those other two if you keep saying that.”


  Originally, it was just supposed to be the two girls and me. However, that scenario would’ve been a bit too much for me to handle (and I was afraid of being seen by the guys from our school), so I asked Yousuke to tag along.


  “Well, don’t you worry about your little bones, Sou! I’m a magician who can read the room! I’ll make sure to ‘accidentally’ get separated while having one of the girls with me so that you can then walk around as just the two of you!”


  “Nobody asked you for that! You’re just enjoying this, aren’t you?!”


  “Now, now, now. But more importantly, who would you like to be with? Kazuhi-chan? Suzuya-san?”


  “Wha…”


  “Just kidding! I know exactly who you’re gunning for, so you just leave it to me!”


  “Wh-What? What are you…”


  I actually didn’t call him here just to do any of that. I mean, I made up my mind to confess to Kazuhi today, but I can still do that after we said goodbye to Yousuke and Suzuya. Kazuhi and I have to head home in the same direction, so there’s no rush to do it here.


  “Sorry for the wait, Sou-chan, Yousuke-kun.”


  But at that moment, I heard a familiar voice, so I turned around—Only to be greeted by two random girls. No…that’s not right. There’s only one girl who’d call me ‘Sou-chan.’ When I looked at them, however, I didn’t recognize them.


  “Hee hee, look at her, Haruoka-kun. Amagase-san is absolutely adorable today, isn’t she? Well, she’s always cute, though.”


  “Wh-What are you talking about, Suzuya-san? You’re the one who’s…”


  Unlike their regular school uniforms, the two were wearing yukata, perfectly in theme for this summer festival. Kazuhi wore a white yukata with flower patterns in pink and purple. Suzuya’s was evidently on a different level in terms of quality, as it had a navy blue tone with goldfish on it. They both looked great in them, really. And they even styled their hair in typical festival fashion.


  “H-Hey, Sou-chan…Suzuya-san looks totally stunning, right?”


  “Huh? Y-Yeah…”


  For some reason, Kazuhi moved closer to me as she emphasized that, but I had to avert my eyes.


  “Geez, that’s no good.”


  Even as I turned my back toward her, I could clearly see her pouting her cheeks like a manga character. That’s not the problem, though. I was forced to cover my face so that nobody could sneak a glance at it. I mean, this is just…bad. Yeah, very bad…Kazuhi is way too friggin cute, you know?! I have only now realized that I actually love her, and yet she’s coming at me at full-force! She’s so adorable, I can’t even look directly at her, and I don’t need a mirror to tell that I must be as red as a tomato right about now! No, I can’t. I can’t. She’s too cute. Somebody save me! My childhood friend is too cute, it’s killing me!


  And with my head turned away from her, I mentally slammed my head against a wall several times to calm myself down. But alas, Kazuhi had no idea how I felt at that very moment, as she snuck around to take a glance at my face.


  “Sou-chan! This is your chance! You have to praise Suzuya-san some more! Tell her she’s cute!”


  You’re the cute one, dangit! Don’t get too close, you adorable idiot! Oh lord…Now that I’ve realized how I feel, Kazuhi in her yukata is way too strong. She’s just so cute, I literally can’t. Until not even too long ago, I simply saw her as my childhood friend and little sister, but now, she’s just like any other girl. I know saying stuff like this can be cheesy as hell, but love really is weird. And dangerous. I feel like I’ve been just calling her cute for the past five minutes, but I lack the vocabulary to describe her in any other way.


  “Hee hee…Sorry that we ended up late. I got lost in time trying to find the best possible yukata for Amagase-san.”


  “U-Ugh…I said I was fine not wearing one, but you wouldn’t listen…”


  I see. So that’s why they needed more time. Honestly, I don’t care one bit that we had to wait. Good job, Suzuya! This is the best!


  “Hey, hey, we’re all here now, so let’s go have some fun! I wanna try the goldfish scooping!”


  “That sounds wonderful. I’d love to try my skill at that, too.”


  As I was busy jumping for joy (internally), Yousuke and Suzuya already headed for the nearby stalls. I took a few deep breaths to relax and then turned toward Kazuhi. While praying that she couldn’t tell how much I was blushing, still.


  “…Let’s go, Kazuhi.”


  “Yeah…Sou-chan.”


  





  Around ten minutes later—


  “…Where did Suzuya-san and Yousuke-kun even go…?”


  “That bastard sure didn’t waste any time, huh?!”


  It didn’t even take an hour until those two just vanished without a trace. And if I had to guess, it was probably that bastard Yousuke’s doing…Though, Suzuya most definitely isn’t innocent. She always tries to be considerate when Kazuhi and I are together, so they probably worked together to give us some alone time. Even though they really didn’t have to do that…But anyway, it was just Kazuhi and me right now.


  “My calls aren’t getting through, either. Maybe they ran out of battery…?”


  That’s probably on purpose, too. They most likely turned off their phones…God, they sure are efficient when it doesn’t matter!


  “No way…but my Lovey-Dovey Honey Acquisition Plan…Should we…go look for them?” Kazuhi panicked and was unsure of what to do.


  Honestly, we won’t find them no matter what we do. They got separated on purpose.


  “I…don’t think that’ll work. Look at all those people walking around.”


  “B-But then…”


  “There’s nothing we can do. Let’s just have fun ourselves…Ah, hey?!”


  “Wahhh! Sou-chaaan!”


  Practically mid-sentence, Kazuhi got swept along by a group of people. It wasn’t even happening purposefully. This amount of people moved like a giant wave.


  “Kazuhi!” I grabbed her hand and pulled her back toward me.


  “Eeek?!”


  “Why are you getting swept along now, too?”


  “Ugh…Ah…y-yeah…”


  “Huh? …Ah.”


  Kazuhi’s face turned red as she was clearly flustered. But, I quickly realized why. Oh no, I grabbed her hand in the heat of the moment?! I mean, it was a necessary act, because she would have gotten lost in return. I didn’t do this on purpose. It just reflexively happened…Dangit, we held hands countless times before (while running to school), so why am I getting this nervous now? I just don’t know how to act around her anymore.


  “A-Anyway, let’s go! Isn’t there stuff you…wanna eat? Things you wanna do? Anything?”


  “Huh? B-But, Suzuya-san and…”


  “Give up on those two already. No way we can meet up in a crowd like this.”


  Since Kazuhi didn’t brush my hand away, I didn’t let go, either. I forcefully pulled her after me, as we happened to pass by a stall offering a shooting range when the elderly man called out to us.


  “Yo, you two over there! I’ve got some great prices, so how about you shoot your shot and get a present for your girlfriend?”


  ““Gir—””


  Hearing the word “girlfriend,” both Kazuhi and I responded in unison.


  ““We’re not like that!!””


  I mean…I want things to go in that direction, but at least for now, that’s not the case. I just didn’t know how else to cope with this itchy and embarrassing sensation, so I reflexively denied it. But, do we look like that? I mean, a boy and a girl (with the girl wearing a yukata) walking around the festival while holding hands, I can’t blame him for thinking that we’re on a date. What about Kazuhi? Does she…hate people seeing us that way?


  I looked over at her. She was blushing furiously, and awkwardly moved her other free hand like she was trying to distract herself…I don’t know if I’ll just sound like a narcissistic prick, but…Maybe Kazuhi is pretty happy, too? Granted, she’s been getting fairly desperate at pushing me and Suzuya together. And yet, whenever Suzuya and I seem to get along, she has this lonely gaze in her eyes. And thinking about it, she was awfully flustered when it came to that indirect kiss that day we shared our ramune…It feels like she’s conscious of me.


  Maybe Kazuhi feels the same way as I do? Maybe there are some special circumstances that force her to get me and Suzuya together? Or…am I just a narcissist for thinking that? Meanwhile, the man from the stall grinned at us as he continued.


  “Hahah, don’t be like that. But, how’s it sound? The offer for a round still stands.”


  “Ah, but, we’re looking for people…”


  “It seems fun, right? We’re here, so we might as well enjoy ourselves. Is there anything you’d like?”


  “I-I don’t really…Ah.”


  “Hm?”


  “N-Nothing! It’s nothing!” Kazuhi frantically shook her head.


  However, I didn’t miss her gaze and what she stared at.


  “You want that…weird plushie?”


  “Waaah, it’s not weird! It’s super cute!”


  “No, it’s definitely weird. Also, isn’t that from MagiMon? You were watching that?”


  MagiMon is a popular kid’s anime called Magical Mont Blanc. To reiterate, I don’t get the idea. Why a mont blanc? And the plush toy looked exactly like one, with brownish cream around its head as the eyes stared into the darkness. I personally can’t fathom why this became a thing. And seeing Kazuhi stare at it like it was the one precious ring, I didn’t even need to ask. I was just surprised to see she was into that.


  “Ah, yeah, I actually watched it all online!”


  “Seriously?”


  “D-Do you think it’s childish? But, it’s actually super interesting! And you better not make fun of anime just because they can be a bit childish!”


  I wasn’t even going that far, to begin with, so you really don’t need to tell me. I sometimes watch these sorts of anime on Sunday mornings when I don’t have anything better to do. It’s honestly pretty fun. Talking about friendship and dreams, it’s something even adults can watch thanks to its fun and passionate themes. Children’s anime is great!


  “And also, Mon-chan is so cute! That beautiful brown color, the chestnut on his face, and this spongy body…it’s the best!”


  “All right, I’ll make sure to pierce that cute Mon-chan’s head with a bullet.”


  “Geez! Sou-chan, phrasing!”


  I paid the man and pointed the rifle I received toward Mon-chan. Then again, it looks pretty difficult to get. If I had to guess, it’s probably the first prize of the objects here. And looking at the size, I could see it’s going to be a tough one to get. However, I’m not gonna be a quitter right in front of Kazuhi, so I’ll try my best. Even if I fail in the end. With that determination burning inside of me, I pulled the trigger—


  “Oh?”


  The cork shot from the gun hit Mon-chan right in the dome, as it fell over…which is fine and all, but it doesn’t make sense. I hit it straight on the head, so why would it topple over this easily? Oh well, no skin off my back. I’ll just thank my lucky stars and accept it.


  “N-No way?! Just like that?! But that was supposed to be the top prize!”


  Contrary to me, the old man raised a scream in disbelief.


  “Oh, what’s going on? Someone got Mon-chan from that stall?”


  “For real? I thought that’d be impossible.”


  “Now I wanna try it, too! Hey, Uncle, I’m buying three tries!”


  Seeing the Mon-chan fall down, other people around us began to gather around the stall.


  “Oh…Well, it ended up as good publicity, I guess! I’ve got plenty of other plush toys to put on display, too! All right, lad, take this! Best of luck to you and your girlfriend!”


  The man was close to despair for a moment, but quickly changed into a true businessman and handed me Mon-chan.


  “Here you go, Kazuhi.”


  “Whoaaaa…!” She tightly embraced Mon-chan, her eyes lighting up like a child’s. “So cute! I’m so happy! I love you, Sou-chan!”


  “…?!”


  For a moment, my head turned blank. Kazuhi also audibly gasped as she realized what she had even just said, as her face turned beet red.


  “W-Wait, no! That was just… a force of habit, nothing more!”


  “Right. Yeah, yeah, that makes sense. You’d say that all the time years and years ago, after all!”


  “E-Exactly. It’s a thing from the past, so just now…was…Anyway, let’s talk about something else! This Mon-chan here actually dreamed of becoming a shortcake, and that dream is granted in the final episode. But, because he realizes that he likes chestnuts the most, he returns to being a Mont Blanc. And that scene is so emotional…!”


  “That makes no sense! You’re just making stuff up as you go, right?! Especially since the final episode hasn’t even aired yet!”


  “Ah, ugh…”


  She really sucks at lying. MagiMon is still running, and it doesn’t seem to be ending anytime soon. She should have realized that such a blatant lie would never work. I guess she’s still a bit flustered…Then again, I’m no better. My head still feels hot.


  “…C’mon, we got what you wanted, so let’s check elsewhere. I can see a stall with the candied apples you like so much!”


  “What?! I wanna eat one, I wanna eat one!”


  When her favorite food is involved, she immediately gets about everything we just talked about. God damn glutton. And it’s also so friggin adorable…


  





  “Mhm, I’m so full!”


  After we enjoyed all the food the various stalls had to offer, we moved to a nearby public park. It was a small one that only offered a sandbox and a slide, but that made it quieter with no people around. Most of them were probably gathering near the river to watch the fireworks that’d go up soon after this. While carrying her beloved Mon-chan, Kazuhi indulged in all the tasty memories she made, as she trotted through the park.


  “Didn’t you…eat a bit too much?”


  “B-But you ate a lot, too! And, it’s fine on a festival day like this! Everything goes into a separate stomach!”


  “You’ll get fat.”


  “Hmph! It Doesn’t matter! Unlike Suzuya-san, I don’t have that great of a body, and I’m not nearly as cute as her!”


  “…Nobody said you’re not cute.”


  “Huh?”


  “…Well, I guess I never properly said it…Your yukata, I mean.”


  In the back of my head, I faintly remember throwing a tantrum along the lines of “No way! I could never say something as embarrassing as that!”, which made me want to punch myself, but I still had to say it now.


  “It’s super cute.”


  Aaaaah, my face feels so hot! It was just one sentence, so why am I this flustered? I think my voice may have been shaking, even. I’m so lame…And yet, Kazuhi blinked at me in confusion.


  “Cute…You mean Suzuya-san?”


  “Why would that be your first reaction?!”


  “B-Because, you and Suzuya-san are…”


  “…! Suzuya has nothing to do with this! The one I’m calling cute…is you, Kazuhi!”


  Embarrassment and anger mixed inside of me as they urged me to keep my mouth shut. However, I kept on stepping on the glass, blurting out how I felt. I’ve decided. I’ll tell her. Right here, right now.


  “…Kazuhi.”


  Right now, we’re only childhood friends. Brother and sister, even. And maybe…telling her will ruin our current relationship. But, she’s hiding something from me. She’s worried about something. And of course, I considered not telling her. After all, she might just have enough on her plate. But…I know her. She doesn’t like relying on other people, always trying hard to solve everything herself. So, I need to tell her. Confess that I like her, that she’s important to me, and that I’ll always be on her side. I don’t care if she doesn’t feel the same way. I just want her to know that there are people who genuinely worry about her.


  “I like you, Kazuhi.”


  Right as I opened my mouth, the night sky lit up. Lights formed shapes and then scattered to disappear. The fireworks started…It’s what draws the attention of people. And yet, Kazuhi just looked at me in a daze, blinking a few times.


  “Huh? S-Sorry, I couldn’t hear what you said.”


  …What is this, a romcom manga?! Really? Fireworks? They may be beautiful, but what’s the point if they completely render my confession meaningless? Okay, you asked for it. I’m not gonna let all the courage I mustered up go to waste like this. I’m not pulling back. I’ll tell her as many times as it takes. Once, twice, ten times, see if I care! It’s embarrassing as all hell, but I moved closer to Kazuhi to ensure she could hear me…But, this seriously is bad. My heart’s racing. I’m more worried about Kazuhi hearing that than the fireworks in the sky.


  “I-I’ll say it again.”


  “W-Wait, Sou-chan…”


  “I’m not waiting.”


  “Huwah…?!”


  I took her hand, pulling her closer. The fireworks continued to bloom in the sky. BANG, BANG, like explosions in the distance. They were beautiful, no doubt. And yet, Kazuhi and I just stared at each other.


  “…Kazuhi. I like you. Not Suzuya, not anybody else…It’s you,” I declared in a strong tone so that I wouldn’t lose against the fireworks.


  I won’t let them erase my feelings. I’ll get them across, even if it’s the last thing I’ll do.


  “Sure, it might sound lame, but you’re important to me. When I see you worry about something, see you suffer, I can’t stand it. I want to…be your strength, I guess…A-Anyway, I like you, I treasure you, so I’ll always be there if you need me.”


  Everything was falling apart. I didn’t even know what I was saying anymore. I just kept blabbering on and on, as I could practically feel smoke rising from my head. It’s not even a beautiful confession. It was messy and uncoordinated. But, they were my honest feelings, so none of that mattered.


  “…I like you. I really…love you, Kazuhi.”


  In the end, that’s all I could say. It was…lame. A botched confession, reeking of childish desires, and desperately awkward. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she was disgusted by it.


  “…Hehe…”


  Kazuhi looked down once, nodding. And then, she looked up at me, showing me a smile that couldn’t be described with words.


  “I’m…really, really happy. Thank you, Sou-chan..:”


  No matter how much you tried, you couldn’t attribute a single word to her smile. It was full of joy, and happiness, but at the same time…sadness, and despair. It shone beautifully like the ball inside the ramune bottle, only to disappear into the darkness of this summer night.


  “But…You can’t, Sou-chan,” she spoke like I had given her the wrong answer to a question. “I want you to be happy, Sou-chan. I don’t want to see you suffer. So for that reason…it can’t be me.”


  “Kazuhi…What are you saying?”


  “I…can’t make you happy, Sou-chan.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean…?”


  “…”


  “Are you not going to tell me?”


  “…I…”


  “I’m not blaming you. I don’t want to force it out of you…But, I want you to know one thing. I like you, and you’re important to me.”


  Kazuhi’s eyes quivered. She hesitated, wondering if she should tell me or not, I presume.


  “…Then…” She tightly grasped her fist in front of her chest.


  And then, like she had made up her mind, she slowly opened her mouth.


  “If I tell you…you have to promise. Promise me that you’ll be happy.”


  “Got it. I promise.”


  “I don’t… have much time left, after all…”


  “What do you…”


  “In three years, I won’t be able to stand by your side anymore.”


  I could only remember that one time she said that she doesn’t like emotional and tragic movies anymore. And then, there was that one time she muttered “I don’t…have much time anymore…” in her sleep.


  “Are you…sick or something?”


  Maybe she went to the hospital and was told that she only had three years left to live. That’s why she wanted me to be happy and end up together with Suzuya, so that she could pass on in peace. But…it wasn’t an answer I wanted to think about, as I reluctantly asked her. And yet, Kazuhi shook her head.


  “No, that’s not it.”


  Hearing that, I sighed in relief. However, that only lasted for an instant.


  “It’s because of an accident.”


  “……What?”


  “In three years, I’ll get run over by a truck. I won’t be able to stand anymore, let alone walk, and my eyes will remain closed—forever.”


  “Wh…What? Are you joking? How would you know that?”


  “I do know that…”


  Fireworks shot up into the sky once more. The light it gave off was horribly unbalanced with Kazuhi’s clouded expression.


  “Because I came from the future.”


  “…What?”


  What…is she even on about?


  “You know the whole time leap thing, yeah? That only your mind travels back in time, entering the body of your past self. The Kazuhi you’re speaking to…is the one from three years into the future.


  BADUMP, my heart skipped a beat, as it felt like my blood froze up. Time…leap? That’s ridiculous. It’s a lie. It has to be some bad joke…or so I told myself, but deep down, I knew. Because she’s my childhood friend. We’ve been together since we were little brats, so I knew that much about her. She wouldn’t joke around about something so grim. Not at a time like this. That’s why…this wasn’t a lie. It wasn’t a joke. It was just…the truth.


  “Sou-chan…One month ago, the Kazuhi you spent time with was the Amagase Kazuhi from three years into the future.”


