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Chapter 1: A snapshot of the ex-couple's daily life (Invader on the stormy night)

  The storm surged. 


  “Yeah, the train has stopped. Looks like we won’t be able to return home tonight. I’ve met up with Yuni-san—”


  “Do watch the house with Yume, Mizuto-kun!”


  Okay, I answered, and hung up.


  I looked towards the garden, and the rain continued to pour sideways, pelting at the window.


  It’s the latter half of June.  The looming summer meant that a typhoon was nar, and the typhoon, seemingly choosing to fall at the evening because of the school attendees and the office works, immediately robbed them of their freedom to move. In other words—


  “……How’s mom and uncle? Can they come back?”


  “No……they said they’ll be staying at a business hotel. Will be back tomorrow.”


  My little stepsister Yume Irido asked, and I answered without looking back.


  The howling winds were the only sounds in the living room of two.


  Well, that’s the situation.


  In other words, we had to survive this entire night by ourselves.


  “……Let’s prepare dinner then. There’s probably something in the fridge.”


  “……Yeah. I remember we got some frozen stuff left. Better cook some rice—”


  Hm? Do you think we’ll lose our calmness just because we’re alone at home?


  We’ve been living together for almost three months, and we’ve experienced this so many times already. It’s the first time that we have to spend the night alone together, but it’s just an extension of what we’ve experienced so far.


  Humans are creatures that grow, and creatures that adapt.


  It’s not even a hassle to us at this point—


  —Or so I thought.


   


  “KYAHHH!?”


  After dinner and bath, it’s the middle of the night, and we were waiting to sleep, when suddenly, there was a sudden shrill shriek.


  Is it a murder case or something? 


  I frowned and exited the room. What’s she yapping away at late at night—


  And then, a long haired girl hugged me. 


  “Woah!?”


  For a moment, I thought it was Sadako, but it’s just my little stepsister.


  Yume buried her face into my shoulder. There was a floral shampoo smell coming from her black hair that’s bundled into two tails, and I struggled to shut it out of my consciousness.


  “Wh-what’s wrong……?”


  I asked calmly and nonchalantly, and Yume shivered as she pointed at her ajar door..


  “T-that thing……that thing’s……!”


  “Hm?”


  That thing? Say what it is. It’s not like Voldemort’s in your room. 


  So I quietly grumbled as I looked towards Yume’s room, and instinctively realized that the example I raised might not be far off the mark.


  It’s on the carpet.


  I spotted It-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named, the dark king that plunged the world into terror. 


  I saw that little dark afterimage darting across the carpet.


  “D-do something about it……! Pesticide! Where’s the pesticide!?”


  I determined the situation precisely, and chose the most appropriate action.


  In other words, I stormed into the room, grabbed the door handle,


  —And slammed the door shut.


  “……Sealing, complete.”


  “Look at where you sealed that thing!?”


  I didn’t let my guard down, and tiptoed away from the sealed place.


  Yume saw this, let go of me, and narrowed her eyes.


  “Wait……you’re scared of bugs?”


  “……That’s one way of putting it.”


  “That’s the only way of putting it! Don’t you find it embarrassing!? It’s like waking up from a hundred year love affair!”


  “It’s just a year at most, and I’m already sober.”


  I tried to retreat towards my room tactically, only for Yume to grab my hand.


  “Enough alright. Get the pesticide! I don’t know where it is!”


  “You make it sound so easy, but you’re just going to make me get it and kill it and settle the rest, right! How shameless of you to act like a weak girl now!”


  “It’s a lot better than being a useless guy!”


  I had no choice, so I got the pesticide from the first floor. As expected, Yume hid behind me, I’ll leave it to you, and muttered. Argh damn it, I always left this to dad. Why today of all days……!?


  I held the spray can, resolved myself, and opened the door to Yume’s room.


  My eyes landed upon the carpet I had just witnessed, and I began to scan the floor. Yume had a lot of books in her room, but she had her books totaling to the hundreds stacked neatly in the bookshelves or the cardboard boxes, unlike me who had mine scattered all over the floor.


  Thus, there were few blind spots in the room……supposedly.


  “……Now we don’t know where it’s gone……!”


  That thing, that terrifying thing, was gone without a trace along with its presence.


  I gritted my teeth bitterly. 


  “…In that case, let’s carpet comb it…I’ll spray the pesticide all over so that it can’t run!”


  “Eh? Then where do I sleep tonight?”


  “Isn’t dad’s room empty?”


  “Huh……? Yo-you want me to sleep on a newlyweds’ bed!?”


  ……I really didn’t think about it. It’s my own dad after all……I unwittingly ignored it.


  “So how about the living room sofa?”


  “……Don’t wanna.”


  “Haaa…I’ll take the sofa, so you take the bed—”


  “No.”


  Yume said adamantly, and her hand tugged at the sleeve of my pajamas.


  “If another one shows up again…I don’t know what I’ll do …”


  “…………”


  Didn’t she know that even if she’s with me, she’d just be trembling away?


   


  I sprayed the pesticide in Yume’s room (luckily there’s no PC in the room), sprayedit at the door, and the perfect seal was complete.


  “Now it has nowhere to go…there’s no way it can survive.”


  “Feels like you just gave it a survival flag.”


  “Dammit.”


  We then moved to my room.


  Yume closed my door, and cautiously evaded the stacks of books on the floor, frowning.


  ”This room’s a lot dirtier than mine, but why’s it in my room…”


  ”My room’s well ventilated in the winter, so I guess the drop in temperature killed its eggs…speaking of which, your room was empty the entire time, so it wasn’t ventilated properly …”


  “Ah goodness!”


  Pomf. Yume fell butt-first onto my bed while in her pajamas.


  Her long black hair was tied in two white scrunchies, and they fell onto her chest.  Seeing that nostalgic (though I hate to admit it) face, I asked the question I had raised umpteenth times.


  “…Say, you serious?”


  “What are you worried about?”


  Yume’s stare stabbed through me.


  “Are you…that unconfident that you won’t do anything towards me?”


  She moved her hands behind her, as though declaring that she’s not going to run or hide. 


  She’s just wearing thin pajamas.
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  It’s usually never a sight to be shown to others, only to family and lover.


  I suppose one needs a lot of courage to show such an outfit proudly. Thus, I should answer her with the appropriate amount of guts and sanity. 


  So she usually wears a bra while in her nightwear?


  Let’s seal off the instinctive thought immediately, just like the bug next door. 


  “…Impossible.”


  “Fuuu. Of course. We never did so in middle school even though you looked forward to it.”


  “Shut up.”


  I knelt down by the bed on one knee, and lifted the blanket.


  “Over here.”


  “…Do I take the wall side?”


  “You don’t want to?”


  “…No, it’s nothing. I don’t mind.”


  Yume snuggled under the blanket, and then I realized something. If she’s sleeping by the wall, wouldn’t she have nowhere to go if something happened?


  …Well, no issues here. This something wouldn’t happen after all.


  I too entered the blanket, and switched off the lights with the remote. 


  My vision turned dark immediately, and filling my senses were the breathing echoing in my ears, and the warmth I felt behind me.


  I tried to stand up and pull some distance, and nearly fell from the bed instead.


  I nudged back a little, and my butt touched something soft, so I shivered and escaped immediately. 


  The range which my feet could move was severely cramped, and if moved a little back, I would’ve touched something like a silky thigh. Whenever we touched, I would move aside in a panic, and touch again……so this happened over and over again until we ended up in purgatory, not touching, and gave up on moving.


  And then, our ankles touched.


  We ignored each other for quite a while, and then she moved away…before putting her foot on mine.


  I was a little peeved, and wanted to move my foot away, but she resisted, and clamped on my foot with her feet. 


  I poked at her toenails with my big toe, trying to release myself. She continued to resist through her own big toe, and she stuck it between my big toe and the long time. Owie. I too exerted strength, and pinched at hers.


  And then—finally, she reached her hand out, shoving at my back for some reason.


  I caught it with my left hand, and shoved it back. 


  Our fine fingers nudged and tickled each other, and were finally locked together for quite a while.


  —I could hear the howling winds from afar.


  Neither dad nor Yuni-san would be able to make it home, physically.


  So—


  At this point, here, unlike the usual whatever we did—would never be witnessed by them, unlike the usual.


  …What was I thinking?.


  You’re asking what we’re intending to do here? Of course it’s sleep. What else could we do?


  After all, this furniture called the bed was such an existence to us. 


  Other purposes?


  None at all. 


  So, at this point, there’s just two of us alone in this house, for an entire night, with nobody going to interrupt her. There’s no need, no need, no no no need to think about anything else—


  And suddenly, two arms latched onto me tightly.


  “……!?”


  Stunned, I felt this sensation.


  The two hands went under my armpits, grabbing my chest. 


  I could feel the soft sensation through the fabric, touching my shoulder blades.


  Along with the slightly damp breath at my neck.


  No, no way?


  Aren’t you the one who made sure this wouldn’t happen?


  And you’re the one taunting me now—


  THUMP THUMP THUMP, the loud heartbeat rang loudly at my ears.


  It might be mine, or maybe it’s hers that’s coming through her compressed chest on my back.


  Ahh, no.


  Aw hell naw.


  Better keep it in.


  I wanted to hold down the left side of my chest with my hand, but it’s already occupied by hers.


  Ahh, I’m a goner.


  I turned my body behind—


  “—S-say……”


  And then, I could hear a timid, shivering voice behind me.


  ……Hmmm?


  “Did you…hear something just now …?”


  “…Huh?”


  I silently pricked my ears.


  —Tsst.


  “!?”


  My brain went from 100 to 0.


  My heart raced because of something else.


  W-wait a sec…that seal wasn’t enough!? 


  “T-the lights! Get the lights!”


  “I know…!”


  I switched the lights on using the remote by the pillow.


  I quickly scanned the room—and spotted that black existence resting between the pile of books on the floor!


  “WOAH!?”


  “KYAH!?”


  We immediately kicked the blanket off.


  That dreaded thing broke through the seal and came here!!


  “Pesticide! Pesticide!”


  Yume kept yelling away while she clung onto my back. Argh, I can’t move! Can’t you show some fight here!? 


  Thank goodness I had the pesticide next to me just in case. There’s a lot of things in the room—and if the target’s gone, it’s way too unlikely that we’d see it again.


  “…Got to move…right here, right now…!!”


  I grabbed the pesticide, and got off the bed. 


  I tiptoed towards it, making sure that I didn’t agitate it…


  But.


  Does this thing have a killing desire sensor or what? It just jolted off with much explosiveness the moment I squeezed the trigger!


  “You’re not running away!!”


  That definitely was the fastest reaction I had ever shown in my life. 


  I locked on immediately, and sprayed the canister. This 360 no scope precision even pro gamers would die for immediately caught that black body, and paralyzed it.


  I kept spraying even after it didn’t move. 


  “Ugh…it’s still alive …”


  Absolutely disgusting. It disgusts me.


  For a moment, the biological disgust I had of it turned me into a high school girl. I kept spraying at it until it couldn’t move at all. 


  So that’s the mentality of an antagonist who keeps standing up against the protagonist? I really understood then why they would want to lash out. 


  After spraying for dozens of seconds, Yume, standing behind me, asked timidly,


  “…Is it dead?”


  “Maybe…”


  I had a feeling that it’d revive if I boldly proclaimed so. What’s with that thing? Some transforming boss?


  I killed it, but I couldn’t just leave its carcass there.


  I covered it in a white tissue like it’s a human corpse, scooped it up, and sealed it in a vinyl bag with many layers.


  The seal should be perfect this time.


  “…Ahh…”


  Yume let out a long sigh once she saw me seal the bag tightly.


  “Say, you should have helped me out here …”


  “…I-it’s fine. I’m just going to rely on you for such situations, you know.”


  “What, you think I’m a Maxx “C” expert?” 


  I let out a long sigh too, and Yume gave an awkward look…muttering softly.


  “…Thanks.”


  “Way overdue.”


  “W-will anyone complain about receiving thanks here!?”


  Hah, I snorted.


  She pouted unhappily, and got off my bed that was a bomb shelter to her.


  “It’s gone now, so I don’t need to stay here. I’ll just need to air out my room—”


  “…With the typhoon out there?”


  “………………”


  The rain pelted horizontally, hitting hard at the window.


  If she was to open the window at such a moment, lots of rain would fall in instead of the lingering pesticide in the room—in the room filled with books.


  “There’s also a chance that there’s one, or thirty of them—we need to exorcise that room completely.”


  “…Then, “


  Yume turned her head aside, and said,


  “Looks like we got no choice here…for today, please.”


  “Not even a thanks??”


  “Shut up! You should be honored!!”


   


  Both the sounds of rain and winds had subsided. 


  And replacing them was the steady breathing by my ear.


  “……Suu……”


  I regained consciousness from my deep slumber, and while all sleepy, I looked towards where the sound came from.


  There’s a cute girl with nice long, shut eyelashes.


  …How long had it been since I last saw your sleeping face up close like that?


  You’ve always been like this, except that your face’s so fine…I told you so many times, but you wouldn’t believe…and now you’re a superhuman with brains and looks…ah goodness…


  I reached my fingers out to pry her bangs aside, all to see that face clearly.


  …You’re fine with me having a good look, right? Ayai…


  A somewhat damp breath gently caressed my lips—


  —Tsst.


  A shock ran through my mind, and I jolted upright.


  Wait, what was that sound!?


  …And anyway, what did I try to do just now…!?


  My head overheated as I had just woken up all confused.


  “UEAAAHHHHH!?”


  And Yume, who had been breathing steadily till this point, got up from the bed, and hugged me.


  “……Eh.”


  —Thus.


  I heard the voice, and turned around, to see a pile of printouts stacked on the books landed on the floor.


  It’s the sound of papers.


  In that case…the issue at hand was this woman who had just jumped onto my chest.


  “……Y-you ……”


  “…………”


  “Y-you’re awake…?”


  “…………”


  Did she notice it?


  Did she notice that I nearly messed up while delirious?


  Yume buried her face into my chest, as though she’s hiding her feelings.


  “…..I shall remain silent. I have nothing to say to a guy who tried to kiss a sleeping girl.”


  “Since you noticed—”


  “Timeout!”


  Yume suddenly yelled, pushed me aside, and got off the bed.


  “We’ll be late if we keep waiting! The typhoon’s clearly past us!”


  So she said—and escaped from my room.


  I was stunned, looked at the closed door, and muttered,


  “…Since you noticed—”


   


  —You could have dodged or refused.


   


  These words rose up my throat, and immediately stopped…before they dissipated without a trace.


  一Just like the storm that passed.

Chapter 2: Isana Higashira visits (Is there a need to be wary?)

  I can say now that I was young and foolish, but I had an existence called a girlfriend between my second and third years of middle school.


  Both she and I weren’t meant to have lovers, and the only reason why it ended up that way was because there was a common point between us. 


  It was the greatest invention in human history, the proof of its long existence, and the basis of civilization.


  In other words, books.


  We liked to read. This common interest linked us solo players together—leaving aside who’s the reason for this, there’s no need to explain what our usual conversations were all about.


  We shared our thoughts about the books we read. 


  We shared our hopes regarding the books we never read.


  And we lent each other the books we had.


  …Come to think about it, our interaction in this sense remained the same even after we went from lovers to stepsiblings—but well, at this point, 


  We’re critiquing the books the other had read. 


  We’re finding fault with the faults we never read. 


  And then we snatched books from each other and roasted each other..


  …Well, that’s probably it. Call a spade a spade, the interaction between us as avid readers didn’t change. Actually, we lost the need to be tactful, so that’s an evolution.


  Back on point.


  Borrowing books was rather important for us middle schoolers who were penniless. We could get books for free, and more importantly, there’s no doubt that the other person had read that book—we get to enjoy the book, and also share our thoughts. Killing two birds with one stone. 


  For us, novels were a communication tool that’s better than SNS. 


  …But we once had this conversation before.


  —I have that complete series at home. 


  It was when I visited an old bookshop with her, who was Yume Ayai back then.


  She was talking about a really old mystery series, and that’s what I said, 


  —Eh, really?


  —Hm, I can lend you if you want …


  —Thanks! I really couldn’t find this…


  —Then, 


  And I didn’t mean it—I really didn’t, but then I said, 


  —Want to go to my house later?


  —…Ueh?


  Ayai suddenly froze up like a jammed gear.


  —I-Irido-kun’s house?


  —……? Hm?


  —E-erm……T-this.


  She suddenly combed her bangs with her hand, looked down, and froze, 


  And then, this foolish me finally realized that I was inviting her to my house.


  —Ah……Ah, erm ……


  —Uu—……Nn, er…


  So, we’re middle schoolers, in this narrow aisle of an old bookshop, just groaning for no good reason.


  Just the memory of it left me really restless, and this continued for a minute at least when we finally exchanged glances, and gave awkward smiles. 


  —…I-I’ll bring it to school tomorrow.


  —…O-okay, thank you …


  …I should admit it.


  Better admit it.


  It’s definitely a wonderful experience to be alone with Yume Ayai in the same room, just facing each other, reading books.


  But we just chose to back off. Why? 


  Because we were lovers.


  If we were alone in a room together with our lovers, it’d mean something else.


  And so, if we weren’t lovers.


  If we hadn’t been blinded by puberty and maintained a good relationship as bookworms.


  Would we have maintained the good relationship we had back then…


  So I once thought.


  Until I met Isana Higashira.


  ◆


  “I want to see your bookshelf, Mizuto-kun.”


  We’re in the library after school—at the usual place by the air-conditioning at the window. 


  Various things had happened until Isana Higashira settled with being a female friend. She suddenly asked that. 


  “…Huh? My bookshelf?”


  “You see, I got dumped by you, Mizuto-kun.”


  “Ah-ahhh…should you be saying that though?”


  “And then I thought that since I got dumped, doesn’t it mean that I don’t have a chance? In that case, as a girl, I don’t have to enter the room of a boy like you, Mizuto-kun, right?”


  “Uh, huh …?”


  I had a tendency of going oh yeah whenever she asked a rhetoric question.


  Her words were always strangely convincing. She’s bad at talking, but there sure is logic behind her words.


  “…No no no, wait Higashira. How did you link your explanation just now with you asking to see my bookshelf?”


  “I just want to see the bookshop, no reason. To be honest, I just want to see which light novel pages have crumples. I’m curious to see which heroines awakened your libido back in middle school or elementary school, you know.”


  “Like hell with that. What do you want to know after knowing?”


  “Will you go moe for me if I get jealous?”


  “No way. And moe is so old school.”


  “So will you masturbate to me if I get jealous?”


  “What happened to your sense of shame!?”


  The Shimoneta big breasted girl Isana Higashira blinked away pretentiously.


  “Ehh~? Is it embarrassing to masturbate~? Don’t they go all masturbate here, masturbate there on the internet~? Say, what’s wrong with masturbating~?”


  “Say, how did you end up more troublesome than you were before…”


  “Woah, this reluctant face is good fapping material! Really good! I’ll use this face tonight!”


  “Stop it right now! I’ll stop being friends with you!”


  “Sorry sorry sorry I’m just joking I won’t look at you with lewd eyes!”


  So the single girl Isana Higashira immediately leaned onto me with a teary look. Her self professed G cups just rubbed onto my upper arms from time to time, but it’s probably unintentional compared to days ago. It’s a lot trickier now compared to back then when she suddenly tried to get me to simp for her.


  “You’re making me more unwilling to show you my bookshelf…if I bring you home, my virginity will be under threat.”


  “Please be at ease. I shall go into sage mode.”


  “You’ve been saying things I don’t want to hear all this while.”


  “Well to put it simply, I think you’d have light novels that are really old, Mizuto-kun. I want to borrow a few.”


  “Old huh? I don’t really know what’s the definition of that. You did read Haruhi before.”


  Haruhi’s already an old classic for our generation.


  “Well, I’m fine with that at least…but you sure about that?”


  “Sure?”


  “You’re visiting a guy’s house alone, won’t you…be wary of something?”


  “Huh?”


  Higashira looked completely confused, as though my words were completely unexpected. 


  “I got dumped by you. Do I have to be wary of something?”


  Her eyes were filled with complete innocence, devoid of any doubt. 


  I really couldn’t retort to what she said at all.


   


  “Hohoo~ so this is your house, Mizuto-kun…? It’s the place of my ‘first time’…”


  “Don’t cause a misunderstanding.”


  Higashira started rubbing her thighs as she stood in front of another person’s house, so I delivered a karate chop on her shoulder to snap her back. It happened not long after she went all “Excuse me, I’ll transform into a sage and come back”.


  “It’s your fault though for forcing me into the role of an adventurer, Mizuto-kun.”


  “I’m a little worried about what you said, but if anything happens, I’ll really act like a guy.”


  “Ehh, sorry, in that case, can I go to the convenience store or the drugstore?”


  “I mean I’ll resist with all my physical might!”


  Her switch just flipped ever since that confession. So the thing separating us before then was the wall maria called genders?


  Higashira narrowed her eyes at the nameplate ‘Irido’, 


  “Sensei lives in this house too, right?”


  “Sensei?”


  “Ah, sorry, I mean Yume-san.”


  “What happened between you two that I didn’t know about…”


  I knew that she and Minami-san had a hand in Higashira’s confession, but those two just wouldn’t speak on what they actually did.


  “She isn’t back yet, probably. She usually goes out with Minami-san and the others, or maybe the bookshop, or in the self study room, or in the library.”


  “Oh I see. I wanted to use this chance to see how the stepsibling lives go.”


  “Our lives aren’t an exhibit.”


  Silver lining is that she’s not at home yet. I really couldn’t imagine how she would roast me for bringing Higashira home.


  I led Higashira through the entrance.


  I didn’t bother with a ‘tadaima’ at all, since there’s nobody at home.


  “…Pardon my intrusion~…”


  And Higashira didn’t care about that as she muttered behind me. It seemed she’s in serious mode and all once she’s in someone else’s house.


  Maybe it’s a good thing for Higashira that nobody’s at home.


  Same for me here. I really didn’t want anyone else to know that I brought a girl home.


  “Go to my room then, Higashira. I’ll prepare some drinks.”


  “Ah, okay, I want apple juice.”


  “Shouldn’t you go all ‘I’ll make myself at home’…”


  I wondered if there was still apple juice at home, and removed my shoes as I looked towards the living room door—


  “……Eh”


  “Hm?”


  The living room door suddenly opened. I met her.


  She, Yume Irido, saw my face, and then spotted Higashira behind me.


  And then back at me, at Higashira, at me, at Higashira—


  Her stare just oscillated between Higashira and me over and over again.


  “Ah, she’s at home. Hello there, Yume-san~.”


  “Ah, yes, hello—no wait!”


  Yume hastily closed the living room door, and suddenly leaned over to me.


  “(What now, what’s going on!? Why did you bring her home!? Didn’t you just dump her recently!?)”


  “(It’s as you say, but I didn’t know how it ended up this way …)”


  “(Say, how do you always end up dragged along by her …!?)”


  Anyway, why did she have to hush her voice around me?


  “(Get her to go back now…!)”


  “(Wait wait wait, you may not like her, but that’s too rude of you.)”


  “(That’s not it! It’s a really bad day! It’s rare that—)”


  And then,


  Voice came from the living room.


  “Is Mizuto-kun back ~?”


  “Oyyy Mizuto, you should have said tadaima—”


  It’s my stepmother and my dad..


  “……………!”


  Sweat started oozing from all my pores.


  It’s one thing to let Yume know that I brought Higashira home. It’s not like I’m in a weird relationship with Higashira.


  But, but..


  If dad and Yuni-san knows about it …!


  “H-Higashira! Sorry, but today isn’t appropriate—”


  “?”


  Higashira tilted her head in confusion, and I was about to nudge her out hastily towards the corridor. 


  But the living room door opened.


  “Mizuto? You should have answered—hm?”


  Dad popped his head from the other side of the living room, and clearly saw Isana Higashira.


  “Hmmm? Hmmmmmmmm? A…girl?”


  He looked at Higashira, at me, and at Yume.


  “Yume-chan’s friend…? No, she was with Mizuto, right…?”


  Lots of question marks popped from his eyes. 


  Dad, is it really that unbelievable that I just returned home with a girl?


  “Ah, ahhh, erm, please, pardon my intrusion…”


  Higashira looked a little frantic, and gently lowered her head.


  “I’m, Mizuto-kun’s, friend. Isana, Higashira…”


  “A-ahhh…I see, friends? Oh dear, I assumed that Mizuto brought a girlfriend home.”


  “N-not at all! I just got dumped!”


  “…Hmm?”


  It all began and ended before Yume and I could react.


  “I got dumped by Mizuto-kun just a while ago, and we’re ordinary friends! Please don’t worry!”


  Higashira just added insult to injury, and time finally began to run.


  “Yu——Yuni-saaaan! Mizuto! Mizuto brought his ex—!!”


  “Eh!? Tell me what’s going on!!”


  Dad dashed back to the living room, and I grabbed Higashira by the wrist, before dashing up the stairs to the bedroom.


   


  “Erm, why did your father think I’m your ex, Mizuto-kun?”


  Higashira tilted her head and asked me, after I had escaped to my own bedroom and cupped my head.


  “…Say…anyone would have assumed so after you just said something to the effect of ‘I just got dumped, so we’re just good friends’ …”


  “I…see?”


  “No you don’t…”


  Seriously, her situational awareness is horrible.


  Higashira covered her mouth with the sleeve of her sweater, narrowed her eyes, and smiled.


  “If it’s a misunderstanding, I hope I’m the current girlfriend. There’s development in many ways.”


  “What do you mean, many ways—no no no, I don’t want to hear.”


  I put my hand on my head, and sighed.


  If it’s a misunderstanding, huh? 


  On a second thought, it’s not a bad thing for them to assume Higashira’s my ex. That’ll make it more difficult for them to realize that Yume’s the actual ex. Classic misdirection.


  But I really couldn’t tell Higashira, ‘please be my ex’, right…?


  “Ohhh~. It’s really a messy room full of books~. I feel relieved though.”


  And while I was all troubled, Higashira evaded the towers of books, and moved to my bookshelf.


  “Ohhh, so you have everything from light novels to pure literature…I always hear that a bookshelf reflects a person’s heart. So what’s yours, Mizuto-kun? Smooth and slick?”


  “Don’t say anything that’ll cause a misunderstanding. More like soot and sick.”


  “You can be smooth and slick to me though? I still do like you emotionally, Mizuto-kun.”


  “……”


  “Woah! Don’t give such a seriously awkward look! I’m just joking!”


  Anyone would have. How should I deal with you anyway?


  “Can I check your haul?” Higashira asked, “make sure you put them back in their old place” I answered, and Higashira flipped through my bookshelf excitedly.


  “I feel that flipping through books is like mining. A bookshelf is basically a mine, so a mine of knowledge is basically my knowledge.” 


  “You just want to make that pun, right?”


  So Higashira continued to focus on mining, and there was a knock on the door.