  The girl standing in front of me was Kazuhi, but not the Kazuhi I knew.


  “And…this is the last ace in the hole I received to use if the time comes,” she said, despite holding nothing in her hands.


  Almost like…whatever it was, she had kept it in her head. She stretched out her back, wrapped her hands around my neck, and then pushed her forehead against mine. At such a close distance, her lips moved, as she whispered.


  “I’ll prove to you that I’m speaking the truth—Using these memories of mine.”


  [image: g5]

  Chapter 4: Her Memories


  I like him. I’ve always liked him. He’s the only person I ever liked. Sou-chan and I…I don’t even remember the day we first met. That’s how long we’ve known each other. We’ve practically been raised together as siblings…even before we became conscious. But—I never once thought of Sou-chan as a brother. He’s straightforward, a bit stubborn at times, but always reliable, and kind…And to me, he was always the person the most important in the world. It might sound stupid and cliché, but I always dreamed of being Sou-chan’s wife.


  That’s why, when Sou-chan suddenly confessed to me, I felt dizzy. Dizzy and bewildered, but happy.


  “Kazuhi…I like you.”


  The first time he said that to me was on the day of our high school graduation. On the way home from the graduation ceremony, as the sun had begun to set, Sou-chan said that to me when it was just the two of us.


  “Ah, well, you know. I-I get you might be a bit bewildered, suddenly being told that. It’s just…a while ago, I couldn’t just see you as my childhood friend anymore. To me, you’re just like any other girl. And…I wouldn’t want our current relationship to suffer, but…I wouldn’t be able to stand the fact that some other guy came and stole you from me. So…I wanted you to know how I felt, and…Huh?” Sou-chan tried to explain his sudden confession, only to stop mid-sentence, looking at me in disbelief.


  “Wh-Why are you crying?!”


  I didn’t even realize.


  “B-Because…I’m so happy…”


  “Then don’t cry?! Smile!!”


  “Th-These are happy tears, okay?! You really don’t get how girls tick…But that’s…also what I like about you…” I said, as my face turned red.


  I was worried my head might be steaming right about now.


  “I-I also…like you, Sou-chan…”


  Tears, words, and feelings…They all came gushing out of me. Something warm started to rise from the inside of my chest, and I had no way of stopping it. It’s like flowers grew everywhere in my view, as I drifted on cotton candy, standing inside a meteor shower. Everything was sparkling, fluffy, and like a dream.


  “Ah, well…”


  Unable to handle this awkward atmosphere, Sou-chan didn’t know what to say, just scratching his cheek. Even that gesture looked cute to me.


  “Then, from now on…”


  “From now on what?”


  “D-Don’t make me say it! From now on, we’ll be…a couple. You good with that?”


  “…! Yeah! Of course! How could I not be?!”


  “R-Relax. I mean, I’m just as happy, but…Well, you know…”


  “Hee hee, you’re so awkward, Sou-chan.”


  “I don’t wanna hear that from you. It’s not like you had a boyfriend before, right?”


  “Yeah. But that’s because…I don’t need a boyfriend that’s not Sou-chan.” I said, which surprised Sou-chan. “I’ve always…always loved you, Sou-chan.”


  “I-I’m pretty sure I liked you all this time, too. I just…wasn’t aware of it. And then we started attending high school, so…”


  “Hehe, I’m happy. But, I think I’ve liked you much longer! My like history is very long!”


  “The heck is that even? Like I care, I said it first, so I win.”


  “Waaaaa?”


  “What? You got a problem with that?”


  “Not at all. I guess I lost, huh~?”


  “…You seem awfully happy despite that…”


  “Is that bad?”


  “…Nope. Just be as happy as you want…”


  I rarely brag about anything, but…when it comes to my feelings for Sou-chan, then I won’t lose to anybody. Sure, I could have confessed to him. But, I was worried that we’d lose our current relationship, and…I wondered how happy I would be if he was the one to confess. I’ve waited all this time for Sou-chan to turn around and look at me. I dreamed about him confessing like this. And now that it actually happened, I’m a lot happier than I could have ever imagined. I don’t even know what to do with all this happiness.


  “…Sou-chan, I like you.”


  It began to overflow, like a sweet carbonated drink. And now, I can’t stop them anymore.


  “I like you. I like you…I really like you lots.”


  “Wh-What’s gotten into you?”


  “Hehe…You may have gotten a headstart, but I can still win by saying it more than you.”


  “…Dummy.”


  “Ehehehe…”


  Sou-chan’s face is red. But, I’m pretty sure I’m the same. We’re the same in that regard.


  “I’m really…happy. I love you, Sou-chan.”


  





  And from that day onward, Sou-chan and I went from being childhood friends to being a couple. And our very first spring break after we started dating was…so much fun. We’d go watch the cherry blossoms together, see a movie…Granted, we did the same before, but from now on, they’re actually dates…is what I can call them, right? Every time I thought about that, I couldn’t stop myself from grinning. Then again, even after we started dating, Sou-chan is still Sou-chan, and I am me.


  “Man, being on break is the best. I can sleep in every morning.”


  “That’s all you talk about when we have a break. You should be doing something other than just snooze all day.”


  “Sleeping is important, and I’m enjoying it. It’s what humans need the most. And what about you? Are you doing anything special this break?”


  “Heh! Listen to this! I’ve actually been watching MagiMon online since the start of the break!”


  “You’re just wasting your time away! How are you any better than me?”


  “No, no, Sou-chan. It’s a lot of fun, really. You shouldn’t look down on MagiMon just because it’s a children’s anime. The themes it deals with actually go fairly deep, and it’s pretty interesting!”


  “Well, I won’t deny that children’s anime deal with a lot of different topics, which makes them a blast to watch.”


  “Especially the last episode! Mon-chan wanted to be a shortcake for the longest time, but he realized that he needed his chestnut, and that scene got me so hard…I cried like a baby!”


  “That was the last episode?! Also, you seriously cried because of that?”


  “Mon-chan is just so adorable! Even his insides are made of cream!”


  “I’m pretty sure you call that ‘tasty’ and not ‘adorable,’ but who am I to judge.”


  “N-Not at all! I really think he’s cute, mon!”


  “Are you trying to talk like it now? It ain’t working as you think it is.”


  “Hehehehe…But it’s true, I’m really enjoying this break, mon.”


  Even though his comment was cold and harsh, I couldn’t stop myself from grinning.


  “And spending time with you like this is the best kind of time…I’m so happy…”


  “…”


  Hearing my words, Sou-chan suddenly looked like he ate a lump of sugar, as he fell silent. Roughly five seconds later, he scratched his cheek.


  “Gaaah, this is too much! So dang sweet! Are you really my girlfriend?! You are, right?! No mistaking it?!”


  “I…I’m pretty sure I am, yep!”


  “Also…we may be spending time together, but it’s nothing special, is it?”


  “Sure…But this is our first break since we started d-dating, right?”


  “I guess…so…”


  “…”


  “…”


  The atmosphere felt restless and itchy, like the inside of my chest was full of dandelions.


  “Well…Um…is there anything you’d like me to do? Anywhere you’d like to go?” Sou-chan scratched his cheek again, as he asked me with a blunt tone…filled with kind intentions.


  “Huh?”


  “Y’know…All the normies from our class talked about going somewhere, or getting a ring as a surprise gift and all that…But I wouldn’t know what a girl could want from her boyfriend.”


  “Heh…So you see me as a girl, Sou-chan? That’s so weird.”


  “Wh-What?! It’s wrong, right?! You’re a woman, aren’t you?!”


  “Hee hee…I don’t really need anything. As long as I have you with me…But if you’re offering…maybe we could do something…special?”


  “Something special…?”


  “Um, um, you know…We still have some break left, and we’ve graduated from high school, so…we could go…on a trip together?”


  “Wha…” Sou-chan froze up for a good second, only to panic. “It’s…it’s still too early for that!” He screamed, only to realize that I never mentioned anything other than a trip.


  Once that realization hit, his face turned red.


  “…Heh. And what exactly were you imagining, Sou-chan?”


  He was just so adorable, I felt the urge to tease him. But in reality, I wasn’t joking or anything…On the contrary, I was waiting for it. No way I won’t get my hopes up. After all…I’m no longer his childhood friend. I’m Sou-chan’s girlfriend.


  “Youuu!!”


  “Ahahaha, you’re ruffling through my hair like a sheep!”


  Sou-chan got angry at me and ran his hand through my hair to cause a mess. He might think this is a punishment, but I thought his big hand was really comfortable.


  “Don’t think you can play with me like this. You’ll regret it when the time comes…”


  “When what time comes? Please tell me! Will I…be assaulted?”


  “…Do you plan on turning me into a criminal?”


  “…If consent is involved, it won’t count as a crime, right?”


  I mustered up my courage to say these bold words. Sou-chan looked at me in disbelief. Did I…win? I mean, this isn’t a competition or anything, but I just wanted to test my luck. Following that, Sou-chan pulled up my head with his hand and looked away from me in the same turn.


  “…I’m trying to treasure you as best as I can. That’s why I’m not gonna rush into anything head-first. You just agonize while you wait for me to make my move.”


  “…!”


  He spoke as if he was aware that I actually waited for him to make the first move. And although I couldn’t see this face, his flustered tone made it clear he did it all for my sake.


  “…But, if you keep being so god damn adorable…Don’t blame me if I can’t hold back anymore, so you better be ready.”


  “……O-Okay.”


  …I’m feeling dizzy. I thought I finally had the upper hand, and yet, I was aware of how red my face must be, let alone my heart race accelerating more and more. This is…too much. I can’t beat Sou-chan.


  





  Our fluffy and lovey-dovey days continued, but of course, some days weren’t all about fun. Even so, with Sou-chan by my side, everything was okay. He allowed me to smile. For example, when I had trouble dealing with someone at my part-time job, or when I got into a rare fight with my parents. He’d always cheer me up, and hear me out.


  “Ah…I’m just…not good enough. I want to get better at it, but…”


  “You’re worrying too much. You’re always trying your hardest, and I think that’s amazing,” he ruffled up my hair with a gentle movement. “Don’t think about it too much. Just have fun and enjoy it,” he chose a cheerful tone as he attempted to cheer me up. “All people are idiots, so you don’t have to play cool and just be straightforward with your stupidity.”


  Even when it felt like I was losing myself, his smile, and just a few words, worked like magic to clear up any doubt inside of me. Sou-chan is my light. He brings light into my world. Having him by my side makes me feel strong…And, I was happy. Every day was happy. It was the same as before we started dating, but…The warmth I felt when we held hands. The ability to say that I am his girlfriend. The sweetness of our days together. His heartwarming smile. Promising to meet up on our next day off. Our shadows overlapping when we walked home during the evening.


  Every single day, the world sparkled. Like the morning mist covered everything. And on the bright days, it was like a white cloud filled the world. I was fulfilled. I wasn’t lacking anything. I honestly thought I didn’t need anything else. Thinking back on it, it’s comparable to a rollercoaster at an amusement park. It slowly rises to its highest point, getting close to the beautiful blue sky. So far high up, you think you might just have reached heaven. And then, after you reach the zenith—All that awaits is a downfall.


  





  “Hehehe…I got here early because I’m so excited.”


  That way, Sou-chan and I made plans. Since we’re neighbors, we’d usually just go somewhere together, but that day, we promised to watch a movie after Sou-chan’s lecture was done. And since my lecture was done earlier, I headed to the train station closest to the movie theater, doing a bit of window shopping. Then, after it was time to meet up, I waited for him in front of the train station. They seemed to be doing some construction work on the rooftop of the train station building, which was a bit too loud for my taste.


  However, since I was just so excited, I didn’t even realize that. I just wanted to see Sou-chan as quickly as possible. Even though we see each other every day. Eventually, I started looking around, looking for Sou-chan. Then, something popped up in my sight. There was a child walking over a pedestrian crossing, and even though he had a green light, a truck drove toward the child at high speed. At that moment, I didn’t have time to give a rational deduction. Right or wrong didn’t matter. My body just moved on its own, as I leaped forward to save the child. And then—my world turned dark.


  





  I never opened my eyes again after that moment. But, I wasn’t completely dead, either. My eyelids…simply wouldn’t open. Not a single part of my body obeyed my desire to move, as I found myself in absolute darkness. At first, I didn’t understand what happened to me. I was scared because it was as if I was tied down in a dark room. And even though my eyes wouldn’t open and my body not move, my ears were perfectly fine.


  According to the pieces of information I picked up when the doctors were speaking, the boy I saved was currently sleeping in the hospital. He was fine, but it was highly unlikely that I would ever wake up again. And as I layed in this darkness, I could hear voices…Crying voices. My Mom, my dad, my relatives, and friends…They sniffled, bawled, wailed…But all of them cried. Saying “This can’t be true,” or “Why did it have to be you?” and so on. And of course, Sou-chan was no exception.


  “…Kazuhi…”


  His voice, a bit more brusque than usual, called my name. Like the end of the world was about to befall him.


  





  Sou-chan always held my hand. His hand was kind, pulling me up when I had fallen. I really liked when he did that. Even as we started dating, he may have been flustered a lot of the time, but he still grabbed my hand and tightly held it. It was the same now. Once I couldn’t get up from the bed any longer, he still held my hand.


  “Kazuhi.”


  Then, I felt something like a wet drop fall onto my hand. I, still, couldn’t see anything. But I immediately knew that these were Sou-chan’s tears.


  “I’m sorry. I’m…so sorry…”


  Why are you apologizing? You didn’t do anything wrong.


  “It’s my fault. Because we decided to meet up there.”


  —No. It’s not.


  “If you hadn’t been waiting there…If I had just skipped my dumb lecture and stayed by your side…I could have protected you…!”


  —Stop. Don’t say that, Sou-chan. Nothing is your fault. Nobody is to be blamed for this. So, don’t point the blame at yourself. Don’t cry. If you’re hurting…then I’m hurting, too.


  “I’m sorry…But, it’s okay. You didn’t die. You’re still here. So, it’ll be okay. I’ll always wait for you. You’ll get better. And then I’ll protect you. I swear, I’ll make you happy…”


  His voice was shaking. He tried to cheer me up, but it was clear that he himself lacked any energy. We’d been together for as long as I could think, and yet I had never heard such a voice from him. I don’t want this. I like all of Sou-chan, but…this voice…I don’t want to hear it. Why won’t my body move? I want to hug him. I want to apologize and smile while telling him that everything will be better soon. I’m sorry, I’ll get better in no time, so just wait—


  





  And yet, no matter how much I prayed, my condition didn’t improve. There was no recovery in sight. How much longer do I have to stay like this? I can’t see anything, I can’t even speak. I’m just locked in this room of darkness. Will I…be like this for the rest of my life? No. I’m scared. I’m scared, I’m scared, I’m—


  “Kazuhi.”


  Only his voice. His voice, calling my name, is what connected me to this world.


  “Kazuhi.”


  Every single day, he came to visit me. He must be busy with university and helping his family, and yet he never missed a day. He just stayed by my side, calling my name like he was praying.


  “They opened up a restaurant in front of the train station that I bet you’d like. It’s a cafe with a cat or rabbit decoration on its parfaits. Once you’re better, we’ll go check that out, yeah? I don’t really get how those cafes work, but I’ll keep my first time to when you’re back. It’ll be my treat, so you just order what you like. I just…want to see your smile.”


  Yeah. I’ll get better soon. Really, I just want to open my eyes and talk with him. One day, right? After all, I could talk just fine before this whole mess.


  





  “Today, I met our homeroom teacher from high school. Man, that was a blast from the past. He heard about your accident from the others. He was really worried, you know? And everyone’s curious about how you’re doing. You’re being loved by so many people. Of course, I’m one of them…haha. Anyway, it’s fine. Some time has…passed…since the accident, but nobody’s forgotten about you. They’re all waiting for you, so hurry on me. Hurry up…and open your eyes.”


  Sou-chan held my hand again. He would do so again and again. Day after day—Even though I showed no reaction each time.


  





  “Kazuhi, I came to visit again today. What should we talk about? All you do is sleep, after all. I wish I could have something exciting to tell you every day…Can you hear me? C’mon, tell me.”


  His voice was kind. Always kind, always warm. It was my sole guiding light in this darkness. And yet, I couldn’t do anything. I couldn’t give anything back to him. Nothing at all—and it hurt.


  “Just kidding…I know that you’re the one who’s suffering the most. I can’t make you worry about me, too. It’s fine, Kazuhi. You’ll get better…You will…right…?”


  He kept saying that it’ll be fine. Again and again. Each time he came to the hospital room, he repeated it like a chant. Almost like…he was trying to convince himself.


  





  “Kazuhi.”


  How many times…how many tens of times has he called my name now?


  “I can’t do anything…”


  His voice was…exhausted. And grieving. I’m…sorry. I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I’m sorry, I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry. Ever since the day of the accident, Shou-chan’s been filled with nothing but regret, apologizing to me. But, I should be the one to do so. And yet, no voice would leave my lips. My feelings simply vanished inside this darkness, not reaching a single soul.


  I’m sorry. I can’t do anything. Why…I always feel like this. Why are you so kind? Your kindness…it hurts me. You call out to me, hold my hand, no matter how mad it makes you. No matter how profound the darkness you find yourself in…Move. Please, my hand. Move. Just one second. One moment is fine. If I can’t speak, then at least let me hold his hand. Telling him that he has no reason to suffer like this.


  Move! Move move move! Move move move move move move!! Ahhhhhh?! Why?! It’s my hand! My body! So why won’t you listen to me?! But…no miracle arrived. Quite literally, I couldn’t do a thing. I feel like throwing up, even though I wouldn’t be able to anyway. I can’t even make him feel better. Instead…I’m just hurting him. And yet, he’ll come again tomorrow.


  “I want to talk with you again. I want to see your smile.”


  …Me too, Sou-chan. Me too.


  “Kazuhi.” He called my name in a warm voice. “Please…Smile for me again, Kazuhi…”


  





  Some time passed after that. Granted, I had no clock or calendar to check, so I didn’t know exactly how much time had passed. But, without anything changing in my condition, a certain day arrived.


  “…Are you crying, Haruoka-kun?”


  “…Suzuya.”


  Sou-chan was by my side as always, when Suzuya-san came to visit us.


  “…Are you okay? Are you getting enough sleep? You look exhausted.”


  “…I’m not okay, but I don’t want to sleep.”


  Sou-chan’s voice was ridden with pain, but he seemed to have accepted that. Like he wished to suffer more. Like this was the punishment bestowed upon him.


  “…Suzuya, I’m powerless.”


  “That’s not true, and you know it.”


  “She can’t even open her eyes…and yet, I can’t do a damn thing. Why…am I even here? Kazuhi’s just laying there, and yet I’m still alive. If she can’t come back, then…I might as well just…”


  “…!”


  Hearing Sou-chan’s words must have agitated Suzuya-san, as she spoke up with an oddly desperate voice.


  “…During spring…in our third year…”


  “…Suzuya?”


  “During spring in our third year, I became friends with you two. Because you realized…that I was lonely all by myself.”


  That’s right. That’s how we met. When we were in our third year, Sou-chan called out to Suzuya-san, who didn’t make any friends. And then she joined our circle, becoming friends with the two of us, as well as Yousuke-kun.


  “I’m sure that maybe the other people in my class may have liked me. But, they treated me like a being from a different world. I felt a wall…and this distance between us. And I thought that I’ll graduate high school without ever having someone I could call a friend. And then, you called out to me. I was…so, so happy.”


  The starting point was something small. But to Suzuya-san, it was such a detrimental encounter, and something she probably treasured deeply.


  “And…by spending time with you, I realized something. Amagase-san was always smiling gently like that…Because you were with her, Haruoka-kun.”


  …That’s right. That’s exactly it.


  “Haruoka-kun…You’re not powerless. Amagase-san is happy because you’re with her.”


  Yeah…Suzuya-san really is amazing. She told him exactly what I’d been dying to say. And she was able to support him…I’m a bit jealous. Even just because she can talk to Sou-chan. Despite her saying it for both our sakes. Despite her supporting Sou-chan, who’s on the verge of collapsing. She did what I couldn’t do. And yet…it hurt. Hearing her speak to Sou-chan hurt me…and I hated myself for that.


  “…Haruoka-kun. Miracles do exist. And you can create one, as long as you never give up.”


  I want to tell Sou-chan how I feel. I want to talk to him. Just one word is enough—Because if I can’t even do that, then I wish I wouldn’t have been able to hear in the first place. I can’t even say a thing, and yet I have to listen to Sou-chan suffer day after day. He’s suffering because of me. Another girl is by his side. It all hurts so much, I think I’m going crazy.


  God…Why did you do this to me? Please, let me wake up soon. Let me become able to stand in front of him again…I kept on praying as hard as I could. Every single moment. And yet…time simply passed like a cruel avalanche, as my wish remained unanswered.


  





  I don’t even know how much time passed since then. How many days, months, and years passed since that accident? I don’t know. I don’t know anything. I may be alive, but that’s all. I can’t do anything. Am I…even alive?


  “Kazuhi.”


  And even so, Sou-chan comes to meet me.


  “Kazuhi, I have a present for you today.”


  Sou-chan took my hand, placing something on my finger.


  “It’s your birthday present.”


  I still can’t open my eyes, but I can tell he put it on my ring finger. This is…a…ring…?


  [image: g6]

  “I’ve got the same one, even…Well, I doubt you can see that.”


  Stop…Stop stop stop stop stop stop! Giving me something like this…It’s only going to tie you up…like chains…


  “It’s okay.”


  It’s not okay. How could this be okay? Why are you like this? You get hurt because you’re kind. You suffer because you’re kind. You can’t let go of me…because you’re so kind.


  “I’ll always be by your side. I won’t forget you. I won’t go anywhere without you. I…”


  All his warm words stabbed into my heart like knives. It’s weird that I haven’t started bleeding yet. I don’t want to hear any more of this. I want to cover my ears, but my hands won’t move. And on my hand was the ring…that robbed Sou-chan of his freedom. This is…too much. Sou-chan deserves to be happy. He should forget about me and find happiness somewhere else.


  “…will wait for you. Always wait for you.”


  It’s okay. Don’t wait for me. The more you wait for me, the deeper into hell you’ll fall. If you can just forget about me…you can be happy.


  “It really hurts…that I can’t do anything for you except wait.”


  Anybody, please. It doesn’t have to be God. Just please, somebody make Sou-chan happy. For that, I don’t mind giving my life. I’ll give you all of my life…If my body had been able to move, I probably would have been rubbing my forehead on the ground. And then—a strong light appeared, paired with a severe headache. At the same time, a voice spoke up inside of me.


  ‘Are you…truly wishing for that?’


  At first, I thought it was a hallucination. That I had gone mad, simply imagining this voice. But, I didn’t care. I wanted something to believe in. That’s why, even though my head wouldn’t move, I nodded several times in my mind. To show clear agreement. I want Sou-chan to be happy. But, it has to be different from the current me. He has to be with someone who can truly make him smile.


  ‘If that is your wish, then I shall grant it.’


  BADUMP BADUMP, my heart started beating, as if to match the speaking voice.


  ‘I shall grant you time. The time I can give you…is one month. However, your wish…is something I cannot grant directly. You have to accomplish this yourself. Within the time I have given to you.’


  That voice…was like a voice, but also not quite. It’s like thoughts were directly conveyed into my head. The moment I started hearing it, it felt like it was about to break apart…and I couldn’t tell if it was male, female…or even human. But, that’s fine. I don’t care who this voice belongs to. If it helps me make Sou-chan, I don’t mind selling my soul to the devil.


  ‘I see…What I have given you is nothing but a chance. It depends on you two if you can grant that wish or not.’


  Something happened. Even though I should have been inside my hospital room, a strong wind hit me, and the air around me changed.


  ‘…Lastly, there are two things I must tell you. First, if your chance does not work out, you are given a final attempt by sharing your emotions up to this point with him. Through that, he will have the right to choose his own future. However, that will also end the timespan given to you, and you will throw away your last chance. And finally, the second…Though, it is more like a warning.’


  I could feel the world contorting and twisting around me. A storm was brewing inside the darkness I found myself in, as I was sucked inside this maelstrom.


  ‘You said that you were willing to offer your life for his sake. Please, don’t forget that…’


  It felt like my body was torn to shreds. I was scared. And even though I wanted to scream for help, nobody would be there to save me. There was no saving me. The voice might be a saving grace. However, there is nothing in this world without compensation. And just like the voice said, the price for this second chance may very well be my own life. But…I don’t care. Whatever I may have to sacrifice, it’s none of my concern. Because I will make Sou-chan happy—and if it’s the last thing I do.


  * * *


  “…Huh?”


  The world around me wasn’t dark. On the contrary, it was bristling with color. I could see…with my own eyes. I could look at the world around me. It wasn’t the hospital room, either. It was my own room. The one I had lived in before that accident. Such a rush of nostalgia filled me—


  “H-How am I…?”


  I looked at my own hands, but there was no ring. I opened and closed my hands, controlling them freely. And I realized I could open my mouth to speak. What’s going on? It’s like that accident I had was just a bad dream. How wonderful that could be, but…it wasn’t, I could tell. Then that means…this is the chance that voice spoke of. I left my room and rushed down the stairs. Present there were the people I had been dying to see this whole time, just as much as Sou-chan.


  “Mom! Dad!”


  The two seemed surprised at me practically screaming like that, as their eyes turned toward me. And then…they smiled.


  “Good morning, Kazuhi. What’s got you screaming this loud so early?” Mom was busy placing fried eggs on the dining table.


  Meanwhile, Dad was wearing his beloved glasses and reading the newspaper. It was the morning scenery I had seen all my life. The people I had wanted to see all this time were now right in front of me. Smiling, no less.


  “…!”


  That was just too much for me, as my chest burned hot, tears streaming down my cheeks.


  “Wah, Kazuhi!? Why are you crying?!” Dad was utterly bewildered, as he voiced his concern.


  That voice made me realize, so I wiped my tears.


  “S-Sorry, I was still half-asleep! I’ll go wash my face!” I rushed to the bathroom, looked at myself in the mirror, and realized yet another fact.


  My face looked a tad bit younger than what I remembered. Just like the voice said, time was turned back to the past. I went to check the date in the newspaper and was absolutely certain. I was back in high school. Or rather, my memories from after the accident has remained, but they went into my high school body. I’ve seen this in movies before, it’s one of those time-leap scenarios. I don’t know how this even happened, and I still struggle to accept it. But…I was given a chance to redo it.


  “…!”


  My hands and legs were shaking. This isn’t the time to be happy. I have only one month, and there are too many things for me to do. That voice…accepted my wish, and returned time to allow me and make Sou-chan happy. But…if this was just about not getting wrapped up in that accident, then I wouldn’t have needed these extra three years. The voice would have just put me back to right before the accident…And I think that’s because…just avoiding the accident isn’t enough. In order to make Sou-chan truly happy…he has to get together with someone other than me.


  





  I changed into my uniform and stepped out of the house. The sky was blue, with some clouds in the sky. The summer heat went on strong, too. And wearing this uniform, everything felt so nostalgic. Indulging in this, I waited in front of Sou-chan’s house. My heart is racing. Soon, I can see him. I’ve wanted to see him for so long. The person I love the most in the entire world. Then, the door opened, and I could see him. He also wore his high school uniform.


  “…Sou-chan…”


  I struggled to hold back the tears. I even forgot to breathe. If I wasn’t careful, I might just break down completely. How do I—tell him about my memories and my feelings? I’ve heard his voice this entire time, but I died to see him. My beloved one…I don’t have the ring right now, but he placed it on my finger when I couldn’t do it myself. I wanted to leap at him. Jump into his arms. Hug him tightly and never let go. And then I wanted him to rub my head. I wanted to feel his big hand and long fingers on my body.


  However, I knew I didn’t possess the right to ask for that. After all, I couldn’t make him happy. Someone else should be by his side. That’s why I held back the urge to hug him. I’ll sacrifice my future, my life, and even that time we had together—to offer him a girl who could make him smile, and bring him happiness. And after that, my one and only final month began.


  





  How many times have I considered the possibility that this was a dream? That I actually died, and that God was showing me a kind dream as I was in heaven. After all, I was caught up in that accident. And yet, now that I was in high school again, I was allowed to be by Sou-chan’s side, talk to him, see his smile, his displeased face, his sleepy face, his panicked face, his flustered face…all of it with my own eyes. That alone was bliss…And yet, this kind dream hurt even more.


  In order to make sure that Sou-chan would be happy, I decided to try and get him together with Suzuya-san. She should be the one to stay at his side. That’s why I tried really hard. Normally, we only talked once at that sweets store and had no further conversation after that until the day Sou-chan called out to her…But this time, I took her to buy croquettes, which became her favorite food in the timeline I came from, rate lunch with her and tried my best to have the distance between her and Sou-chan shrink.


  And yet, each other Sou-chan smiled at Suzuya-san, it hurt. That smile should have been mine. I wanted to be the girl who was the most important to Sou-chan. Don’t fall in love with another girl—But instead, love me. If I relaxed for even a moment, that wish filled my mind. And I truly hated myself for that. I like Sou-chan. I want him all for myself. But hearing his voice, about to break in pieces, all that time…could I really tell him to love me?


  Closing my eyes, I vividly remembered the sensation of being locked up inside that darkness. I’m scared of sleeping. I’m scared that I might wake up and end up in that darkness again. That, while the world is moving forward, I’ll be stuck there all alone. I don’t…want to be alone…in the dark…But at the same time, I can’t forget. I was given this one final month. Once that is done, I’ll probably go back there…No, I swore that I’d offer my own life, so I might die for real. But…that honestly would be better than what I experienced before.


  In reality, I’m terrified. So, so scared. Afraid of the future. I like him more than anybody else. I like him the most in the entire world. And I don’t want anybody else to have him…and yet…


  “Hey, Kazuhi!”


  “Amagase-san!”


  That day, when they held the water gun battle at school. Sou-chan and Suzuya-san both smiled, as they offered their hands to me.


  “Let’s play!”


  “Let’s play together!”


  Their smiles and palms looked as radiant as the sun. My world was filled with light, turning everything white. I was really happy…almost like they were there to save me from the darkness. It almost made me wish to stay here forever, if that was a wish I’d be granted…But even so, what I have to do…what I can do is to make Sou-chan happy. Because I cannot drag him down to hell with me.


  





  And those…were my memories. Because you’ve seen them, my time here will end. I was originally given a month, but that voice said it’d be over once I show you what I experienced. That’s why…This is goodbye, Shou-chan.


  Chapter 5: The Voice Declaring The Start Of It All


  “…Sou-chan?”


  I gasped and was pulled back to reality by Kazuhi calling my name. Fireworks were still lighting up the sky. I don’t think much time has passed since I confessed to her.


  “Kazuhi…!”


  “W-Wah, what?!”


  “That just now…did it really happen?! Your memories…and that accident…”


  “Memories? Accident? What are you talking about…?”


  For a moment, I felt fury and anger at the fact that she had kept this a secret from me all this time, but I quickly realized that this wasn’t right. Judging from the way she acted, she was clearly different, and she wasn’t playing dumb either.


  “More importantly, why am I here? It’s weird, I don’t remember a thing…”


  By showing me her memories, the Kazuhi from the future had disappeared. Which means, the Kazuhi in front of me does not remember that future or the accident. She’s the same age as me…But, is a time leap like this really possible? It’s hard to believe, but after experiencing all these memories, I can’t just put it off as a lie. And, it would explain a lot. Mainly, why Kazuhi has been acting unlike herself lately—The fact that she almost cried that day, the fact that she was so desperate to get me and Suzuya together, and the fact that she had such a saddened expression whenever she saw me and Suzuya getting along. As well as how she was forcing herself this whole time. If it was all because she came from that future…


  “…Sou-chan? Hey, what’s wrong? Are you okay?” Kazuhi realized that something was off about me, as she showed me a worried gaze.


  “Kazuhi…”


  She doesn’t know about that future. That’s why there was no point in telling her. I knew that all too well.


  “I…I don’t want that. Such a future…!”


  And even though I knew, I couldn’t keep my emotions under control. Being shown such cold and despairing memories, I can’t sit still. I can’t allow that future to happen—And right as that thought crossed my mind, the fireworks scattered. Creating the colors of the rainbow, like a flash ran through—No, these aren’t fireworks. Something inside of my head is popping. And then, the world began to spin.


  ‘Even so, that future will arrive. It is the misfortune she experienced, and it is her future…as well as yours.’


  A voice…spoke. It made my head hurt. I couldn’t fully grasp what the voice said, but its content reached me clearly.


  ‘If you wish to destroy that future…If you truly wish to save her…then what awaits…is a path covered in thorns. It will not be easy. It will not be forgiving.’


  The voice sounded dull and unclear, like a bubble. That I might forget it immediately after it disappears. I couldn’t even grasp its identity. Whether it was a man, a woman, or even human.


  ‘Even so…Do you wish to save her?’


  “Of course!” I declared.


  Reality and hallucination had already begun to mix. Even Kazuhi, who had stood in front of me not even moments ago, had now turned into a shimmer of hot air. As my brain was filled with countless exploding fireworks, I screamed toward the void.


  “I won’t let that happen. A future like that can go rot in hell for all I care. I’ll free her from that fate. I will not allow Kazuhi to suffer like that…I want to save her!”


  ‘Understood.’ The voice answered, emotionless as always. ‘Then I will grant you…a chance, too.’


  And because it sounded so devoid of humanity, it felt like I was being lied to.


  * * *


  “…Huh…?”


  When I opened my eyes, the starry sky, the fireworks, and even Kazuhi were gone. Instead, the sky was bright blue, with nothing out of the ordinary to mention. I stood on a road, with the guard rail to my right, protecting me from the street.


  “What’s up, Sou? Why’d you suddenly stop like that?”


  “Wha…Huh?!”


  I stood still in a daze when a voice called out to me.


  “You’re…Yousuke, right?”


  Standing to my left was a man. He reminded me of Yousuke, but he didn’t match the one I knew.


  “Oh, geez! What are you talking about? Of course I’m me! Who else would I…Wait, did you happen to meet my doppelganger or something?! Because if so, then tell me all about it!”


  Yeah, that statement and attitude definitely were the same as the Yousuke I knew. That’s why a certain possibility popped up in my head.


  “Say, Yousuke…What year is it?”


  “Huh? What weird question is that?” Yousuke tilted his head in confusion and told me today’s date.


  That date was three years into the future from where I had come from. It was July, three years after the summer festival.


  “Seriously, what’s gotten into you? Ah, I know! You probably time leaped to today! If so, leave it to me! What setting would you like? Stumbled into a time machine? Or you developed it yourself? But, are you sure you should be fooling around like this? You’ve got a date with Kazuhi-chan after this, right?”


  “…What?”


  “You okay? You said you’d watch a movie that Kazuhi-chan was interested in, right? I mean, I’ve got business near there, so I don’t mind tagging along halfway, but I won’t get in the way, don’t you worry! Still, you’re honestly scaring me there, just suddenly stopping and acting all—Wait, Sou?!”


  I didn’t even wait for Yousuke to finish before I started running. I don’t know who or what that voice is, nor do I get what kind of power is at work here. But the matter of the fact is clear—I traveled three years into the future. If so, Kazuhi will soon get wrapped up in that accident. And if I know about it, I can stop it. I can save her. I used up all the energy I have in me to rush to where she was waiting. Thanks to her memories, I know the exact location, too. Now, it’s just a battle against time. So please—Make it!!


  Crossing my limit, I kept on running. My breathing steadily grew painful, as my calves began to sting. My heart was about to explode. But so what? I’m willing to save her even if I have to sacrifice my legs. Even if my heart gets crushed in the process. And with every single step I took, I felt terrified. Despair started to creep up on me, and the possibility that I won’t reach her in time. To cast that away, I sped up further. And then I saw her. She waited in front of the train station building, right next to a pedestrian crossing. She was waiting for me.


  “Kazuhi!”


  Hearing my voice, she turned toward me. She looked a bit more grown-up than I remember. And as she saw me running up to her, she was confused, tilting her head. It’s okay if she doesn’t understand it. She doesn’t have to know about that pain and despair for the rest of her life. Because I came here to save her. But then, I saw a child in the corner of my view. It’s the child that Kazuhi tried to save. I came here to save her, but that didn’t mean I could just let that poor child die, either.


  “Don’t move from there!” I told Kazuhi and then ran toward the pedestrian crossing.


  Naturally, I had already seen the truck driving toward the child. One wrong step, and I’ll end up in Kazuhi’s place. But even so, I’ve decided. For that reason, I’m standing right here. At the very least, I won’t let Kazuhi suffer again. I ignored the pain in my legs and the screams my heart made, as I dashed toward the child. I then grabbed them under my arm and slid along the ground to get them out of the truck’s way.


  The truck barely avoided me, as it crashed into the window of the station building. The glass scattered everywhere, and since Kazuhi stood close to it, I was worried it was all for nothing—But when I looked over toward her, she stood still in shock…but alive. She’s safe. She’s alive, I am alive, and so is the child.


  “I…did it…?”


  My hands were shaking. I was utterly terrified. One wrong step, and someone’s life may have been lost. I was not allowed any failure. In fact, my heart was still beating painfully fast, reminding me of my reckless actions. But, she’s alive. Kazuhi…is alive. I…did it. I really did it. I managed to successfully use this second chance I was given. Now that future won’t happen again—!


  “Kazuhi! I did it! Now we can—”


  SQUASH


  I never imagined that changing fate would be easy. However, in this one moment, I was filled with relief and peace, as well as a feeling of accomplishment and bliss—When I heard the sound of a human being getting crushed.


  “……………What?”


  As if to laugh at my arrogance, assuming that everything was resolved…as if I had gotten pranked live on TV for my ignorance…A steel beam had fallen off from the construction area up on the station building. Whether or not this was related to the truck’s rampage or not…Doesn’t really matter. All my mind managed to grasp was the sight of Kazuhi being squashed by this.


  Like a lightbulb snapping, my head was filled with darkness, as I was unable to process what I had just witnessed. And then, I heard that voice again.


  ‘This is the beginning, Haruoka Sou. This will be your trial…and a time of testing for the two of you. To confirm if you are worth saving. A way out does exist—But as long as this will repeat itself, you will continue to suffer for all eternity.’


  The odd voice spoke with an indifferent tone, directly inside my mind.