  Oh dad? I was a little wary, but once I heard the person outside kick at my door, I was relieved. It’s obvious the only one so brutish would be her.


  “So in your world, everyone knocks by kicking at the door?”


  I opened the door, and rebutted the girl with long black hair, Yume Irido, who gave me a peeved glare.


  “I’m just warning a certain person who’s having weird thoughts about Higashira-san.”


  “How am I supposed to do that when everyone in the household is here?”


  “…Yes, you’ll do so only when nobody’s around, right?”


  My shitty little stepsister hummed victoriously…she’s probably referring to that incident on the typhoon night.


  I averted my eyes awkwardly, somewhat, 


  “Why are you here?”


  “I’m here to keep a lookout, of course. Just in case you do anything to Higashira-san. We’re friends now.”


  “Hmm~, friends?”


  She of all people could somehow say the word friend so easily, even though she was once just like Higashira who viewed friendship by its textbook definition.


  Yume then gave a somewhat lethargic sigh.


  “…And also, to evacuate. The interrogation from mom and uncle is too much…”


  “Ah yeah, that’s…”


  Obviously tough.


  I showed a rare moment of sympathy, and decided to conceal my magnanimous heart just for this moment.


  “…Come in. Better to have you watch us instead of getting some strange suspicions.”


  “Don’t mind if I do.”


  I let Yume into the room, and looked back at Higashira, who stared at my bookshelf intently.


  “Oh, you’re joining in on the mining too, Yume-san?”


  “Is there a fossil in there or something?”


  “A bookshelf’s like a mine. A mine of knowledge, my knowledge.”


  “…Your knowledge?”


  It seemed this joy of making puns went over the head of the woman who loved translated old mystery classics. Higashira looked a little devastated. I get that, I get that feeling too well.


  “…Anyway, Mizuto-kun’s bookshelf’s really interesting! There’s rereading value in that! You often look for books here, don’t you Yume-san~? I’m so envious …”


  “Yes.”


  “Yes your head. Stop rummaging through my shelf…you ended up blushing when you mixed up romcom light novels with ero books.”


  “Th-that was …!”


  “Ho ho, that happened before?…ah, this book? It does look erotic.”


  “Ahh nope. That book was a lot spicier.”


  “So there’s something spicier than that!?”


  So Higashira began a game of searching through my bookshelf for all the light novels with overly erotic covers and illustrations and showing them to Yume.


  “See, this one here looks super erotic. Look at the face …”


  “Woaah—…uwwaaaahhhhh…!”
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  Even I would be extremely restless seeing two girls of my age, standing next to each other, searching my bookshelf for those overly spicy light novels. That aside, it was the perfect chance for me to tease Yume’s foolish virgin heart.


  “Pfft, are you in grade school or something?”


  “S-shut up, you silent pervert!!”


  “Speaking of which, Mizuto-kun, there’s a surprising number of erotic novels you have. I think there’s a nipple drawn here, you see?”


  “…Eh, nipple?”


  “Ok Higashira enough.”


  Higashira was about to pull out a book buried deep in my bookshelf, but I grabbed her hand from behind. 


  I wouldn’t check the exact details of a book before buying. I’d choose based on how I felt about the cover, so I would buy such books because I didn’t know about them.


  “Hmmm. I wanted to see if there’s any wrinkle on the cover and illustrations.”


  “All the more reason why we should stop here.”


  “Understood. Instead, show me what’s in that computer.”


  “All the more reason why we should stop here!”


  “I can show you my tablet!”


  “Stop being so desperate!”


  Why’s she able to sell herself out like that!? 


  “…Do you two always have…well, this kind of unspeakable relationship …?”


  Yume pulled a little distance away from us as she said.


  “Ehh well, we usually talk about pretty girls who masturbate recently, you know?”


  “Masturbate…?”


  “Enough with that, Higashira. She really doesn’t know about that.”


  “Mogamogamoga—”


  I stuffed her mouth from behind. She flailed her hands in protest, but since she’s a weak otaku of a girl, I was able to stop her.


  “….Hmmm ~.”


  Yume hummed away as she looked on.


  She seemed to be pouting.


  “…Fuuaahh! You’re such an overprotective stepbrother. Curbing freedom of speech will kill off any development of culture, you know?”


  “I’m not censoring speech, I’m censoring you.”


  “Woah, I’m the censored one. Guess that’s that then…it’s my fault for having such ridiculous breasts…”


  “Can you shut up. You’re making it difficult for me to retort.”


  “Can’t. it’s my one redeeming point~”


  Higashira lifted the school sweater that was bursting away. I had a feeling that she would have mixed feelings about her huge breasts…no wait, maybe it’s because her thought process got poisoned by fiction.


  “Ah.”


  Higashira suddenly stared at a corner of the bookshelf, and reached for it.


  She held a book with a color cover, but without illustrations. It’s a bunko that was pretty much counted as light literature.


  “I think this author started off from light novels.”


  “Ahh…yeah.”


  “I missed out on this book because I’ve only been checking out new light novels. Can I read it?”


  “Whatever.”


  “Uhyohyo~”


  Higashira made quite the delighted sound, and brought the book to her chest.


  And then, she started looking around.


  “Erm~…can I read on the bed?”


  “Ah? Sure.”


  …Huh?


  And before I could realize what I allowed her to do, Higashira made her move.


  She moved to my bed.


  “Excuse me then~”


  Pomf, I thought Higashira just sat down, but she removed her socks and went all barefoot as though she’s in the library, and laid on the bed, facing up.


  The legs stretched out from beneath the skirt, clearly lacking flesh. She put the book by the pillow, and opened it.


  She’s so unrestrained, it’s like she’s in her own room.


  That act nearly caused me to forget that she was actually lying on my bed.


  “W-wait…what are you doing, Higashira-san!?”


  “Fueehh?”


  Yume frantically went over to Higashira once she saw how carefree the latter was. 


  “Th-that’s…his bed, you know?”


  “I know. That’s why I asked for his permission, right~?”


  “No, actually …you don’t have any second thoughts about it!?”


  “Eh~? Now that you mention it …”


  Higashira gave a blank look, and then buried her face into my pillow.


  “Mizuto-kun’s smell does cause my heart to race.”


  “Seriously!?”


  I thought you wouldn’t have any thoughts about it!


  “Well, that aside, I don’t have a choice since there’s nowhere else to read.”


  “No choice?…Y-you aren’t wary at all?”


  “Wary?”


  Higashira gave Yume an innocent look, exactly the same as when she faced me at school that time.


  “I got dumped anyway. It’s fine~.”


  Oh dear, what are you saying now, that’s what she implied, and shut Yume good.


  I patted Yume’s shoulder from behind.


  “You get it now?”


  “Eh…erm…but…eh?”


  Yume looked back and forth between my face and Higashira, who was sprawled on my bed, happily reading away. Yume looked completely lost.


  At this point, Higashira didn’t think of me as a guy, no matter what she did.


  So the acts that we would usually refrain from because of gender differences were enacted because we’re just friends.


  Practically speaking, her thought process was completely correct.


  So I intended, and hoped that I could get along with her without worrying about gender differences. It shouldn’t be surprising that since we’re friends, we would visit each other’s places, and read on the bed.


  But…in fact, I really couldn’t follow after this mad lass actually did it.


  She was the one who was supposedly most hurt by the confession, but I was more indecisive than she was when I cut the thread. Maybe somewhere in my heart, I still had sentiments I couldn’t get rid of, no no, you’re a girl, right?.


  But my thoughts would surely be rude to her.


  It was I who rejected her because of selfish reasons. At this point, I really had no reason to view her as a girl.


  …I probably should put in more effort.


  I should learn from her; I should treat that confession as a thing of the past.


  I should continue my relationship with her, as a friend.


  This should be the sincerity I should show…


  “U, uuu…I don’t get it…why…? Why’s she enjoying this house more than the old me …”


  “Don’t think too hard about it. I’m going to just think of her as a boy. Just read a book and cool down.”


  “…So be it then…”


  Yume obediently received the book I passed her, leaned on the wall, sat down, and opened the book.


  I too took out the book I had been reading from my bag, and leaned my back at the side of the bed Higashira’s lying on.


  And for a moment, the room was so silent, only the sound of flipped pages could be heard.


   


  “—Nnn~!”


  I heard Higashira stretch her back on the bed behind me, and looked up at the clock.


  It’s past 6. Almost two hours passed before I knew it.


  I looked back while still on the floor, and looked up to see the stretching Higashira who basically flaunted her large breasts.


  “That’s fast. You’re done?”


  “Yes~. It’s very interesting, but if there’s any flaw, there aren’t any naked pretty girls.”


  “There usually aren’t.”


  …I remembered she was reading a romance novel that was supposed to be moving, but I couldn’t see any tears on her.


  Higashira wasn’t one to show her feelings openly, but it didn’t mean that she had little emotions. Take for example, there’s once when I saw her stare intently at a fanservice illustration of the heroine for several minutes.


  In this sense, she’s the complete opposite of that Yume, who would look completely taken aback whenever she reached the latter half of the novel, and her expressions occasionally revealed the plot.


  “Haau~. my shoulders ache. Rub them, Mizuto-kun.”


  “Don’t wanna. Why?”


  “Don’t you know? My shoulders ache easily because of my large breasts.”


  “I don’t mean that why.”


  I wasn’t asking why her shoulders ached, but why I had to do it.


  “Ahh~. My shoulders ache so much that I can’t move at all. I’ll just lie on your bed and not move then, Mizuto-kun. Puahh~ gorogoro.”


  “Argh I get it I get it! Please stop rolling about on my bed just to get your scent on it!”


  I got up and lifted Higashira up. I went behind her, who was seated in a girlish position, knelt on the bed, and put my hands on her shoulders.


  Higashira turned around, and lifted her eyes at me beyond her shoulders.


  “Please be…gentle with me?”


  She shivered as she waited for me to exert strength, and exhaled.


  “Nnnn…ku! G-good….do as you please…nnn, uuuu…!”


  “…Oy, what are you playing?”


  “I’m just mimicking a typical opening of a light novel, the ‘decent situation part that’s misunderstood as an ero scenario’”


  “These things don’t happen in reality!”


  “Ow!? Owowowowowowowow!? Wait …your grip! You’re overdoing it~! Owowowowowowow!!”


  I was intending to mince the stiff shoulder flesh, only to see a long haired girl standing in the corner of the room.


  “What’s with the distance between you!!?”


  I thought she had calmed down, but it’s obvious from her tone how confused she was. 


  Yume pointed at us with a blushing face, 


  “You two are just bluffing me, right!? You’re actually dating right!? She’s your current girlfriend already!”


  “Eh~? But we’ve always been like this, right, Mizuto-kun?”


  “Sorta. We’re friends after all.”


  We exchanged looks, “Ahh I get it…!” so Yume suddenly yelled.


  “I get it, I get it now! You two don’t know the distance friends should have because you never had any decent friends! Mystery solved!”


  “How rude. Even we would have one or two…”


  “Yeah. One or two ……”


  And our eyes started to avert.


  “……Well, it’s all relative.”


  “……If there are a hundred friends, we’ll treat all hundred of them differently anyway.”


  “Anyway, please stop fooling around on the bed and giving excuses!”


  Good grief, so Higashira gave such a look, and sighed, 


  “A brocon little stepsister is rather troublesome, Mizuto-kun.”


  “Ahh, goodness me.”


  “I’m not a brocon and not a little stepsister—!!”


  “Put on my socks~.”


  Higashira completely ignored Yume’s protests, and reached her legs towards me. 


  Once I heard her usual request, I picked up the socks she put on the floor, raised her ankle with one hand, and slid  the sock through the toes, nails and all.


  “…You know, I’ve always been thinking, can’t you wear your own socks…?”


  “Eh, well~. Just bending down is torture for me when my breasts are so big~”


  “It’s always the breasts here, breasts there! Thank goodness Minami-san isn’t here!”


  “Ehehe~ but to be honest, I’m just addicted to having Mizuto-kun put them on for me.”


  “I’ll flip it the other side around from time to time though.”


  “Eh? You serious?”


  “Dead serious.”


  “You unloyal thing!”


  “Ow. Stop kicking.”


  I put on Higashira’s socks while I withstood her kicks, and she finally got off the bed.


  “Can I borrow the toilet?”


  “I thought you wanted to go home. Are you still staying here?”


  “I want to see which books I can borrow before I go home.”


  “…Sure, I guess. Go downstairs, turn left, there’s the toilet.”


  “Thanks~.”


  Higashira left the room with light steps.


  Left in the room were Yume and me.


  For some reason, Yume kept staring at me, somewhat angrily in fact. I was aware that I did anger her from time to time, but see no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil, so I played dumb and opened the book I was halfway done with.


  “……Hey.”


  I heard that terse, displeased voice, and glanced aside at her.


  And then…I saw Yume remove the black knee socks from her feet. 


  …Huh? What’s she doing?


  The white long legs were exposed. I hadn’t seen them ever since the incident at the bath, and they had no excess fat. They looked much thinner than Higashira’s.


  Yume took the removed socks in hand, went towards me, thud! and just sat down with a thud..


  And then.


  She reached her bare legs towards me.


  Just as Higashira did.


  “Put them on.”


  She then shoved the removed socks towards me.


  I was troubled, but her intentions were way too obvious, and I wanted to laugh at her, but it was so ridiculous, I really didn’t know what face I should make.


  “What are you being competitive about…are you that possessive?”


  “Shut up. I just think it’s fun to have you as a servant for a while. Put, them, on!”


  Such a troublesome fellow.


  Higashira’s going to return if we continued to squabble. The wise decision then was to obey her request.


  I received the black knee socks.


  And just as I did with Higashira, I raised Yume’s ankle with my left hand.


  …There were some blue veins at the back of her legs.


  Her nails were neat compared to Higashira’s, the latter’s often a little long.


  I covered the black sock over her leg, and along it, the veins.


  Once I saw the base of the sock reached the ankle, I lifted the excess on the shin over to the calf.


  The nice chin devoid of any pores and the pretty calf without any excess fat were covered by the black socks.


  And when I moved the rubber band of the sock over Yume’s knee, I realized something terrible.


  Higashira’s socks were only as long as her calves.


  And these were knee length socks..


  It reached her calf.


  In other words, while my hands were putting on Yume’s socks, they were closer to the thighs unlike when I put on Higashira’s socks…


  I glanced up at Yume discreetly, and found that her face was as rose as a rose, staring intently at my hands holding onto the rubber band.


  She finally realized it?


  This would be an unprecedented case of privacy invasion for her. I was thinking that if she told me to stop, I would have done so immediately, so I waited for several seconds.


  But I didn’t receive the instruction to stop.


  She remained silent.


  And I could only remain silent and continue on as though nothing happened.


  The black fabric covered the small white knee.


  Slowly and cautiously, I raised my hands holding the sock.


  I saw Yume grip the bedsheet firmly.


  Just in case it happened…I wouldn’t touch though.


  I focused all my attention as though I was undertaking a heart operation, and moved my fingertips delicately.


  Finally, the long sock was completely flattened on her leg.


  The black fabric covered everything from the toes to the thighs.


  I let out a long sigh…and let go of the rubber band.


  And then, my fingertips touched her inner thighs.


  “—Nyan!?”


  Yume suddenly made a strange sound, and quivered.


  I lifted my head in shock, and saw her flush away as though she had woken from a dream, before she hastily covered her mouth.


  “…I-it’s nothing…”


  I guessed so. It’d be really bad if something did happen.


  Once again, I looked at my own hand.


  Obviously, socks come in pairs, so there was one piece left.


  “…What about the other?”


  I muttered apprehensively, and Yume answered with a really soft voice.


  “…Nn.”


  She then moved her bare leg towards me.


  Well, yeah. Nothing happened just now after all.


  Clear mind activated, I moved the other sock to Yume’s foot—


  Bzzt bzzt bzzt, my phone vibrated.


  Our shoulders jolted, and we looked towards the desk where it was at.


  Bzzt. Bzzt. Bzzt.


  The vibrating continued. What’s going on? Some notification, maybe?


  I looked at Yume in the eyes.


  “…Can I look?”


  “Go-go ahead.”


  Yume averted her eyes.


  …I let out a long, heartfelt sigh…why’s it that I always felt this way whenever I dealt with her?


  I got off the bed, and picked up the phone on the desk.


  It was a LINE message from Higashira.


  “Save me.”


  ◆


  “I was saved….I really didn’t know how to talk to adults I met for the first time …”


  “That’s because you only talk about light novels and your breasts.”


  “…Ohh! I see!”


  According to Higashira, she got caught by dad and Yuni-san when she went to the toilet on the first floor. Those two were so interested in their son’s love affair, they bombarded her with questions.


  Yume and I managed to save her after we received the SOS LINE message from her, but we then concluded that it’s too dangerous for Higashira to stay at this place, so we hurried her home.


  I was sending Higashira on her way home. Sunset’s late at this point, and she should be fine if I didn’t send her home, but just in case.


  “They already assumed that I’m your ex, Mizuto-kun, why did this misunderstanding happen?”


  “You of all people saying that?”


  “But well, it feels nice to say that I once had a boyfriend. It feels so good, and I feel like I’m showing a girlish side.”


  “Oy! The situation’s getting worse!”


  I got crazy girls around me!


  “Erm, if I have to put it, I guess that’s really the case.“


  Higashira said as she hopped onto the shadow formed by the sunset.


  “Even I don’t feel comfortable telling them that I just got rejected after I confessed, so I never became your girlfriend.”


  “…………”


  “So that’s why it’s fine that I’m just misunderstood as your girlfriend, right?”


  Well, I’m an ex. So she muttered as she went by the shadow of the electric pole.


  And then, she looked at my face with a blank expression.


  “Mizuto-kun—actually, I’m still a little hurt.”


  “…I see.”


  “So you better comfort me. As a friend.”


  “Yeah.”


  We walked side by side.


  But we didn’t hold hands.


  We merely walked side by side.


  And this was what she wanted.


  “I’m glad to have met you, Mizuto-kun.”


  “Same here. I feel lucky to have met you.”


  “Ehehe. We feel the same after all.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Shall we try dating anyway?”


  “Forget about it.”


  “Ahh, I get dumped again.”


  Uhehe, so Higashira blurted.


  The shadows shown under the sunset avoided her, as though showing concern for her feelings.


  We didn’t hold hands.


  But we walked side by side.


  Maybe this might be the greatest mistake.


  —If Yume and I hadn’t become lovers.


  It was then that I realized that the assumption was meaningless.


  Neither she nor I could ever be like Isana Higashira.


  “—What is it, Mizuto-kun?”


  Higashira looked at my face.


  She stared at my face and my eyes, and didn’t back down.


  Her cheeks didn’t turn red, and her eyes didn’t waver.


  It was not a misdirection, nor a perfunctory answer. 


  I felt dizzy.


  Definitely because of the sunset.


  “…Sorry.”


  “Eh, why did you apologize so suddenly? Give me a book as compensation then.”


  “Don’t ask for compensation without knowing why.”


  Sorry Higashira.


  I, no, we, we aren’t the kind of people you think…we’re really sorry. 


  We walked under the sunset, side by side.


  Long silhouettes were dragged out before our bodies.


  
Chapter 3: Dressing up Isana Higashira (Please don’t make it sound like I’m a pervert!)

  I can say now that I was young and foolish, but I had an existence called a boyfriend between my second and third years of middle school.


  Any intelligent being would probably understand from what I say next. I would admit that I was a peerlessly plain looking person, caught in this predicament, and had to settle this crisis. The logic’s as clear and obvious as lighting a bonfire in pitch darkness.


  Yes.


  Fashion.


  Our encounters before we dated were all during the summer break, when there were no lessons, but we always met up at school, and I always wore school uniform. Our first date was the summer festival, and I managed to pull a fast one by wearing a yukata. I, ever the strategist, managed to defer the issue at hand deftly, over and over again.


  But once we started dating, this wouldn’t work.


  In any case, both he and I were the type to coop at home, and our dates were mostly to the bookshop or the library, but once we became lovers, we did meet during the weekend.


  The weekend.


  In other words, in personal clothes.


  I, who didn’t know the meaning of the term fashion sense, would surely be forced to reveal this fact.


  I didn’t have any friends, and could only rely on magazines and the internet.


  I murmured to myself, this wasn’t fine, that wouldn’t do. I got funding from my mother, mustered my courage, and invaded the apparel shops I had never thought of, and I nervously handled the attendant who approached me.


  And for the first time in my life, I wore winning clothes.


  I was a little stunned when I tried those clothes and sized myself up.


  I felt I couldn’t accept the fact that I was dressing up, as though I was watching a doll dress up. Maybe that’s the reason why I thought so at that moment alone, when I was so lacking in self-esteem.


  Alright. I look cute.


  So I thought as I looked into the mirror, the first time I ever thought so. Well, that’s to be expected right? Only a narcissist could look into the mirror and go all ‘I’m cute’. There should be a limit as to how tragic a woman could be, calling herself cute and such. I definitely wouldn’t have such thoughts, or so I thought, until that moment.


  To all the males in the world, please remember one thing.


  We aren’t narcissists in any way.


  The clothes’ cuteness does not equate to our own cuteness..


  I would say that might be the moment I awoke as a female, the moment I thought myself as cute after dressing up, that I could discard the opinion I had of myself, and experience this trendy fashion sense. For the first time in my life, I managed to grow, because I dated him.


  But if I had to say what the remaining problem was.


  I guess it’s probably that my fashion sense wasn’t ‘popular with the guys’, but that ‘it suits his tastes perfectly’.


  I only realized so once I entered high school, but that aside, back on point.


  On the day of the date.


  The epitome of plainness that was me, who usually wore knee-length uniform skirts, was dressed in a miniskirt that exposed her thighs fully. And when Mizuto Irido saw that, his response was,


  —Morning. Let’s get going then. 


  Eh?


  No thoughts about it? He didn’t think anything about his girlfriend’s unusual getup? I practically put all my efforts in dressing up.


  Huh, wait? I’m supposed to be his girlfriend, right?


  I tried to act calm and walk next to him, glancing aside from time to time.


  He showed no signs of commenting on my clothes, and I became increasingly uneasy.


  …Was it plain looking?


  I felt that I looked cute, but it was my own opinion, and might not be enough…since Irido-kun’s a nice person, maybe he’s avoiding the topic that’s my plain clothing so that he wouldn’t offend me …?


  The more I thought about it, the more I felt it was possible.


  After all, if it wasn’t the kind, the kind and delicate wouldn’t have made the classical blunder of not praising a girl’s clothes—no, on second thought, he’s the kind of person who’d make such a classical blunder.


  I always thought of myself as the source of every misfortune in this world, like I was the devil, thought to myself dejectedly that ‘so this is what it means to look plain’. I toured the bookshop with my boyfriend, chatted with him in the café, and just continued to date like that.


  And right when we’re about to go our separate ways then.


  —……As for, your clothes today.


  He suddenly said,


  —I think they’re rather cute.


  —……eh?


  For a moment, the slow brain of mine couldn’t comprehend.


  Why at this moment? Right when we’re about to go our separate ways?


  I had countless questions swirling in my head, but once I saw him avert his eyes awkwardly and cover his eyes, I had a brainflash.


  …Ah, I see.


  He really wanted to praise me, but he was too embarrassed to say so, and dithered until the end of the date.


  —Woahhh……aaaaaahhhhhhhhh~~~!!


  My back feels itchy ~~~!! In hindsight, that’s so embarrassing~~~~!!


  Back then, I didn’t know that I would be so embarrassed about this in the future, and shivered because I shared his sentiments.


  I was so overjoyed that I could grasp his psychology through this little gesture.


  But, he then continued his assault.


  —……But, erm…I’ll be glad, if you rein in, that miniskirt.


  —Eh…? Y-you don’t like it…?


  —N-not that, well…


  He tried to look nonchalant even though his voice sounded stiff,


  —…I wouldn’t mind, if we weren’t outdoors. 


  ……? Once again, I felt confused.


  But this time, I couldn’t grasp his intentions immediately.


  So I just answered, waved at him, and we went our separate ways.


  I kept thinking about this on my way home.


  If we weren’t outdoors? In other words, if we’re indoors? Why not outdoors? Because too many people will be looking?


  ……Because there were many people outside?


  —~~~~!!


  The moment I realized so, my face boiled, and I pinched at the hem of my miniskirt.


  So…that’s what he meant.


  He didn’t want others to see my legs.


  This possessiveness is disgusting. 


  Surely the current me would’ve thought so, but I wasn’t a popular person back then, so I did yearn to be possessed by others, to some extent.


  And furthermore, it’s him we’re talking about.


  He, who never looked passionate about anything, actually showed how possessive he was of me.


  The smile on my face never faded until I reached home.


  And ever since then—I never wore a miniskirt.


  ◆


  Akatsuki-san and I were leaning by the plants around the corner of the cross junction, staring at the passing crowd before us.


  It’s the weekend, and most of them were in their own clothes instead of suits and school uniforms. I was a little impressed that most people in this world had sufficient fashion sense to not look weird at all.


  “What do you think?”


  Akatsuki-san suddenly asked, so I answered,


  “I don’t think I need to answer.”


  “Your thoughts anyway?”


  “Hm~, …lolita?”


  “No way~. That’s impossible ~. I heard those clothes are super expensive.”


  “What do you think then, Akatsuki-san?”


  “School uniform.”


  “Ahhh, I see…it’s very convenient.”


  “It really is~. I think I’ll go all ‘woah, that’s a hassle’ if I don’t have a school uniform.”


  “We’ll have to think of what to wear when we go to college, you know?”


  “Woah, that’s a hassle.”


  Ahaha, Akatsuki-san laughed.


  “But we got to prepare ourselves.”


  “Yeah, just in case she’s dressed up like a lolita.”


  “To be honest, I really don’t know how to prepare myself for this.”


  “Yeah…”


  And while we’re talking, we spotted the person we’re waiting for amidst the crowds.


  She looked flustered once she saw us, and scampered over.


  “So-sorry…! Was I late…?”


  We silently stared at the girl who was panting away even though she ran a short distance. To be precise, we were sizing up Isana Higashira’s outfit.


  She’s wearing a T-shirt with weird alphabets and a crumpled parka. Well, because of the massive Alps on her chest, the alphabets were stretched into Unowns.


  For bottoms, she’s wearing jeans, which used to be blue, probably. After washing it over and over again though, it’s more of a sky blue.


  And once we saw this, we quietly decided in our hearts.


  ““……Phew~”“


  “E-eh? What’s wrong? Why are you relieved?”


  “Thank goodness you’re just being ordinarily plain~~”


  “We were wondering what we’d do if you really showed up in Lolita clothing. There’s still hope though, you’re just in plainclothes.”


  “Eh!? A-am I being bullied!? This is bullying, right!?”


  (Plain looking) Higashira-san was all teary.


  It’s fine if it’s just to visit a nearby convenience store, but this getup’s a little weird for someone going out with her fellow girls. If it’s not us, she’d probably be the laughing stock with all the ‘wait…what’s with this outfit~!? (LOL)” “So plain~! (LOL)” and end up trying to laugh it off.