  ‘But rest assured. As long as you wish for it, you will be given the right to challenge fate again. And you didn’t have much time to work with, either. So just for you, I shall grant you a restart from this day’s morning. You can repeat this day as long as you please. However, there is one condition.’


  In front of me, I could still see Kazuhi’s blood gushing forth from beneath the steel beam. Despite being in such a dreadful mental state that any normal human would simply drown out any noise, I could still hear the voice. And it continued, mercilessly.


  ‘Each time you begin a new attempt, your lover’s memories will turn into a blank slate, and she will remember the sadness and pain she experienced after the accident. And each time the accident triggers, she will regain all the memories she had lost from the previous loops. Do you understand what that means? Each time you fail, she will accumulate hellish dread and fear memories, which will grow in number equal to the number of attempts you’ve wasted. Does it sound…cruel to you? Well, being able to just erase the loops you will experience from existence…would be a bit too easy, don’t you think?’


  “Why…are you doing this…” I muttered, barely containing enough strength to speak.


  Needless to say, I didn’t expect a proper response in return. However, what came back was less of an answer and more of a riddle that seemed unfitting for the severity of the situation.


  ‘…Have you ever seen bubbles that never disappear?’


  What does that even mean? But despite scoffing at it, I remembered something. When we were kids, Kazuhi and I would often drink ramune. Inside the faintly blue, cold but sweet liquid…were foaming bubbles. She would drink a sip and then smile at me. Her red face, when she grew flustered, and the sweetness of it all. And even though I could clearly remember it, none of that was part of the present. Even the sweetest bubbles will eventually burst and disappear. Instead, a future drenched in red blood built up in front of me and blocked my advance.


  ‘Now then, how long can you bear with this trial bestowed upon you?’


  The voice declared so—And announced the beginning of hell.


  Chapter 6: Their Ending


  She experienced a tragedy. And from here on out is the story of all the endings. Because of me, she lost everything.


  





  “…!” I jumped up from my bed. “…Huff…”


  My entire body was drenched in a nasty sweat. My heart was racing, my breathing out of control, and even the tips of my fingers felt frozen cold.


  “…? …?!”


  I looked around me, but Kazuhi’s bloody carcass was nowhere to be found, and I wasn’t standing in front of the train station, either. It was—my own home. I grabbed the phone lying next to my pillow and checked the date. July 7th. Wednesday, 8 am. Time…was reversed. Just now, when the steel beam crushed Kazuhi…It felt like a nightmare but also wasn’t. It was a reality that was reversed. I don’t know why, but some mysterious power must have been activated. This time…This time, I’ll protect her…!


  “Kazuhi…!”


  I jumped out of my house, headed to my neighbor, and stormed inside Kazuhi’s room.


  “Wah…Sou-chan, what happened?”


  “…! Kazu…hi…!”


  I had to confirm that she was there. That she was still a part of my life.


  “Kazuhi…! Please, don’t go anywhere today. Don’t step out of the house…!”


  “Huh?”


  “If not…something horrible will happen to you. So, please…I beg you…!”


  Since she doesn’t know what’s going on, I must be sounding like a crazy person to her. However, I cannot let Kazuhi suffer again. She was bewildered, blinking at me in confusion—But she immediately smiled.


  “Okay. I’ll do that, Sou-chan.”


  “R-Really? Thank god…But…I’m surprised you agreed so easily. Don’t you think what I’m saying is weird?”


  “Well…You’re a bit different from usual, but I can tell that you’re serious. And, I trust you, Sou-chan. Sometimes you’re a bit stubborn, but you would never lie or joke about something that could make me worry. There’s a reason why you’re saying this, right?”


  “Y-Yeah…”


  Seeing Kazuhi nod like that without any questioning made me feel like crying. However, I can’t afford to cry just yet. Even just now, when I avoided the tragedy with the truck, another misfortune occurred. And I won’t know where or when it will happen. But, I won’t let Kazuhi suffer like that again. With that decided, I made sure that Kazuhi would not leave this room, and we stayed together the entire time. Kazuhi’s mother thought it was weird, but I just said that ‘Our lectures fell flat, so we’re studying together,’ which worked just fine.


  … Every single passing on the clock was like a small salvation, but equally hell in itself. But, I was filled with hope, thinking that as long as this day would come to pass, Kazuhi would be saved. While feeling despair and dread that something completely unnatural could happen to take Kazuhi from me again. And these two created a maelstrom inside of me. And as this day granted to me continued to progress, each minute scraping away at my sanity, Kazuhi must have guessed that something was wrong, so she talked to me throughout the entire day.


  And finally…as I had gotten mentally exhausted, this long day ended with nothing ever happening. I was left bewildered. I had assumed that something would happen. And I was so on edge, I would have rather stayed over the night, too. But with her parents being home, that was out of the option. I told her to stay out of harm’s way, and to contact me in case anything happened. To the point she probably got annoyed with me. And while I held on to my phone all night, I didn’t catch a wink of sleep.


  As soon as morning came, I rushed over to her house, standing guard on the outside. Around 7 am, a call came in from Kazuhi. For a moment, I could feel all the blood drain from my face, but when I answered, Kazuhi spoke up with a cheerful voice.


  “Ah, morning. Sou-chan, can I go out today? I really have to attend university.”


  …She’s safe. She’s alive. I managed to make it past the day of the accident. Is everything okay now? Is Kazuhi saved? It hasn’t fully set in yet, so my anxiety has yet to subside. But, I can’t let Kazuhi be locked inside her home for the rest of her life. And after giving it some thought, I decided to attend university with her. Naturally, I stuck close to her side to the point I must have looked like a weirdo. Even just a small sound around me had my blood pumping with terror. And since I hadn’t gotten a minute of sleep the night prior, I was utterly exhausted when evening came around. Yet, my worries were still present, weighing down on me.


  “Sou-chan, I’ve got work after this…”


  “It’s okay. I’ll escort you there.”


  “But you have a lecture now, right?”


  “I don’t care about that.”


  “You shouldn’t do that! You already missed parts of your lecture today because you snuck into mine.”


  “…It’s okay. I just don’t want to leave you alone right now.”


  All I could remember was that nightmarish scenery. Just the thought of it made my body quiver, my body freezing.


  “Am I…troubling you?”


  Since Kazuhi didn’t know a thing, this must all be abrupt and bothersome, I’m sure. I don’t want to make her worry, it’s just…


  “Not at all. If you’re saying that, then I have no reason to be angry. You’re always thinking about me, right?”


  Her words, her smile…her warmth entered my paralyzed mind. My eyes were watering up to the point I struggled to hold back. However…I wasn’t given any time to get emotional. A tragedy always occurs without forewarning, aiming for the exact moment you’re careless…to strike where it hurts.


  “—Kazuhi!!”


  When I realized what was going on, I quickly pulled Kazuhi closer to me, embracing her. However, that was nothing but futile resistance.


  BANG


  A sound declaring the curtain’s fall resounded.


  * * *


  —I remembered everything. It all connected. Or more accurately, I remembered that I ended up in an accident and that I had traveled back in time. And now, I realized that Sou-chan is time leaping, creating loops in the process. I had forgotten everything, but now I know that this was the third tragedy. And that each time I end up in this state, I will remember it all.


  Listening to what the doctor and my family said to piece it together, I apparently was shot. The perpetrator was a graduate of our university. Unable to find a job after graduating, and with no lover to live for, he became tired of his life, self-harming and violent, and then stole a gun from a police officer. The perpetrator was caught and confessed, saying “Since I didn’t get to live a fulfilling life, I wanted to raise hell at my former university. Anybody would have been fine, but I happened to spot a man and woman who looked like a shitty couple, so I got pissed and shot that bitch.”


  However, it was already too late for me. A traffic accident, getting crushed by a steel beam, and getting shot…the causes were all different, and yet I ended up in the exact same situation. Something doesn’t add up. It’s like some mysterious power is at work, which forces me into this state. That power…could it be that voice? Whatever it was, there was nothing I could do. I was simply locked in everlasting darkness, unable to move by myself, as I heard Sou-chan muttering ‘I’m sorry’ over and over.


  And this time continued for what felt like forever.


  * * *


  It felt like I had a long nightmare, barely amounting to any proper sleep. When I woke up, my throat felt like it was on fire, as I fought back the urge to vomit. I prayed and grabbed my phone to check the date. But alas—July 7th, Wednesday.


  “I…I’m back…”


  After that shooting at the university, I spent around a month without looping back to this day. Once I fail, the loop doesn’t immediately repeat. That was just wishful thinking. And as the loop never arrived, I had almost assumed that it was all over. Every time I went to bed, I prayed that the next time I woke up, I would be given a second chance. And yet, I was greeted by despair as time simply passed. However, that endless repeat was finally over.


  “This time…! I’ll never let anything like that happen again…!” I stormed out of my house and rushed to Kazuhi.


  “Kazuhi…!”


  Opening the door, she greeted me.


  “Wah, Sou-chan?! What happened…?”


  Kazuhi…is there. She stood on her own feet. Her eyes were open. And…she was talking with me.


  “S-Sou-chan?!”


  Before I realized it, I was already crying. The sight of Kazuhi bedridden in the last loop was still burned into my retinas. But being able to speak with her…having her in front of me like this…I was just so happy.


  “Kazuhi, I’m sorry…I’m really sorry…!”


  “Huh? Huh? What are you apologizing for? And why are you crying?”


  “Kazuhi, I…I…!”


  She tightly embraced me. My face was buried in her chest, as she gently caressed my hair.


  “Um…I don’t really get what’s going on, but it’s okay. It’ll all be okay.” When I raised my head, Kazuhi showed me a warm smile. “You didn’t do anything that you would have to apologize for. So, calm down. Everything will be okay, yeah?”


  She doesn’t remember a thing. She probably thinks I just woke up from a nightmare, as her smile was heavenly innocent. But, it wasn’t a dream. I would never be able to forget that one month. When she was shot and never woke up again…That’s right! This isn’t the time to be crying!


  “Kazuhi.”


  “Yeah? What’s wrong?”


  “I beg you…Don’t leave the house. Not today, not tomorrow,” I said, and just as I had hoped, Kazuhi agreed without asking a thing.


  Like this, one day passed, a second day passed, and even though I was mentally prepared for disaster to strike any minute, everything was peaceful, as if to betray all my worries. But, as if to portray my mental state, the usual clear blue sky was filled with dark clouds.


  “…Hey, Sou-chan, are you okay? You’ve got bags under your eyes…You haven’t gotten any sleep, right?”


  “…Don’t worry…about me…”


  Nothing happened. I can’t do anything, either…And I haven’t even found a way out of this. A mixture of relief and sheer terror mixed inside of me, leaving me unable to rest properly, as I was slowly drained of my physical and mental strength.


  “…Hey, Kazuhi. Can you stay inside again today…?”


  “O-Okay. I’ll do as you tell me…But please, get some rest, Sou-chan?”


  “…Thanks. But, I’m okay.”


  I wasn’t okay. This was the third day I haven’t even stepped out of Kazuhi’s room. I’ve practically gone rooted to the floor. Are we…forced to stay in her room forever? That won’t work…No, if this is the only method to save her, then I can live with that. That being said, Kazuhi’s parents…and even mine, they’re slowly growing suspicious. They don’t think too highly of the fact that I’m forcing Kazuhi to take time off uni and work, and I’m slowly starting to run out of excuses. That being said, they won’t believe my circumstances either. And eventually, night arrived, forcing me to return to my own home.


  “Kazuhi…I told you yesterday and the day before, but don’t go outside. No matter what, you hear me?”


  “Yeah, I promise. But…please, get some rest. You’re going to die if you keep going like this.”


  “…I can’t sleep. I will never know when it’ll happen next…”


  I meant to keep my weakness to myself, but as I was physically and mentally exhausted, I blurted out what was on my mind. Yet, Kazuhi took my hand and showed me a warm smile.


  “…Then you should get some sleep. You’re…trying to protect me from something, right? If you can’t even move in your current state, then I’ll be helpless. That’s why you really have to get some rest.” Surprisingly enough, Kazuhi spoke in a harsh tone, using herself as an excuse. “So please…sleep, okay?”


  Kazuhi knew that I wouldn’t be able to say no after that. She’s…really amazing. Despite me telling her not a thing, she easily gave me the words I needed to hear. And that is exactly why I want to protect her…which requires me to take a rest.


  “…Okay. But, really…Don’t leave your house. If there’s anything you need, I’ll buy it for you. And even if someone comes to see you, don’t carelessly open the door. Keep your windows closed, too. If anything happens, contact me. We’re neighbors, so I’ll come running immediately.”


  “Yeah. Thank you, Sou-chan.”


  Even as I live through this hell, Kazuhi’s smile is always a saving grace. She genuinely believes me and is worried about me. This made me realize that I had to work harder. I had to get some rest so that I’m back to full health and ready to protect her—But why did I think that and actually go to bed? Even after the second tragedy, I was still naive.


  I was reminded that even the most absurd of misfortune—does exist. When I woke up the next morning, I learned that Kazuhi had ended up paralyzed after lightning struck their house while she was taking a bath.


  * * *


  …How many loops have we gone through?


  I was yet again confined to my hospital bed, drifting inside an endless void. Why do I always end up like this? Even though Sou-chan is always trying to help me? His voice calling my name gradually grew heavier and darker. It’s like he’s slowly being torn apart by regret.


  ‘Sou…chan…I’m…sorry…’


  My words remained voiceless, reaching nobody. But, I continued to say them over and over, like a chant.


  ‘Sou-chan…Sou-chan…’


  Inside the darkness, someone slapped me on the cheek. I heard the sound it should make, but I felt no pain. I then realized that it wasn’t something that happened in reality. It was just another hallucination, or maybe even a dream.


  ‘Why are you alive?’


  The voice asking me that…belonged to me. Like I was looking at myself in the mirror, an exact copy of myself stood in front of me. I was crying, as I glared at myself.


  ‘It’s your fault.’


  It’s obviously a dream. My feelings of guilt and regret took shape as me. And even though I knew this was just a dream…


  ‘It’s because you’re alive that Sou-chan keeps suffering.’


  My own words stabbed me like knives.


  ‘I don’t want this anymore. Let me die. Please, let me die. If you’re gone, Sou-chan will stop suffering. If there’s no way out of this, I’ll end it all. Because he has hope that he can save you the next time, it brings me to despair. Because you’re alive, Sou-chan can’t give up. If you’re dead, Sou-chan will probably be lonely for a bit, but with Suzuya-san by his side, he can get up again. Isn’t that right? This is just mindless suffering. It’s enough. So why…are you still alive?’


  Something cold and grotesque climbed up my legs. It’s like I was being filled with water, unable to breathe. Myself in front of me began to shake, change shape, and now turned into Sou-chan. But…


  ‘Kazuhi…It’s okay. It’ll be fine. The next time, I’ll save you for sure…’


  But compared to how I knew him before, he looked like he was in tatters, resembling a walking corpse, as his eyes were empty of any emotion, large bags forming under them. He was pale as tapestry. He turned out this way because of me. And yet, he’s still trying his best to save me. Unable to bear that, I screamed, despite knowing full well it wouldn’t reach him.


  ‘Ah…Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa! I’m sorry! I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry…!’


  ‘It’s okay, Amagase-san.’


  A gentle voice reached me. And…it felt like someone placed their hand on my shoulder. Standing in front of me was Suzuya-san, smiling.


  ‘It’s okay. Haruoka-kun has me with him, after all.’


  Darkness, never-ending. It took me a moment to realize my dream had passed. After all, nothing had changed. In fact, a dream allowed me to see more than in my current state. That’s why—if I could just stay asleep forever, would everyone else be happier?


  * * *


  I raised my head, feeling heavy like iron, as I immediately turned around to look at my phone, like I was crawling toward an oasis in the middle of the desert—July 7th, Wednesday.


  “…Ah…Ah…Finally…”


  I came back. The loop had activated. Spending day after day next to the immobilized Kazuhi felt like an eternity. Each day felt heavy and long like the clock hands had turned into lead. I spent my days in fear and dread that maybe I had lost my chance. That Kazuhi would never open her eyes again. I prayed every single day, wishing for time to turn back.


  This time, I won’t make her suffer. I’ll protect her. That was all I wanted, and yet I failed. Terror and despair only weighed down on me strongly each time. No peace or relief was allowed. But, I couldn’t afford to stand around. I put on my clothes and went to meet Kazuhi. I wasn’t just rotting away while sitting next to Kazuhi. I opted to change my course of action. I’ll approach this differently.


  “Kazuhi, there’s something I need to tell you.”


  Arriving at her room, that was the first thing I said to Kazuhi, who gave me a bewildered look.


  “Sou-chan?”


  “What I’m about to say…might sound unbelievable to you, but please…Believe me.”


  I decided to tell Kazuhi everything. That I’ve been trying to protect her this entire time…and failed. That we should work together, and that this might lead to the correct path. That I came from three years in the past…and that I’ve been going through loops to save her…only to fail in the end. Normally, it sounded like unbelievable nonsense. And yet, Kazuhi—


  “Sou-chan.” She took my hand and looked at me. “Thank you for telling me.”


  “Y…You believe…me?”


  “Of course I do. It’s what you told me, after all. And when you show me that face…How could I not?” She put her palm on my cheek, rubbing my eyes as she wiped the tears away. “I’m sorry…You’ve gone through so much all by yourself…It must have been unbearable.”


  “…Kazuhi…”


  My eyes began to burn hot. Even though she just wiped the tears away, I now felt the urge to cry again. It really is odd.


  “No. I’m the one who should apologize. I keep making you suffer…”


  “You really don’t get it, Sou-chan.” She looked at me and spoke with a clear voice. “I don’t remember what happened during those previous loops…but if you really tried to protect me all those times…and stayed with me even after you failed…Then you have nothing to apologize for…Not to mention! This time, it’ll be fine! You told me about it, so I can protect myself! I’ll be careful, I promise!”


  “…About that, Kazuhi.”


  “Hm?”


  “Let’s go somewhere far away. We’re gonna run away together, just the two of us. To a place where no tragedy can strike.”


  I told her what I thought of before traveling back to this time. It sounded like an elopement, but it wasn’t anything as adventurous. So far, even when I tried to protect Kazuhi by keeping her confined in her home, it never worked out. If so, maybe things will be different if we go somewhere. We’re running away…to a place where the devil’s hand won’t reach us. Kazuhi blinked at me once but quickly nodded.


  “…Okay. As long as I can be with you, I don’t care where we go, Sou-chan.”


  Right after we decided that, we packed our things and left. We may have decided to go far away, but neither of us has a driver’s license. For that reason, we chose a taxi. With a train, I could almost vividly see her getting pushed onto the tracks by someone and getting run over by it. And I wasn’t going to let that happen. That’s why I chose to use up all the money I had saved and chose the safest option. I don’t care about money, as long as I can save Kazuhi’s life.


  “Kazuhi, you okay? You’re not feeling unwell anywhere, right? Tell me immediately if anything’s wrong.”


  Inside the taxi, we sat next to each other. But of course, I didn’t have time to enjoy the sights changing outside the car. The previous tragedies were all caused by accidents or other people, but there’s no guarantee she won’t suddenly suffer from a disease or die a sudden death. Everything happened so suddenly and abruptly, I was forced to learn that.


  “Yeah, I’m okay. Thanks for worrying about me, Sou-chan.”


  She said with a smile, but I couldn’t relax in the slightest. Something will happen eventually. Everything around us looked like a weapon that could hurt Kazuhi.


  “…Sou-chan.”


  “Wha—Huh?!”


  Kazuhi pushed her face closer to me and teasingly blew air into my ear.


  “Kazuhi, you…!”


  “Hee hee, sorry. But you had such a stern look on your face…I couldn’t take it.” She took my hand, gently wrapping it between her two small palms.


  I realized how cold my fingertips were thanks to this.


  “…It’s okay. It’ll be okay. I won’t ever let you experience that again. No matter what happens, we’ll overcome it,” she quietly whispered to me to not worry the driver. “Sou-chan…I love you.”


  “…!”


  I could feel my body relax like my body of ice had begun to warm and melt.


  “No, listen…the current me isn’t really used to hearing that, so…”


  “Ah…Right. Your body is still Sou-chan, but you’re the Sou-chan from three years ago…Or if anything, you’re still Sou-chan, but those three years ago, you and I weren’t even dating yet…”


  All this Sou-chan, Sou-chan talk has started to make me go crazy. And even though I couldn’t afford it, I was slowly more at peace. Despite those three years between us, Kazuhi is still Kazuhi. She’s my guiding light. The hope that gives me life…Just like that summer sky. I tightly grasped her hand.


  “…Kazuhi. Let’s make it through this together.”


  I shouldn’t have carried all this by myself. If we are honest with each other and hold hands like this, then there’s nothing we can’t overcome. With that philosophy filling my mind, I could feel my exhausted heart rest. I wasn’t being careless or inattentive. However, by confirming our love, my desire to protect her grew even stronger. And even so, like snow melting in water, I had to fight against my tears.


  We’ll run away from tragedy. Run, run, and run further. Until there’s nothing to be afraid of. And then, we’ll just laugh about all of this, saying “Hah, that wasn’t so bad after all.”


  —A crashing sound pierced my ears. I only realized a moment later that it was the signal for my hope to be crushed yet again, as well as the eerie screech that belonged to the tires as they tried to brake. Inside the closed car…there was no blue sky. Only hell and crimson-red blood.


  * * *


  A single ribbon soared through the blue sky. It wasn’t ‘now,’ nor was it ‘reality,’ either. It was the past. Representing something that happened, but had long passed. Why am I remembering that now? Is it because my life was flashing before my eyes? No, I’m not dead. After the accident with the taxi passed, the driver and I got off with light injuries. And yet, only Kazuhi ended up bedridden as before.


  That’s why I must be simply using an old memory to escape the cruel reality that kept me trapped. That ribbon flew through the blue sky…like it had wings, as it danced through the air. Like a goldfish swimming through the sky, far away.


  In third grade…During that summer, Kazuhi and I chased after that ribbon. It almost felt like it was guiding us to a beautiful place. It sounds stupid now that I look back on it, but we were young and naive. Running after it for a while, we reached that field of sunflowers. I can still vividly remember it all. The chirping of the cicadas, the scent of summer, the strong sun burning on our skin, the wind passing us by, the color of the sunflowers, and her white one-piece shaking at every move. After I caught the ribbon, I called out to her.


  “…Kazuhi, gimme your hand.”


  “My hand?” She tilted her head but did as she was told, so I wrapped the ribbon around her wrist.


  “Waaah, so cute! It’s like a bracelet! Thank you, Sou-chan!”


  She seemed delighted, as I faintly remembered what Yousuke told me before. That in this world, there’s a ‘red thread of destiny.’ And although this may not be a regular thread, with its beautiful red color, I wanted to imagine that it was something similar. However, I was too embarrassed to tie it around her finger. Because I wasn’t aware of how I really felt about Kazuhi back then. At the time, I was satisfied just seeing her smile.


  “Hehehe…Oh man, I’m so happy right now!”


  Her smile, beneath her straw hat, shone as bright as the sun, as if it embodied life itself. Just watching that smile made my chest feel warm. But, all that is in the past. That summer is long gone.


  * * *


  I woke up and immediately checked the date—July 27th. Another day arrived when I was stuck in this timeline. I felt like I had downed a bottle of lead as I raised my heavy body, ignored my severe headache, and headed to Kazuhi’s hospital room. Since that…taxi accident…I went through countless more loops, always failing to protect Kazuhi. No matter what fate she suffered, or what tragedy occurred, she always ended up bedridden like during her first accident. Her body wouldn’t move, she wouldn’t respond, and her eyes wouldn’t open. And even so, she was probably conscious.


  “Kazuhi.”


  I reached the room she was hospitalized in. Even as I called out to her, I knew my voice was shaking.


  “I came again. You must be bored, right? Let’s talk about something.”


  This…isn’t any different from the first memories Kazuhi showed me. Just by coming here, I can’t save her. In fact, I’m only making her suffer more. But…what else could I do? She’s stuck here forever, and I’m not supposed to even come to see her? If she’s conscious, then she remembers everything. She knows about everything that happened. In fact, she would probably be better off not being conscious, just sleeping the entire time.


  “Kazuhi, what…are you thinking?” I asked, only to scoff at myself.


  I knew the answer to that. I’ve seen her thoughts in the memories she presented to me. That’s why…I didn’t have to guess what she was thinking…as she was locked inside that pitch-black darkness.


  —Sou-chan, I’m sorry. I’m really sorry, I can’t do anything. I’m the one at fault. Let’s just…end it all. Let’s put an end to this.


  She’s about to break apart. In general, stories about time traveling and loops like this are a theme you’d often see in light novels or games. The protagonist overcomes adversity and terror to then save the heroine in the end. And then, a blessed future awaits them. After all, the heroine doesn’t remember any of the loops. It’s only the protagonist who keeps his memory. That is…the only saving grace.


  But for Kazuhi, it doesn’t end after the loops. She’ll be forced into this torturous situation, experiencing all her memories at once. Not only has she experienced this before in the future, she even came back to the past to ensure that I would be happy…So, how many more times could I force Kazuhi into this torture? I was desperately trying to save her, to make sure she could live a normal life. But…am I not the only one who keeps killing her over and over? I’ve even begun to think like that. By going through loop after loop, I force her to live through tragedy after tragedy.


  —Don’t try, Sou-chan. I…love you…


  “I…love you, too.”


  I responded to Kazuhi’s imaginary voice. That’s right, I love Kazuhi so much. We were happy, and we should have been able to grasp that happiness. What went wrong? Where did we go wrong? And even is that voice? What goal does it have? What meaning is there in forcing me through these loops? I could only see this as a twisted mind’s wicked pastime. And then I remembered something that the voice said before…Not to me, but to Kazuhi.


  ‘You said that you were willing to offer your life for his sake. Please, don’t forget that…’


  Kazuhi swore when she spoke to that voice. And I’m sure that the reason Kazuhi is plagued by all this tragedy, leaving her bedridden like this, must be because of that vow. If so, what exactly could our way out even be? If salvation is our goal, something that only is achieved with compensation and an exchange…then offering life to save another…Could such a contradiction even exist?


  * * *


  July 20th—That’s right, July 20th. I went back…and failed yet again. But, don’t misunderstand. I truly am trying to save her. I’m not losing motivation or anything. No matter how much I wish for the current loop to be the final one, no matter which method I use, and even after exhausting all other possibilities, the tragedy always arrives, as if to laugh in my face. Reflecting my inner thoughts, the sky was dark and grim. Like a walking corpse, I staggered toward Kazuhi’s hospital room…but on the way—


  “…Haruoka-kun.”


  A voice called out to me. Turning around, there stood a beauty with long and black hair. Suzuya Hotaru—now in university.


  “…Ah, you came to visit Kazuhi, too?”


  “…Yes, but…” She looked at me, narrowing her eyes in pain. “Are you…okay, Haruoka-kun?”


  “…Do you think I’m okay?”


  “…I’m sorry. That was insensitive of me.”


  “…No…” I shook my head. “I don’t want you to apologize. I’m just disgusted at my own inability to do anything. What I hate the most…is myself.”


  “But that accident…wasn’t your fault, Haruoka-kun.”


  “It boils down to being mine, anyway. Because I couldn’t protect her.” I could see blood vessels on my hands that I tightly grasped.


  Regret alone isn’t enough. It feels like it’s tearing my body apart. That a dark cloud of negativity and self-loathing is going to gush out of my heart.


  “I…could never protect her.”


  “Stop. Don’t say that…” Her voice was shaking.


  Almost like she was terrified to hear these words.


  “Haruoka-kun…I think that you and Amagase-san are a good match. There’s nobody…nothing that could between the two of you. But…I can’t keep watching as you slowly deteriorate like that,” she said, as she looked at me with her gemstone-like eyes.


  Now that Kazuhi’s eyes had closed, it was something I wasn’t used to anymore.


  “Please, don’t blame yourself like that. Remember who Amagase-san was…! Seeing you suffer like this, regret like this, it must hurt her even more than what happened to herself! That’s why…don’t take the blame for something that was out of your control.” She said and tightly grasped my hand.


  Even if I took Kazuhi’s hand, she would never hold my hand back.


  “Medicine has progressed a lot. The fact that Amagase-san is alive is proof of that. One day, she’ll wake up. I have faith in that.”


  Those words held the power to call my consciousness back from the depths of the abyss. She’s right. Kazuhi simply can’t open her eyes ‘right now.’ But, she’s alive. The doctor said that the chance of recovery is low, but not impossible. Suzuya is absolutely right. If so…maybe I should give up ‘for now’?


  “Amagase-san will wake up one day. So…at least until then…”


  Won’t rebelling against an irreversible fate simply twist me beyond recognition?


  “Please, let me be by your side?”


  —Accepting this fate and giving in to the future…Isn’t that also a possible path?


  “Once she wakes up, you can pretend that nothing happened between us, and I won’t tell Amagase-san a thing, either. But until then…let me be with you. Rely on me while you’re suffering. I’ll lend you a shoulder to try on. I’ll do anything I can. So please, don’t blame yourself. I won’t tell you not to grieve. But at this rate, your heart will break. Don’t…try to carry it all by yourself.”


  That’s right. Suzuya is this kind to me…despite everything. And it was the same in Kazuhi’s initial memory. That’s why she tried to get me and Suzuya together.


  “…Please. I want to be your strength, Haruoka-kun…” She looked at me with dampened eyes.


  And then, a certain thought crossed my mind. One that made me feel like throwing up—Why does it have to be Kazuhi? She’s my childhood friend. The girl who’s lived next door for as long as I can remember. But at the same time, we were just neighbors. If there lived another girl next to me that wasn’t Kazuhi, would I have fallen in love with that someone?


  It’s an idiotic and meaningless hypothesis. But if I were to accept Suzuya here, then I might be able to become truly happy in the future, even if the present won’t work out. It’s compensation…an exchange—No. Stop. I don’t want to think about that. I’m just tired. Too…tired. I’ve gotten weak, my heart easily being shaken like this. Normally, I would never even consider the path of erasing Kazuhi like this. I wanted to kick myself for feeling this desire to be freed from my suffering. That’s why I couldn’t forgive myself…and glared at Suzuya.


  “Please, stop. I can’t let you do that…and you don’t have to.”


  “I want to do this…out of my own will. I can’t stand watching you like this. And I don’t think I would be able to fill the hole that Amagase-san created within you. I couldn’t be as presumptuous as to assume that. I’m painfully aware that that’s just how important of an existence she is to you. But…even if it’s just a minuscule amount…I want to support you. I can’t sit by idly while you destroy yourself. Because if you keep going like this…you’ll break.”


  So she said, but her voice was on the verge of shattering, too. Tears were building up in her eyes. I’m not the only one who’s suffering. Suzuya is hurting, too. She may not have gone through all those tragedies and loops as I have, but even just this one…must be hell enough.


  “…I like Amagase-san.”


  And this can’t be an easy choice for her. Suzuya and Kazuhi are friends, and saying this to me right now was akin to betraying one of her best friends. And despite that, she still chose to tell me this.


  “But… I also…towards you…” She said, only to stop herself. “…I’m sorry to suddenly bother you with that. If possible, I’d like you to consider my offer,” she said and walked the opposite way, away from the hospital.


  She probably felt like she didn’t have the right to see Kazuhi after what she had said and done. And at the same time, rain began to pour from the dark sky. Right now, Kazuhi isn’t here. But a hallucination in the shape of her spoke to me.


  —Sou-chan, it’s okay. Accept Suzuya-san. That’s what I wished for this entire time, anyway…


  And then, the hallucination tapped me on the chest, pushing me in the direction Suzuya walked off to.


  “…Ah.”


  The rain grew stronger, as I slammed my hands onto the ground, flashing water everywhere.


  “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah?!”
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  I was wondering what sound I heard, only to realize it was my own scream. But there was something else. Ah, I see. It’s the sound of my insides being torn to shreds.


  “What the hell is this?! How could you say something like that?! Why…why…Waaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah?!” I screamed as my fingers dug into the hard concrete ground.


  My fingertips began to turn red, sending immense pain to my brain. But, so what? Kazuhi is hurting even more. So much more than I could imagine. Ten times…a hundred times more than this bit of stinging right now. And she’s been through it again and again and again and again and again.


  The people passing me on the street looked at me in disgust and disbelief as they passed me by. Nobody could understand how I felt. Not even Suzuya or Kazuhi. Because they’re kind, they’ll just say ‘You don’t have to try anymore.’ Even though they don’t want me to give up. It’s slowly breaking me. Making me want to run. If Kazuhi just said ‘Please, save me.’ If she truly wished to be saved, then I could do this forever. And yet, nobody is asking to be saved. The only thing that’s asking me to save Kazuhi is my own ego. And at the same time, I’m being forced to go through hell…all because I want to save someone.


  And if she doesn’t wish to be saved, then she should just resent me. Blame me. Put the fault on me. Tell me to go to hell as a punishment. Please…don’t pray for my happiness. Kindness can destroy people. Because the guilt that they feel crushes them from the inside.


  “Aaaaaaaaaah! Shit, shit, shit!”


  Why does she keep dying like that, anyway? I mean, she can’t fully die…But no matter how much I try to help her, no matter what method I come up with, the end is always the same. I…I’m really trying, and yet…! There are plenty of other options. Suzuya is objectively a better choice at this point. It’s not like she can’t be the one…So why can I not just give up? Nobody is even wishing for me to keep trying.


  “Why…Why is it her? There’s gotta be others! Damn it! Damn it all! Damn it damn it damn it damn it!!”


  Why does she have to suffer through tragedy after tragedy? There’s gotta be evil and vile people in this world who deserve it much more than her. Why does she have to suffer? And why cannot I move on without her? Why can’t I just fall in love with someone else and say my goodbyes to her?


  “Aaaaaah…Someone…Please…” I raised my hands toward the sky, begging for help.


  However, the rain continued to pour with no light in sight. The blood dripped from my fingertips mixed with the rain, as reddish liquid fell to the ground.


  “…Ah…hah…”


  After screaming that entire time, I finally ran out of air. I dedicated a few seconds to breathing and allowing my racing heart to stabilize.


  “…Huff…huff…Heh, just kidding. I know…that nobody’s here. I’m just releasing my stress, you dunce.”


  It was a mad man’s act, but it allowed me to let out all my pent-up feelings that had nowhere to go. It’s okay…I can stand up again. I can still stand. I can stand for Kazuhi’s sake. Everyone’s kind. But that’s exactly why I have no allies. But even so, I won’t give up. I’ll continue to loop back. On staggering feet, I made the decision that I couldn’t go see Kazuhi looking like this, so I bought a towel and a fresh set of clothes at a nearby convenience store.


  Finally, I made it to the hospital room, taking Kazuhi’s hand as I always would. I know how easy it would be to just let go. But even so, just being next to her…is where I need to be. Even if she ended up like a broken doll…that doesn’t change a thing.


  “Kazuhi.”


  It doesn’t have to do anything with logic. Irrational and absurd, it doesn’t matter. She may be suffering, but she is still as lovable as always.


  “Even if you don’t ever open your eyes again…Even if we can never walk together again…Even if you don’t respond to me calling your name…I still choose you. Because I love you, Kazuhi.”


  Suzuya can say that she wants to be as much as she likes. I still want to hold this hand. There’s no compensation, no exchange. Kazuhi is Kazuhi. Not more, not less, there’s no replacing her. I’m foolish. It’s my ego speaking. I’m speaking all high and mighty while I continue to make her suffer. What horrible conceit, wishing to save her despite only causing more suffering. If I gave up, she could finally find peace.


  “As long as you’re alive…right here with me…that’s all I need.”


  That’s…just good enough for me. Why are people so hung up on the past? It’s foolish, but it is how we humans act. The present and the future are all built upon the past. And my life is like this…I exist the way I am because she was with me. If I can’t have her by my side…then I won’t be able to stay as myself. That’s why…this is okay. I prefer you.


  “…Haha…”


  But…what about Kazuhi?


  “Hah…I know. Don’t underestimate your childhood friend. I can easily tell what you’re thinking. Ha…haha…”


  You…just want to die, right?


  * * *


  July 7th, Wednesday. I returned to the beginning of the loop. Even if we stay in the house or run away, tragedy will reach us. There’s no escaping it. That’s why I simply went to university with Kazuhi.


  “Sou-chan…are you okay? You look really tired…”


  After all these loops, I was simply exhausted, but Kazuhi worried about me. I wanted to smile and tell her that everything was okay, but the muscles in my face didn’t move as I ordered them to.


  “Morning, Sou, Kazuhi-chan! …Phew, what’s wrong? You got a horrible look on your face, Sou.”


  On the way to the lecture hall, Yousuke called out to us.


  “You out of it, eh? What’s on your mind? As the genius black magic user, I can use my power to resolve any of your problems!”


  “…You’re the same as always, huh?”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?! Are you making fun of my power?! Now listen here! Odd and weird powers exist in this world!”


  Normally, I would have just ignored that nonsense. But after going through this mysterious and unreasonable loop, I couldn’t make fun of him anymore.


  “…Ah.”


  “Hm? What’s up, Sou? Do you want to ask me about black magic after all?”


  “Actually…”


  Up to this point, I told Kazuhi about the whole loop several times. However, she’s the only person I never opened up to. I figured that nobody would believe me. But…what about him? Despite Kazuhi believing me, it didn’t bring me anywhere. So if there’s nothing to lose, then there’s no reason for me not to try. Anything could become a hint for me to get out of this. Even a spider’s web is more than enough to hold on to.


  “…Hey, Yousuke. Here’s a what-if for you.”


  “Hm?”


  “Assuming there’s a weird loop happening that forces you into the same situation over and over…”


  “Wait, are you in the middle of a loop right now?! That sounds very intriguing as the alchemist that I am! Please, more detail!”


  “…Are you a black magic user or an alchemist? Anyway, you go through this loop, again and again, trying to save that one person, but you lose them no matter what. You have any idea what could be the reason for this?”


  “That’s so obvious! It’s gotta be the devil! The devil’s power! And to get out of the loop, you need to defeat the origin, the devil who put you into it!”


  “…”


  “You’re really ignoring me?! Don’t be so cold now! Normally, you immediately stab me where it hurts with your retorts!”