  “So, Higashira-san, here’s the plan for the day!”


  Akatsuki-san lifted her hand and pointed her index finger at Higashira-san.


  “It’s called! ’Isana Higashira’s Dress Up Event’!!”


  “Ehhhh…!?”


  Higashira-san, who only heard that we’re just hanging out this rest day, gave us a blank look.


  “Well, we never had the chance to observe your personal clothing while you tried to conquer Irido-kun. After our end-of-terms, it’s summer vacation, so we’re going to do something before you embarrass yourself before Irido-kun, Higashira-san.”


  “Erm, why do you think I’ll embarrass myself? You haven’t seen my own clothes, right…?”


  “I don’t think you brought much money, but it’s fine.”


  So I ignored the topic and pressed on.


  “Akatsuki-san and I will split today’s budget.”


  “Eh…! I-I can’t let you two do that…!”


  “It’s fine it’s fine! Just think of it as a present from us!”


  “Yes yes…but in return, promise us one thing.”


  “P-promise…as in…?”


  Akatsuki-san and I smirked, and we said in unison.


  ““Promise that you’ll wear what we recommend. No complaints allowed.”“


  “Hiii…”


  Yep.


  It’s the reason why we’re gathered on this day, the ’Isana Higashira’s Dress Up Event’, aka ‘Isana Higashira Dress Up Doll Play Invitational’.


   


  “Don’t worry don’t worry. We’re not going to overdo it~ right Yume-chan?”


  “Yes, of course. Nothing indecent.”


  We entered the shopping mall, emphasizing that we’d keep it SFW, but Higashira-san continued to shiver like she’s a squirrel eyed by a savage wolf.


  “Y-you won’t lie to me, right…? You’re not going to make me show my belly button or something, right…?”


  “No no no! Even if summer’s too hot, anyone wearing that is a slut~!”


  We entered the apparel shop while smiling away.


  It’s June, the temperature’s already risen, and it’s all summer clothing in the shop.


  Of all the dazzling and loose clothing shown, “Oh!” Akatsuki-san spotted a top from the rack, and picked it.


  “Found a camisole.”


  “Stop! That’s the one clothing I can’t wear! My cleavage will be exposed!”


  “Shut up~!! Just wear it ~!!”


  It seemed Akatsuki-san transformed into some abusive dad at home as she shoved hot pants no different from swimsuits and a camisole to Higashira-san.


  “D-do I have to wear this…? It feels like some fanservice in a horror flick! Are you serious!? You’re not insane!?”


  “No complaining!”


  “Wear what we tell you!”


  “Hiiiiiii~~~……!”


  We pushed Higashira-san into the changing room from behind.


  Then, we folded our arms, and she probably gave up resisting, for we could hear cloth being ruffled beyond the curtain.


  “…Nn…! Wai, th-this is a little too small…uuu~…!”


  “Need our help~?”


  “N-no need, I’ll refuse…! That sounds so evil …!”


  “Tch. I want to see those ridiculously large boobs myself.”


  “You’re being too honest with yourself…”


  I too wanted to see though.


  About a minute or so later, I heard a timid voice from beyond the curtain.


  “…E-erm…I’m done…no-nobody else is around, yes…?”


  “Nope~. Just the two of us ~.”


  “R-really? I trust you then…? I’ll really trust you…!”


  Another ten seconds or so passed, and the curtain was moved aside.


  Akatsuki-san and I gulped once we saw Higashira-san.


  The camisole appeared to be bulging, but they managed to cover Higashira-san’s voluptuous body, somehow.


  However, the law of equivalent exchange dictated that the fabric would stretch, and the belly button was exposed.


  The hot pants didn’t seem to fit her, biting into the nice fatty thighs—


  In other words,


  ““Llllllllllllllllllleeeeeeeeeeewwwwwwwwwwwddddddddd……”“


  “I told you already, didn’t I!?”


  Higashira-san yelled and pulled the curtain body..


  That lewdness left us speechless.


  She’d be arrested for lewd indecency if she was to walk outside in this.


  “Mom nagged at me every day…telling me not to wear anything too revealing…she said that if I wear such clothes with this body, it’s not sexy anymore, it’s too erotic…”


  “We understand your mom here …”


  “I like that though, but yeah, we can’t have people thinking of you as a slut.”


  If we’re talking about clothes that aren’t revealing, then it’s my turn.


  After all, I’m famous for stubbornly refusing to expose my legs even as a high school girl (though among my friends).


  I looked through the rack, chose something decent looking, and returned to the changing room.


  “What about this then? Little cleavage, and exposes little.”


  “Hm~, it looks a little smart, but not bad? Feels innocent.”


  “…Smart, my fashion sense?”


  “It’s fine, Yume-chan! Cuteness is forgivable!”


  Smart…I see….


  I was a little curious about something, but since Akatsuki-san allowed it, I handed over the clothes to Higashira-san in the changing room.


  “Well, these clothes are rather …”


  I could hear clothes being changed in the room, and the curtain was pulled aside.


  “…How is it?”


  The half sleeved shirt was matched with a high waist skirt, simple and fitting.


  Akatsuki-san called it ‘innocent’, but I chose it because of Higashira-san’s personality. White shirt with dark blue skirt. Because of him, I knew that people like her wouldn’t like bright colors.


  I heard that one frustration of large breasts was that anything would look fat, so I deliberately chose a high waist skirt that could squeeze her waist.


  But in fact, because the hem of the shirt got hold up, and Higashira-san’s meaty body got emphasized—


  ““Llllllllllllllllllleeeeeeeeeeewwwwwwwwwwwddddddddd……”“


  “What do you want me to do!?”


  Higashira-san knelt down, her face blushing furiously. The embarrassed look seemed so erotic when she’s like this.
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  ”Hmmm.” Akatsuki-san and I groaned with our arms folded.


  “This is a toughie, Yume-chan……”


  “Yeah…she looks lewd no matter what she wears…”


  “Please stop…! Please don’t call me a perverted slut! I know I am, somewhat!”


  Higashira-san finally pulled the curtain back and hid herself in the changing room. She’s probably removing that innocently lewd outfit. How lewd.


  “Anyway, we can’t talk about matching clothes unless we erase the existence of those G cups…no matter what she wears, she seems like a big ol’ game character.”


  “People with big breasts sure have it tough. It’s the first time in my life that I felt something other than hatred for them.”


  “So you’re one of those who hate big boobs with a passion?”


  “I’m fine with creating some udders! Let’s try it in 2D mode ~”


  “Ud……what?”


  “Like this.”


  Akatsuki-san showed me a anime image on her smartphone. The pretty girl’s boob shape was clearly shown even through the clothes.


  “This is, ignoring physics, right?”


  “It’s possible to do it in real life though. Higashira-san, you should be happy since you like this kind of thing, right ~?”


  “Please don’t mix VR with reality!”


  The changing room curtain was pried apart furious, and Higashira-san, now changed into her old clothes, exited the room.


  “To me, anyone who can walk out there with those udders are nuts! Shameful display! They’re basically Adam and Eve before they ate the fruit!”


  “You’re making it sound like they’re really amazing. You alright with that?”


  “Tch~. I wanted to get Higashira-san to cosplay~.”


  “Cosplay…ah, I’m fine with a maid outfit though…”


  “So you’re fine with that?.”


  “You sure are interested in cosplay…”


  “N-not at all! Absolutely not!”


  Higashira-san continued to protest with futility as we led her around the shop again.


  The best way to obfuscate breast size was to wear large, loose clothing, but such clothes might make her seem fat.


  And even if we managed to bound her waist, those large boobs would just stand out all the more…


  Hmm, it’s difficult.


  “Say, light and fluffy ones are better, right?”


  Akatsuki-san said.


  “Light and fluffy?”


  “Really?”


  “It’s similar to your likes, Yume-chan, if I have to put it.”


  I looked down at my getup.


  I was dressed in a white blouse and a beige pleated skirt. I usually tend towards mild colors, partially because my long black hair looked gloomy enough, and another reason was that—over the time I dated him, he tended to wear black clothing. I hated it when couples wore black.


  “Well, I feel that both of you have a light and fluffy silhouette. You’re not willing to show off your body shape, right, Yume-chan? So if I go by this thought process, your shirt should be a little bigger, and you should be wearing some light fluffy dress…some gaucho pants, maybe? I think that might suit Higashira-san’s vibe better. She looks like an airhead after all.”


  “Hmm—, that’s true.”


  “I…look like an airhead?”


  Higashira-san tilted her head in confusion. Yep yep.


  It sounded like a good idea, but Akatsuki-san looked conflicted for some reason.


  “But well ~, this style clashes too much with Yume-chan’s ~.”


  “What’s wrong about clashing?”


  Once again, Higashira-san was puzzled.


  Akatsuki-san smiled,


  “Of course not~! Two fluffy girls walking side by side on the road. That has got to be embarrassing, right?”


  “So not only do I have to think about whether it suits me, I have to think about whether it meshes well with others…?”


  “Ah, Higashira-san, you’re giving that ‘this is troublesome’ look. Well, it is what it is. Welcome to a girl’s world.”


  “This reinforces my will that I don’t want to get involved with that world…”


  “The world of girls isn’t so Spartan for newbies to back off, right Yume-chan?”


  “Eh?”


  The ball’s on my court even though I didn’t know why, and I looked at Akatsuki-san’s face.


  “It’s a problem if it clashes with your style, Yume-chan. How about you compromise for her and give up yours~?”


  “Eh…? M-me?”


  “Yep! Time to start a whole new trendy style!”


  U-uh oh…she’s been gunning for this the entire time!?


  Akatsuki-san had been trying to get me to wear dashing outfits. I told her they wouldn’t suit me!


  “Which one then~♪ This one then~?”


  And Akatsuki-san took out long pants from the rack before I could stop her.


  Th-that’s weird…! We’re supposed to be dressing up Higashira-san today! Why me!?


  Akatsuki-san quickly chose a set, probably because there was one she liked, and shoved it into my hands.


  “Wear it then ♪”


  “I-I’ll…”


  “Wear, it, then ♪”


  I was pressured by the intimidating smile, and gave Higashira-san a pleading look.


  …And Higashira-san turned her face aside.


  S-such a heartless woman! She saw a chance to pull down with her and she took it!


  “Now now now! Go in go in go in! Ah, tie your hair up! That’ll suit your clothes better! Here’s a rubber band!”


  Prompted by Akatsuki-san, I was forced into the changing room.


  I saw myself in the mirror, and looked at the clothes in my hands. It’s the type of clothes I always avoided, the ones that really emphasized my body . U, uuuu…! She just forced clothes onto someone who never really wore anything other than a uniform, and…


  Anyway, I just had to try it on once, and Akatsuki-san should be happy enough…I had no choice but to think so.


  I quickly removed my clothes, and changed into the clothes that were handed over to me.


  A sleeveless blue top and white pants—skinny pants. They didn’t expose my thighs, but the curves were emphasized.


  I tied my hair as Akatsuki-san said. Realizing that this might clash with Akatsuki-san’s ponytail, I simply tied it at the neck, and had it dangle slightly in front.


  Is it a good thing…I really couldn’t tell after looking at my own getup..


  At this point, I didn’t have a baseline.


  Or to be precise…I didn’t have someone to show this to.


  I used to have one, someone I wanted to appear before after combing myself. I wanted to see his reaction, and choose anything that would catch his fancy, make up for what I was already lacking. So after I lost that person, I ended up like Higashira-san, a novice in the world of fashion—I couldn’t be sure of how I should dress up.


  …Let’s just go all out then.


  I gave up on thinking, and pulled the curtain aside in somewhat desperation,


  “…How is it?”


  Akatsuki-san and Higashira-san looked at my face for quite a while, and—


  “Woooowww ~~~!!”


  “So cool…!”


  Sounds good.


  Akatsuki-san was blushing with excitement, and Higashira-san gave me an admiring look, her eyes dazzling.


  Ehh…? Does it suit me well? Really?


  “I knew it! This really suits you very well! Not many girls are really suited for white skinny pants! Definitely!”


  Akatsuki-san’s words got faster and faster. Sounds legit.


  My heart felt a little ticklish.


  All my fashion choices till this point so that I wouldn’t whenever I was with a guy, or rather, him. But…it’s not a bad feeling to try out various clothes with my fellow girls.


  Once again, I looked at my getup.


  I, in skinny pants, seemed to have aged by three years or so.


  And then, I immediately felt that my past getup was, should I say, too childish, too feminine, or too conscious of what boys like…


  Unexpectedly, this getup’s decent…huh?


  I looked at the price, and felt it was suitable. As I had been sharing books with him, I managed to save some money. Novels as a hobby weren’t really expensive either, so I had more pocket money…hmm, well, it’s a good chance then.


  “…Let’s get the staff to cut the price tag off.”


  “Nfufufu! It’s a dream come true!”


  My fashion sense could always remain at elementary school level, and it’s a good chance…there’s no need for me to appeal to him after all.


  “Let the show begin! Higashira-san! This one’s for you!”


  And while I asked the staff to cut the price tag, Akatsuki-san had already chosen clothes for Higashira-san.


  The clothes she gave Higashira-san were all dark colored. She probably avoided light colors so that Higashira-san wouldn’t look fat.


  “Th-this set…? Erm, isn’t it a little too cute for me…”


  “Isn’t dressing up for the sake of becoming cuter? Go in go in!”


  Akatsuki-san nudged the timid Higashira-san into the changing room, and pulled the curtains.


  I too hoped that Higashira-san would just enjoy dressing up and ignore everything about love. Maybe she could improve on her lack of confidence…but I had a feeling that she’s overly reliant on him. Well, I couldn’t say anything much if they were fine with that.


  So I pondered about this as I accompanied Akatsuki-san, waiting before the changing room while Higashira-san got changed.


  And then.


  “Eh? You two…”


  We heard a familiar voice, and turned around,


  Annnndd, freeze.


  Two high school boys were outside the shop, staring at us.


  One of them had somewhat curly hair, was dressed in a ¾ sleeve T-shirt and pants, and had a frivolous vibe to him.


  That’s our classmate, Akatsuki-san’s childhood friend, Kogure Kawanami.


  And the other was a striking contrast, dressed in an old jacket and shirt, and crumpled chino pants, his hollow expression seemingly showing how disinterested he was in the world.


  It’s my ex, and little stepbrother, Mizuto Irido.


  The two people we’re very familiar with were standing there for some reason.


  “Ka-Kawanami?”


  Akatsuki-san’s face cringed a little for some reason.


  “Why are you here? And with Irido-kun too…?”


  “Buying clothes, what else? It’s summer anyway, so I want to get that Irido-san there and this Mizuto-kun here matching summer clothes before the hell that’s the end-of-terms begin.”


  “I never asked you though…”


  Mizuto said, clearly looking frustrated.


  And Kawanami-kun smirked as he put his hand on the shoulder,


  “Don’t say this man. This guy here will dress you up as the most handsome guy this summer!”


  “I say I don’t need it. Damn it. It’s a grave mistake on my part to plan the stayover at your place …”


  “That’s definitely the right thing to do, you know? You managed to buy time for your parents, and you don’t have to pay for new clothes, you know?”


  Oh. I was wondering why he was with Kawanami-kun, somehow, but it seemed this was leverage for him staying over.


  …Anyway, wait, will there be a summer version of the handsome mode during the aquarium date? I-I can’t say I’m completely uninterested in this…


  “Oh.” Kawanami-kun raised an eyebrow at me,


  “You look different from usual, Irido-san. Looks cool.”


  “Right right~!? Even you of all people get this vibe!”


  “As to be expected of you I get. It’s always you who come up with such things.”


  Kawanami-kun said, and then, I finally remembered.


  At this point, I had a completely different vibe from usual, from when I was dating him.


  I noticed Mizuto giving me a slight glance, and froze up.


  Before then, my getup was simply an extension of my middle school days, when I tried to fit his tastes. It’s different this time though.


  I got approval from Akatsuki-san and Higashira-san…no no no, pull yourself together, me! It’s not about what he likes anymore. Nothing at all. I’m just wearing what I like.


  Come on, say what you think. I won’t be hurt by whatever you say. So I thought as I steeled myself for the upcoming battle.


  Tsuuu.


  Mizuto immediately averted his eyes.


  …He didn’t like it after all, huh?


  Hmm~.ahhh, I see. I don’t care though? Not at all?


  “Hm?”


  Kawanami-kun’s stare turned to the spot behind us.


  The pulled curtain, the changing room—where Higashira-san was.


  “Another one?”


  “No no no, we don’t know that person! It’s my date with Yume-chan ~!”


  Eh?


  Akatsuki-san made a bold faced lie as she latched onto my arm, and whispered into my ear.


  “(Yume-chan,  we can’t let him meet Higashira-san!)”


  Kawanami-kun and Higashira-san?


  I was a little confused…but I just put up and shut up.


  “Hmm~……”


  Kawanami-kun probably took Akatsuki-san’s words as they were, and looked aside.


  Akatsuki-san heaved a sigh of relief once she saw this. And then,


  —Snap!


  We heard a photo snapshot from the changing room behind us.


  ““……Hm?”“


  And a tad later,


  Bzzzttt. I wondered where this vibration came from, and saw Mizuto frisk his phone from his pocket.


  He then gave a lethargic look at the screen.


  And froze there for seconds.


  And then, he glanced discreetly at the changing room Higashira-san was in.


  ““……Hmmm???”“


  Wait? A premonition occurred to me.


  Akatsuki-san probably came to the same conclusion too.


  Did Higashira-san, just—


  “Hm? LINE? From who?”


  “…Dad.”


  Mizuto instinctively pulled his distance, and did not show Kawanami-kun his phone.


  He moved his thin fingers quickly, and replied with a message,


  “Let’s stop dallying here and finish up what we’re here for, Kawanami. I want to go home and study.”


  “Yes yes. You’re here to do interesting stuff with me anyway. Let’s go then—”


  Mizuto asked to leave early, so Kawanami-kun waved at us, and both of them disappeared into the shopping mall crowd.


  And once we saw them leave.


  Akatsuki-san and I slowly turned towards the changing room—


  —And with a whoosh, the curtain was pulled aside.


  “Hyaaahh!? Wh-what’s going on!?”


  Higashira-san was in the changing room, her shoulder shivered—but at least she had her clothes on.


  The shallow V shaped shirt gently covered her, and the hem was tucked under her flared skirt, which took the focus away from her breasts quite a bit, along with her waist. That’s why Akatsuki-san told her to do so.


  Color matching-wise, the top’s a greenish-khaki, while the bottom’s a brownish beige. It looked plain, but this plainless might be better for Higashira-san.


  She really gave the impression of a village girl in a fantasy, and it really did seem to suit her, but that’s another matter altogether.


  Akatsuki-san and I stared intently at the phone Higashira-san was clutching at her lap.


  “…Looks like it didn’t look indecent.”


  “Doesn’t look that lewd after all.”


  “Eh? Eh…?”


  Higashira-san looked at us, back and forth, perturbed.


  The worst case scenario we had imagined was her holding her cellphone, half-naked, in this locked room called the changing room. It seemed that Higashira-san managed to slam the brakes in time.


  “We’re too hasty to conclude this time. We’ll spare you the lecture this time, Higashira-san.”


  “Yeah. It might be a little too much that you took independent action before we could decide, but we understand how you feel about that ‘I want him to be the first to see this!’ We’ll let you off!”


  “Ehh…h-how, did you now …?”


  Don’t let anyone else hear this, so Akatsuki-san hinted with her eyes, and continued,


  “And so? How about it?”


  “…Well, errr…”


  Higashira-san held her phone firmly, and covered her mouth.


  Not completely though, and we could easily see a smile on her face.


  It seemed there’s no need to ask.


  She lifted her eyes, peeked at us again and again, and tentatively asked.


  “…Can I…buy these clothes?”


  “Of course.”


  Akatsuki-san looked so proud as she agreed.


  I then nodded, and Higashira-san looked at her phone, before she smiled happily once again.


  …Well, depending on what we define as the starting point—it doesn’t matter whose standards we’re talking about, we’ll just have to build from there.


   


  “…Ehehe……❤”


  So I thought as I looked at Higashira-san, comparing herself in the mirror and on the phone, she’s taking the exact same path as I once did.


  “…Higashira-san, can I ask something?”


  Since we had a rare opportunity, the three of us toured the shopping mall..


  And while Akatsuki-san went to the toilet, I made up my mind and asked..


  Higashira-san was seated next to me on the bench, “Hm?” licking off the crepes cream on her lips as she turned towards me.


  “Erm…Higashira-san…you still like that guy after all?”


  “Mizuto-kun?”


  I nodded.


  It happened just this month. Higashira-san seemed to have recovered at a ridiculous pace after she got dumped by Mizuto. However, there were often times when she showed her fondness of Mizuto, just like before—especially when Mizuto himself could not see her.


  So, which was she?


  Did she still like him, or not?


  “I still like him though?”


  Higashira-san heartily answered as she slowly chewed on the crepes.


  “I like Mizuto-kun not because he’s a potential boyfriend for me though. I probably will continue to like him, you know? Both as a friend, and as a boy.”


  “Then, “


  I was a little hesitant.


  “…Don’t you feel like, you’re suffering?”


  “Really? I think I’m happier than when I was just his friend. Maybe it’s because I don’t need to hesitate about hiding the fact that I like him, I guess?”


  “But, if…”


  I thought of the old me.


  “…What if he has a girlfriend?”


  “Hmm—……well, I‘ll be unhappy, I guess? It might sound ridiculous coming from me, but I’ll feel that I lost. If Mizuto-kun has a girlfriend, I don’t think he’ll pull his distance from me, so that should be fine. I can’t tell though unless it actually happens …”


  Or rather, Higashira-san continued,


  “I might be a little more jealous if Mizuto-kun has a new friend.”


  “Eh?”


  “Mizuto-kun’s happiest when he’s chatting with me! So when I think of him having fun with someone else, at some place I don’t know of…! Uuu, I’m angry just thinking about it!”


  Higashira-san then wolfed down the remaining crepes.


  Ehh? Eh? …Ah, of course. Higashira-san doesn’t know about Kawanami-kun because she’s in a different class.


  I see…I finally understood why Akatsuki-san told me not to let Higashira-san and Kawanami-kun meet.


  “…You won’t get jealous of the lover, but of the friend?”


  “I feel like my territory’s invaded? Is this NTR?…Do you feel the same too, Yume-san? What would you think if a long lost little sister of Mizuto-kun suddenly shows up?”


  “…Well…”


  The complicated feelings swirled in my mind, and I felt really anxious. However, my feelings were a little different when I assumed that Higashira-san might become Mizuto’s girlfriend.


  I wasn’t resistant, nor regretful, and definitely not furious.


  “…I’m scared.”


  Higashira-san said as she looked at the empty wrapper.


  “When I think of how I only have Mizuto-kun, and yet he has other replacements, I just feel, very scared, very lonely.”


  Ahh.


  I really, really, really understood her feelings.


  This was the feeling of one who was chased out of her solace, thrown into the world alone.


  Of course…she wasn’t being possessive of Mizuto.


  She’s just scared, scared that she wouldn’t exist in Mizuto’s eyes.


  …But, once again, I questioned.


  Was she really fine with it?


  Could she really …continue to rely on him, cling onto him, and fawn over him forever…?


  “Higashira-san.”


  “Hm?”


  “There’s still some cream.”


  “Auu.”


  I took a tissue paper, and wiped her mouth. It felt like I was taking care of a baby.


  She said she had nobody other than Mizuto-kun.


  But at this point, Mizuto Irido wasn’t around.


  The ones who thought about and chose her new clothes were Akatsuki-san and me.


  “Higashira-san.”


  So I said.


  “We’re friends too, right?”


  “Eh, ah.”


  Higashira-san’s eyes wavered uneasily, and she blushed…before she peeked at my face.


  “C-can I, really?”


  She then invited me, just as she did when she bought those clothes, even though she had no need to.


  “Of course. We already thought of you as one.”


  “E-erm…but!”


  Higashira-san held my hands vigorously, only to be dejectedly.


  And finally, she muttered with a teeny-weeny voice.


  “…Though you can’t be, a replacement, for Mizuto-kun…”


  These words might have been a critical hit to me.


  But I didn’t falter.


  “Yep. I know.”


  I might be of a similar level, or better.


  ◆


   


  I bid farewell to Akatsuki-san and Higashira-san, returned home, and found that my useless little stepbrother had arrived earlier.


  I didn’t utter a greeting at all. He was on the sofa, reading a book, and with his back turned towards me, I asked,


  “So how about it?”


  “What how?”


  “Higashira-san.”


  “…………”


  Mizuto tilted his head aside at me.


  “…Well, she looks good?”


  “Can’t you just say something like ‘she’s very cute’…and so? What did Higashira-san say?”


  Mizuto looked completely annoyed, tapped at his phone, put it on the table, and showed the screen.


  It’s the LINE chat with Higashira-san.


  Her reply to Mizuto’s nonchalant praise.


  “1000 yen for another shot!”


  ………….


  …Seriously, this girl.


  Why couldn’t she show such a reaction in front of Mizuto?


  She couldn’t convey her feelings honestly. It’s a suffering personality. I really pitied her.


  “…Anyway, why did Higashira-san here cover her eyes with her hand?”


  “Who knows? Go ask her.”


  “Feels like I’ll get some crazy reply…”


  She looked like someone taking an indecent photo of herself on a SNS platform—so I barely managed to swallow back my thoughts. It would be as she intended if I said it. Better lecture her next time.


  —And then, I felt a stare.


  “?”


  “…………”


  I looked towards Mizuto, who so happened to avert his eyes.


  …Was he looking at me?


  I was wearing the clothes I bought, the skinny pants Akatsuki-san recommended. When we met first, he completely ignored these clothes.


  I thought these clothes didn’t suit his tastes though.


  “Hmm~……?”


  “…………”


  I went before the sofa, and stood before Mizuto.


  Mizuto turned his eyes towards the book intently, and wouldn’t look at me.


  There’s no reason for me to go along with his tastes.


  There’s no need for me to use him as a benchmark.


  But, that’s a different matter altogether.


  I slowly took out my phone, turned it horizontally, and covered my eyes.


  Just as Higashira-san did.


  “…Oy.”


  Mizuto’s voice quivered, his lips twitched.


  “You two are really similar.”


  “What do you mean? I’m just looking at my phone from a little higher up.”


  “If there’s anything you want to say, just tell me.”


  “I got nothing though? You’re the one who want to say something, right?”


  Mizuto’s lips reeked of bitterness. He turned his face aside, and said tersely.


  “…But that’s good anyway.”


  “Hm hmm.”


  I gave a victorious smile. Mizuto looked a little displeased.


  I had no reason to not wear miniskirts.


  He had no right to criticize me no matter how I exposed my legs.


  But even so…it’s bemusing how I managed to break that stoic facade of his.


  I’m not going to share this joy with just about anyone.

Chapter 4: Kogure Kawanami wouldn’t allow it (What’s going on Irido!?)

  I can say now that I was young and foolish, but I had an existence called a girlfriend between my second and third years of middle school.


  And because of that, I knew that of all the packed events for couples, Christmas, Valentine’s, New year’s, birthdays, and anniversaries, there’s one special event unique only to student couples.


  It would happen once every two months, or a month and a half, five times a year. Yep—it’s the ‘pre-exam revision’.


  Oho.


  My words here probably got you to think, a revision is an event? Revising before an exam is  hell, pain, way too much torture for a couple—I can basically hear your words at my ears.  Sorry about that, but anyone who never studied as a dating couple probably would have thought so.


  And that’s why.


  That thing’s just hell, pain, and a torture.


  I remembered that it wasn’t long after we started dating, at the end of the second semester in our eighth grade, before the end-of terms. The prior exam, the midterms, warned us of an imminent danger.


  Are you asking if it’s about her discreetly raising my eraser like an offering? That’s a very terrifying thing by itself, but I didn’t know about that back then. We faced a more practical crisis.


  Our grades slipped.


  It’s not something particularly visible to the naked eye. My average of 80 points dropped to 75, which by definition to me was a decrease. There’s a deeper meaning behind the numbers though; it gave us a huge dose of cold water when our heads were all overheated after we started dating (this overheat lasted for months, but that period in particular was crazy)


  It’d be bad if this kept up.


  And so, we had a common agreement about the end of terms, and drafted the following strategy.


  In summary—we’d only study together in public.


  No, don’t study together, you two.


  Please hold off with the retorts for now. Middle schoolers who just started dating are creatures who really, really, really lack the ability to make decisions. Do you think such logical works will work on them? The smart way to do it is to use abnormal things to deal with abnormal attitudes.


  In any case, all flirting would have to stop until after the exams.


  We resolved ourselves, and decided to use a  library a little further away to study. Our schoolmates wouldn’t usually go there, and most importantly, that place would force us to be quiet.


  Given how often we met at the library during summer vacation, we know that if we hushed our voices at the school library, we got a bit of leeway if we kept our voices down. Thus, no matter how shameless we were as a middle school couple, pardon me, it’s hard for us to chat excitedly at a public place where so many unfamiliar locals were at.


  —…………


  —…………


  We sat side by side, completely silent, and only the sound of flipped pages and racing pencils echoed in the air.


  Now this should be how a revision should be. Everything else was unnecessary. We didn’t need to whisper words to each other, didn’t need to hold back our laughter, didn’t need to jab each other with elbows for no good reason, and didn’t need to touch each other’s little finger while acting like it was unintentional.


  But there was a trap hidden there.


  We had to resist flirting with each other so openly—and this was a more dangerous situation for us middle schoolers who were dumb and perverts. We didn’t realize that though.


  First, it was Ayai who took action.


  —…Irido-kun. Here…


  Ayai passed her book over and muttered so, looking around as though she had woken from a dream. Luckily, no one actually reproached her, but even the softest of voices would be enough to attract attention.


  Let’s talk with pens then, so I took mine, but before that, Ayai glanced at me somewhat anxious…and inched her chair towards mine.


  Our shoulders touched, and her scent and shampoo’s coming from her hair as they gently caressed my nostrils. I froze up, and Ayai got close, whispering as though she was breathing into my ear.


  —…Do you…understand this…?


  This voice entered directly into my ears in this silence, and a numbing sensation flashed through my mind.


  Everyone was looking at us, at a place where no private chatter allowed, where we couldn’t touch all we liked.


  The environment restricted our actions and winds so much, and the voice that was echoed up close seemed a little too stimulating.


  Even though we endured till now.


  Even though we worked to purge the urge to talk and touch from our consciousness.


  I didn’t know if it was out of defiance or something else, but I was in jitters as I looked to my side, and I witnessed that moment.


  Ayai turned her eyes elsewhere, and pursed her lips somewhat anxiously.


  There were so many ways to ask a question.


  We can choose to talk by pen, or by phone. Ayai didn’t have to do the abnormal and whisper at my ear if she just wanted to ask questions.


  The lips were slightly glowing pink because of the lip balm, imprinted in the middle of my vision, remaining still.


  —…It’s a little difficult, to understand, with the textbook alone.


  Either way, this place wouldn’t do. I had to first retreat from here.


  —Then…let’s go find some textbooks.


  —…Yes.


  Seriously, middle school couples are just a bunch of idiots.


  No matter the time and place, all it took was a moment to get in heat. It’s basically a black mark on humanity, whose biggest characteristic is the intellect.


  I supposed the current her and I would have agreed on this point alone.


  —…Ehehe.


  We’re behind the large bookshelf, and Ayai’s breath was beating onto my lips that were covered with some balm. She showed a bashful smile while trying to hide her embarrassment, and I stared blankly at that face.


  —So-sorry…to disturb…you …


  —No…Ayai, you’re unexpectedly pervy .


  —N-not at all …! …Or maybe, yes.


  So Ayai said as she wrapped her arms around my back, and opened her lips slightly.


  Seriously, women really could change at the drop of a hat. Just four months ago she was a simpleton girl who didn’t know how kids were born.


  I wasn’t any better though. Just four months ago, I didn’t have any interest in girls at all, and at this point, I ended up trapped in such a simple temptation.


  The moment Ayai closed her long eyelashes at this moment.


  —……Woah……!


  We heard a weak, shrill shriek.


  We shivered, turned to look, and spotted a girl who’s probably in third, fourth grade.


  The girl’s face was really red, and she stumbled to leave.


  —…………


  —…………!!


  Amidst this awkward silence, Ayai’s face ripened as a fruit before me.


  I didn’t know who started it, but we pried away from each other, as though nothing had happened.


  —…Ehh, erm. 


  Ayai’s face was red to the ears, her head lowered as she stammered, not knowing what to say. No, erm, we’re lucky that it’s a little girl who saw us. I couldn’t say though if it’d be a memory she would remember for the rest of her life.


  We were doused and regained our sanity, and after much deliberation, I could only say these words.


  —……Anyway, let’s go outside for the time being. 


  —……Yes…


  Naturally, our grades didn’t improve at all.


  Nothing was accomplished aside for such a humiliating memory. If that’s not torture, what is?


  ◆


  July.


  The annoying plum rain had passed, and we had to change uniforms. All the students had changed into short-sleeves, but there was a tension completely different from the relatively airy clothes.


  There’s no reason to say the reason.


  “Higashira—are you okay with your end-of-terms?”


  After school, I went to the window at the library as usual, saw Higashira in her short sleeved shirt and sleeveless school vest, enjoying her reading time. That was when I asked a question I was always curious about.


  And that big breasted otaku of a girl, staring lecherously at pretty girl illustrations, shivered and froze at that moment.


  “…………”


  “Higashira?”


  “…Eh? What did you say?”


  “That’s stretching things..”


  The way you played the fool, the romcom would have ended in the first half of the first volume.


  Higashira cupped her head with both hands, “Uuuuuu” and groaned away.


  “I…remember!”


  “……”


  “I remember I got personal matters today. I’ll be taking my leave—”


  “You’re not running away.”


  “Auuu…!”


  I caught the hopeless student who tried to flee the scene. She continued to flail and resist, so I locked her head and arms from behind with a Nelson hold.


  “Owowowowow I give up! I give up~!!”


  “It’s not a battle without a KO.”


  “A deathmatch!? I-in that case…!”


  I thought Higashira had finally given up on resisting, but she suddenly wriggled about, turned her head to direct her eyes at me, looking like she had something to say.


  “M-Mizuto-kun…there’s something hard touching my butt here …”


  “That’s the phone in my pocket.”


  “Owowowow!”


  It seemed she was taught by her and Minami-san on how to negotiate, but those moves were useless on me.


  I felt Higashira’s resistance start to weaken, so I pinned her to the wall, and put her face by her side.


  “So? How’s your revision going?”


  “Erm …I don’t think this is a question to be asked during a kabedon …”


  “How’s your revision?”


  “…I-I haven’t started…”


  I closed in on her face as an interrogation, and she answered somewhat tearily, before turning her face aside.


  “Y-you say that…but it’s not the exam period yet…”


  “You think you can be prepared with just a week of revision? Given your style, you probably spent most  of your time reading light novels secretly in class.”


  “Uu…!”


  “If you keep failing, you’re going to repeat the year. You sure you want to be my junior?”


  “…Mizuto-senpai?”


  “Don’t try to be my kouhai.”


  “Hiiiiii! D-don’t say that with such a deep voice! My heart can’t take it, don’t do that!”


  Higashira nudged my chest while her face was still red, and so I disengaged the kabedon and sighed.


  “I’m saying this for your own good, you know?”


  “Mizuto-kun, are you my mom…?”


  “If you really become my junior, I can’t help you out when you forget your textbooks.”


  “U-uuuu…th-that’ll be troublesome …”


  The forgetful girl Isana Higashira muttered softly, looking utterly devastated.


  “You say that, but what do I do now…it’s too difficult to graduate from this school…and I was a smarter one back in middle school…”


  “You are smart enough, and getting into this school should prove it. It’s just the amount of training left.”


  “Amount …”


  “I’ll hammer into your brain all the knowledge about how to improve your grades.”


  Higashira suddenly pursed her lips, looked down innocently, and muttered,


  “Am I…going to be filled by you, Mizuto-kun …”


  “Enough with that.”


  It’s useless to try and escape with another dirty joke.


  And so I forced Isana Higashira to come to my house on the following Saturday.


   


  The next day.


  “…Not good …”


  Sitting in front of me was a man who looked as though it was the end of the world.


  Kogure Kawanami.


  That guy messed his hair up in this serious prep school, acting like an anti-establishment activist, and he’s sprawled on my table in despair.


  “This isn’t good…the end-of-terms, I’m suffering …”


  “I don’t think you’re the type to say that and end up cruising with high scores.”


  “Of course, isn’t it!? I barely survived the midterms after I fought for my life!!”


  “Given your connections, you could have obtained the real questions. That’s not enough for you to pass?”


  “…All the teachers here are vets…they know all our tricks inside out…”


  He’s acting like a guy who gained self-confidence after winning a hard-fought battle, only to be faced with an overwhelming power difference against a new enemy that showed up.


  “Save me, first in our year! I can only rely on you now!”


  “That’s disgusting. Don’t wanna.”


  “I’ll pay for anything you want!”


  “Oh ho.”


  Anything I want, you say?


  “I have a very rare limited edition that I want, but the price already skyrocketed online …”


  “Guh…! L-look, I said anything, but there’s a limit to that, you know? There is, alright?”


  “I can’t find it at the nearby old bookshops…”


  “Limit! Think about the limit! Oy!?”


  Well, it’s not like I wanted it, but he did buy clothes for me out of his own pocket money. I should figure out something for him, even if it means the OneCoin scam.


  But I already agreed with Higashira…it’s troublesome to teach the same exam topics twice over.


  Alright, let’s do this.


  “Come to my place next Saturday. I’ll teach you everything I have.”


  “Thank you very much, master!”


  “Who’s your master?”


  The most effective way was to teach them both at once.


  Higashira and Kawanami hadn’t met, but it should be fine given Kawanami’s exceptional social skills.


   


  And so, Saturday came.


  I brought Kawanami, who I agreed to meet outside, to my house.


  “Speaking of which, it’s my first time visiting your place. I wasn’t allowed to visit the last time Irido-san was sick.”


  “It’s my first time bringing a guy to my place too.”


  “You’re making it sound like you brought a girl over.”


  “Minami-san.”


  “Ahhhh…you think of her as a girl? Man you’re too nice a guy.”


  He really had low standards for what constituted a good person. So I get treated like a protagonist just by knowing what Minami-san’s gender is? Not a bad deal.


  Anyway, Minami-san wasn’t the only girl I brought back home.


  “Anyway, come in. It’s really hot outside.”


  “Yep. I’m boiling.”


  The July sun was baking. While Kawanami continued to ruffle his shirt collar, I led him in and opened the door.


  “Pardon my intrusion…your parents?”


  “Not around.”


  “So they aren’t…anyway, Irido-san’s shoes?”


  Kawanami said as he looked at the girls sneakers on the tataki.


  Guy’s eyes sure were sharp…but those sneakers weren’t Yume’s.


  “Looks like she’s here.”


  “Hm? Who’s here?”


  While Kawanami was all befuddled and tilted his head, the living room door slid open.


  Swaying about was an Indoor long skirt and long black hair. Appearing from the living room was my useless little stepsister Yume Irido.


  Yume looked flabbergasted as she stared at Kawanami and I, who stood at the entrance.


  “Morning, pardon my intrusion, Irido-san.”


  Kawanami waved his hand, but Yume didn’t response to that—


  “Wa…wa-wai-wai-wai-wai-wai-wait!!”


  She scampered towards me, grabbed my elbow, and pried me away from Kawanami.


  She got me behind the stairs, and started acting all furtively as she reproached me. Déjà vu, I’ve been in this place before, right?


  “(Wh-what are you doing!? Why did you bring Kawanami-kun to our house!?)”


  “Why, you ask…he asked me to teach him.”


  “(Did you already forget that she’s here too…!?)”


  “Hm, looks like she made it safely. Worst case scenario, I was thinking if she would wander outside our house and not come in.”


  That Higashira certainly grew quite a bit; she’s capable of visiting another person’s home alone.


  “It’s troublesome to teach the same thing twice. Isn’t it more effective to teach both at once?”


  It’s really an intelligent thought. Even I was impressed by my own idea.


  I nodded away, and Yume put her hand on her forehead as though she had a headache.


  “(Ahh—I knew it …! He’s such a person after all…!)”


  “Seems like I was taken for an idiot. What, you wanna fight?”


  “(Anyway! Get Kawanami-kun to your room! I’ll teach Higashira-san—)”


  “—Yume-san~?”


  I heard Higashira’s voice from the living room.


  “Is Mizuto-kun here ~?Yume-san~?”


  “W-wait a sec! Not now—”


  And with a crack, the living room door was opened.


  Isana Higashira stood at the door, dressed in the clothes that Yume and Minami-san had supposedly chosen for her.


  And .


  Isana Higashira’s eyes, Kogure Kawanami’s stare.


  Met head on, indubitably.


  They narrowed their eyes.


  They raised their eyebrows.


  And they asked, looking completely bewildered.


  “……Who are you?”


  “……Who you?”


  Ahh bummer…Yume covered her face with both hands…


  I was left befuddled.


  What’s with the ridiculous atmosphere?


   


  “I’m Isana Higashira, Mizuto-kun’s one friend..”


  “I’m Kogure Kawanami, Irido’s best and first friend.”


  “Hah?”


  “Huh?”


  The two of them were in my living room, glaring at each other, whom they had met for the first time.


  To my left, Higashira suddenly grabbed my elbow.


  “Mizuto-kun, what’s going on!? Who’s this frivolous guy? It’s a lie, right? I’m your only friend, right, Mizuto-kun!? Right!?”


  And to my right, Kawanami, shook my shoulder.


  “What’s going on Irido!? Who’s this big breasted girl!? Why’s someone like her here!? Isn’t this your sacred sanctuary with Irido-san!?”


  Why did it end up like this?


  I never could dream that Higashira, ever the shy person, and Kawanami, the guy who’s friendly to each other, would utterly loathe each other on first sight—so why did it end up like this? I had no idea.


  It’s true that Higashira’s personality wouldn’t be too accepting of how Kawanami looked so frivolous, and Kawanami wouldn’t get along with someone like Higashira—


  Yume ignored me while I was in this tug-of-war, and appeared to be giving someone a call..


  “(Akatsuki-san…! Save us…!!)”


  It seemed I couldn’t rely on her, so I sighed reluctantly and struggled to escape the duo.


  “Alright, calm down. Looks like there’s a misunderstanding on both sides.”


  ““Misunderstanding?”“


  “Kawanami, she’s  Isana Higashira. An acquaintance I met recently, and a friend I get along well with, that’s all.”


  “…You know each other recently and you got along well?”


  “Higashira, he’s Kogure Kawanami, a guy who calls himself my friend, and keeps harassing me in class, that’s all.”


  “…Keeps harassing?”


  The eyebrows of Higashira and Kawanami were frowned like a curve, and they stared at each other.


  To be honest, I really didn’t know what kind of misunderstanding occurred between the two of them, but either way, I was sure it could be resolved by sorting out the facts.


  I guessed my calm explanation was super effective, for they both nodded and gave enlightened looks..


  “I see. Mizuto-kun’s stalker.”


  “I see. A con artist aiming for Irido.”


  “Why did it end up like this!!”


  Did these two actually listen to me!?


  Higashira immediately pulled my arm right into her chest. My upper arm was buried in those fat lumps of meat, but she didn’t seem to mind as she glared at Kawanami like a watchdog.


  “Please don’t come over, Stalker-san. Mizuto-kun’s my friend. I’m not handing him over to anyone!”


  “More like you should move your filthy hands away, con artist.”


  Kawanami’s eyes were blaring with murderous intent as he glared down and pointed at Higashira’s face.


  “What, you think he’s easy to conquer just because he’s an otaku? Too bad for you, Irido’s not that easy to deal with. How about you back off before your ego gets hurt?”


  “Guu…! Y-you tore my wound with no regard for human life…!”


  “Oh dear! Looks like you got eaten! Why that’s a pity! Too bad I couldn’t see a shameless woman cry for not knowing her own place~~~~~~~~~!!”


  “Uu …uuu ~!! Mizuto-kun~~~!!”


  Higashira let out a sobbing sound as she hid behind me.


  At this point, I could no longer act neutral.


  “Sorry, Kawanami, I can’t allow you to bully Higashira anymore.”


  “What!? You’re on her side now!?”


  “I’m not planning to take sides. I don’t know how she offended you…but I promised Higashira that if she gets bullied, the other party will also have to be bullied.”


  “Mi-Mizuto-kun…”


  “Higashira-san might be moved, but you should at least help her out when she’s bullied instead.”


  The vile woman interrupted, but I should just ignore her existence.


  “Look, I did dump her, but the guts to confess to me is worthy of respect, not mocking. Kawanami, correct that.”


  “Eh…!? Wait. This guy’s really angry …!?”


  “Kawanami-kun…I don’t know what you’re so insistent on, but I think you should apologize. For some reason, his boiling point’s really low when it comes to Higashira-san.”


  That’s to be expected, right? If my friend got mocked, I should fight fire with more fire. Doesn’t everyone do this?


  “Kuuh…”


  Despite that, Kawanami hung on with a look of one who took a bitter pill, and finally gave up resisting as he lowered his head in the face of my silent stare.


  “…Sorry…I just lost a bit of composure…”


  “Hm, what about you, Higashira?”


  “Well, I’ll let him off then. On account of his Oddish hairdo.”


  “Damn you!! You’re not hurt at all!!”


  “Hiiuu!! M-Mizuto-kun~~……”


  “…Oy, Kawanami.”


  “…I’m really sorry.”


  I looked down at Kawanami, who lowered his head, and decided to let him off. As long as he understood, as long as he did.


  “Ah!? Oy, Irido you saw that!? She just stuck her tongue out!”


  “Hmmm?”
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  I heard that, and turned to Higashira, but she was just a timid little animal-like otaku.


  And again I looked at Kawanami.


  “You shouldn’t be going around spreading rumors …”


  “What the heck!? Irido-san, what’s going on!? The Irido I know of is so weird out of a sudden!”


  “Wh-who knows…I don’t understand either …”


  These guys are ridiculous. Didn’t I say something that’s to be expected?


  “We don’t have much time. We should start studying. Open the textbooks.”


  “Ehh~? We’re not going to your room, Mizuto-kun~? I wanted to check out the bookshelf there …”


  “After the exams.”


  “Yippee~”


  I opened Higashira’s textbook on the living room table, and heard Kawanami’s groan behond me.


  “Ugh…this is a nightmare …!”


  “Kawanami-kun, why are you suffering this much…?”


   


  It was a little chaotic, but we started our revision, as planned.


  “It’s better to read deeper, considering how difficult the modern language exams of our school are. Look at these past questions, you can see from the description how—”


  “Don’t remember the formula, remember how to use it. You don’t understand because you’re just lazy and want to memorize. Alright, don’t be lazy and get working!”


  I didn’t plan on it, but my burden was reduced by half because Yume helped me out a lot. I decided to teach both of them at once, considering the issue of efficiency, but I was really uneasy about whether I could teach both of them, in an area I was unfamiliar with. She really helped me out.


  Higashira and Kawanami complained again and again, but given the flawless plan to teach them together, the study group far surpassed my expectations.


  “Phew~. I’m tired ……”


  Higashira, seated opposite me, sprawled on the table.


  Kawanami gave a mocking sneer.


  “Huh, giving up so easily? How are you going to be a match for the first ranked Irido?”


  “…I think a difference in academic ability should be fine, just like how a height difference has a sense of sacredness.”


  “Like hell there is. You need to be on equal terms, right? There’s no hope for a woman who only knows how to hide behind a guy’s back. No way this is the current trend out there.”


  “Huh?”


  “Huh?”


  Higashira and Kawanami continued to glare at each other, but I stopped bothering. Countless similar scuffles happened beneath my eyes over the past dozens of minutes. I just let them be as long as they didn’t cross the line.


  “Let’s take a break. I’ll brew some tea.”


  Yume stood up, I too left my seat, and followed her into the kitchen.


  Yume rolled her eyes at me.


  “…Why are you coming along too?”


  “I don’t want to be alone with the two of them.”


  “I think it’s worse if they’re alone together …”


  Yume looked back. Higashira and Kawanami, still in the living room, were glaring at each other silently.


  Yume tilted forward and started looking for the teapot, while I leaned over her, looking for the box of tea in the cupboard above.


  “It’s one thing if it’s Higashira-san, but why is Kawanami-kun acting like that too…?”


  “Best if you don’t know. Anyway, just don’t do anything carelessly.”


  I received the teapot from Yume, and opened the tea box.


  “Huh? When exactly have I done anything carelessly?”


  “Well I don’t know why Higashira’s acting like that now”


  Considering his past words and deeds, I could deduce why Kawanami was acting like that. To put it, it’s somewhat similar to an otaku who misunderstood, like a character he ships doing something completely different from how he interpreted things.


  I didn’t know about Higashira’s situation though. She’s usually a timid animal, but I never expected her to be so hostile.


  “She probably thought you got taken away. After all, she doesn’t have any friends other than you.”


  Yume said as she poured water into the electric kettle, and I put the leaves into the teapot.


  “But doesn’t she have you and Minami-san now?”


  “That’s because …”


  Yume switched off the singing kettle.


  “…Understand her a little more. You really haven’t thought enough for her sake.”


  “Hmm, that’s rich coming from a woman who’s not gentle enough.”


  “Who’re you talking about!?”


  I snatched away the kettle Yume raised.


  And then, I started pouring hot water into the teapot with the leaves.


  “To be honest, why do you have to interfere with Higashira and me? You’re the one who’s overly protective of her. Did you feel similar to her in some way or something?”


  “…You might not know this, but it’s common for a person to worry for a friend. It’s true that she has some aspects I’m worried for though …”


  “I see. Like?”


  “Like…”


  “Like a fetish of having someone else put on your socks?”


  “That’s not—ahh!”


  It probably happened instinctively.


  Yume instinctively grabbed my wrist, and my hand shook.


  The hot water that was going into the teapot slipped and landed on my fingers holding the teapot.


  “—!!”


  “So-sorrry! You alright!?”


  I hastily put the teapot and kettle aside, and shook my scalded hand.


  The fingertip of the index finger was completely red, but well, I could just wash it in water immediately if it’s this bad—


  “L-let me have a look!”


  And in the blink of an eye, the development happened so quickly, I had no time to think.


  The scalded hand was grabbed by Yume, and before I realized it.


  Nom.


  —My index finger was in Yume’s mouth.


  “———!?”


  My thought process was completely interrupted, and as my fingertip was very sensitive due to the scald, it was wrapped by a warm, soft texture. Five seconds passed by the time I realized it was Yume’s tongue wrapped around my finger..


  “O-oy!”


  “Neh?”


  I hastily pulled my finger out, and there was a long trail of drool stretched from the fingertip.


  I saw the trail of saliva snap, and rubbed my boiling cheeks even though it wasn’t scalded by the water.


  “Wh-what…are you doing…”


  “Eh…b-but mom said before this is how I should treat wounds …”


  “You don’t lick a finger, you cool it …”


  “…Ah.”


  Yume’s mouth was half opened.


  Did she just realize that she licked a guy’s finger all over.


  ‘When exactly have I done anything carelessly’? And she actually said that—


  “—Oho~”


  “Wowsies.”


  My brain rebooted slowly after such a long lag, for the two voices overwhelmed my capacity.


  Kogure Kawanami and Isana Higashira leered away, their hands deliberately covering their mouths, as they stood at the kitchen counter, staring at us.


  Those two had been watching each other silently, and said in the exact same tone,


  “Irido-san, you’re unexpectedly quite the silent pervert.”


  “You look like an honor student, Yume-san, but you’re unexpectedly pervy. huh?”


  “Why is this the one moment you two aren’t arguing? I-I was just being careless—!”


  Yume blushed as she tried to defend herself, but I ignored her as I washed my scalded finger with water.


  I wanted to wash away the saliva along with the pain and scald…but the problem was there we had witnesses. Even though we wanted to act like nothing happened and forget, these two would remind us of our old wounds.


  …Well, luckily, these two were the only ones at the scene. If I actually imagined the consequences of her being present—


   


  —Crack, and the sliding window facing the garden was opened.


   


  “Eh?” “Hm?” “Fueh?” “Ah?”


   


  Even the folks starting this ruckus stopped talking as they looked towards the sliding window.


  Right at the garden.


  Over there was a little animal-like intruder with a ponytail.


  “Ya~, Yume-chan♪ I’m here to save you ~♪”


  The moment I saw Akatsuki Minami’s smile, sweat flowed profusely down my back.


  “Kawanami~,  what exactly are you doing here~~? …and I heard someone said Yume-chan is very pervy and so on~~………so what happened?”


  Kawanami and I immediately took action.


  We abandoned all thoughts of scavenging our cargo, and darted to the living room door empty-handed..


  “Did you think——you can run♪”


   


  “—Anyway, Higashira-san and Irido-san aren’t related in any other ways, and they’re just friends on very friendly terms. I see your malicious heart is just filled with corruption. You understand now?”


  “…I don’t want to be told that I’m corrupted from someone who’s completely corrupted~”


  “Ah?”


  “Owowowowow!!”


  Minami-san’s little feet stomped on Kawanami’s back while he was sprawled on the floor, pressing down and sinking deeper.


  How in the world did such a lightweight cause such noise to begin with…?


  Higashira-san sat on my back while I was pinned down next to Kawanami, saying proudly,


  “That’s how it is. Mizuto-kun and I are just on better terms than anyone else in the world. Don’t you feel ashamed for being so lovebrained, you frivolous guy? That’s why I can’t stand those joyful characters who don’t understand other people’s hearts.”