  I wasn’t ignoring him, I was just thinking about what he just said. At first glance, it sounded idiotic, but…Up to this point, I always prioritized protecting Kazuhi. Keeping her safe was my priority. That’s why I didn’t even consider the fact of defeating something. However, who or what could that ‘enemy’ even be? The tragedies befalling Kazuhi ranged from an accident to a criminal act, and it changes each time. Maybe it’s that voice who is pulling the strings. But if so…Where is it? Where is the owner of that voice? And even before that, assuming that the voice is the devil…assuming that such an ultimate evil really existed…


  Why was Kazuhi chosen? I don’t want to sound like an indifferent politician speaking of deaths as statistics, but accidents like these aren’t so rare. There are countless people ending up in accidents or suffering from a sickness. So, why did it have to be Kazuhi? I’m the one going through the loops. But, it all started with Kazuhi. What became the trigger for it all? Was it just the devil’s whim—


  “Ah, I know! Since you’re not feeling up to snuff, I got just the thing for you! It’s so cool!”


  “…Cool?”


  “Yeah! Look! It’s a lamp with a demon granting you any one wish! I bought it online!”


  “…I swear…” I dropped my shoulders and sighed. “Will you stop buying random nonsense? You did the same thing before.”


  “Huh? Did I?”


  “Sure did. Back in our first year in high school, you bought something weird online!”


  “Aw, geez! I don’t remember that far back!”


  “You…You said it was some weird stone that would let a devil grant any of your wishes, but since you didn’t have any space in your room, you then let Kazuhi have—” I spoke that far, and forgot to breathe. “…!”


  The answer arrived in a flash. I remembered an exchange way before the Kazuhi from the future even arrived.


  —You go tell him, Kazuhi. He should buy a textbook instead of throwing away money for some nonsense like that. Might help his brain grow.


  —A-Ahaha…But, the idea of a stone granting any wish does sound interesting.


  —That’s my Kazuhi-chan! You really get it! All right! Since you’re so kind, you can have this stone, Kazuhi-chan!


  Assuming that there was a reason…a trigger for this whole situation to start. Couldn’t it…have been that? And then I remembered what Kazuhi told me when we spoke about the ribbon.


  —Whaaat? No way! I can’t just throw away things I got from other people.


  …That’s right. Kazuhi would keep anything, no matter how pointless it seemed. Just because she received it from someone else, too. That’s how uptight she is.


  “Kazuhi!”


  “Eeek! Y-Yeah?”


  “That stone Yousuke gave you all those years ago…You still have it, right? Where is it?!”


  “Ah, well, the one from high school, right? It’s inside the drawer back in my room…”


  “That’s it…!” I grabbed Kazuhi’s hand and started running.


  “Wait, Sou?! Were you going?! What about our lecture?!”


  Yousuke was bewildered, but I paid him no mind as I just ran in the opposite direction.


  “Wah…Wh-What happened, Sou-chan?”


  “Please, just come with me. We have to hurry…!”


  I finally found a tiny ray of hope. But, I couldn’t let down my guard. Even as we rushed home, there was a good chance that something might happen. That maybe a murderer would cross our path. Please, just let us get back home safely. And…I beg you. Let us make it through this twisted tragedy.


  “…Hehe.”


  “…Kazuhi? What are you laughing for?”


  Even as we ran at full speed, Kazuhi laughed despite being out of breath. I mean, it’s a lot better than seeing her cry. I just…didn’t understand why. Why would she laugh now of all times?


  “This just reminded me of the time we were in high school. You’d often pull my hand as we ran to school. Ah, this takes me back…”


  Kazuhi…I can’t tell you right now, but…I’m still my high school self. However, she wasn’t wrong. That time truly is nostalgic compared to now. It was peaceful…and pleasant. These days…feel so far. But…this time. This time, I’ll take it all back. I’ll get us back to those boring but fulfilling days.


  We took the train from the train station closest to the university, and as I was filled with determination and anxiety, we rode back to our hometown. During the entire ride, I held Kazuhi’s hand, wary of my surroundings. Ten minutes later, we reached Kazuhi’s room. I went through her drawer, taking out the stone. It was the same stone I considered plain junk way back when she just got it. Hit by the fluorescent light of the room, it shone in a bewitching black.


  “Kazuhi, do you have a tool box?”


  “Yeah…Dad’s often working on stuff around the house. I’ll go grab it.”


  Kazuhi returned with the tool box, and I quickly grabbed a hammer from the inside. I placed the stone on the ground and swung the hammer.


  “…!”


  I didn’t hold back in the slightest, and yet I could simply feel my hand tingling. The stone showed no change.


  “Y-You okay, Sou-chan?”


  I’m sure Kazuhi must have been confused by everything that was happening, but she still continued to watch over me.


  “Get away from me. It’d be bad if you got hit by the pieces…But, not too far! Just close enough so I can protect you!”


  “O-Okay…Got it.”


  BANG BANG BANG BANG, I continued to slam the hammer onto the stone like I was a smith. With each hit, my hand hurt even more. But compared to all the pain and suffering Kazuhi went through, this much is nothing. I packed all my frustration and anger into my swings, as I continued my assault. BANG BANG BANG, the dull slamming sound of metal hitting rock filled the room. Normally, it would be an eerie and discomforting sound, but to me, it felt like the last countdown until salvation. Like I was running up the stairs to my final destination.


  Continuing this for a bit, I could slowly but steadily see cracks forming in the stone. Seeing that I was close, I could feel tears building up in my eyes. But to see clearly, I wiped them away and talked to Kazuhi.


  “Kazuhi.”


  “Yeah?”


  “I’m really sorry…for everything. But, this will be the end.”


  “…? Why are you apologizing? And what’s gonna end?”


  “…Forget it. But…”


  The cracks inside the stone began to visibly run deeper. I was getting close to the end. My final stretch to the end. Even my breaths changed from exhausted to excited.


  “…Once all of this is done, promise me. That you’ll never give up on yourself ever again.”


  Don’t say that you don’t care what happens to you. Don’t say that you’re okay with dying. And with that prayer spoken, I swung the hammer one last time. One last swing to end it all.


  “…!”


  KRIIIIING, a sound filled the room. Like something had cracked and splintered. Like this cruel repeating tragedy had finally been destroyed…I did it? I finally destroyed the stone.


  “Ah…Ahh! I did it! With this…with this…!”


  “Sou-chan…?”


  “I did it, Kazuhi! Now we can…now we will…”


  We’re free. All the pain and suffering were over. Overwhelmed with emotions, I began crying and turned toward Kazuhi to embrace her. However, she didn’t say a thing as she just collapsed toward me. She had a knife stuck in her back, with an unfamiliar man standing behind her.


  —Again, huh? I quickly realized what was going on. So this time, it wasn’t an accident, but an armed robbery, eh? I was utterly bewildered and disgusted at the rational deduction that crossed my mind.

And this hell…It continued on, mercilessly.


  * * *


  I sat in the hospital room. As always, Kazuhi was lying on the bed, not moving. As if to deliver a show on all the possible tragedies in this world. As if you were doing a 100% achievement run in a game, Kazuhi was tortured with every possible tragedy imaginable. I thought that stone was the origin of this loop. But, nothing changed even after I destroyed it. What’s right? What’s wrong? I don’t know. I don’t understand anything.


  “…Haruoka-kun.”


  “…Suzuya…”


  As I was mentally and physically exhausted, she entered the room, but didn’t say a thing. She must have realized that nothing could heal my broken soul. And while staying silent, she just caressed my hair. Like a gentle mother would when protecting her child.


  “…I’m with you.”


  “…”


  I want to be with Kazuhi. That desire…I still feel it even now. Stronger than ever. Because I love her. That is how I feel…but that’s also why…I just want her to find peace.


  “…Kazuhi…I…”


  The words I started found no closure. I just sat on my chair in silence, as time passed mercilessly when even Suzuya had disappeared. And yet, I couldn’t even stand it anymore. My head wouldn’t allow me to think properly. I couldn’t even look ahead…And then, it happened.


  ‘It is time for you to choose.’


  Without remorse, without restraint, that voice entered my head.


  ‘Will you continue to walk through this hell while making your beloved one suffer? Or will you give up and choose a different path?’


  Was…Was all my fighting against fate…my rebellion against destiny…futile? Was giving up…my only way out of this? And did this voice go so far as to torture me…just to make me realize this?


  ‘This will be the last time. That’s why, just this once…’ The voice continued as if to crush my own thoughts. ‘I will allow you to speak with the girl, as she has all her memories.’


  Seconds later, the world erupted.


  





  The sky was eerily blue. It was a strong and refreshing blue, which immediately made me think of the word “Summer.” And since it was so beautiful, it was so unmatching to the conversation we would share from now on. I can’t feel refreshed like this. We stood on the rooftop of our high school. It’s where Suzuya, Kazuhi, and I once ate lunch together. As if it was a world made just for us, there were no other people around. And beneath the dazzling sky—there she stood. The bright sunlight created a long shadow running from her legs.


  Through all the different loops, I had always returned to the very beginning. But if what that voice said is true…then this is different. But I was terrified of accepting that, so my feet wouldn’t even move toward her.


  “…Sou-chan,” Kazuhi called my name.


  The moment I heard her, I knew. That voice spoke the truth. Right now, the Kazuhi in front of me…held no resemblance of hope. Because she possessed the memories of the endless hell she had gone through up to this point.


  “…Kazu…”


  I couldn’t even fully call her name before I stopped myself. What could I even say to her? I promised to protect her and yet forced her to live through that hell again and again.


  “Sou-chan…This is the end,” her smile was weak and fragile, like the bubbles of ramune disappearing into the water, as she declared the ending of it all. “Thank you…for everything.”


  This was undoubtedly the last time. Kazuhi had no ‘from now on’ or ‘after this’ any longer. And yet…Even so—she smiled.


  “…Why…”


  She should be the one who’s suffering the most. Why…How can she smile despite everything? All…All she does is smile…!


  “Why are you thanking me? I didn’t do a damn thing that would deserve your gratitude. You deserve to blame me. Are you really fine with this? You can’t be, right? Going through that hell…again and again!”


  “I would be lying if I said it didn’t phase me. Because…you tried to save me this whole time. Even though I forced you through all that…You kept on holding my hand. You kept me connected to this world. How could I blame you? I’m thankful to you. However…”


  As if to push my back…to urge me to find a different path after this…Kazuhi smiled again. And yet, her eyes were filled with pain that she could barely contain. Just like that one morning…when she time leaped back to the past.


  “I don’t want to see you getting hurt anymore…I can’t bear to see you hurt, Sou-chan…”


  I don’t wanna hear that. But because she made it so clear, I had nothing I could argue back with. Our feelings are one. We both don’t wish to hurt each other with any more loops. Any more than this…would just be ludicrous. We continue down the same path of just hurting each other. We have to draw the line somewhere. Put an end to it eventually.


  “That’s why…Sou-chan. This is my final request.”


  And even so…I don’t want to hear it.


  “Please, forget about me. Please walk the path after this…together with Suzuya-san. Please…choose a future that will make you happy.”


  “Shut up! Don’t say another word! And…don’t smile like that…!” I screamed to the point my throat burned up with pain, but my voice held no impact. “We’ve been together since we were little shits. I’ve spent the better half of my life with you by my side. Half of me…No, you are all of me. How could I forget about you?! I like your smile. I wanted you to always smile! But, right now…your face…it’s not what I wanted…!”


  “…Sou-chan.” Kazuhi’s hand touched my cheek.


  It was so gentle, like I would get sucked into it.


  “The reason I smile…the reason I try to smile…is because it’s you, Sou-chan. Because you’ve always stayed by my side.”


  Her eyes were quivering, as tears started to build up. It was so…beautiful, I was forced to keep staring at her, despite being painfully aware that this will be the last time.


  “I’ve always…always liked you, Sou-chan. You’ve made me happy more times than I can count. Having you by my side…Seeing you smile like the stubborn dummy you are…Pulling my hand when we ran to school…Ruffling through my hair with such gentle feelings…Always supporting me in my time of need…I was happy. No matter what ending may await me, the countless and countless memories I have thanks to you…will never change. They will never disappear. That’s why…this is enough. I’ve gotten so many things from you. So, you have to become happy. Experience my share, too…No, you have to be happy with Suzuya-san…for my sake.”


  The reason she rephrased that final part was to give me another push. To ensure that I couldn’t speak against her wish.


  “I…really loved you, Sou-chan.”


  No words could be so sweet…yet so painful, as they sucked me in. But, she spoke in a passive tense. It’s different than what she told me before…because now, her words hold no ‘present’ or ‘future’ any longer. I could feel my heart slowly being ripped to shreds. Continuing to look for another way out that possibly didn’t exist…after hearing Kazuhi’s wish…would just be a means for my own self-satisfaction. I have to give up. Walking a different path…one that could bring me happiness…That is what Kazuhi wishes for.


  She…may die. But, that is one type of conclusion. Because then, she’ll be freed from the endless hell and suffering she had been through up to now. And by Kazuhi’s death as compensation…I can obtain a happy future with Suzuya. That’s why…this must be the only way out of this despair. There’s no other path I could take. And if that voice was truly the devil, then this was just a little game to get our hopes up, simply crushing them by the end. There was no salvation. That’s what that bastard wanted us to experience.


  Kazuhi let go of my hand, slowly walking away from me. She turned my back toward me, walked toward the fence of the rooftop, and then turned around again. No matter how much I struggled, the result was the same. It’s always been like this. If so, then she probably wanted to be the one to end it all…herself.


  “Goodbye, Sou-chan.”


  She declared her goodbyes, and as if it had waited for that, the fence she leaned against disappeared. I felt so eerie but at the same time so natural, I didn’t even realize.


  “—Kazuhi!”


  Everything happened in slow motion, as Kazuhi gradually fell backward. And yet, I reacted just a second quicker, grabbing her hand. With my right hand, I held hers, and with my left, I grabbed onto the bottom part of the fence. Despite Kazuhi being so fragile and light, my raw arm strength was barely enough, as I fought the pain of my arm feeling like it would get torn off.


  “Hehe…It’s…too late now.” Kazuhi didn’t even consider the possibility of climbing up again.


  I may have held her hand, but she didn’t return my grip. Like she was fine just falling into the abyss, as she dangled below me.


  “I told you, right? This is the end. You have to let go of my own hand and take Suzuya-san’s. Because then…you’ll have a future,” she said, urging me to ease my grip on my hand holding hers.


  That’s right. Just like Kazuhi said, there’s no other way. Rather than repeating that hell for all eternity, if I just let go here, then Kazuhi won’t have to suffer anymore. I…have to let go of her hand. Let go of—


  “…!”


  “…Sou…chan…?”


  There, something entered my mind. A red ribbon fluttered in the wind, as it was tied to Kazuhi’s wrist. All this time, I was so obsessed with the fact that this would be our final conversation…so focused on our conversation…so desperate to capture as much of her as possible before it was too late…that I didn’t even realize. But, there was no doubt in my mind. It was the red color of destiny. The ribbon I tied around her wrist that one time to create a bracelet.


  Even though…this happened so long in the past. How moronic. She kept treasuring it all this time…But, this is who she is. This is Kazuhi—Always smiling. Wishing for the happiness of others. Treasuring even the smallest things. She’s a bottomless idiot…and yet so kind. She’s…the girl the most important to me in this whole world.


  “Come on…let go…?”


  And yet, that girl was pleading like that. So, that hand, I—


  “…Hell…no…!”


  I firmly grasped it. Even stronger than before.


  “Even so…I won’t accept this…!”


  A severe pain pierced my arm. I was getting worried it might actually get torn off soon. But, that didn’t matter. I’ll let that devil have an arm or two.


  “I don’t want this kind of ending! I want you…by my side. I want you to live. I want you to laugh! With me! Forever!”


  There was no sugarcoating it anymore. All hesitation and shame were long gone. I just spit out my honest feelings. Selfish, childish, self-centered, absurd feelings.


  “I can’t become happy without you. Without your smile, I can’t keep on living. I’m well aware that I’m only hurting you like this. And I hate myself for being unable to accept this conclusion despite being powerless to protect you. I’m the worst. I’m human trash…Nothing more than a lump of grotesque ego—But, I still don’t want to give up! I don’t wanna give up! I don’t wanna give up! I don’t wanna give up!”


  Suzuya’s words flashed up in my head. That even if you lose someone important to you, you can still become happy with someone else…and call that a happy end. Yeah, you could very well say that. Even if I gave up here, there might be people who say “You’ve done well. You can rest now.” And then, I might find an ending that allows me to be happy after I’ve overcome all grief and loss. But…this is reality. It’s not some story. Even if a hundred people said “This is the best solution,” then I will be the one person to reject this ending.


  “What I want…is the best goddamn happy ending that will absolutely crush and destroy all and every insurmountable tragedy and sorrow! Some half-assed happy ending isn’t gonna satisfy me! Like I give a shit about the people who say this is good enough! You can tell me to accept it all you want…But I’m going to reject this ending as many times as it takes! Listen up, Kazuhi! Even if you die right here, I’ll never ever become happy! No matter how many women hit on me, I’ll spend the rest of my life all by myself…unable to forget you…unable to get over you…as I cry myself to sleep and stay in my room like a hermit! And when it’s time for me to die, I’ll call your name until I take my final breath! Don’t think you can just piss off and get off scot-free by telling me to ‘be happy,’ you hear me?!”


  What a pathetic monologue. I was basically just giving in to my feelings, threatening the girl I loved. This was even worse than a sulking child. But…


  “Maybe you should consider the feelings of the poor sucker who loses the person they love the most only to be left behind without them in this rotten world, forced to live on for their sake!!”


  When she said ‘Forget about me and be happy,’ she wasn’t any better than me. She was just speaking nonsense to satisfy me. Deep down, these words were just as cruel as everything I just said.


  “Also…if you die, then I’ve got no reason to keep going myself. In fact, I might honestly just join you instead…But, even so…!”


  We both wish to be freed. But, we don’t want to die. We want to be happy. We want to be able to smile. I want to have Kazuhi by my side as I enjoy my peace. It was that simple…It’s that simple of a wish. We’re not going to keep living even if we have to suffer. Like I care about a life with pain but hope can be a beautiful thing. The best possible solution is to live a happy and joyful life, don’t you think?! Just like idiots like us would!


  “Kazuhi…I love you! I love you so much, you don’t even know! You’re the person I care about the most in the whole world! That’s why…”


  I returned the words she threw at me that day, and see how she’ll like that.


  “If I can’t be the happiest guy in the world…then there’s no point to me being alive!”


  My arm was slowly reaching its limit on how much it could handle…But the warmth I felt from Kazuhi’s hand…and the memories of our days together…When we ran to school like idiots…as I pulled her after me…Yeah. Pulling her with me… That…is my role.


  “…”


  Listening to my words, Kazuhi’s eyes were wide open in shock. However, those eyes—harbored light.


  “…No point, huh?”


  “Yeah. No point.”


  Kazuhi remained quiet for a moment. Like she was thinking about something…pondering between the two choices she was given. Finally, her lips slowly opened.


  “…I’m sorry.”


  These words sent a shock through my brain, making me almost blackout. Maybe she still is at her limit? I don’t blame her. In fact, I’m just being selfish. But…


  “I…had given up this entire time. I was just playing tough.”