  “Higashira-san, Higashira-san. That’s not convincing at all when you’re being so close to him like a lover. Get off first.”


  “Ehh~?”


  Yume tried her best to Higashira off while the latter was completely displeased. It’s summer already, mind if you don’t stick too close? Your breasts are steaming me.


  Minami-san turned around, and gave Higashira a reproaching look.


  “You too Higashira-, don’t kick up a fuss just because your friend is getting along well with other friends. A girl who’s overly reliant on others can be very annoying too. People will badmouth you, you know?”


  “…Mi-Mizuto-kun won’t say such harsh words to me …”


  “Who knows? Maybe he said something like ‘That woman’s annoying’ when you don’t know it.”


  “Eh…!?”


  Higashira gave me a pleading look, so I decided to meet her expectations


  “This woman’s annoying.”


  “Ayee!?…S-sorry~…”


  Guessed it’s a little too effective. I patted the leaning Higashira on the back to console her.


  “And pat my head too …”


  “Okay okay.”


  “And clean up my snot …”


  “Okay okay.”


  “And buy me some Häagen-Dazs …”


  “Okay okay.”


  “You’re not even being overly protective. You’re already her lackey …”


  I felt the condescending look from my little stepsister, but this loss didn’t amount to much if I could protect Higashira’s feeble heart.


  “…A girl who overly relies on friends will be hated, huh.”


  Kawanami suddenly gave a sarcastic sneer as he directed his eyes towards Minami-san.


  Minami-san narrowed her eyes, and retaliated with a cold and condescending look.


  “……What, you got something to say too?”


  “Not at all. It’s all self-explanatory after all.”


  “…Shut it.”


  Minami-san turned her head aside, and the ponytail behind her head shook like a real horsetail.


  “Then…finally, Irido-san, “


  Minami-san put her hands on her knees, crouched down, and lowered her head towards me.


  “Can I ask you a question?”


  “…What question?”


  “Are you excited?”


  “Pfft.” I made a strange sound when faced with this fastball


  “I’m asking if you got excited when Yume-chan licked your finger? So now this means you’re so excited that you can’t answer, right? Right? Right right right? Right right right right right?”


  “A-Akatsuki-san, wait a sec! Please stop! I’m embarrassed to hear it too!”


  Minami-san, who was shooed away with all of Yume’s might , just yelled away, “Irido-san you silent pervert~! I know everything~! Why is it always you~!”.


  “You’re unexpectedly perverted, Mizuto-kun~”


  “Higashira, enough with the baseless words.”


  “Nom”


  It all happened so suddenly.


  Higashira, seated next to me, pulled my hand and put my finger into my mouth.


  Everyone was dumbfounded, and so Higashira said with my finger in her mouth.


  “Ow aout that? Eeling horny??”


  “…Nothing. It feels like I’m licked by a large dog.”


  “Rude!”


  Higashira let go of my finger, and started slapping at my shoulder. Really, I couldn’t get rid of the feeling that I was playing with a pet.


  “…I see…”


  I heard this murmur from Kawanami, still prone on the floor.


  “Okie.” Kawanami got up in a jiffy. Was he really alright after all the cracking sounds from his back?


  I looked up at his face,


  “You going back?”


  “We can’t study when it’s like this now, right? I’ll take back that yandere girl. Just relax.”


  “Who’s the yandere!? You’re the sicko, you pervert—!”


  “Okay okay.”


  Kawanami carried off Minami-san, who was caught by Yume, in a princess carry. “Woah” “Ooooh” both Yume and Higashira squealed.


  Minami-san continued to kick up a fuss, but Kawanami walked out of the living room. Instead, while they walked through the door, Minami-san’s flailing arm hit the wall, and she suffered.


  I saw them leave, and Kawanami stood at the entrance, turned towards me—or to be precise, at Higashira next to me.


  “You’re Higashira, right? I’ll let you off for today.”


  “Why are you acting cool!?”


  Minami-san continued to hammer away, but Kawanami remained unfazed as he walked out of the entrance.


  Higashira hid behind me, and spat her tongue out at the door.


  “That’s my line. There won’t be a next time.”


  “At least say that so that he can hear you.”


  Higashira turned her head aside…it seemed everyone had people they couldn’t get along with.


  Yume slowly folded her arms, and sighed.


  “So anyway, what was Kawanami-kun being fussy about…?”


  “…So what if you do know?”


  “Eh?”


  Yume turned back towards me in shock, and I realized that I had the slip of the tongue.


  “No…nothing.”


  I averted my eyes, and nudged Higashira in the back.


  “Let’s get back to revising for the exams.”


  “Eh!? Didn’t we stop!?”


  “Kawanami returned home. There’s nothing stopping you now, right?”


  “I~don’t~wanna ~~~!!”


  I could sense Yume’s stare from behind, but I played dumb and had Higashira sit before her textbooks and notebooks.


  ◆


  That night, Kawanami called me.


  “Sorry for kicking up a fuss at your place.” 


  “Yeah. Don’t do this again.”


  “I can’t be sure of that though. My instincts are telling me that girl Higashira’s a natural enemy of mine.”


  It’s really troublesome, especially when these troublemakers always start a ruckus around me.


  “…Well, don’t worry about that. I won’t do anything. I’m a ROM (Read-only member) after all. I’m fine being just a bystander.”


  “I don’t get you. Are we really that interesting?”


  “Interesting, huh…who knows? I’m not going to laugh and clap on the sidelines.”


  Minami-san flashed in my mind.


  There’s a look of pain when she looked at Kawanami, or talked to him.


  And then…there was always a sarcastic sneer on Kawanami’s face.


  “I don’t really think it’s possible, but,”


  I nearly blurted, hesitated when the words reached my throat—but I still asked anyway.


  “—Are you using us to erase any lingering regrets?”


  “Nope.”


  Kawanami immediately concluded so.


  I couldn’t see his expression through the phone, but through the phone, I heard the most earnest words from him for the first time since I met him.


  “That’s definitely not it. Irido…don’t underestimate me.”


  “…Alright, sorry.”


  I apologized for my rude question, and hung up.


  —There’s something called a Observer’s effect.


  It meant that something observed would be affected by an act of observation.


  To be honest, it’s a physics lingo and not exactly a commonplace truth—but it’s true that countless people would inadvertently be affected by the thought of ‘how would others look at me’. Like, a child who’s thought as ‘quiet’ will become all the more quieter—or people thought of as a ‘couple’ would want to form such a relationship.


  Such looks are really a hassle. It’d be really wonderful if life can be unrestrained by such stares…


  “…………”


  I picked up the phone, and sent Higashira a LINE message.


  “Are you studying now?” 


  “I’m studying about how Nobunaga Oda’s actually a girl.”


  “There’s so many of them I’m not sure which is the textbook.”


  Higashira spammed gleeful emotes, and I sensed my cheeks relaxing a little.

Chapter 5: Akatsuki Minami continues to harass (Yume-chan, let’s go to the toilet!!)

  I can say now that I was young and foolish, but I had an existence called a boyfriend between my second and third years of middle school.


  This relationship came to its end due to many various factors, but if I had to mention the most direct of them all, I could answer that immediately.


  Friends.


  Yes, I had new friends. That was the start of the honkai.


  He and I were in a world of our own, during the three months since the start of our eighth grade’s summer vacation. It was a locked world I thoroughly enjoyed myself with, was at my happiest, and never allowed anyone else in. However, I personally broke it.


  I would say, many times over.


  I didn’t think it was a wrong decision.


  If I didn’t have friends, we’d be lovers until now. We might continue in our little world of two, milking this relationship, without a care in the world. For me, who had seen the world beyond love, it was a little unhealthy.


  If our relationship was a little healthier, just a bit.


  If I, or him, could be a little more accepting of those other than ourselves, if we had lived in a wider world.


  —If we hadn’t been jealous of each other—


  …At this point, it’s all crying over spilled milk.


  But I already knew—both to be the one jealous, and to be the one on the receiving end of the jealousy.


  At the very least, I could use this lesson.


  I could then affirm the significance of this black history to me and console myself—even though it’s worthless at this point.


  ◆


  “—Higashira-san, you made a calculation mistake here.”


  “Eh? …ah, that’s true.”


  “Don’t skip the checking just because you think it’s a hassle. And don’t sleep during the exam just because you finish answering.”


  “Ehhh~”


  Higashira-san looked annoyed as she blew into the straw, causing lots of bubbles in the orange juice.


  It’s a study meet for the first semester end-of-terms.


  The members present were me, Higashira-san, and—


  “………”


  Akatsuki-san was seated opposite me, staring intently at Higashira-san and me.


  She continued to fiddle with the straw in her cup, but there’s just little ice scraps in there.


  If I remembered correctly, she never flipped a single page of her textbook ever since the study meet began. Akatsuki-san managed to eke into the top 50 during the last exams, and I didn’t really have anything to teach her. That’s why I focused on teaching Higashira-san, but….


  “Akatsuki-san…? There’s no drink in the cup, you know…?”


  “Hm~? Ah, really ~”


  “…Say, is there something you want to ask…?”


  “No no, nothing at all, you know~? I’m fine I’m fine. Nothing at all~”


  “I’ll get some drinks then, what do you want?” Akatsuki-san asked for our requests, went to the drinks bar, and I saw that little back leave.


  “Hmm…”


  “What is it, Yume-san? You got a tummyache?”


  “No…I just feel that she’s acting weird…”


  She didn’t look any different from usual, and was still the usual lively Akatsuki Minami.


  But I could sense something a little rigid—thorny within her.


  When did I feel this mood before …?


  While I was feeling nonplussed, Higashira-san next to me took out her phone.


  “Phew~,  rest rest.”


  “I’m confiscating that.”


  “Ahhh—!? That’s the lifeline of a high school girl—!”


  No gaming until we’re done with studying.


   


  The next day.


  “Yume-chan, let’s go to the toilet~!”


  First period ended, Akatsuki-san came to my seat, and said with a grin.


  There’s no need to be so loud. So I thought, but my little stepbrother was already immersed in the world of books. Well, whatever, we’re living together. There’s no need to be discreet about going to the toilet.


  “Yeah, I feel like going too.”


  Back in middle school, I couldn’t understand why a pack of girls would go to the toilet together, but at this point, I understood.


  The girls’ toilet was the only place where we could avoid the boys looking at us.


  Ever since I made friends back in ninth grade, I understood that the creatures called girls would discuss so many series in a single day, some involving stuff they wouldn’t want guys to hear, nor anything that should be discussed openly. The half sealed room called the toilet would allow for them to talk as they please.


  “—And during gym class~—”


  “Yep yep.”


  “—This happened~—”


  “Ehh~!”


  “That’s unreasonable~—”


  “Yeah, a little ~”


  I continued to chat with Akatsuki-san while tidying myself before the mirror out of convenience. I was just chiming in, and it’s amazing that she could discuss one topic after another.


  The bell chimed, and the second period started. And once it ended.


  “Yume-chan, let’s go to the toilet~!”


  Akatsuki-san ran over to me.


  W-we already did, right? You haven’t talked enough…?


  I wanted to spend more time studying in class…but I couldn’t just refuse Akatsuki-san, so I went along.


  “—And then~—”


  “Uh huh.”


  “—This happened—”


  “Ehh~!”


  “That’s unreasonable~—”


  “Yeah, a little ~”


  And the third period ended.


  “Yume-chan, let’s go to the toilet~!”


  Three times’ too much already.


  I knew she just wanted to chat with me, but that’s way too much. Was Akatsuki-san someone who liked to gather at the toilet…?


  “Sorry…I want to study a little…”


  I cautiously refused Akatsuki-san as I wanted to revise, and waved my hand at her with a smile.


  “Ahh ~, I see, sorry then. It’s fine, it’s fine! Do your best!”


  So she said, and went over to where her other friends were.


  I observed her for quite a while…but Akatsuki-san didn’t invite anyone else to go to the toilet.


   


  “Something’s wrong with Akatsuki-san.”


  That night, I was in my room, speaking into the phone.


  On the other end was my little stepbrother, holed up beyond the wall. We decided to communicate through our phones during the night, so that our parents wouldn’t be suspicious..


  Mizuto never bothered to disguise his disdain,


  “…I thought you would come up with some ridiculous gossip, but that’s it…Minami-san’s never been sane to begin with, right?”


  “How’s she insane anyway? More like you’re the weird one, and Higashira-san, and Kawanami-kun.”


  “This is the difference in values…”


  I hugged my pillow, trying to form words out of the dissonance I felt.


  “I guessed it happened since the start of our revision. She’s strangely clingy ever since then…”


  “Hasn’t she always been clingy to you?”


  “Not at all! It’s completely different!”


  “I don’t understand.”


  I could practically imagine Mizuto frowning the moment he said so.


  “Anyway, why are you discussing this with me?”


  “Isn’t Kawanami-kun like, Akatsuki-san’s childhood friend? I’m wondering if he knows something.”


  “So I’m the messenger here? …Well, it’s true that he probably knows something.”


  “Of course, right?”


  “But…hmm—”


  “What is it?”


  “No…actually, he’s dying just preparing for the end-of-terms now.”


  “Ah.”


  “I don’t want to occupy his mind with something unnecessary.”


  “I see…you’re right.”


  It really wasn’t convenient to disturb him…and it’s just a baseless dissonance I felt. There’s no need for me to discuss with them right while they’re revising for an exam.


  “But give me a holler if Minami-san gets visibly weird. Like if she calls you in the middle of the night to harass you.”


  “…Who’s harassing who?”


  “This really is the difference in values…”


  Can this guy breathe normally without having to insult me?


  I wanted to refute a few words, but I called a few things.


  And then, I eased into a smile.


  “Now that you mention calling in the middle of the night…speaking of which~, I wonder who~ called every night for a certain period——”


  ——Duu, duu.


  He hung up.


  I saw the screen which indicated that ‘called ended’, and showed a victorious smile.


  Back then, it’s true that…he started feeling jealous because I had friends, and spent less time with him, maybe? In hindsight, it was really cute.


  “…Jealous?”


  Akatsuki-san started acting weird right before the revision started——when I started guiding Higashira-san in her revision.


  “…How’s that possible?”


  I gave a dumbfounded chuckle, and put my phone to recharge.


  It’s really pretentious of me to think that Akatsuki-san, who had so many friends, would be jealous just because of me alone.


   


  ——Or so I thought.


  Ever since then, Akatsuki-san’s actions got increasingly overboard.


  “…Minami-san.”


  “What? Yume-chan?”


  “It’s hot…”


  “Ah, sorry, sorry.”


  Akatsuki-san finally let go of my arm…but after she drank her fill of cold water from the drinks bar, she latched onto my arm again.


  “I’ve cooled down already. This should be fine, right?”


  “…No….”


  That’s not the problem.


  I didn’t mean that at all.


  I wanted to say that I got everyone to come to this family restaurant to study, but I couldn’t hold a pen.


  Was this really the distance friends should have? That’s no different from Mizuto and Higashira-san then…eh? So that’s fine? I was all confused since I had little experience about friendship.


  “Hm, I see. Yuri works are getting more popular nowadays. You really are leading the trend, sensei.”


  Casually saying so was Isana Higashira, seated directly opposite me on this day.


  “But personally, I think it’s better for your relationship to have a slight awkward distance rather than being so clingy.”


  “I can’t do that! Yume-chan and I get along so well that we don’t need to gauge our distance!”


  “Is…that so?”


  Well, it’s true that we’re on good terms.


  I was glad that Akatsuki-san could say so.


  But despite that, i had a feeling there’s a little difference from what I assumed, compared to what Akatsuki-san assumed——


  “But no matter how close you two are, won’t it be annoying to have someone cling onto you like that?”


  Those were some careless words.


  Higashira-san merely said so without any thought as she sipped the juice through the straw.


  But Akatsuki-san and I looked over at Higashira-san’s stoic look in unison.


  There were three things I wanted to say.


  First, do not say sensitive things like, annoying, in this situation.


  Second, do you not have any self awareness of how clingy you are towards Mizuto?


  Third, can you not drink away while in this situation?


  ——But before I could speak up, Akatsuki-san jolted up like a trampoline, and let go of my arm.


  “Eh…ehh…? No way, maybe…”


  Akatsuki-san looked around like a suspicious person, and shook her arms.


  I should follow up on this.


  Or so I realized immediately, but I spent too much time hesitating over what I wanted to say.


  “Y-Yu-Yume-chan…have I been getting you to go to the toilet with me more often recently …?”


  “Eh? Yeah…pretty much…every break.”


  “Have I been really clingy towards you recently…?”


  “Eh, well…pretty much?”


  “Have I been sending more LINE messages…than usual?”


  “…Pretty much?”


  I really didn’t know what’s the definition of usually, but it certainly seemed a lot closer compared to before.


  “Ah~…ah ~…ahaha.”


  Akatsuki-san showed a somewhat awkward silently, messily stuffed the stationery and textbooks into her bag, and stood up.


  “Sorry, Yume-chan! I’ll be going home early today!…I’m really sorry.”


  She muttered the rest of her words, and her voice was as loud as a bug.


  Akatsuki-san put money on the table, paying for our drinks as well, and hurried out of the family restaurant.


  Higashira-san continued to drink her juice, watched Akatsuki-san leave…and slowly said.


  “…Did I mess up again?”


  “…Looks like it.”


  “……I’m sorry……”


  Higashira-san sank further down the seat, and I got her a new cup of juice.


   


  Ever since then, Akatsuki-san was not as clingy as she was before.


  Or so I said, but it’s not like she started ignoring me all of a sudden. The next day, we greeted each other, ate together, and went home together like usual—we’re just back to the distance we had before.


  And as for how Higashira-san was so blunt at the family restaurant,


  “I’m really sorry for yesterday! I went to apologize to Higashira-san too!”


  Well, Akatsuki-san brushed it off easily. She also accepted the money for the drinks after she had left it there the previous day.


  Everything was back to normal, as though nothing had happened.


  But why was it that the hazy dissonance didn’t fade away.


  I really wanted to get down to the truth of this matter, but reality wouldn’t allow me to.


  The revision for the end-of-terms officially began.


  “Yo, number two.”


  “…What is it, number one.”


  It was night, I was at home, and Mizuto brushed me by as we went past each other, so I answered him with a somewhat harsh voice.


  “You look like you have it easy now. Can’t see any eye bags now.”


  “I don’t remember having any. Anyway, you had the time to teach Kawanami-kun?”


  “Taking it easy is my way of doing things. Don’t mix me up with a certain person who only knows how to work hard.”


  “No worries, I shall act based on my on schedule. Don’t mix me up with a certain person who decided to drop points in the spur of the moment.”


  “…………”


  “…………”


  We exchanged looks, I went up the stairs, and Mizuto went to the washroom.


  …Seriously, couldn’t he be a little more honest, like ‘don’t force the issue like the last time’?


   


  I continued with my revision at an acceptable schedule, all to settle the score against him.


  And so, during the end-of-terms.


  I challenged the questions in peak condition, not sleep-deprived like I was during the mid-terms—


  “…Ah…”


  I stood before the bulletin board displaying the end-of-terms rankings.


  I started looking for my name from the bottom, one by one—nope, nope, nope—I couldn’t find my name at all.


  And at the very end, I found my name at the top..


   


  “First, Yume Irido”


  “Second, Mizuto Irido”


   


  “Yay ~!!” “You got first again ~!!”


  My friends around me praised my performance.


  And I still was in some disbelief.


  My ranking was above his.


  The sight of that made me so fluffy…


  …Ahh.


  Even after so much had happened…somewhere in my consciousness, there was a recognition that I couldn’t beat him.


  I looked to the side.


  I unwittingly looked for him.


  And finally, the person I was looking for was standing at the perimeter.


  Kawanami-kun stood next to him, smiling while putting a hand on the shoulder as though consoling him.


  He however looked a little frustrated as he waved off Kawanami-kun’s hand.


  He turned around, and left without saying a while, leaving behind a shrugging Kawanami-kun with a troubled look.


  And he—seemed to be walking with bigger steps than before.


  …I did it..


  I did it—I did it!


  “I—DID—IT…!!”


  I won! I won I won I won …!! I beat him!!


  I clenched my fists, suppressing the joy that’s rising from the bottom of my heart.


  See, see. You saw, didn’t you …!! I’m not going to be a straggler who’s going to follow behind you forever!!


  I drove myself to the brink the last time, and lost, and this time, I won even though I had to teach Higashira-san. It sounded ironic—but it seemed that forcing the issue wasn’t the way to victory.


  What about Higashira-san? Did she make it into the top 50 …?


  I looked at the rankings again, as I had only looked for my own name just now..


  I didn’t see Higashira-san’s name there. I guessed she couldn’t raise her scores this much…she should start aiming for top 50 next time then—


  “—Huh?”


  But while I looked at the rankings, I noticed something amiss.


  Akatsuki-san, who was ranked for the midterms, didn’t appear on the list.


   


  “Yume-san~~~~!! I passed~~~~!!”


  Immediately after the rankings were released, I saw Higashira-san run towards me with her hands raised, script in hand, as though she was protesting.


  Higashira-san said as she sniveled,


  “Uuu…now I don’t have to spend my summer vacation attending remedials. Thank you very much ~~~!!”


  She looked so happy, but were her grades that good?


  So I wondered, and peeked at her grades, only to find that they were slightly lower than average.


  “…Let’s raise your scores by twenty points on average.”


  “Eh?…N-nooo~ I can’t be troubling you all the time ~……”


  “Well, well, don’t worry about it.”


  “I don’t want to study anymore ~!!”


  Higashira-san cried again, but passing by the skin of one’s teeth was truly arduous. I’d think that the first semester’s report wouldn’t look good to her parents.


  “Say, Higashira-san. It might be rude for me to say this …”


  “Ehh? You want to nag on? Does my face really make me prone to bullying…?”


  “If I have to say this, yes.”


  “Are you serious!?”


  “Nope, your grades are rather poor, but you’re actually attending this school. I think you did work hard for the entrance exams?”


  Speaking of which, even though I wasn’t from a famous public school, I really forced myself because I was aiming for the scholarship…Higashira-san probably worked harder than me, all to prepare for the entrance exams—it’s impressive that she passed, given her unconfident personality.


  “Ahh~…actually…”


  Higashira-san looked down, and crossed her fingers.


  “You don’t have to say it if you don’t want to…”


  “No…actually, I too experienced that period, I guess…a chuunibyou phase …”


  “?”


  “Back then…I thought that maybe I could get friends I could talk with if I entered a school smart people attend.”


  Higashira-san showed a gaudy look, “Ehehe.” and followed with an awkward laugh.


  “Back then, I always thought that my lack of chemistry…was due to the surroundings. And then when I first entered school, I realized then ‘Ah, I just have a communication issue’…s-sorry. It’s a really stupid reason…”


  “Not at all.”


  I immediately shook my head slowly.


  “It’s not a stupid reason at all…probably. I understand your feelings too, the desire of hoping that there’s a person out there who understands you.”


  “Really …?”


  “Of course…and this isn’t a mistake.”


  “Eh?”


  “You managed to make it to this school because you worked hard, didn’t you? That’s how you met me, Akatsuki-san, and him, right?”


  Higashira-san’s mouth was wide open, and she blinked away—


  She then raised her lips, and twitched her body.


  “Ehe. Uehehe. Ehehehehe …”


  “えへって何だよ!? Don’t get all embarrassed without saying anything! Now I’m embarrassed too!”


  I fanned my burning face with my hand, “Eh?” and Higashira-san showed a perturbed look. She’s the embarrassed one. That’s way too fast of a recovery, right!?


  “Anyway, it doesn’t look like Minami-san is around?”


  “It’s not like we come in a set.”


  “Really? I thought you two would appear as a set as often as Mizuto-kun and me.”


  “That’s quite a serious case then …”


  When did we give such an impression to begin with? Well, for me, if anyone were to ask who my best friend is, I’d say it’s Akatsuki-san.


  “Actually, I sent her a LINE message, but she didn’t respond. It’s still unread too …”


  “Wait…is she still angry about the fact that I messed up…?”


  “I don’t think that’s actually happening. She contacted you, didn’t she?”


  “Well, she did…it’s fine, right? Right?”


  You’re being too worried—so I wanted to say, but I too was an introverted person, so I could understand her worry. I was always mindful of the mistakes I made in my conversations, and overthink it.


  I too wished to meet Akatsuki-san just to check on her—even if it was to check on the situation—


  “—What what~? Badmouthing me?”


  “Woah!”


  Higashira-san suddenly squealed and jolted.


  Appearing right behind her was Akatsuki-san, of all people.


  “Akatsuki-san, where have you been? You didn’t respond to the LINE message I sent.”


  “Really? Sorry~,  had a tummyache.”


  Higashira-san immediately let out a long sigh.


  “What, that’s it…I thought …”


  “Thought?”


  “Nothing nothing. Good that it’s nothing at all!”


  “Now I’m curious ~”


  Akatsuki-san said somewhat mischievously, and latched onto Higashira-san. Akatsuki-san reached her hands towards Higashira-san’s lofty breasts in a perverted manner, and started fondling them.


  She’s back to her usual demeanor.


  Akatsuki-san probably had enough fun, so she moved away from Higashira-san, and clapped her hands together.


  “Oh yeah! I heard about it, Yume-chan! You’re top of our year again? Congrats ~!!”


  “Thanks. Akatsuki-san—”


  I tried my best to sound nonchalant as I asked,


  “—How did you do for your end-of-terms?”


  “Me? Well…”


  Akatsuki-san gave a gaudy smile,


  “I was a little careless this time. Didn’t fail though.”


  “Oh? Do I have company now?”


  Higashira-san’s eyes dazzled, and immediately closed in.


  “You’ll probably feel a little better, Higashira-san~. I should have let Yume-chan teach me though.”


  Akatsuki-san then glanced aside at me,


  “Ah, but you don’t have to if you find it a hassle though.”


  That was the one moment Akatsuki-san showed an opening.


  I saw a little opening in her fortress-like ‘the usual’ retort.


  The usual Akatsuki-san would never show such a breach..


  Usually, she would wring out an agreement from me without me realizing, and make a promise.


  But at this point, she added a failsafe as though she was terrified of something? What? That I would reject her? No, not at all. She unwittingly let her emotions slip, and betrayed the fear in her words.


  Yes.— ‘trouble’.


  …Ahh, it’s been a while since I had this thought—


  —Thank goodness I could have a boyfriend back in middle school.


  I definitely wouldn’t have realized this opening, if not for that particular experience.


  “…Not at all.”


  I adamantly shook my head.


  “There’s nothing troublesome at all. Let’s aim for the top ten during the second semester then, Akatsuki-san.”


  “Really? Thanks~! But top ten might be a little too tough~”


  Akatsuki-san finally showed her usual smile.


  She wouldn’t tell me, no matter how I asked.


  In that case, I should grasp what she’s really thinking.


  It’s fine—the current me could do that.


  After chatting for a while, Higashira-san said.