  That apology of hers wasn’t directed at my words.


  “…Hehe, I’m such a dummy, right? I really forced myself…I couldn’t stand the fact of not being able to be with you. I hated the idea of seeing you with another girl. I wanted to be the one next to you…!”


  Midway through her monologue, large tears fell from her eyes. They shone bright like diamonds, reflecting the light of this clear summer day.


  “Please…Sou-chan. This is my true wish. I’m not lying or putting up a facade anymore…” Kazuhi spoke to not lose against the tears. “No matter how many times you fail. No matter how many times I break…I want you to come and get me. I’ll do my best…so, don’t choose anybody else. Redo it over and over—And save me!”


  Her eyes were filled with radiance…with vigor. Her words were filled with unbound hope…conveying absolute cruelty.


  “…Do you really wish for that?”


  I’m well aware that this choice will be much more painful than simply giving up. Especially since the one who’ll suffer through all of it…will be Kazuhi.


  “Yeah.”


  Even so, her immediate answer was so refreshing and bracing.


  “That’s the best for me. You know…I’m a lot more selfish and self-centered than I might seem. Rather than falling down into hell countless times, the fact that we can’t be together…hurts me even more. If I had to choose between you being happy with another girl and suffering for my sake for all eternity, then I honestly wouldn’t know what to choose. Or rather, I don’t like either of those choices. I can’t pick either of them…! But if I told you that…I was worried you might come to hate me…and my desire to see you happy isn’t fake or a lie. I’m okay if I’m the only one who is hurting, but letting you suffer in return…I wouldn’t be able to bear it. That’s why I wanted us to have a clear cut…and I held back from speaking my mind…But…if I’m allowed to say what I feel…if I’m allowed to be honest and selfish…Then…I don’t want you to become happy with another girl. I don’t want anybody else to have you! You’re mine alone, Sou-chan!”


  “…Kazuhi.”


  We were both saying some horrible stuff. I want Kazuhi to experience that hell again and again, and Kazuhi wants me to suffer through endless loops for her own sake. There’s really no saving us. If anybody else saw this, they’d call us a bunch of morons. But to us…this is the best possible solution…and the only one.


  “Please, Sou-chan…I want you to be happy. And…I want to be the one to make you happy! That’s why…”


  The hand I had been holding this whole time twitched, as she returned my grip. Her warmth turned into strength, as I was given new life.


  “Save me…as many times as it takes!”


  It wasn’t just me trying to save her by simply holding her hand. We would now walk this path down to hell together, hand in hand. What a…bewitching hand.


  “Yeah, I promise.”


  My shoulder was about to pop out, but I put more strength into my grip, trying to pull up Kazuhi.


  “!”


  However, yet again, it felt like salvation wasn’t granted to us, even without the voice throwing in a remark. The remains of the fence I had held onto now broke off.


  “Sou-chan…!”


  “It’s okay.”


  Nothing about this was okay, but I still smiled as I reassured her. And to distract her, I continued.


  “Hey, Kazuhi. Once all this is over, let’s do something together. Anything you want. We could visit a place you’d like to see, check out food you’re interested in.”


  “Really? Yay! …Ah, I know. I wanna go to that field of sunflowers we visited when we were kids.”


  Normally, this was the moment where despair should swallow us whole. And yet, we pretended like everything was okay and smiled. Turning this tragedy into a comedy.


  “That sounds nice. It was such a relaxing place, after all.”


  “Yeah…We went to so many places and did so many things, huh?”


  “Because we’ve always been together. Going to a festival, to the pool, to an amusement park…We were never separated.”


  “Hehe…We went to an amusement park with just the two of us, you know? We even checked out the city at night on the Ferris Wheel. And when I sat down next to you, you suddenly pulled my shoulder closer. Man, that had my heart racing…”


  “D-Did I really do that…?”


  “Hehe…You did. How could I have mistaken you?”


  “I know…You’ve got a lot more memories with me that I never experienced, after all.”


  Those brief memories of us being a happy and lovey-dovey couple was so sweet I felt like throwing up sugar cubes, but when you’re that happy, acting like idiots is the perfect mix.


  “I…want to be with you. Even further than the future you know of.”


  “…Yeah, me too.”


  KRAKK


  The fence I held on to couldn’t withstand our weight, as it completely broke off. While we held hands, we fell down into the abyss. During this fall, I tightly embraced Kazuhi. Until now, each time a tragedy struck, I always miraculously survived, as only Kazuhi suffered. But this time, I don’t even know what’s going to happen. Will a loop happen if I die together with Kazuhi? Or will we both die? It doesn’t matter, honestly. I won’t let go of her hand.


  “Kazuhi,” I smiled at her, and she returned a smile.


  As the idiots we were, even this situation overflowing with despair didn’t bother us much. We weren’t even playing tough. We just knew that embracing each other while smiling was exactly what we considered our happiness. And then we laughed again at how stupid we were for feeling this way. And while we laughed, we were slowly approaching the ground.


  There’s no saying us…and yet, I felt refreshed. So much that I could make fun of myself for acting like an idiot during the loops. Sure, as my life could possibly be nearing its end, I did wonder if I was happy with this outcome. But then again, I knew that Kazuhi and I…as long as we’re together, we’re invincible. I won’t give up on Kazuhi, and she won’t let me go, either. We won’t stop being together. That’s all this is…and that’s all I need


  —Then, something happened.


  “!”


  KSHIIIING, a loud sound pierced our ears. It reminded me of glass shattering. Instinctively, I could tell that this sound destroyed this cruel world we had walked through all this time. The scenery around us grew blurry, as even the ground beneath us vanished. Everything turned into particles of light and then lit up like fireflies. They emitted a faint light, putting life into the world around us. Then, scarlet red appeared, like the sun had begun to set. Clear blue like a river stream followed. Purple resembling the ajisai flower broke into the world. Snow white colors like wings danced through the sky…The entire world sparkled like a translucent rainbow—As if it was some type of blessing.


  ‘Congratulations.’


  And it wasn’t just that. A voice celebrating and blessing us entered our heads. And, that voice…I had heard it all this time, but because it quickly vanished like bubbles, I couldn’t make out the source. Now, however, as the colors came together, I could clearly tell who the voice belonged to. It was—


  ‘I’m truly glad you managed to find a way out…Haruoka-kun, Amagase-san.’


  Chapter 7: Her Memories (2)


  There’s always a wall between me and other people. And in this world, I’m all alone in this world. After all—I’m not even from this world, to begin with. I, Suzuya Hotaru, am a witch that has come from a different world. And in that world I came from, I lost my life at a young age. The god of that world felt bad for me and allowed me to be reincarnated into a different world. And as a bonus, I even got to keep my magic. You could say that I lucked out, but as I was thrown into this situation, I was utterly bewildered. After all, I wasn’t supposed to be living in this world. I don’t exist in this world, which made me suffer from a young age. I always felt like I was all alone in this world.


  —And then, one summer day…It was summer break, and yet I have no friends to play with, just going on a walk by myself. Suddenly, a strong breeze passed me, pulling off the ribbon I used to tie my hair together. When I ran after it, I spotted two people.


  “Hey, take a look at this, Kazuhi! Something’s flying there.”


  “Wah, you’re right! It’s a ribbon! And such a beautiful one!”


  There was a boy and a girl, probably the same age as me.


  “Hey, let’s try chasing after it, Sou-chan!”


  “Oi! Keep running and you’ll trip!”


  …They seem very close. Their smiles almost looked dazzling to me. To me, who’s always alone, I couldn’t tear my eyes away from them. It was such a wonderful sight, I found myself entranced. I want to watch them more. I want to enjoy their smiles. With that desire filling me, I hid my presence using magic, controlling the ribbon. I made it so that it wouldn’t fall to the ground, allowing me to watch the two more.


  “This is so cool, Sou-chan! It doesn’t fall at all!”


  “How long do we have to chase after it, anyway? Didn’t we come here to look for a witch?”


  A witch…That word made my heart skip a beat. Are they…looking for me? Maybe they’d be friends with me if I stopped hiding. That thought crossed my mind once, but then I remembered that this world had no magic in it, and revealing myself brought plenty of harm with it. So for that reason, I suppressed my desire to approach them.


  However, I chose to keep controlling the ribbon with magic, guiding them to a place that should allow me to see even more of their smiles. It was a sunflower field that acted like a huge area of radiating yellow and gold colors. It’s one of my favorite places, too. Arriving there, the two reacted exactly as I expected…No, even more so, they smiled like the bright sun. It was such a wonderful sight, I could stare at them for hours. At that time, I could only watch over them. I couldn’t even call out to them. But…


  If we…if we ever got to meet again, then…I’d love to be friends with them. That was the thought that crossed my mind—


  





  And then, the day of our reunion happened. They happened to attend the same school I enrolled at. That being said, I didn’t realize it at first. We were in different classes, and my memories of their faces were awfully hazy. Explicitly so, because I only saw them once years and years ago. The reason I realized it is when the entire school was suddenly filled with white smoke. The person who caused this was a so-called Kusama-kun from a neighboring class.


  “This was necessary to summon the strongest spirit! And if I have that, I could even rule the whole world!”


  Captured by the teacher, Kusama-kun was lectured in the hallway. And yet, he showed no repentance. Instead, his eyes were still sparkling. Seeing that his lecture was futile, the teacher sighed and asked Kusama-kun.


  “What problem do you have with the world, huh? Or are you just enjoying causing a ruckus like this?”


  “What?! I just like occult stuff! And this ritual was necessary…I didn’t mean to trouble anybody else…”


  As this conversation unfolded…


  “Sensei, it’s fine to scold him as much as you like, but he’s just an idiot, not a bad person…A bit too much of an idiot, but that’s beside the point.”


  …a single boy joined them.


  “Souuu! Are you taking my side?! As expected of my best friend!”


  “Shut up, you moron! Also, do something about this smoke already! All of it, I swear!”


  Even though he called him a moron, he showed no intention of genuinely insulting Kusama-kun. I knew he was saying it as a joke. Seeing this frank friendship made me feel jealous…and I realized how wonderful of a person he is. But, he also seemed so…familiar. And right as I felt that way, I could hear a girl’s voice.


  “Sou-chan, let me help, too!”


  “Oh, Kazuhi!”


  My heart jumped with joy. I see…That boy…was the same as back then. The boy I secretly admired turned out to be the boy I had seen in the past. My heart raced at this destined meeting, and my chest turned hot. But…what are the chances? Is this what they call a cheat? Is this a hidden skill I obtained when I was reincarnated? Oh no, I really want to talk to him. But, he might think of me as weird when I just randomly approach him.


  After thinking about it, I couldn’t muster up the courage. But shortly after that, I wanted to try out a certain sweets store near the school, where I happened to spot them again. I realized that this was as best of a chance I would ever get and approached them…But to be honest, I was incredibly nervous on the inside. Worried they’d be weirded out because I suddenly talked to them…or that I knew their names. And yet, the two of them showed no bothered reaction whatsoever and talked to me like it was nothing. It didn’t last for long…but I was incredibly happy.


  However, that didn’t last long. Seeing their exchange and getting all flustered over an indirect kiss, I was so fulfilled, but I also couldn’t bring myself to get between them, so I chose to watch them from afar. Or…so I thought.


  “What are you doing here?”


  Time passed, and I was now a third-year student. I was on the rooftop, eating lunch while sitting on a plastic chair when he…Haruoka-kun saw me.


  “…I was just eating lunch. What brings you up here? I thought the rooftop was supposed to be off-limits?”


  “The magic necklace Yousuke bought online got stolen by a crow. I borrowed the key from the teachers to go up here and look for it…What about you? Should you really be eating lunch in a place that was off-limits?”


  “I used my father’s connections to get the key. By the way, are you talking about the crow over there?” I pointed at a crow sitting on the rooftop fence, chewing on a brightly sparkling necklace.


  “Oh! Thanks a bunch for pointing me there. I knew you’d fly up here…But, I’m worried it’ll just fly away when I get closer.”


  “…”


  Without saying a word, I caused a strong breeze with magic, to which the crow was forced to let go of the necklace, carrying it over toward Haruoka-kun, who caught it with his hands.


  “What a convenient gust of wind that was. There you go.”


  “R-Right…? Thanks.”


  Haruoka-kun seemed slightly bewildered. Maybe he was a bit dubious, but there’s no way he’d assume I could use magic. And even though he should have nothing else to do up on the rooftop, he continued to stand still, just looking at me.


  “…Do you like being alone, Suzuya?”


  “…It’s not my preference or anything.”


  Rather, I have to be alone. Because I’m an irregularity in this world. And yet, Haruoka-kun surpassed my assumptions yet again.


  “Right…Err, we’re gonna eat lunch after this, so if you’re okay with it, wanna join us?”


  It’s almost like he had seen right through my facade, spying directly on my loneliness. And he was still awkward while doing so, scratching his cheek.


  “Also, it’s not just boys. My childhood friend Amagase Kazuhi’s gonna be there, too. She’s really kind and a good person, and she even…”


  From then on, Haruoka-kun began listing everything good about this Amagase-san. Not to mention without being aware of it, I presume. I didn’t expect him to keep talking about a single girl while having another one right in front of him. He most likely doesn’t realize it yet, but he definitely loves his childhood friend. When this realization struck me, I struggled to not start grinning.


  I had decided to not get between them, but the charming idea of eating lunch with others was too alluring to me…Eating with friends was something I had always admired. In the heat of the moment, I accepted his invitation, when Haruoka-kun called Amagase-san and Kusama-kun up to the rooftop, and then we ate lunch together.


  “…What is that dish you’re eating there, Haruoka-kun? It looks delicious?”


  “Ah, want a bite? They sell these in the shopping district, actually. The croquettes there are just divine.”


  He split one of those croquettes in half, placing it on my lunch. I stared at it for a moment, while Haruoka-kun and Kusama-kun were talking.


  “It’s rare to see you with a lunch box, Sou!”


  “Yeah, Mom got some croquettes for the food she made for the butcher.”


  I gulped and carried the piece of croquette into my mouth.


  “…Delicious…!”


  The potato became undone inside my mouth, as a distinct taste pleased my tastebuds. I could tell I was getting addicted to it. But even more than that…Eating lunch with others like this surely assisted in making the food even tastier.


  “Haha, look at Suzuya gulping it down at record speed!”


  “Seems like she’s taken a liking to the croquettes!”


  From that day onward, Haruoka-kun would regularly come to seek me out when I was alone. Thanks to that, I managed to find a circle of friends. I was incredibly happy. They were the first friends I had since I was reborn into this world. I loved them all very much. And I even attended the same university as them. We got along then, too, and I just wished for this happy time to continue.


  —However, it all came crashing down when Amagase-san was involved in a traffic accident. At first, I couldn’t believe it. But, when I came to visit her in her hospital room, I had to accept it. She was bedridden, not waking up no matter what. I wished to save her. That desire started to fill my chest. And the first thing that came to my mind…was my ability to use magic. However, using the life of another human being was mostly forbidden territory. In fact, if magic could decide between letting a person live or letting them die, it would throw off the balance of the natural world, which could cause massive problems.


  That is why this magic to save a person’s life had strict conditions. It required compensation and involved complicated steps to fulfill. If not for that, it wouldn’t activate. All things have a procedure with rules attached to them. And the condition that needed to be fulfilled was—


  “Only those who wish to be saved… Those who struggle and never give up can be saved. And for that, they need to express their determination and will.”


  It’s not convenient magic that allows the saving of just anybody. And I can’t just save people as I see fit. In order for me to rescue these two in their time of need, I bestow them with a strict trial, overcome it, and obtain the determination to not give up…But, can I really destroy the laws of this world just to save a single person I grew attached to? Maybe modern medicine will advance so that she can be saved without me intervening.


  And even assuming I were to rely on my power…If they can’t overcome the trial, they can’t be saved. In that event, this trial would simply become a living hell. And for that reason, I hesitated. I thought about it day after day, worried about crossing the line. In the end, I chose against taking the risk and opted to watch how things unfolded. However…when I saw Haruoka-kun put that ring on Amagase-san’s finger, I reached my limit. I wanted to save them. I wanted them to be saved. And that’s why I sent her back to the past.


  …At that time, she simply wished for Haruoka-kun to be happy, as she had given up on her own life. However, in order for the magic to activate, the person to be saved can’t give up, either. No matter how the people close to her wish for it, she has to show her own determination, or it will all be for naught. That’s why…I wanted her to reconsider her thought process. Think about her desire to give up her own life just to make Haruoka-kun happy.


  However, she chose to push me and Haruoka-kun together. So since that didn’t work, I wanted to confirm his feelings. How he felt about saving her. And, he immediately chose to save her no matter what. With that, the trial I bestowed upon them…the loops began to circulate. Will they stay strong despite the despair and terror that befall them? Will he be able to withstand the invitation I will give him…filled with sweet poison?


  —It was a test to see if he was a human worthy…of creating a miracle.


  * * *


  “…This is the story from my side of things. Now you know everything, Haruoka-kun.”


  When I regained consciousness, I stood inside the sunflower field. It was the place I still remembered the most profoundly from my childhood. But, I immediately realized that this wasn’t real. The sunflowers glowed with translucent light, and the air around us was covered in a sparkling fog. It resembled reality but wasn’t quite it…like we were in a place located outside the world plane. A location between dream and reality. She must have created this using her power. She—the owner of the voice, and the person who just revealed her memories to me—Suzuya Hotaru.


  “…I forced you through hell countless times. I did something incredibly cruel to you. I want to make the excuse that it was for the sake of my magic, but…I don’t expect you to forgive me…”


  “W-Wait, hold on. You did it for our sake, right? And now…Kazuhi can be saved, right?”


  “That…is true, yes. Because you overcame the trial I prepared, my magic activated. Fate has changed, and Amagase-san will not experience another tragedy like that. Of course, the child she saved is not injured, either. But…even so…what I’ve done is…”


  “Wait. Are you sure?! Kazuhi will be okay?!”


  “Y-Yes. That I can promise you.”


  “Then…Then, I’m thankful to you, Suzuya. Thank you so much for saving Kazuhi.”


  Suzuya’s eyes shot open. Almost like she wasn’t expecting me to thank her. Like she was prepared to be resented.


  “…No, the one who saved Amagase-san is you. It’s because you didn’t give up until the very end. And…”


  “And?”


  “…I should be the one to thank you. Amagase-san is an important friend of mine. The accidents and happenings in the loop were caused by my magic because it was a trial. However, the very first accident that caused all this…truly was just destiny at work. Normally…she probably never would have woken up again. But because your desire to save her got through to her, I managed to lend you my strength. I wouldn’t have been able to save her myself. That’s why…this is thanks to you, Haruoka-kun.” She looked at me with dampened eyes.


  It made me feel restless, so I scratched my cheek and looked away.


  “W-Well, it feels like…an honor to hear you say that? But in fact, I still haven’t fully swallowed the fact that all this is magic, or that you’re a witch.”


  A different world…and the power of magic. This power allowed us to travel back in time and redo these loops. Thinking back on it, when I happened to shoot that Mon-chan at the summer festival, she must have used her magic to make sure it fell over. It’s hard to believe, but I have no ground to doubt her.