  “I’ll go taunt Mizuto-kun for losing out this time then!”


  “Don’t do it. He’ll really get angry.”


  “That’s good then! I’ll be off ~!”


  Higashira-san immediately vanished towards the library with a whoosh.


  She really hadn’t changed that all. She didn’t really have much desire, but she’s so stubborn. Moments ago, she was so tentative and nervous, and the next moment, she could say something unbefitting the mood—maybe she wasn’t one to be honest with her desires, but to do things at her own pace.


  Higashira-san left us, and Akatsuki-san glanced up at me, looking all fidgety.


  “…Just the two of us left, huh?.”


  “Yep. See you tomorrow.”


  “You’re so slow!”


  Akatsuki-san hammered at my shoulder, smiling, and I too chuckled.


  A semester, three months. We used this opportunity to create a conversation pace for ourselves.


  Even if we didn’t do anything else, this comfortable time wouldn’t just disappear. Akatsuki-san’s not as useless as him or me. Even when I occasionally acted out of hand, even when I failed, she would clean up my mess, conceal my mistakes, and the next day, she would act though everything was back to normal.


  But, because of this.


  I felt that I should be the one mustering courage on this day.


  “Let’s go home then. Maki-chan and Nasuka-chan have club activities—”


  “—Akatsuki-san!”


  “Hmm!? What what!?”


  Akatsuki-san stopped, looking completely shocked as she stared at my face


  I made up my mind, and said a line for the first time in my life.


  “…Shall we…go for karaoke together…?”


   


  “Ooh~, it’s my first time entering a suite for two.”


  “Y-yeah. Me too…”


  “Why do you look a little nervous?


  Akatsuki-san stood at the entrance of the karaoke suite, teasing me so.


  It seemed she was waiting for me to sit down.


  I sat on the right edge of the sofa, and Akatsuki-san’s little body sat a seat away from me.


  It’s clearly a longer distance compared to when she latched onto my arm at the family restaurant.


  In that case, I had to wonder what turmoil Akatsuki-san had in her mind after Higashira-san pointed it out.


  And what distracted her to the point where her gardes slid.


  —Everything was so obvious.


  I took a deep breath.


  I wasn’t one for words. I never was able to convey 10% of my words to anyone. Yep, that was why I conveyed the feelings I desired to say most, in the form of a letter.


  So I wanted to convey my feelings, my true thoughts, to Akatsuki-san.


  I had to act on it.


  “Akatsuki-san…I.”


  I mustered my courage, and confessed to Akatsuki-san.


  “Actually…I, haven’t actually…sang before anyone else.”


  “Really?…Ahh~, I see. It’s either you sing in front of everyone, or a duet with me…well, this does seem to be the situation.”


  “Yeah…”


  I tapped the device, and picked the songs I wanted.


  Akatsuki-san took the microphone in hand, “Ohhh!” and she called out.


  —Back in middle school, I practiced for a group singing competition, because I didn’t want to stand out.


  Not because I wanted to improve my singing.


  It’s just a means to avoid failure and embarrassing myself. After all, I’d stand out too much if I was horrendous.


  I didn’t want to stand out from the crowd.


  I hated the idea of not fitting in with everyone.


  I would feel ever so restless if I didn’t mix with the crowd.


  Being so inferior, useless, clumsy…I really wished that nobody else could hear my singing, if possible.


  But.


  Ahhh, I experienced this so many times, so, so many times.


  Whenever things weren’t going well, or whenever I was anxious, or lonely, I wanted to vent out all my feelings, my existence, to anyone, or even anything.


  Yeah, even I…had moments when I wanted to yell out loud.


  Whether I was a plain ordinary girl, or an honor student with brains and brawn…I too had moments when I wanted to cast aside all the characters I could portray, and yell in all directions.


  In such situations, who would I wish to be by my side?


  Mizuto Irido?Isana Higashira?


  No…neither of them would feel appropriate.


  Oh yes.


  At such moments, the one I wanted to direct my yell to was—


  “——————!!!!”


  I eked out the loudest scream I could muster from the depths of my belly, and vented it into the microphone in my hand.


  My emotions filled the entire suite.


  Those were my regrets, my regret for causing him to apologize to me for no good reason while I was oblivious as to my own jealousy back then..


  That was my resolve, the determination never to repeat the mistake after I took off the glasses and let my hair down.


  I was not going to convey everything as words.


  The lyrics I yelled had nothing to do with my feelings.


  But even so, even so…this song was about me exposing my heart completely.


  “—……haa…haa…—!!”


  And once the song ended, I wheezed, and my shoulders shook.


  My throat ached a little. I usually wouldn’t speak loudly, and I overdid it this time.


  But…my head felt completely refreshed, as though it was vacuumed thoroughly ….


  “……Yume-chan……”


  I looked towards a dumbfounded Akatsuki-san, and showed a faint smile.


  “Akatsuki-sa—ack ack! W-wait a sec …”


  “Y-you alright!? Water, here’s water!”


  I received water from Akatsuki-san, and gulped it down.


  I let out a long sigh, collapsed next to Akatsuki-san like I was a puppet with my strings snapped, and felt a lot more relieved.


  “Thanks…”


  “Ye-yes. It’s fine. What’s wrong? Today, you’re…”


  “I sang really badly huh.”


  “Eh?”


  The already frozen Akatsuki-san widened her mouth, and I giggled.


  “No need to be reserved like usual, you know?”


  “Eh…well…”


  Akatsuki-san’s face looked ambiguous due to her confusion, but I ignored it, and looked towards the microphone in my hand.


  Of course. There’s no way I could have sung well. I never actually sang for real.


  If I remained silent and said nothing, Akatsuki-san would surely try to pass off this matter. She should be able to get the mood going even with everyone else around.


  But…


  “Akatsuki-san, I don’t think friends should hide secrets from each other. It’s expected that everyone has one or two things we don’t want to talk about, no matter who it is, or the relationship…I’ll be worried instead if we really aren’t talking.”


  “…Yeah, that’s true.”


  “But.”


  I looked at her Akatsuki-san’s face.


  “I never saw you sing alone, Akatsuki-san.”


  Akatsuki-san always sang with others during karaoke..


  As the moodmaker, she was always the first to stand up and ease the atmosphere…but that wouldn’t misdirect me as I would do the same thing as her.


  Akatsuki-san didn’t answer, so I continued on,


  “I won’t ask you why, since I wouldn’t say if I were in your shoes. But—”


  I wanted to show her how Akatsuki Minami was like as an existence to me.


  “—But anyway, I showed you my singing voice which I never showed him, or Higashira-san.”


  I handed the microphone over to Akatsuki-san.


  My intentions were ever so clear.


  If I wanted others to open their hearts to me, I had to first open my heart to others.


  That was the biggest lesson I learned in my most successful experience in life, and also from the worst failure.


  Akatsuki-san looked at the microphone in my outstretched hand for a few seconds.


  But suddenly.


  She looked troubled and speechless, and gave a smile different from usual.


  “…That’s unfair of you. It’s no different from a threat.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Well it’s fine. If it’s for your sake, Yume-chan.”


  Akatsuki-san said quickly without any hesitation—and held the mic.


  She stood up, pointed it at her mouth, and turned back to others.


  “You said you won’t ask, but I’ll tell you why I won’t sing in front of others.”


  Akatsuki-san showed a brazen smile, along with that reverberating voice of hers.


  “People will think I’m pretentious—take that for data okay, Yume-chan?”


  And the singing she showed was so wonderful—it was breathtaking, like a clear blue sky.


  ◆


  “Pffhaa! Pfahahahahaha!! That’s too terrible, Yume-chan~! You stole someone’s trunks!? A-aren’t you quite a pervert…!? Ahaha!”


  “I-I didn’t steal it! I just picked it up! Anyway, I never saw a guy’s underwear before…you’re the same too right, Akatsuki-san!?”


  “Ehh~? No no, I do have that guy around. I know when his pubes grew, so his underwear and all is like, still at this time of the year?  We do occasionally drop by at each other’s place to wash clothes though.”


  “Eh? You mean Kawanami-kun?…eh, that’s the relationship you have?”


  “No no no! We used to bathe together, you know? But well, that’s basically up to middle school.”


  “Middle school!? Don’t you usually stop at elementary school!? A-are you alright …?”


  “Ahh~, well~, everything was fine, except for…well?”


  “S-so vague…!”


  Akatsuki-san showed a mischievous smile. So-so that’s how childhood friends are like…I see…that’s how it is ….


  Once we got tired after singing, we extended our time in the suite to chat. The first thing we started off with was to grumble about boys, but maybe it’s because it’s a closed room with only girls, our chat started moving towards a more salacious direction…and before I knew it, I ended up talking about the underwear I would wear to my grave. I-I hoped to keep it a secret…


  “Yume-chan, your room’s next to Irido-kun’s right? Did you hear any terrible noises?”


  “…Terrible noises?”


  “Well, to put it delicately…AV panting voices?”


  “That’s not delicate at all!”


  “Ahaha! But well~ back in middle school, I snuck into his house, and—”


  Time quickly passed while I listened to Akatsuki-san’s riveting stories.


  And when we finally left the suite, the sun had already set, even though the summer days should be longer.


  “Woah~, it’s already night. Your family’s fine with this, Yume-chan?”


  “Ehh, probably…I told mom, but I’ll be eating dinner, so I have to head back.”


  “I see…”


  Akatsuki-san said with a sigh, and looked towards the lit streets of the night.


  What exactly did she see in her eyes? Today’s memories? Or—


  My thoughts were interrupted by a ringtone.


  I knew without looking that it was from Mizuto.


  I would occasionally ignore his phone calls, but I had to pick it up since I hadn’t reached home even though it was so late—I picked up the call, and put the phone to my ear.


  “Hello?”


  “…Where are you now?” 


  The already familiar voice seemed a little rigid.


  “I went to sing karaoke with Akatsuki-san. We’re heading back now.”


  “Hmmm…”


  He was the one asking, so what’s with that callous attitude of him.


  I didn’t really feel frustrated though, probably because I let loose all the nonsense just now, and merely answered with a chuckle,


  “Are you worried about me?”


  “…Not really.”


  “Or…you think I’m dating someone?”


  “………”


  Oh, a reaction? 


  Or so I thought for once.


  “I’ll be worried for the other person though.” 


  “Eh?”


  “That you might cause trouble for that person instead.” 


  …Again with the deadpan words.


  Usually it would have ended with me completely outraged. But—I looked towards Akatsuki-san next to me.


  “…You don’t have to worry.”


  “Hm?”


  “She doesn’t mind if I cause her a little trouble after all.”


  Akatsuki-san blinked away once she heard that—nymaa~, and grinned away.


  She then latched onto my elbow, and yelled into the phone.


  “That’s how it is! Sorry Irido-kun!”


  And then, I hung up at this moment, as though it was premeditated.


  I looked towards Akatsuki-san’s face.


  Akatsuki-san looked at mine.


  We stared at each other for seconds—and burst out laughing.


  “Aha!”


  “Ahahaha!”


  “Ahahahahahahahahaha!!”


  “Ahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha!!”


  It felt strangely awkward, but we walked home, laughing out loud.


  We walked down the street at night.


  We’re both in school uniforms, and might be dragged off to counselling.


  It’s really not anything funny—but Akatsuki-san surely would figure out something to bail me out again.


  “Anyway, what are we doing for summer vacation?”


  “Yeah~. Anyway, let’s eliminate the possibility of you getting wooed then!”

Chapter 6: The old childhood friends want to watch (Ahhh!!)

  It’s a harrowing fact in hindsight whenever I thought about it, but I did have an existence called a girlfriend during a certain period of my ninth grade.


  She’s someone family-oriented and devoted. She’s a little on the small side, but she was rather pretty—if I boasted about her to a hundred people, about seventy of them will be envious. I did have such a lover before.


  Why is this guy suddenly saying this? That’s what you’re thinking, right?


  Okay okay, hold your horses. Let me explain the story to the very end. Will your thoughts remain unchanged then?


  Here’s my prediction.


  Your thoughts will change completely.


  If not—the old me will be rolling in the deep.


   


  —Kokkun, did you eat the pudding in the fridge?


   


  That’s just a scene so ordinary in our daily life, anyone would yawn.


  We just started dating back then, but our lives hadn’t changed that much. One day, I was enjoying myself at home after school, and she said that.


  According to her, it seemed she put the pudding in the fridge.


  And in my mind, I conjured a memory of myself finishing a pudding that suddenly appeared in the fridge.


  I was so excited back then that I hastily stood up from the sofa.


  —Sorry! I’ll buy a new one …!


  —……It’s fine. I have mine.


  So she said, and took out a pudding that wasn’t opened.


  Now that she mentioned it, I remembered seeing only one though?


  —Wait, there’s two of them? 


  —…Probably~.


  So she sat at the dining table, ripped off the packaging, and munched it down.


  She insistently refused to look at me in the eyes, and her cheeks were puffed, but probably not because she was eating pudding.


  —…Eh, why are you so angry?


  —I’m not angry.


  Her voice was obviously a little tense. Back then though, I couldn’t figure out why she was angry.


  And then, that night, while we were having dinner.


  —I’ll take this!


  She quickly snatched the fried chicken from my plate.


  —H-hey! What are you doing!?


  —What are you angry for~? You’re quite the glutton. Do you really want to eat?


  So she waved the fried chicken with her chopsticks, smiling impishly.


  W-was that revenge for the pudding incident back then?


  And instead, I turned my face aside, looking a little displeased.


  —Anyone will be angry about having something taken.


  —I’ll return it to you then.


  The chopsticks carried the fried chicken  to my mouth.


  —Here, ahh~❤


  …………


  Wait…I saw the fried chicken, and realized the truth.


  —…The pudding in the afternoon.


  —Hm~?


  —Did you buy it…just to do this?


  Was that why she’s angry that I ate it?


  That woman—Akatsuki—


  She made a joke with a Cheshire cat grin.


  —Now, what’s going on~?


  Ahh…thinking back, I just felt chill up my spine.


  I got goosebumps, my skin just shivered.


  That definitely was the start of it all.


  Back then, it was just a lover play that would make anyone smile.


  But before I knew it, her feeding me with her chopsticks became a matter of fact.


  And then I found myself using my chopsticks increasingly infrequently.


  Until—I no longer had my chopsticks before me.


  Kogure Kawanami died once.


  But why did such a memory remain in my heart?


  ◆


  “——…………………………!!”


  I woke up, covered in disgusting sweat, and was welcomed by the morning.


  …It’s the dream from that time again?


  I blocked the sun shining through the gap in the curtain with my hand. I hoped the cooling morning sun could chase away the memory of my nightmare, but it’s really so awful, it felt like a curry stain that just lingered in a corner of my mind.


  I rolled my sleeves, checked my arms, and frowned. I had nettle rash, like vines growing on rocks.


  It’s horrible to wake up like this.


  I gloomily left my room, and found a fried egg wrapped in cling film on the dining table. Next to it was a note reused countless times ‘I’ll be a little late tonight. Settle your own dinner. From mom’.


  Again it’s the usual morning.


  I was completely awake thanks to the nightmare. I put the bread into the toaster, returned to my room, and changed into my uniform..


  I put the toasted bread and cooled eggs into my mouth, dumped the milk into my tummy, went to the toilet, and tidied my appearance.


  It was 8.40am by the time I took my bag and left the entrance.


  And the moment I reached the corridor, the door next door was opened..


  Appearing from there was a girl wearing the uniform of the same high school as me..


  There was a shorty, not more than 150cm tall, and she glanced up at me the moment she noticed me.


  I too responded with a glare.


  “…………”


  “…………”


  The greeting between us was basically a hostile look with some added spice.


  The ponytail shook slightly.


  And at the same time, I looked away..


  We walked in a single file down the corridor without any obstacles. When we arrived at the two elevators, one of them was opened, as though welcoming us in.


  I got in.


  The shorty girl didn’t.


  She took the other elevator that arrived seconds later, and disappeared.


  Once the elevator doors closed, a completely sealed room was formed, and I finally relaxed.


  I looked up at the low ceiling with the white lights shining down on me, and a heavy, bitter breath came out from my mouth.


  —To the ten million guys in the country who wish for a romcom scenario, if you can hear me, don’t forget these words.


  Never, ever, date your neighbor childhood friend.


   


  Akatsuki Minami, my neighbour next door, used to be basically family to me.


  Most Japanese of this era are like this, but our parents usually weren’t home as they were busy with work, leaving for work early, and arriving home late. It ended up to the point where starting in elementary school, they tasked me to watch the house alone.


  And it so happened that there was a kid next door of the same age—


  It’d be difficult for us to not be on good terms instead.


  Whenever our parents weren’t home, we spent time at each other’s place, playing, chatting, cooking, washing clothes, or basically doing nothing—that’s how we lived for several years.


  And then we became middle schoolers.


  And puberty happened.


  I guess it’s very difficult to not have any romantic interest in her.


  And in ninth grade, our relationship changed from childhood friends to lovers.


  Well, I did enjoy the initial phase of that period. It’s my first girlfriend after all, the childhood friend whom I lived together with, and had some feelings for.


  We were physically so close that we ended up making out 24/7. Whenever we were at home, we were clinging to each other. It was so disgusting that whenever I asked “I want to go to the toilet. Mind moving away?”, she would say something like “Nope. I’ll follow you too.”


  But how long could we last in this situation?


  I guessed the starting month or so was when I was happy about her clinging onto me like glue? If one were to think about it calmly, it’s annoying when someone’s so clingy just to accompany you to the toilet, right? Logically, if one actually thought about this with a cool head, they should draw a line called privacy, and pull a safe distance before continuing a lover relationship with restraint, right?


  But Akatsuki Minami’s dictionary didn’t have the term ‘restraint’.


  A month, and two, half a year later, she would continue to harass me all day long, latching onto my arm outdoors, and sitting on my knees whenever we got home.


  We used to split chores, but then it ended up with her doing so.


  All my meals ended up prepared by her.


  My nutrition was micromanaged by her to a 0.1 kcal level.


  My clothes every day were chosen by her.


  The length of my hair was measured by her to millimeters.


  And even when bathing, she not only scrubbed my back, she scrubbed me all over.


  I woke up to her “good morning” every morning, and went to sleep with her saying “Good night”.


  A meticulous lovey-dovey life? Enough with the nonsense.


  I was just being a pet.


  To her, I was her boyfriend, but I wasn’t human.


  And so my body broke down.


  I was hospitalized due to a perforated stomach, and the cause was stress.


  I scolded her with all the vicious words I could think of when she came to visit me, and she broke down in tears.


  And then, we were no longer lovers.


  We were no longer childhood friends.


  There’s only a physical condition that bound us, being neighbors.


  Do you know that in Japanese, there’s a term that explicitly states this situation.


  That’s—a living hell.


   


  “Ah…Kawanami, mornin’!”


  The moment I entered the classroom, my classmate Nishimura greeted me.


  I would admit to being very social, so even in this Rakurou Private High, I managed to make any acquaintances, many girls in fact, and one of them was Nishimura, whom I talked to more often. (TN: Rakurou is a reference to Rakunan High School in Kyoto. Jouraku, 上洛, is a formal way of saying ‘marching to the capital Kyoto’)


  “Oh, Nishimura? Morning…hm? You’re not using your usual shampoo?”


  “Eh!? Y-you can tell!?”


  “Well, I’ve been sniffing.”


  “Ahaha! That’s disgusting ~!”


  Nishimura laughed happily as she slapped my shoulder. I too laughed.


  And then.


  Nishimura’s fingers gently passed the tips of her hair.


  “…I’m a little happy though.”


  Her eyes looked diagonally downwards.


  She gently caressed the tip of her hair.


  Her lips gently eased.


  And most importantly, the ears were red.


  The moment I saw this, I shivered, and was engulfed in a frosty chill.


  “…So-sorry, I need the toilet.”


  “Eh~? You should have gone at home though—”


  The unrestrained laugh caused the chills to intensify.


  I exerted utmost effort in curbing my reaction, darted out of the room, and entered the guys toilet.


  There wasn’t anyone else there in the toilet. I stood before the faucet, and nervously showed my arms in the mirror.


  As expected, there was lots of nettle rash.


  …Argh.


  I turned the faucet, messily washed my face, and rinsed my mouth. It’s just to console myself mentally, but it’s really important. The icy water washed down all the chills and the nettle rash down the drain.


  My experience in middle school caused me a great psychological scar.


  That scar took the form of a ‘love emotion allergy’ that continued to torment me. It’s like how one would feel rattled by loud noises after returning from a battlefield. I would feel really uncomfortable whenever I could sense any feelings from a girl.


  I probably would never fall in love again.


  But I wouldn’t complain too much about it.


  I was grateful for it instead. After such an experience, and this nature, I realized a truth to life as a high school student.


  And that was—the true value of love wasn’t in experience, but in observing.


  “Oy.”


  During noon break, that incident happened.


  My classmate and friend Mizuto Irido put a packet of tea on the table of his stepsibling, Yume Irido.


  “Now you got nothing to say, right?”


  Irido-san stared at him intently in the face of these taunting words.


  “…Why are you the one looking displeased? It’s uncomfortable.”


  “You don’t want it? Fine, I’ll drink it all.”


  Mizuto Irido said, reached for the tea, but before he could touch it, Irido-san hastily took the pack.


  “I say, aren’t you forgetting to say something now!”


  “…I’m expressing my sincerity here, alright?”


  “Express it in words. Words!”


  “Aren’t you the one who wouldn’t accept my verbal sincerity?”


  Irido fumbled for his uniform pocket, took out three coins, and put them on the table.


  A 50 yen coin, and two 10 yen coins. 70 yen in total.


  “Here. This is interest.”


  “Huh!? Hold up—”


  Irido-san called for him, but he ignored her, returned to his seat, and opened his lunch box..


  It’s his specialty, the no negotiation barrier.


  At this point, even Irido-san couldn’t say anything.


  “Let’s go then!”


  She flipped her long black hair, looking furious, and left the classroom with her friends.


  “What? Something happened?” “Who knows …?”


  There were troubled voices in the classroom.


  After the commotion near the start of the semester, Mizuto Irido and Yume Irido’s relationship as family made them so untouchable. Mizuto especially was completely aloof. Their grades were ridiculously good, and it’s no wonder that they seemed so unapproachable..


  Well, half the reason for that atmosphere was due to me.


  To those outsiders, the interaction just now was a headscratcher—but anyone at my level could easily guess the reason for it all.


  I approached Irido, who’s eating his bento silently.


  “Say…can’t you choose a better way of saying this?”


  “…What are you saying?”


  Irido answered somewhat rigidly.


  Given the words ‘I’ll drink it again’ ‘interest’, it seemed he drank the tea Irido-san bought. It’s a common theme when living under the same roof..


  He paid back Irido-san with the tea he drank, along with interest.


  “70 yen huh…”


  “…What, you’re annoying, Kawanami.”


  I realized that I was unwittingly chuckling, and hurriedly covered my mouth.


  Interest, 70 yen.


  He’s giving her the change.


  That tea costs 130 yen at the school’s snack shop—if he paid 200 yen, that’s 70 yen back.


  This delicate pretty literature boy hurriedly ran off to the shop once noon break started, right before the tea sold out—all to apologize to Irido-san.


  He could have bought that brand of tea at a convenience store, and he could have bought it before he arrived at school. He didn’t do that though, which proved that he was troubled the entire morning, wondering if he should apologize. Because of that, he ended up acting like that at the most critical moment—kuu kukuku!


  I munched down my sweet bun for lunch, filled with utter bliss in my heart.


  I’m a love ROM (Read-only member).


  I’m a guy who lives to see other people’s romances while they’re still yet to mature.


  It’s a short career thus far, but till this point, I’ve ‘read’ various pairs—from real life friends to online broadcast channels. Amongst them though—the pair of Mizuto Irido and Yume Irido, tugged most at my heartstrings.


  I’ll die happy if I can watch over them, even if I have to whale using the earnings of my part time job. I rather use the money to dress up Irido than to dress up myself, and the payoff of seeing Irido-san’s reaction would be a billion times that.


  Ahh, today’s meal is delicious too!


  “…Hm?”


  Irido closed his lunch box, suddenly noticed something, and stood up.


  What happened? Usually, he should be reading ….


  I looked towards the entrance where Irido was walking to.


  “What…!?”


  The warm fuzzy feeling cooled immediately, and I straightened myself.


  There’s a girl standing at the door, poking her face in.


  There’s no doubt. It’s those uselessly overgrown boobs—it’s Isana Higashira!


  That’s the housewrecker who started approaching Irido since last month or so…why are you here? Shouldn’t you be in the library with Irido after school or something!?


  As a Mizuto×Yume shipper, I was ashamed to say this, but it seemed it became a habit for Irido and Higashira to meet up after school.


  Even I couldn’t interfere with Irido’s daily life, and more importantly, Irido himself would be angry. I could only ignore everything that happened after school—after all, the little interaction after school couldn’t possibly beat the time he would spend with Irido-san in class or at home.


  Or so I thought—what’s her deal during noon break?


  “What is it, Higashira?”


  Irido said to Higashira with a softer tone than when he spoke with Irido. He sounded like he was dealing with a little sister or a relative’s kid, instead of a lover or a friend, or maybe it’s just my bias at work?


  “Erm, is that Irido’s girlfriend?” “Ehh, those jugs are big…” “Huh? It’s one thing that he’s living with Irido-san. He has a girlfriend now!?” “Heh~, they seem to be a match though?” “Those jugs are big …”


  Shut up you outsiders!? She’s not the girlfriend!! Enough with the presumptuous words!!


  But the people involved didn’t seem to have heard the nonsense flying in the classroom.


  Higashira looked up at Irido’s face, and fidgeted as she put her hands on her skirt, ruffling it.


  “No, erm~…I heard that you’re very disappointed, Mizuto-kun.”


  “Me? From who?”


  “I was asked to keep it a secret.”


  “…Of all the friends you know of, there’s only one who’ll say such things.”


  That’s right.


  I could imagine a certain woman in my mind.


  “I’m not really disappointed though…ahh whatever, I’m done with lunch anyway. Let’s go to the library.”


  “Okie!”


  They continued to chat happily as they went down the corridor towards the library.


  I walked out of the classroom, and stared blankly at their backs.


  How did this happen…that tea scene should be enough for this break, right? There’s no need for anything unnecessary, right!?


  Suddenly, I felt a chill run down my spine.


  I turned behind because of it.


  Akatsuki Minami was standing there.


  She gave a victorious grin.


   


  “What…! In the world are you doing…!?”


  I dragged Akatsuki Minami to the back of the school where nobody was around, pinned her little body onto the wall, and stared at her.


  Usually, girls would probably be terrified by this, but Akatsuki frowned and pinched her nose.


  “Your breath stinks. Stay away from me.”


  “Huh ~……!”


  “Waargh! That’s really disgusting!”


  I definitely didn’t skimp on oral hygiene. The bad breath Akatsuki spoke of was a lie, but she shoved me hard on the chest. Of course I couldn’t just back down here.