  “Yes…I should probably explain this a bit. While Amagase-san was traveling back in time, the memories of Amagase-san in university have been overwritten, so the normal Amagase-san doesn’t have any memories of that time. While you were traveling in time, experiencing those loops, it’s more accurate to say that I created a phantasmal world, into which I locked you. That is why you will keep your memories of this, Haruoka-kun…” She said as a shadow fell over her face. “That trial…must have been like hell for you, right?” She tried to remain calm, but her voice was evidently shaking.


  It became painfully evident that, although it was necessary to save us, she truly didn’t wish for us to go through such a hell.


  “But…your existence really helped me out a lot through our loops. You always supported me.”


  I wanted to lift the guilt inside of her as much as possible, so I said so. It wasn’t a complete lie. After all, as I continue to lose myself in despair, she was always there.


  “Well, I now realize that it was all acting for the sake of the trial, but I have to say, you played that way too good. You had me shaken once or twice,” I said in the tone of a light-hearted joke.


  Because I can smile like this, I don’t want her to feel any more guilt.


  “…Yes, it was necessary for the trail and of utmost importance to activate my magic, which is why I set up sweet whispers along the way. However…this is also what I think.”


  “What…do you mean?”


  “The only people who could be saved by my magic were those who would not give up no matter the adversity. However, how could I blame the people who had resigned themselves? What right do I have?”


  “…Suzuya?”


  “Possessing a heart that will not break no matter what the person has to face in the trial…definitely is a happy end. However, someone giving in to all the trauma and choosing a different path…I don’t want to call that a bad ending.”


  I remembered the time we talked about movies. Could you call it a happy end if the person who lost their loved one managed to become happy with someone else? Personally, I don’t think it’s the wrong path, either. Running away, giving up…even right or wrong, none of that exists. It’s just one path among the myriad choices given to you. Choosing someone else could definitely lead to happiness in the end. However…it wasn’t the future I had chosen.


  “…Suzuya…”


  This is…the second life she is going through. She lost her life in another world, now being a lonely existence in ours. She must have experienced so many things I couldn’t even pretend to fathom. That’s why she can say these things.


  “But…it’s weird to hear me talk about humans, isn’t it?”


  “Why? It’s not weird at all. Whatever you may be, you are Suzuya.”


  She blinked at me once, but…somehow looked like she expected me to say that, as she smiled.


  “…Say, Haruoka-kun. I didn’t know if I was allowed to call myself a human up to this point. Because…I’m different from the people in this world. There were times when I was scared and lonely, too. The reason I wasn’t able to make any friends…may have been that I built a wall between myself and the people around me. But…” She spoke with a refreshed face, like a gentle breeze passing through the summer sky. “Even so, I will become a normal human now.”


  “You will become…a normal human?”


  “As compensation for using the magic to save a life…I’ll become unable to use magic.”


  “?!” I was baffled, unable to respond.


  She said it so nonchalantly, but it felt like a huge revelation.


  “Wh-Why…Is the trial we went through not enough?”


  “The trial is a trial, but the compensation is a different matter. Just as the person who wishes to be saved must show determination, the side casting the magic has to agree to the consequences…That’s how special this magic is…and it’s ranging very close to the forbidden territory.”


  “So…isn’t that a massive compensation you had to pay…?”


  “All the power I had up to this point…I’ll lose, yes. In fact, I’m worried. But even so…” Her expression showed no regret, not a single shadow on her face any longer. “I wanted to save you two. Whatever the compensation may be…it’s the path I have chosen.” She gently smiled…but it began to break. “But…Haruoka-kun…I really…worked hard so far…”


  Her hand grabbed my sleeve. It was quivering, like a lost child hoping for guidance.


  “Can I…cry now?”


  These words allowed me to filter out all—Well, at least some of the emotions bottled up inside of her.


  “Yeah…Of course.”


  “…!”


  As if the dam broke, she began weeping.


  “…I…I was scared. Really scared. I was terrified with each new loop you started. That your heart may have been broken now. What I would do if I failed to save both of you. That one small mistake on my end…could lead to you two experiencing an endless hell. I grew doubtful if I could really make you two happy. But…I really love both of you…so I tried hard. I tried really hard, even though it hurt so much…”


  “Yeah. Thanks, Suzuya.”


  “B-But…I made you go…through so much…”


  “You’re wrong. You tried to save us. I didn’t even know what was going on…just resenting whoever created these loops…But, I’m sorry. You weren’t doing anything wrong.”


  “That’s right…I just…tried to save you…But, seeing you both wish for each other’s happiness…I felt so jealous…And even so, I love you two so much…that I’m…just so glad…!”


  Right now, I’m in high school, and she’s in university. And yet, she kept on weeping like a child, I didn’t know what to do. In the end, I just gently caressed her head. She then continued to weep inside my chest. Suzuya, when the loops began, you asked me something, right?


  —…Have you ever seen bubbles that never disappear?


  And as you said, there aren’t any bubbles that will stay forever. However…humans aren’t bubbles. That’s why we won’t just disappear. But…how much time has passed like this? This atmosphere felt foreign, unlike reality, and since the air around us was constantly frozen, it simply felt like time had stopped. Finally, she seemed to have let out everything that was bottled up inside of her. She raised her head and wiped her tears away. At the same time, I could feel this space shake. It seems like our conversation here will soon come to an end. She must be losing her power. Turning from a witch into a regular human…No, not quite. The person in front of me…crying for the sake of her friends…was just a kind-hearted girl you could find anywhere.


  “…Haruoka-kun, I have one last request. The one who forced you through these loops…is the future me. The me who’s still in high school…surely doesn’t remember about any of this.”


  “Yeah.”


  “And even so…she truly loves the two of you.”


  “…Yeah.”


  “That’s why…I’d be happy if you were willing to be friends with me again.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  This space was nearing its end. The university self of Suzuya and my high school self would have to say farewell soon. We’ll return to our respective times. I instinctively understood that. The loops, the time leaping, it was all over. I have to return to my real place. That’s why…in this final moment, I raised my thumb and grinned. It was a cheesy and outdated line, but it should be just fine for a happy ending like this, don’t you think?


  “We don’t have to be friends again. We’re already the best friends ever, Suzuya!”


  





  She experienced a tragedy. Losing her life in a different world. And while containing her power, she was reborn into this world. This is…the conclusion to her story. Because of me…Because she wanted to save us, she sacrificed her powers. She lost everything. And yet—she looked so happy.


  * * *


  When I came to my senses, I was lying in my room’s bed. I immediately checked the date on my smartphone…then again, the phone next to me was the one I had used back in high school, so I immediately knew. I returned to my time—to when I was a first-year in high school. The date matched the one of that summer festival, but it was late at night. According to what my parents said, I apparently passed out in that park, and Kazuhi contacted my parents so Dad could carry me up to my room. They were very close to calling an ambulance because they were so worried, but I just said that ‘I couldn’t deal with the crowd too well.’


  In reality, I wanted to dash out of the house in order to see Kazuhi right this instant, but my body felt heavy and wouldn’t move as I ordered it to. It must be the aftermath of all that magic talk. Not until too long ago, my consciousness wasn’t even inside my body, after all. That’s why I quickly fell asleep that night.


  Once morning came around, my exhaustion had mostly disappeared, as I could move my body just fine. It still hurt a lot, but there was something more important. I changed into my uniform and stepped out of the house. The bright summer sky greeted me, and then—Kazuhi stood in front of my home. It’s the Kazuhi I knew very well. Back from high school.


  “Sou-chan.”


  She looked at me and called my name. But even just that…made me incredibly happy, and emotional.


  “Sou-chan, you know…I don’t remember a thing about yesterday, so I’m still a bit confused, but…seeing your face right now…I think I understand. You must have worked really hard…for something, right? It really feels like the fact that we can talk like this…is nothing short of a miracle.”


  Now that the time leap had ended, Kazuhi now didn’t have any memories of Kazuhi in the future. But even so, her gaze was gentle, like I was wrapped in the warm sunlight.


  “…Sou-chan…”


  And then, tears came running down her cheeks. I’ve seen it many times now, but…right now, she may be crying…and she was still smiling. Smiling out of happiness.


  “H-Huh? Why am I crying? Weird…S-Sorry, my tears just won’t stop. But…I’m not crying out of sadness or anything!”


  “…Yeah, I know.”


  I feel the same way. I couldn’t stop crying, either. Our tears slowly began to turn the ground wet beneath our feet. But, none of that mattered. I won’t look down. Because otherwise, I won’t be able to look at the girl I love in front of me. I can’t look away from the result I finally achieved. All the happiness and joy turned my head blank.


  “I…I’m so happy…Being able to bet with you…I’m so incredibly…happy…”


  “…Me too. Me too, Kazuhi.”


  Unable to contain myself, I tightly embraced Kazuhi. I felt no shame at all. Instead, I wanted to show her I would never let go again.


  “W-Waaaaaah! S-Sou-chan…I’m really…so happy…”


  “Yeah…Yeah.”


  I’ve wanted to do this for the longest time. I wanted to be like this forever. And from now on, that’s possible.


  “I’m so happy to have you with me, Kazuhi.”


  Chapter 8: Calling This Result A Happy End


  Let me fill you in on what happened after all that.


  “Ah, Sou! I heard you suddenly collapsed! You okay?! …Well, looking at you now, you seem to be doing better than ever!”


  A few days after the festival, still in the middle of summer, Suzuya and Yousuke heard from Kazuhi that I had collapsed before, so they came to visit me.


  “So, what?! Was it the demon lord’s curse?! Then live the dispelling ritual to me! I actually bought some fairy wings just for today…”


  Yousuke was as expected as always, barging into my room. I wasted no second smacking him.


  “Ouch?! What was that for?! Have you gone mad?!”


  “I just vented my anger on you, no worries.”


  “For real?! Isn’t this the one moment I’m actually allowed to be angry?!”


  “You…Acting like an absolute bastard…You really got my hopes up!”


  “Huh?! What are you even talking about?! I’m scared! I’m sorry!”


  He was the reason I really got my hopes up during one of the loops. All because of that stone that supposedly had a devil grant any of your wishes. But in the end, it was just another piece of useless trash he wasted money on.


  “You deceived me…What a trap that was…Shit…!”


  “Seriously, what?! I deceived you?! With a trap?! Did I mess up real bad without even knowing?! Is it my power as a trickster and the genius black magic user?!”


  “Shut up! Who’s a genius black magic user?!”


  “Aaaaah, Sou doesn’t believe meee! I mean, I can’t use magic yet, but…magicians and witches definitely exist! I believe in it!”


  “…”


  Since he came with that argument, I had no room to bash him anymore. After all, we had an individual like that sitting with us right now. I glanced over at Suzuya. Our eyes met, but she kept on smiling, showing no change in expression.


  “C’mon Sou, don’t you remember? In third grade, I heard a rumor that a witch came into our world, and we went to look for her. But the day before, my sis made so much shaved ice that my stomach was killing me the next day. Well, you said that you and Kazuhi-chan couldn’t find her either, so maybe it was all for nothing, though! Haha!”


  …He’s not even aware that the person in question is sitting right next to him. Talk about being airheaded.


  “Well, it was probably just the heat getting to you, so you’ll be back in no time with some rest. Plus, if it’s not a curse, there’s nothing I can really do about it.”


  “I highly doubt you could just take care of a curse, either. But, well, I’ll be fine.” I sighed and paused for a moment, then looked at Kazuhi, Suzuya, and Yousuke individually. “That’s why…Let’s go somewhere this break. As the four of us.”


  Outside the window, the summer sky was spreading wide, and I could hear the cicadas chirping. But, it was an average summer, with an average plan of action.


  “Yeah. I’d love to hang out somewhere!”


  “Sounds nice! I wanna go looking for spirits!”


  Listening to my words, Kazuhi smiled and Yousuke gave me a thumbs up. Suzuya seemed a bit bewildered at my invitation, so I continued to press further.


  “You too, Suzuya. No need to hold back on that. We’re all gonna hang out together.”


  Back at the summer festival, she still hesitated, after all. But this time, I need to reel her in. Because we can’t let this summer break go to waste.


  “Spending your summer break with friends is the best thing ever, don’t you think?”


  A summer breeze entered the open window, shaking her black hair. Her eyes slowly narrowed into a gentle gaze, and she smiled. Like she was happy…from the bottom of her heart. Needless to say, Kazuhi’s smile is the best for me. But seeing Suzuya smile at me like that…I thought it was the world’s second-best smile, as it was burned into my retinas.


  “…Yes, it truly is.”


  * * *


  That blue sky and magnificent smile have stayed with me since the first time I saw it. And—I don’t think I’ll ever be able to forget them.


  “Yeah…Now I get how amazing this place really is.”


  Right now, we came to that place we visited as kids—the sunflower field.


  “Summer! The blue sky! A sunflower field! My childhood friend in a white dress! It’s far too well done! I see…this is what they call sentimentality?!”


  “R-Really…? Is that what this is…?”


  We promised to meet up with Suzuya and Yousuke another day. Today, it was just Kazuhi and me. It was a bit embarrassing to admit, but we went on a date. And Kazuhi was even kind enough to listen to my selfish request and wore a white one-piece dress with a straw hat on top. There are a lot of clothes and costumes you could ask for. A maid uniform, a miko uniform, a school swimsuit, goth lolita, an apron, a bunny girl…And all of them sound wonderful. I can’t disagree there. But only I know the truth, so let me say it…A white one-piece with a straw hat is the best thing ever!


  “S-Stop staring at me…it’s embarrassing…”


  “Oh, is it embarrassing?”


  “Y-Yeah, it is…”


  “That’s even better! A flustered childhood friend wearing a white one-piece is the best!”


  “G-Geez, you dummy!”


  I struck a pose, to which Kazuhi grew even more flustered. Mhm…such sweetness. Normally, you wouldn’t be able to taste this, but…


  “It doesn’t hurt once a in while, right? We’re…lovers, after all.”


  “………Fueh?”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “No, um…Lovers? Sou-chan…and I?”


  “Who else is here?”


  “Huh? No, but, um…Ahm….” Her face turned beet-red as she panicked.


  What’s that reaction about? Now you’re even making me feel flustered.


  “What…? We’re a couple, right? What’s there to be embarrassed over?”


  “R-Really…? A c-couple?”


  “Y-Yeah! What else would we be?!”


  “Sou-chan, you…l-like me…?”


  “……………”


  For a second, I was genuinely lost in what she was on about. But then, the realization hit me. I confessed to her during the night of the summer festival…But that was the Kazuhi from the future. The one in front of me is the one who lost all her memories of everything that happened. The Kazuhi I have not confessed to, and…Wouldn’t that make this…my first confession toward the current Kazuhi?


  “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah?!”


  “S-Sou-chan?! What’s wrong?!”


  “Are you kidding me?! No, wait, let me get a redo!”


  “R-Redo?”


  That was…so messed up. This was Kazuhi’s first confession, so I should say it more clearly!


  “Kazuhi!” In a rush, I took her hand.


  “Wah?! Y-Yes…?!”


  “W-Well…Um…”


  But when we stood face to face like this, I felt incredibly nervous. There’s no more sweetness left in the air, so what am I supposed to do?!


  “I-I…I’ll say it properly this time.”


  “O-Okay?”


  Why did I say that?! That only makes it harder for me!


  “I…”


  Ah, crap. My heart is beating so hard. I said it so many times before, but when I realized that this was the first time I said it in front of this Kazuhi, my body felt like it began to burn up. I took a few deep breaths to relax…which ended up being completely futile. I really wanted to look away right now, but that would be even more pathetic, so…while cheering for myself mentally, I looked Kazuhi straight in the eyes…Aren’t I even more nervous than when I confessed the first time? A-Anyway. I just have to say it, right?!


  “I…love you, Kazuhi.”


  Once they left my mouth, I realized how plain it was. Then again, a confession doesn’t have to be extravagant.


  “…Yeah.”


  Hearing my words, Kazuhi smiled. It was a smile rivaling the blooming beauty of the sunflowers’ beauty. A smile that incorporated all of summer—and the smile I loved more than anything else in this world.


  “Me too. I love you more than anybody else, Sou-chan!”


  “…!”


  [image: g8]

  You know…I can’t. I’m at a loss here.


  “Wha…Wh-Why are you laughing?!”


  In the end, I couldn’t look her directly in the eyes. Even though it’s my favorite smile…can’t blame me for acting a bit cold! Or what, are tsunderes only cute if they’re girls?!


  “Wh-Why? Because…I’m so happy…I’m smiling because I can’t believe how happy I am! Is that…bad?”


  Of course not. She’s cute. Absolutely adorable. My brain is melting. Help. I’m her victim. Now even the inside of my brain has turned into a sunflower field.


  “No, not at all! It’s so good! It’s the best! Keep smiling like that for the rest of your life, you dummy!”


  My brain cells were turning to mush because of all the happiness, making me blow a fuse as a safety mechanism. I just took Kazuhi and lifted her high into the air! There’s no meaning to this! I’m just coping, haha!


  “Hahaha!” Kazuhi laughed like a child, as I twirled around on the spot.


  What a lovey-dovey couple we are…If someone I knew happened to see me like this, I would probably die from the embarrassment. But…even so…we managed to beat destiny like that, so I should be allowed to drown in excitement!


  “…Hey, Sou-chan. Are you happy right now?” Kazuhi asked, still in my arms.


  “Huh? Why’d you suddenly ask that.”


  “I was…just curious. Because I want you to always be happy,” she stared me in the eyes with a serious expression.


  I could see a faint glimmer of anxiety in her eyes. But…that’s also why she was an idiot. Also, don’t push your face so close, or I’ll give you a smooch, dangit.


  “You moron. What kind of rhetorical question is that?”


  That’s right, it was truly moronic. The answer to that question couldn’t be more obvious. When I grinned with my teeth on full display, Kazuhi smiled, too. And then I told her exactly how I felt.


  “I’m the happiest guy in the whole world!”


  Because the girl who’s most important to me is smiling right now…in my arms!


  Afterword


  Hello everyone, my debut work was a death game plus suspense thriller, and my previous work revolved around a lover who passed away because of an illness…It seems like I keep writing stories with people dying. I love writing stories that make you feel like your chest is tightening up. And everything I wrote so far revolved around the beauty of passing. But, there are times when I think ‘Does there really need to be death to write a story that would make people cry?’ And this time around, my work asks the question of “What even is a happy end?” I put my heart and soul into this, so I hope you enjoyed it. Personally, I believe that, as long as the characters manage to have a forward outlook in life, it could be regarded as a happy end.


  Anyway, my thanks—First, my editor. I have no words to express my gratitude for all the helpful feedback and corrections you’ve provided during the writing process. Thank you so much.


  Next is Atiki-sama, who has provided the illustrations for this novel. I’ve said it before, but I’m extremely glad we got to work on another novel again. I have yet to see the illustrations for this novel, but I have no doubt in my mind that they will be a work of art, and I am excited to lay my eyes on them.


  Moving on, I want to thank my very first editor, as well as my previous work’s editor, as they helped me shape my works. Following that, Kouetsu-sama, the designer, everyone involved with the distribution and sales, as well as all the people who were involved in the creation of this book. Not to forget my family, my relatives, and all the people who shared my work on social media, allowing me to continue writing like this.


  And of course, my greatest thanks go to all of my readers. Purchasing this book and reading it all the way until the end… would be an honor for me. Really, thank you so, so much!


  Kanda Natsumi
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