  “You changed plans? You don’t want to marry Irido and be Irido-san’s little stepsister?”


  “I haven’t given up on the plan, but to be honest, Higashira-san sounds like a more interesting idea, right? She got dumped, but she has an interest in romance for the first time after confessing, you see?…and furthermore, you figured it out.”


  “Hey you! You’re using Higshira to disgust me because I found out about her!? You’re using others as your pawns!”


  “I don’t want to hear this from someone who treats others as dolls, you know ~?”


  Akatsuki sneered, taking me for a fool, and gave me a cold look.


  “That’s disgusting. You’re leering away seeing others like that…what’s so interesting about other people’s love life?”


  “It’s always interesting. So what?”


  “Love isn’t for viewing, but for experiencing.”


  “From you of all people?”


  “…Hah. Move aside. I got to support Higashira-san.”


  “You think I’ll move aside after hearing that?”


  “I got no choice then.”


  What? What do you mean you got no choice—but before I could ask, Akatsuki suddenly removed the band on her hair, undid her ponytail. I was confused, wondering what she was doing, but she retied the scattered hair on her shoulder, putting on twintails this time. She took out a pair of glasses from her pocket, and looked completely different. It’s like she’s a librarian this time…


  What’s she doing? The moment I had this bad feeling.


  Akatsuki smirked.


  “—Sorry!!”


  Akatsuki yelled for some strange reason, and quickly lowered her head.


  …Sorry? What sorry?


  Right when my ears were getting all confused, I could hear incessant, annoying chatter.


  “Ahhh~” “He failed~?” “Who’s that girl? Never saw her before.”


  I could see a few heads poking out from the windows of the building, staring at us.


  And then I realized.


  It’s a trap!


  Akatsuki nimbly ducked under my clutches, and hurriedly fled the scene.


  She’s holding a phone in her right hand.


  She summoned the spectators. She’s trying to establish it as reality.


  She’s labeling me as the guy who got dumped!!


  If I gave chase, I would be labelled ‘the bad guy who coerced a girl who rejected him once’. My high school life would be in complete darkness, and it’ll be really difficult to continue observing the Irido siblings nonchalantly, and I can’t stop the fools intending to get between them!


  What do I do? What shall I do? Do I let her off now?


  My brain cells started working at the maximum speed possible. Numerous neurons started to connect, and I got a divine revelation.


  “Oy!”


  I called for Akatsuki to stop. There were stinging stares from the school campus, but my plan to get her to turn back succeeded.


  …If possible, I really didn’t want to do this.


  Even I would be hit by the recoil if I did that. Maybe I might be more hurt than before.


  But even then…!


  I pulled out my phone, showed it to Akatsuki—and smirked fearlessly.


  “…Maybe I should delete this after all?”


  I pressed the button.


  And then—a voice came from the phone.


  “Morning, Kokkun♥  We’re going to school again today♥  I’ll prank you if you don’t wake up~?”


  “WAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHH!!!!!!”


  Akatsuki wanted to scream to overpower the chocolate honey-like slimey voice coming from the phone.


  And a different commotion came from the school building instead.


  They’re probably surprised by our relationship.


  If the relationship was just that I confessed to her, and she rejected me, then the words she recorded in my phone as an alarm when we were dating wouldn’t possibly exist to begin with!


  “Goodness, Kokkun, you really like to fawn around♥ How about a kiss? No choice then, now…chuu ♥”


  The black history aired throughout the school campus.


  Akatsukis ears were completely red.


  The mystified looks turned from me to Akatsuki, and the shorty girl violently stormed towards me.


  I smirked.


  Akatsuki glared at me.


  She grabbed my wrist holding the phone, and dragged me away from the scene.


   


  “Unbelievable, unbelievable, unbelievable…! You didn’t delete that recording after all!!”


  “Just in case this happened!”


  “Die!!”


  She insulted me harshly, and I posed like I was the winner.


  We’re in another school block, where none of the first years were. The commotion then didn’t reach this place, and there weren’t anyone giving us weird looks.


  “Don’t think you can act so easily in front of me. I can hurt myself for the sake of ensuring that those two get together.”


  “…Shippers are disgusting.”


  “Please call me a love ROM (Read-only member).”


  “So I’m the only one hurt here!”


  “Not at all.”


  I showed Akatsuki my arms below the short sleeves.


  The dark red nettle rash covered it completely.


  “…This is…”


  “This happens to me whenever I hear those sickly sweet words of yours. To be honest, I feel like puking now.”


  “Geh. You look bad!”


  “Ugh…!”


  “No no no, stop stop! Swallow it back!”


  Akatsuki’s little hand covered my mouth. My lips felt a cold palm, and the nausea worsened. Good thing it just remained in the throat and didn’t go any higher. Safe.


  “Haa~……”


  Akatsuki sighed, and went to my side, as though she had given up.


  “…I got no choice now…grab my shoulder. I’m bringing you to the infirmary.”


  “Uggggghhhhh!”


  “Don’t feel like puking now! This isn’t romantic in any way!”


  “Oh, really…thanks for that …”


  “Goodness…you don’t suit the part of a sickly character …”


  “Whose fault do you think this is?”


  “Okay okay, sorry.”


  I used Akatsuki, who’s 30cm or so shorter than me, as a crutch, but it wasn’t too bad. I grabbed her slender shoulder, she wrapped her arm around my waist, and we went to the infirmary.


  The nettle rash didn’t show any sign of appearing.


  “…Say…”


  “What? You got the puke stench in your mouth. Don’t talk.”


  “Watch out, I may end up puking on your head…say, even if you do manage to ship Irido and Higashira together, what are your plans after that?”


  “…What do you mean?”


  “You don’t really think you can marry Irido-san herself, right? You’re not going to be happy even if Irido-san’s still single.”


  Akatsuki suddenly laughed sarcastically, and sideeyed me.


  “What? You worrying about me now?”


  “Impossible. The death of that love was on the streets that day…but.”


  I weighed my words to be certain that my feelings could reach her precisely and clear.


  “I don’t think you’re about to get Irido, so even if you do ship Irido and Higashira together, you don’t really benefit…aren’t you doing, something like, completely meaningless…just my two cents.”


  I wasn’t worried about her.


  I wasn’t pitying her.


  But well…how do I put it. Reluctant to let go…probably.


  The cause of it was because of her, but I was the one who chose that outcome…more or less, I realized that I bore some responsibility…


  “…Since you can’t really talk, don’t come up with such a vague explanation.”


  “Huh? Since when I can’t talk?”


  “You only know how to be the smooth talker…but I’m no better at that anyway.”


  I went silent.


  …I could only talk in the sense that my words were fluent, but every single line was hollow..


  She really could say such impressive things once in a while.


  “Hey.”


  “…Hm?”


  “Has the nettle rash subsided?”


  I looked at where her finger pointed, my arm, and it’s true that the red rash on the arm disappeared completely. The nausea was gone.


  “Ohh…that nonsense of a conversation made me much better. Thanks for sending me here.”


  “You’re the one who started this.”


  “Yo, play the loser heroine all you like then. Irido’s not going long with that, and Higashira’s definitely not thinking of that.”


  “Who’s the loser here!!?”


  I deftly avoided the body blow from Akatsuki, and left her side.


  Akatsuki looked at me with a huff. What’s with that pouty look? At this point, I wouldn’t think that’s cute even if she looked like that—


  And then, the petite body entered my clutches.


  “……Kokkun.”


  My body shivered.


  …That’s how she addressed me as the childhood friend.


  The head 30cm lower than mine immediately closed in. She tried her best to lift her body and pull her lips closely—Akatsuki muttered.


  “(If I really fail—will you give me happiness?)”


  My heart immediately went arrhythmic.


  Whats with those words—


  And before I could express my doubts in words, a shiver spread throughout my body.


  “Uuuuggggggggghhhhhh!!”


  “So be it then.”


  I winced in agony due to the nausea, and Akatsuki hurried off.


  I covered my mouth, lifted my head as I watched the little back, and saw an expression only I, the childhood friend, could understand.


  —She’s angry.


  It seemed that I unwittingly touched a sore point.


  ……Well, at this point, it didn’t matter to me.


  ◆


  I had to spend the fifth in the infirmary, and finally could return to the classroom when the sixth period started.


  The moment I entered the classroom, I gave the shorty girl in the class a ‘look, there are some things you shouldn’t do’ expression, but naturally, she ignored me.


  And so it was after school, and Irido took his bag, and stood up.


  He’s going to meet Isana Higashira at the library. I couldn’t agree at all, but Irido would be fuming if I interfered too much, and I was really hapless.


  Seriously…when it rains, it pours.


  I endured the urge to let out a long sigh—and at that moment.


  Mizuto Irido stood up, passed by Irido-san, and muttered something.


  “Hm?”


  I couldn’t hear.


  What reached my ears…was Irido-san’s reply.


  “…Couldn’t you have said so right from the beginning?”


  ——Ah!!!!!!


  I barely managed to keep my waist down.


  And I sprawled on the table.


  It took me everything to sort out the overwhelming emotions inside me.


  You apologized!? Even I forgot about that!! You’re amazing!!! 


  “…That’s disgusting.”


  I lifted my head at the Debbie Downer of a voice.


  Akatsuki Minami shot me a frosty look.


  Huh!? Don’t get in my way! I’m not calling for you now!!


  I really wanted to say that to her, but before I could, Akatsuki looked aside, covering the tip of her ponytail with her fingertips.


  “But, well…actually, I shouldn’t have caused you to rest in the infirmary for the entire fifth period …”


  She then brought the ponytail to her lips, and said,


  “(……I might have, overdone it ……)”
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  The movement of her lips was shielded from everyone else, and only I heard that whisper of an apology.


  My silver tongue couldn’t move at all at that moment.


  And then, Akatsuki hurried off.


  I could only instinctively watch her leave, like a dog chasing its tail.


  —There’s no way to piece together this relationship again.


  At this point, we wouldn’t argue with each other even if we ate each other’s pudding. At this point, we probably wouldn’t even feel guilty. It’s a matter of fact to both of us. That’s what we lost, and that’s the relationship the Iridos still had.


  Ahh, yeah.


  It’s not completely pointless after all.


  We never got any happiness after all…but it’s not completely meaningless.


  Because—


  “I should be the one apologizing, you idiot.”


  —Thanks to that period, we learned to reflect on our actions.

Chapter 7: The old childhood friends feel lonely (At this point, I don’t need you.)

  It’s a harrowing fact in hindsight whenever I thought about it, but I did have an existence called a boyfriend during a certain period of my ninth grade.


  It’s the childhood friend who was with me ever since I was young—he’s basically family, and naturally, the one I got together with.


  Have you ever loved your older brother? Have you ever admired your own little brother?


  Well, there are such people in this world, but there are more people who would have their first crush on a relative they would meet once in a while. More often than not, people would easily fall in love with others they don’t often meet.


  And so for me, I never actually thought of him as a love interest.


  —Until then.


  I heard that there’s a term called a ‘latchkey kid’.


  These kids are basically entrusted with their home keys by their parents, return to their homes after school, with no parents at home.


  It’s expected that we would have our house keys, that nobody else was at home, but such kids were a minority who were labelled such.


  I was still in elementary school back then, so I opened my door as usual, and entered home.


  I never got to say ‘Tadaima’.


  It’s expected, since I didn’t have anyone to say that to.


  I never had a day when I could say ‘sayonara’.


  It’s expected, since I didn’t have any friends to say that to.


  To be honest, I’m the type who’s extremely reliant on others.


  And whenever I got along well with someone, I’d become very clingy, unwilling to leave. I feel anxious whenever there’s a distance pulled between us, and I can be so annoying, just as I did so to Yume-chan back then.


  I didn’t have any self-awareness at that point, and didn’t actually put in the effort to control myself…that’s why everyone kept their distance away from me. I didn’t have any friends to go to school with.


  I put my randoseru on the living room sofa, looked at the dining table, and found a note that said ‘Dinner’s in the fridge’. I opened it, and found heaps of frozen food. Like usual, I could choose whatever I wanted to eat.


  I never thought such a life was a sad thing.


  I got used to it, I thought such a life was natural.


  But…there were times.


  —…What shall I eat today—


  Sometimes, I would have to face the reality, that my own mutters would never be answered…that I would feel like crying once in a while.


  I sat on the sofa, took the laptop on the living room table, and started surfing video sites. I would watch the new videos from the popular uploaders, and laugh with my legs kicking about.


  This was the daily life I had after school.


  —…’cuse me.


  —Excuse me!


  I could hear noise coming from the house next door.


  It’s from Kokkun’s house.


  Kokkun’s popular, had lots of friends, and often brought them home. His parents were often not around, he had WiFi and a game console at home, and it’s a great attraction for boys.


  I wasn’t exactly ostracized from him back then. He would drop by often for dinner…he’s a naturally sunny character though, so the time he spent with me was reduced, that’s all.


  And so I felt it was to be expected.


  After all, he seemed happy with his new friends—I didn’t want Kokkun to find me a hassle, just like I did with my other friends.


  Would my friend be happy if I invited them home like Kokkun did?


  How would they feel? I couldn’t help but imagine. I wasn’t good at reading the mood, and always ruined it. Maybe I was better off being alone. If I were alone, nobody would find me weird for watching these cat teasing videos uploaded onto the site—


  —Say Kawanami, are you dating Minami?


  It was sudden.


  I could hear a loud joking voice from  next door, and my heart jolted immediately.


  The time has come, and so have I—probably.


  That’s probably the phase where for the first time in our lives, we were aware, hoped to grow up, and would whisper things whenever guys and girls were together. That’s how it was.


  Kokkun didn’t change his distance from me, and that question was inevitable. Maybe I heard it for the first time in my life, and Kokkun was asked many times before.


  How would he answer? I was a little curious.


  I wasn’t Kokkun’s girlfriend, and I would be troubled, even though it was a joke. After all, Kokkun’s that popular. I might be viewed as someone who got too ahead of herself, and ended up bullied…


  In hindsight, that was such a shallow thought.


  I only thought about myself, and never considered other people’s predicament.


  Yet Kokkun—was clearly so sincerely concerned about me.


  —Huh~? I said that’s not the case.


  —She’s a lot more interesting than a girlfriend.


  The moment I heard that, I froze up.


  I couldn’t think at all, and only my heartbeat continued to echo at my ears.


  —So doesn’t that mean you like her?


  —Not at all! Don’t say it like it’s the same thing!


  Those words slipped into my entire body through my right ear.


  The next video played before I realized so.


  The laptop dropped onto the floor.


  But I didn’t pick it up. I stumbled to my room—


  Pomf, and I landed on the bed.


  —~~~~~~~~~~~~!!!!


  I cupped my pillow onto my chest, and kicked my legs about.


  My face was red, as though I had just ran, and my heart beat wildly. The heat’s swirling inside me, but I didn’t know how to cool down at all.


  I’d definitely be laughed at. I’ll definitely be gloomy. I couldn’t grumble if he actually passed it off with a yawn.


  But despite that, Kokkun’s willing to say my good points.


  Maybe it’s just an eye for an eye, or just an instinctive reaction. In hindsight, those words meant nothing. What’s more interesting than a girlfriend anyway?


  …But. But. But then.


  At that moment, I was so happy, so happy, soo happy I couldn’t help myself, all because of those words, that I nearly went mad.


  Ah…yes.


  I guess that was probably when a certain important part inside me crumbled.


  —Ahhh, but, it’s troubling. It’s really troubling.


  —Wouldn’t that mean Kokkun would be forced to be forever Suguha’ed?


  —All because of me. That’s really a pity…


  —…Ah, right.


  —If one day, Kokkun wants a girlfriend…


  —Can’t I just be his girlfriend then?


  The seed of Hell sprouted then.


  ◆


  “Naaaaahhh ~~~~~~~~”


  Summer vacation started.


  And I was on my bed, in the room, just rolling about aimlessly.


  “Yume-chan~~~~~~~~”


  I wasn’t worried about anything.


  Even though it was school vacation, I could meet Yume-chan whenever I wanted to—or so I thought.


  Yume-chan was a more rigid person than I thought.


  She didn’t have any plans to go out to play in July, because she said she wanted to finish her assignments earlier.


  I liked this part about her too, but the result was that my vacation was delayed because of Yume-chan. I was suffering due to a Yume-chan deficiency.


  I then had an unreasonable rage against Irido-kun for being able to live with Yume-chan under the same roof. I decided to bombard him with LINE emojis on this day due to this grudge. There wouldn’t even be a ‘read’ tag, but I wouldn’t cry over it.


  I spent my entire morning like that. At noon, the bell rang. Someone rang my doorbell.


  it’s not the intercom at the entrance of the apartments, but the bell at the door. The doors had automatic locks, so it should be a neighbor on the same floor. To be honest, it’s really quite the hassle, but since I had to watch house, I couldn’t just leave it be.


  “Here here~.”


  I crossed the clothes scattered all over the floor, went to the entrance, and opened the door without checking the peephole.


  Beyond the door was my neighbor.


  The one neighbor I was most familiar with, and really didn’t want to meet.


  “Yo.”


  Greeting me frivolously with a wave was the boy next door, of the same age.


  To summarize, Kogure Kawanami.


  “…………”


  I wanted to shut the door without saying anything.


  “Oho, allow me to re-introduce myself.”


  But Kawanami stuck his shoe between the door, like a salesman.


  I glared at the disgusting smile with blank eyes.


  “…What? Hope you’re not intending to just barge into a girl’s house. I’m calling the cops, you know?”


  “I didn’t want to show up. Aunty asked me to check on you since she said she hasn’t been back in a while. You just don’t want to do housework even though you can do it, so you’re just going to spend holidays getting wasted, right?”


  “…I’m not getting wasted.”


  “With that getup? Your hair’s a mess, your collar’s loose, and a closer look shows that you aren’t wearing a bra. Ah, don’t think you need to wear one though.”


  “Somebody—!! Save me—!!”


  “Shut up with the hijinks! Any neighbor knows this is a bluff from you!!”


  “Grrrrrrrr!”


  Kawanami covered my mouth with his hand, and shoved me to the entrance. He’s basically a criminal. Anyway, let’s kick the groin first.


  “Pak!” I felt something hard on my foot.


  “Too bad for you. I got my guard up.”


  “Grrrrrrr…!”


  The same move wouldn’t work twice? He’s despicable.


  It’s troublesome to shove him back out, so I returned to the living room.


  “You’re checking on me? Sure sure. Have a look then?”


  “Allow me to then—woah …”


  Kawanami followed me into the living room, and squealed as though he saw a cat carcass.


  “That’s quite a mess. At least throw away the cup noodles.”


  “You’re annoying…”


  I kicked aside the bento box lying on the floor, and tumbled onto the sofa.


  I used to be the one taking care. I really got carried away …


  Well, I should use whoever I could. I wasn’t in a mood to clean up.


  Kawanami brought a trash bag, stuffed everything on the floor in. He knew without me saying where the trash bags were.


  I continued to sprawl on the sofa, playing my cellphone while flailing my legs about. Kawanami saw me like this, scanned everywhere, and looked completely speechless.


  “Man, pay attention to how others look at you.”


  I was wearing an oversized shirt. Yep, just that, and also a pair of panties underneath. The loose, oversized clothing was basically a one-piece dress that’s more than enough for me. It’s comfy, cooling, and I didn’t have to pay attention to my attire for other people’s sake.


  But this Kogure-kun of the Kawanamis seemed rather concerned about the thighs and the vaguely appearing inner parts under the shirt. Haha~?


  “So~rry ~then~? Feeling horny from my pretty thighs~? You can go home and relax if you find it unbearable then?”


  “Ah yeah. I’m in the mood for big breasts today.”


  “I’ll kill you!!”


  I threw my cushion over, and Kawanami caught it easily, tossed it back onto the sofa, and picked up the clothes scattered all over the floor.


  “Ack, don’t throw your underwear in the living room.”


  “Don’t steal them. I don’t have enough to use.”


  “Because you got fat?”


  “Just because I didn’t wash my clothes!”


  “That’s not something to be proud of either.”


  I got sick of playing the phone, so I laid down sideways and saw Kawanami deftly clean up the room.


  “Say, you—”


  “Huh?”


  “You don’t care about yourself, but you like to be a busybody to others.”


  “From you of all people? Can’t you see? You’re basically the embodiment of having no care in the world.”


  “Aren’t you the same when dealing with Irido-kun?”


  “Aren’t you the same with Higashira? I heard that you gave her quite a few ideas, right?”


  “…I guess similar personalities are derived from the same environment, huh?”


  “Huh? Me and you?”


  Kawanami snorted.


  “If you’re trying to annoy me, congrats, it’s super effective.”


  …Well, to be honest, it’s ironic that we weren’t alike at all, even though we grew up together like siblings. I was more of a gloomy person, but he’s a natural riajuu.


  “Haa~, I’m angry now.”


  “Stop complaining. I’ll leave once I can clean up to a point where I can walk through. I got an appointment today.”


  “Ehhh~? What? You got a girlfriend?”


  “Are you taunting me? You’re taunting me, right?”


  I suddenly laughed.


  Truth be told…I was the reason why this guy ended up unable to have a girlfriend.


  “I got a visitor this afternoon. Won’t be noisy, don’t worry. It’s someone like him after all.”


  “Hmm~. Some quiet kid then.”


  “Yeah. You know him too.”


  Kawanami said as he curled his lips mysteriously.


  “Mizuto-kun of the Iridos.”


  I proposed to head over, and got rejected by him.


  It’s boring. I wanted to see the expression he would make if I pushed down Irido-kun. The latter would probably just shove me aside without changing expressions though. He’s so boring that I wanted to cry…just kidding.


  Maybe matching him with Higashira-san’s the best option? I could then free Yume-chan, but what would I do then? Ahh~ I want Yume-chan to sleep with me …


  I let my thoughts run wild, and heard a speaking voice from the corridor.


  It seemed Irido-kun noticed.


  The voice moved to the next door, but it’s too vague that I couldn’t hear it clearly. Well, the soundproof function had improved somewhat since the last time.


  It’s rare for Irido-san to drop by. I was curious as to what the aim was, but he never told me. If it’s me, there’s no way I would leave a house with Yume-chan to visit his place. There’s definitely something.


  “——,—— “


  “—,——— “


  And again, no matter how I pricked my ears, I could only hear a feeble voice.


  What were they saying? I couldn’t hear the conversation clearly, and instead, my curiosity was piqued.


  “…Well, if I remember correctly…”


  I got up slowly, and opened the wall closet in my room. The wall at this point was just a dump stuffed with so many useless tools, but I remembered putting it in there—


  “Ah yes, it’s here.”


  I found a box with an earphone and a stethoscope, beneath the junk, and pulled it out.


  It’s a concrete microphone.


  It’s something good that can read the tremors through the wall to accurately capture sound from beyond. It’s a cheap item I bought with my pocket money back in middle school. (TN: 1 set costs at least US$30)


  I gently dusted it off, took it to the wall next to the living room, and switched it on. Once I was sure it was switched on, I put on my earphone, and put the stethoscope shaped microphone on the .


  “—All the boys in school are so envious of you. You aren’t counting your own blessings man.”


  “Stop saying that the grass is greener on the other side. Your situation looks a lot better to me. I’m really envious.”


  I could hear the conversation clearly.


  …But what were they talking about?


  “Haha, I see. So people can only see what’s to be envious of me. To be honest, I rather swap my position with anyone if I can.”


  “……No, I don’t think I have to swap positions.”


  “…………”


  “Oy, what are you laughing about? It’s disgusting. I don’t mean that. I’m saying that I’ll be glad to push the pain of living under the same roof as that annoying woman to someone else.”


  “I get it. I get it.”


  “You don’t get it at all…”


  Yep yep~…….


  Did Irido-kun drop by just to get away from home?


  So Irido-kun evacuated here just because he’s sick and tired of seeing Yume-chan 24/7…?


  What kind of luxury is that!? I’ll take over if he hates it!


  —But if I said so, he’s going to give me that annoyed look again! I knew him well! Argh it’s annoying!


  “Time for the resting fee then.”


  Kawanami’s voice got a little louder…so loud that I could hear clearly without the microphone.


  “You make it sound disgusting…ah whatever, I agreed on this anyway.”


  “It’s summer vacation. You got lots of stories, right!”


  “Like hell that is. Aren’t you quite the disgusting one? It’s been four months since we started living together. How’s it possible to have accidents so easily.”


  “It doesn’t have to be anything big. I just want to hear those worthless daily stories. Like, say…how do you spend noon? I remember you bringing bentos to school.”


  “Ahh yeah. That happened before. I didn’t know what brain cells she lost or something, but she said she wanted to cook.”


  Yume-chan’s homecooked food!?


  “She nearly added her own finger into the ingredients. I ended up cutting the ingredients anyway.”


  And…eh? Wait, in other words …


  “……Wait, Irido…you two cook together in the same kitchen…?”


  “Hm? Yeah.”


  Creak creak creak creak!!


  I left harsh nail marks on the wall, and the sliding nails rang through the concrete microphone, into my ears, causing unexpected Aoe damage to me.


  “J-just to ask, how’s the taste?”


  “It’s bad, of course? It’s a little charred.”


  That guy doesn’t know the joy he’s in!!!!!!


  In that case, I should—


  “……But it’s a lot better compared to the last time.”


  The voice seemed a little stiff, and somewhat displeased.


  I immediately understood after hearing.


  —It’s actually delicious, right!!?


  “Irido…let me ask first.”


  “What?”


  “When you said, ‘it’s a lot better than before’, did you tell Irido-san that?”


  “Huh? How could I? I couldn’t let her get giddy by that alone.”


  ”Say something already!!” “Say something already!!””


  The voice beyond the wall resounded with mine. I really couldn’t contain my own voice.


  I was glad to see that Yume-chan’s opinion of Irido-kun went down the gutter, Yume-chan’s really pitiful though!


  “……Hm? Was there a voice just now…?”


  “Ah, huh~,  maybe a video noise was loud or something? More importantly, do you have something else? Anything!?”


  “Anything else, huh…I found out that her air conditioning broke in July, so she evacuated to the living room until it got repaired. Then there was once when I saw her fall asleep on the sofa—”


  Whenever Irido-kun said a story, the gnashing of teeth echoed in my room.


  If only it was me! I could spend the next month happily if I were in that situation!


  I was on the verge of shedding tears of blood, but thanks to my Yume-chan addiction, I really couldn’t give up the opportunity to hear stories of Yume-chan living at home.


  I was suffocated by jealousy, and my heart was about to pop out of my chest. My thoughts just rumbled about inside me, and I felt dizzy, as though I got drunk.


  “Yep~, that’s the way! Anything else? “


  “……I’m tired. Don’t let me do all the talking, Kawanami, say something about yourself.”


  “Hm?”


  “Isn’t Minami-san living next door? There’s always a story or two, right? I don’t have interest in her, but she’s quite the enigma. I don’t know what she’ll do, so I want to guess how she’ll try to act.”


  Wha…so just as he mentioned about Yume-chan, he wants Kawanami to talk about me?


  I quickly cooled down, my heart stifled by jealousy and happiness.


  “Ahh—…for Irido-san’s sake? You’re rather doting as an older stepbrother.”


  “Don’t try to laugh it off.”


  “……Well~……”


  S…stopppp—! Refuse right here, right now! You should know what’ll happen if you dare say it now, right!?


  “Well, I do…but I’ll say this first, our stories aren’t as cute as Irido-san’s there. To be honest, she did some things that’s completely illegal.”


  “I know. That’s why I’m asking. I won’t say anything you won’t say—that’s enough ‘rest fee’ right?”


  “……Ehh, you’re rather pragmatic.”


  I really wanted to hit the wall then, but it’d reveal that I was eavesdropping, and there’ll be another dark history to my story collection. But, I couldn’t pretend not to know at this point…uuu!


  “I guess…that happened in elementary school.”


  Before I could act, Kawanami started talking.


  “We bought our cellphones together.”


  “In elementary school? That’s early.”


  “Our parents always weren’t at home. They allowed us to buy so that we could contact each other. Well, since we bought them together, we exchanged phone numbers, LINE IDs, and the like.”


  “Uh huh.”


  “And that that was the start of the message bombardments.”


  “I guessed so. She’s been bombarding me with them recently, though I didn’t read them.”


  Grrr…


  Th-that was because I was so excited to receive a phone. It’s not because I wanted to chat with him every day, not because I fell for his voice, how it would echo in my ear. I just felt like I bought a new toy. Nothing else!!


  “I too was happy to receive a phone, and I was glad to play along at the start…but I slowly started to get sick of it. The LINE messages and calls stopped coming that frequently thereafter…and then it started.”


  “I thought all the landmines exploded. There’s still more?”


  “Yeah. One day, our parents returned home late, so I called her out for dinner—guess what happened?”


  Wait…you’re mentioning that too!?


  “Hmm? She didn’t pick up the call?”


  “She didn’t. After all—she hid her phone under my pillow”


  “……Huh?”


  Irido-kun blurted, obviously not understanding the situation, and my ears hurt.


  “The notification vibration came from under my pillow. In other words, she hid her phone over there without me knowing it.”


  “Did she forget it though…doesn’t seem so.”


  “That’s what I thought, so I returned it to her. She’s still a kid then—I never would dream that my childhood friend would eavesdrop on me.”


  “…………”


  P-please…please allow me to explain …….


  It was, really, it was just in the spur of the moment…it’s convenient for me, so I couldn’t stop my hands, and uh…well, as long as I recorded the voice, we didn’t have to call each other… (TN: Again, a reminder that the author writes “Do You Think You Can Run After Reincarnating, Nii-san?)


  Uuuu! Doesn’t this mean that I haven’t grown at all! It’s no different from my thought process when I intruded Yume-chan’s house!


  “I never noticed until the very end. Only when I got into middle school, after everything else happened, did I realize and go all ‘ahh, that’s how it is’. I had radiowave detectors at home to counter the eavesdropping. Even now, I have a habit of checking regularly.”


  “…How do I put this?”


  Irido-kun cautiously chose his words. It spoke lots instead.


  “I can’t believe…you can handle such a neighbour so calmly …”


  “I’m a guy who experienced the depths of Hell. This place is already heaven in hell.”


  “Just to ask, is today fine?”


  “Of course. I’d say that nothing much happened ever since I entered high school…but well, there are some spying devices that can’t be detected by radiowave detectors. Like—”


  Kawanami lectured pretentiously.


  “—Like a concrete microphone or something.”


  My heart jolted.


  …Did he realize? That’s why he wanted me to hear this?


  So he told me Irido-kun’s dropping by…just to rub it in on me!?


  I-I was had…! Why did he spend so much thought into doing this!? Did he hate me that much!?……No, I knew he definitely hated me . He could have ignored me. It’s one thing that I annoyed him, so why did he …


  Anyway, since he knew of this, there’s no need for me to continue playing along.


  Right when I was about to move the microphone away.


  “……But well.”


  The microphone caught his voice that was a little gentler in tone.


  “I don’t think there’s a need to be that wary. She’s just…someone who got lonely a little easily compared to others.”


  “I don’t think it’s a case of a little after hearing that story …”


  “She may act like this, but she’s a lot better than before. She actually regrets barging into your house illegally. She should be fine if she doesn’t go crazy again.”


  “Then, if she goes crazy again, what should we do?”


  “If that happens—”


  Kawanami said somewhat jokingly.


  “—I just have to stop her, right?”


  I gently moved the microphone away from the wall.


  …He never intended for me to hear those words, right? He thought I would put down the microphone the moment I realized I was eavesdropping—


  — I just have to stop her, right?


  It’s true that I was someone who got lonely easily.


  It’s true that I was a weak human who would freeze without the warmth of others.


  But—


  “…At this point, I don’t need you.”


  ◆


  “Yo, I’m here. Why call me here early in the morning?”


  The next morning, I called Kawanami to my place.


  There’s only one reason why I called him over.


  “Clean up for me.”


  “Again with this? You never cleaned up yourself since then? Obviously you angered Aunty—”


  So Kawanami said as he entered the living room, and frowned in surprise.


  “—Aren’t you done already? I don’t need to clean up then …”


  The kitchen was once in a mess, and the floor was once covered in the change of clothes and trash was all cleaned up by me. The old me didn’t have the motivation to do so, and I could do it if I wanted to.


  The room’s not what I wanted to clean up.


  “This is what I want to clean up.”


  I said as I tapped the microphone with a stethoscope, and a box device with an earphone.


  It’s a concrete microphone.


  “Mind throwing this for me?”


  Once I said it calmly, Kawanami turned from my eyes to the microphone.


  “…Of course not. I’ll like that. But really?”


  “Of course. I can’t hear Yume-chan’s with this after all.”


  “Anyway, throw that away yourself. I don’t know how and where to discard this.”


  “…I’m the type who’s bad at giving up things. I’ll find all kinds of excuses…to keep things.”


  The things I should have thrown. The things I discarded.


  Either way, they still remained in my hands.


  “I investigated how to discard them then…please do.”


  For the time being, I thought I should ask him honestly.


  I looked up at Kawanami, and after a while, he let out a deep sigh, and scratched his head.


  “Got it…but there’s a condition.”


  “Eh?”


  “You’ll make tonight’s dinner. I’m getting sick of the food at the family restaurant.”


  Kawanami gently lifted the microphone.


  I looked up at that face, and suddenly giggled stupidly.


  “And you said I get lonely easily.”


  “Huh?”


  Kawanami turned around abruptly.


  “……Ah!?”


  He reacted a tad later,


  “Wait, did you hear—”


  The microphone then dropped onto the floor with a thud.


  I turned my back on him.


  I successfully dumped this troublesome matter to someone else, so let’s give Yume-chan a call ~♪


  “Hello~? Yume-chan? Are you done with homework ~?”


  “No, hear me out! Yo-you heard that, didn’t you!?”


  I’m not listening.


  At this point, I wouldn’t be amused to see you blush anyway.

Chapter 8: Childhood Friends? Forget about it. (First Half)

  It happened before she and I were yet to be boy and girl.


  In my  memory, that was our first family trip, and also our last. We were basically family, and toured at various attractions. That was when we were in early elementary school—and I already forgot where we went exactly, as it was too long ago.


  She and I had fun in the day, and whenever we found anything interesting, we pestered our parents. Maybe the reason for this trip was due to the guilt they felt, since they hardly took care of us. Our parents splurged a lot during that trip, and were a lot more generous than usual, it seemed.


  That night, we stayed at a hotel.


  That was the first time I stayed out.


  Our parents immediately fell asleep, probably because they were tired. I was lying on an unfamiliar pillow, so excited for the first time in my life, and I really couldn’t sleep.


  —I’m really bored.


  So I thought.


  And something seemed to snuggle into my futon.


  —Naa…!?


  —Shhh~!


  Poking her head out from the futon with a smile and an index finger on her lips was Acchan, of all people.


  —Kokkun, quiet.


  I started at Acchan, who said that as though she was a school teacher.


  —……What are you doing?


  —I’m feeling a little bored. 


  —I see. Same here. Can’t sleep at all.


  —I guess.


  So we said, but our parents already fell asleep, and we couldn’t switch on the lights and play. What could we do then?


  So I thought, and what flashed in my mind was a really simple idea.


  —Oh yeah, shall we go out to play?


  —Eh? Go out? Th-that’s not good, right ~……


  —We’ll be right soon. They won’t find out.


  We were still kids, and so naive in thinking.


  Acchan had a better conscience than me, but unfortunately, I used to be the one taking the initiative back then, so Acchan couldn’t argue against me, and agreed.


  We cautiously got up to change from our yukatas into our plainclothes, so that our parents wouldn’t find out. We tiptoed out of the room. There was someone at the counter, so we crept beneath the counter, and left the hotel.


  —Ooohh…!


  Before our eyes was a world we had never seen.


  It’s the world of the night I could only see through the window of my apartment.


  The sparkling lights caused my heart too to flutter, as though the game character I controlled had entered a new map. I really had the urge to go around.


  The world continues to revolve even when I sleep—that’s what I often thought when I laid on the bed.


  What kind of world was that exactly? What lies beyond there? What are the people like there? And why was it that we usually couldn’t see such a world?


  And the world I always fantasized was right before my eyes.


  My heart felt ticklish, and I had the urge to run towards the world before me, but my arm was tugged.


  I turned back, and found Acchan looking restlessly, her shoulders shriveled.


  —Are you scared?


  —…………


  —Let’s go back then.


  If Acchan wasn’t willing, I intended to return back to the hotel. I was a hopeless, shitty brat, but I swore since young never to do anything Acchan would hate.


  But Acchan adamantly shook her head.


  —I’ll be fine…with you around, Kokkun.


  And as I saw Acchan smile with an adamant look. I didn’t know what name I called when I was faced with the fluttery feelings inside me.


  We started our adventures on the night streets.


  Of course, we never entered any shop. The adventure here was simply us walking down main street and back. For us back then, this adventure was really interesting.


  We met an uncle who gave us sweets, saying ‘eat up and hurry home now’, hid ourselves when we bumped into a group of drunks, met some street musicians performance, and we were basically adventurers headed down an unknown dungeon.


  We were a little tired, so I spent all the pocket money I had at the vending machine to buy drinks. Acchan and I sat next to each other, on the grove, and looked up at the endless night sky.


  —The moon is beautiful, isn’t it?


  —Yeah.


  I already forgot whether it was a full moon or a crescent moon


  But that was the first time in my life—that I felt the bright moon hanging in the tall skies was so pretty.


  …Well, the rest of the story was self-explanatory.


  After that, we were lectured by the police, and our parents lectured us.


  In hindsight, we were really lucky that nothing happened to us—and because of that, it remained in my memories as a wonderful one.


  The ending to that memory was a promise.


  That was so reckless, and disregarding of all consequences…but it remained in my heart till this point—


  —If only I can be with you forever, Kokkun.


  —Ahh, isn’t this obvious?


  As everyone knows, I personally broke this promise.


  ◆


  It’s been about a week since summer vacation started, and it’s late July. It’s a long vacation, but there’s a customary activity looming.


  It’s a three days, two night study camp.


  It’s not some vacation trip, nor a forest school. It’s just a training camp where us students were locked in a hotel and forced to attend lessons. The only thing interesting about it was simply due to the venue, how expensive the hotel was, that we could enjoy the rather delicious food here—it’s the intel I got from the seniors I interacted with.


  Seriously, why did we have to study during summer vacation. That’s why I hate prep schools.


  I wanted to grumble, but I had to consider everything else—it’s rare that we had an event, that we got to stay out. How else should I look at this rare opportunity?


  “Yo. Irido, you look rather sleepy?”


  “……Yeah……”


  Mizuto Irido stood at the school gate, the gathering point, and groaned with an unprecedented deep voice.


  “My biological clock…got ruined by summer vacation …”


  “Ahhh…a night owl? It’s amazing that you woke up.”


  “…I was…hammered awake …”


  “By your mom?”


  “No…”


  Irido’s eyes were still tussling against the sleep demon, and stared blankly at a girl not too far away, chatting with her friends.


  The long black hair dazzling under the morning sun was accompanied by an intellectual look completely opposite to Irido. Obviously, that’s Yume Irido.


  “…Wait…”


  I quickly scanned around, and whispered to Irido.


  “(Does Irido-san wake you up every morning …?)”


  “…Not everyday.”


  Irido denied with a displeased look. He didn’t really deny my question outright though.


  So you mean she does occasionally wake you up?


  So you mean she does occasionally wake you up!!!??


  I hurriedly covered my mouth. That’s quite the powerful jab early in the morning! These two are already husband and wife, right!?


  “It’s time~! All students, please board the board, ~!”


  I was still trying to suppress the turbulent emotions inside me, and the teacher leading us called out.


  The local hotels in Kyoto were always booked all year long, so our study camp was moved to another prefecture. I heard it was a hotel in Shiga Prefecture, where we could see Lake Biwa. That’s the number 2 spot  all Kyoto kids would want to visit (Number 1 is Mount Hiei), but now that I think about it, there’s nothing unique—


  That would be our trip though.


  What stories would await us over the three days and two nights starting today…?


  I boarded the bus alongside Irido, and quietly made up my mind.


  I’d find the opportunity in this camp to get the Iridos together, alone.


  I would definitely get these two restless people to have an indecent mood to them!


  This study camp was simply a boring one where we would have lessons in the hotel, but in fact, the first year study camp wasn’t actually that harsh.


  They weren’t exactly very strict with the students, and we got relatively more free time. I heard that starting in our second year, we would have an exam on the last day, but the first years wouldn’t. I guess it’s because the school wanted the first years to get used to a camp.


  The only thing inconvenient about this was that our phones would be confiscated. The school never actually forbade bringing them, but they would be confiscated once brought. I heard it’s because there were a lot of students who brought their phones in, and it’s a measure for us to contact our parents in case of emergency.


  We arrived at the hotel in the day, quickly went to the rooms we were assigned to, put our belongings down, and looked out through the guest room window to see Lake Biwa stretched to the horizon. Speaking of which, the lake at night would make for a really nice scene…


  “What do we do next?”


  My roommate, Irido, looked much better after he had a nap on the bus. He frisked out a book as he asked me. The guys who got ways to kill time other than phones and games really had it easy.


  “We’ll have lunch at the canteen, and then the familiar places. Anyway, pack your book first.”


  “Ehh~……”


  This guy would probably spend all his free time reading if I let him be. If I didn’t drag him out, he’s not going to entertain alone time with Irido-san.


  Irido looked displeased as he put the book into his bag, and we left the room. The canteen—a restaurant, was on the first floor


  I looked down, saw the carpet that muffled the footsteps, and looked up at the lights on the ceiling,


  “Guess the high school fees had to go somewhere. How rich is our school anyway?”


  “I don’t have to spend a single cent though.”


  “Don’t act so uppity in front of others, you. It’s a heavy blow for us folks.”


  The moment we took the elevator and arrived on the first floor.


  “You’re here ~~~~~~!!Mizuto-kun~~~~~~!!”


  A girl leapt towards Irido, making an embarrassing voice.


  “Woargh” Irido tumbled, but he managed to catch her.


  “Higashira? What happened? Why the crying face?”


  “Uu, uuu…! I see unfamiliar faces on the bus and in the guest room! I’m so worried …”


  “Aren’t they your classmates?”


  “Do you remember the names and faces of your classmates, Mizuto-kun?”


  “……”


  “See!!”


  Isana Higashira continued to pester and yap at Irido, and I gave her a hostile glare.


  “…Tch…”


  “Woah ~, the frivolous guy is giving me a scary look ~. Save me Mizuto-kun ~.”


  Higashira said this, and ducked behind Irido.


  She’s completely addicted to this game, huh…! I’ll shoo you away from Irido one day!


  Higashira evaded my glare attack by looking aside, and looked up at Irido, giving a calculated look as though nothing had happened.


  “Mizuto-kun, Mizuto-kun. Did you see? There’s a game center in the basement of this hotel. Shall we go there to play at night?”


  “Games? I never actually played them though…”


  “Please…I’ll suffer if I stay in my room…”


  “Are you a dad on bad terms with your family or something?”


  A game center, huh….I did investigate the game center before. It’s an added facility to the hotel, but it really had quite the variety, like UFO catching and racing games, music games, dance, and there’s a lot of mainstream ones—


  “—Not a bad idea.”


  “Hm? I’m not talking to you.”


  “Just saying that if you want to avoid some people, how about you get Irido-san to join in? She doesn’t seem like one to play such games either. Maybe it’s a rare opportunity for you to beat her.”


  “You’re insulting me, right!?…But I can think about it.”


  Mmmm, Higashira murmured. Ha, she’s easy to deal with.


  “But but, aren’t Yume-san and her friends very busy now …?”


  “Try asking her then.”


  It’s rare that Irido gave me an assist.


  “She might not look that way, but she dotes on you.”


  “…From you of all people?”


  “Hm?”


  Irido looked surprised. Seriously, you’re the one who dotes on Higashira most. Do you not have any self awareness?


   


  We had classes, food, had a bath in our rooms, and Irido disappeared.


  It’s about time for us to visit the game center, so where did he go?


  I wore my gym jumper in place of my nightwear, and went to the corridor. This was the level where the boys would be staying, but I could hear some faint female voices in some room. They’re really enjoying their youth huh, not bad not bad.


  Naturally, Irido couldn’t mix around with such people.


  I carelessly scanned the corridor, didn’t notice Irido—so he went to the basement. If he’s not at the lounge on the first floor, then…


  Once I thought of it, I couldn’t calm down, so I anxiously took the elevator up. Yes, I was headed to the girls’ floor.


  I poked my head out of the opened doors, saw that there was no patrolling teacher, and crept into the elevator hall silently.


  There’s no need for me to do a perverted act—of putting my ear at the wall to check on the rooms.


  I heard Irido’s voice from deep down the corridor.


  Everything was within expectations, but was this joy or pain? I cautiously hid my footsteps, and went towards the direction where Irido’s voice came from.


  After all, Irido-san was on this floor, and Isana Higashira. Since Irido went to meet while I was in the bath…what was—


  “———that?”


  I gasped the moment I heard a crisp sound. This voice was …!


  I suppressed my agitated emotions with all I got, and discreetly looked around the corner.


  There were two people seated on two chairs in the lounge, facing each other.


  Mizuto Irido—and Yume Irido.


  I clenched my fists silently. Alright, have at it, Higashira!


  “——leave it to me.”


  “I understand——”


  They hushed their voices, and I couldn’t hear what they were talking about exactly. This gave me enough room to imagine however.


  They’re having a date alone, with nobody around, in a hotel at night. There’s no way they could refute the rumors ~! They’re clearly meeting up to negotiate ~!


  Maybe the negotiations were done, for they soon stood up, and went in opposite directions. Once I saw Irido head towards me, I hurriedly left the scene and returned to my room.


  I barely managed to pace my breathing, and Irido arrived at the room.


  “—Yo. Where did you go?”


  I said it quite naturally, so naturally that it scared me…not to boast, but I really can disguise myself. Really.


  “Just a little thirsty.”


  Irido wasn’t a simple cookie either, and he waved the coffee can in his right hand unflinchingly, still maintaining a stoic look.


  He didn’t have it just now, right? Did he buy it on the way back? So that’s to hide the fact that he met Irido-san. Kukukuku!


  Of course, I didn’t poke through his lie. It might be more interesting to keep it going.


  I looked at the digital clock next to my bed,


  “It’s about time to meet up with Higashira, right? You sure you don’t have to bathe?”


  “I’ll bath later. If I do so now, maybe I’ll have to do it again later.”


  “Hm?”


  What do you mean?


  “Let’s hurry. Higashira might have left earlier. You’re definitely coming along anyway, right?”


   


  Irido and I arrived at the basement. The game center located there was so well equipped, I had to wonder if it’s actually a hotel facility. It’s very packed at this point, because of the other Rokurou students living here.


  “—Ah, Mizuto-kun~!”


  The moment we went downstairs, I saw a girl in a red jumper, scampering over like she’s some large dog.


  It’s Isana Higashira. She clearly wants to hug Irido again.


  No can do. I stood between them like a bodyguard, and Higashira braked the moment she saw this, glaring at me intently.


  “…You’re a nuisance!”


  “I’m being a nuisance to you.”


  “Uuuu~~~~!!”


  Higashira made a strange snort and tried to break through the defenses. I spread my arms wide to block her body. De—fense! De—fense!!


  “Stop it, you idiot!”


  “Uggghhh!!”


  Suddenly, I got kicked in the ass.


  The strong kick was unbefitting the small foot. There’s no doubt—I cupped the damaged part as I turned around to glare at the shorty girl.


  “Minami! You idiot!! What are you doing anyway!!?”


  “Don’t insult me now! It’s your fault for bullying Higashira-san, you know?”


  Akatsuki Minami, dressed in a loose shirt, turned her head around as she said so.


  I knew very well why she always wore a loose jumper. She still had pitiful hopes about her own height. I wanted to retort and expose it to everyone, but a pretty girl with black hair showed up. Irido-san too was dressed in her jumper.


  “You can’t be kicking people suddenly, Akatsuki-san.”


  “This guy’s fine though, Yume-chan! He’s the type to remain unhurt no matter how I kick him”


  “You should at least stomp on him instead.”


  “This guy’s already used to get his feet stomped!”


  Like hell I’m used to it. And Irido-san, please abstain from violence and tell her off a bit, will ya?


  Higashira hid behind Irido, and stuck her tongue out.


  “Serves you right. Everyone in this world is my buddy.”


  “An enemy of the world? I never recognized you to begin with …!”


  “Can you two stop arguing with me in the middle?”


  Anyway, the five of us were participating in this game center activity.


  We never got that Akatsuki to join in, but she definitely would show up whenever Irido-san was around. I expected that much at least.


  “…………”


  “…………”


  The five of us moved to the game center; Akatsuki and I exchanged looks…she’s clearly planning something.


  I pretended not to notice Akatsuki’s mysterious look, and chatted with Irido.


  “Have you been to a game center before, Irido?”


  “Nope…never really been there.”


  “What about you, Irido-san?”


  “…Not really.”


  Neither of them said that it’s their first time at such a place.


  These two really couldn’t hide at all, huh? To think that they kept this a secret from their parents till this point.


  Akatsuki hopped into the game center.


  “So so, what are we playing~? Higashira-san, you have games you’re good at, right?”


  “Feels like you’re hinting that I’m an introverted otaku?”


  “I’m clearly saying that you’re an introverted otaku.”


  “I’m bad at playing fighting games…usually I play single player, like music games …”


  “Hoho~, not bad. Shall we play that then?”


  Akatsuki said as she pointed at a dancing game. It’s the kind where we had to step on the controller along with the music.


  I see. While a fighting game is beneficial to skilled and experienced players, such games are more balanced. Strangely, no matter how good a player’s athleticism is, even an idiot at them can be a music expert—this might be a good choice instead.


  “Then, “


  I then suggested.


  “A game alone is kinda boring. How about a penalty game too?”


  “Penalty game?”


  Akatsuki was the first to be sceptical about my words. The thing about childhood friends is that I managed to catch her idea. I did say that on purpose, somewhat—she’s only acting sceptical, but she wanted me to continue. We had a mutual benefit.


  “Yep, a penalty game. Nothing suspicious though. Let’s see…”


  What kind of penalty game would be better? I couldn’t choose one so annoyingly unacceptable, but I needed one to pair the Iridos together…


  “…Maybe, nicknames?”


  Of all people to suggest this, it was somehow Irido-san.


  Everyone present looked towards Irido-san, and she frantically explained.


  “Ah, erm, you see…I think! Since we’re all gathered here, nobody actually calls each other by endearing nicknames, right?”


  …Well, of course. Even us childhood friends addressed each other by family names.


  Irido frowned.


  “What’s with this orientation-like penalty game?”


  “Wh-what!? You never went to one anyway!”


  “I think that can work?”


  Higashira tilted her head, saying.


  “I always call Mizuto-kun as ‘Mizuto-kun’, but Mizuto-kun would call me by my name. I’ll use this chance to have Mizuto-kun call me ‘Icchan’!”


  “That’s not a penalty, that’s a reward….anyway, if we’re changing how we address each other, that’s beyond what a penalty game should have.”


  “We’ll have a time limit then!”


  Akatsuki suddenly spoke up, as though she was aiming for this chance.


  “Two losers have to call each other by nickname during this camp. How about that!? It’s not going to cause actual hurt, and it should work as a punishment.”


  Irido silently scanned the faces of everyone present,


  “…Alright, let’s do this.”


  “Okie~okie!”


  Akatsuki licked her lips, and I made a guts pose in the bottom of my heart. Things were going so laughably well. I just needed the Iridos to get the penalty, and it’s a great victory …!


  To be honest, I did have experience playing this game, and Akatsuki too was the same. In other words, it’s a stone cold fact that we’d be ranked top. It’s obvious that the Iridos would be bad at this, and very likely would play the penalty game. Now, as for whatever doubts I may have, it’d be how would Akatsuki try to mess things up …


  “Let’s have Higashira-san lead us off then~.”


  “Eh, me first? There are two of them though…”


  The two dancing machines in the game center were placed side by side. Nobody else was queuing, so two could play at the same time.


  “Just a demo then. You seem like this is the game you’re best at, Higashira-san. We’ll see how it goes then.”


  “In that case…”


  Akatsuki managed to fool Higashira onto the game with her sweet talk. What’s she planning? Should I get in her way—


  While I was feeling hesitant, the music started playing.


  “Alright! Ho!”


  Higashira looked at the symbols on the monitor before her, and jumped about.


  It’s obvious that her movements were slow, but games really shouldn’t be associated with athleticism. She made few mistakes, and she should be able to rank higher than the Iridos, who had no experience at all—


  “Higashira-san~.”


  Before I knew it, Akatsuki went before Higashira, who was dancing away.


  “Your boobs are really juggling ~.”、


  “Nuuueee!?”


  “What!?”


  I immediately darted over to Irido, stood behind him, and covered his eye with my hand. I never realized there was such a trap in this game…! I got to protect Irido’s eyes!


  While I covered the left, Irido’s right eye was completely covered by another. Not my hand, but Irido-san.


  “…Oy, I can’t see.”


  “Good that you can’t see!” “You don’t need to see it!”


  Well, Irido-san’s so adorable. She clearly didn’t want him to look at other women’s bodies. It seemed I didn’t need to act at this point!


  The moment I moved my hand away from his left eye, Irido-san hastily covered his left eye. At this point, they clearly were acting like the good ol’ ‘guess who’. Hmm…no need for me to be here.


  “Shake~shake, boing~boing~”


  “Stop adding sound effects ~~~~~~!!”


  Uh oh, this is bad. While I was trying to salvage the situation, Higashira’s starting to make mistakes.


  Ugh…so that’s how it was. Akatsuki wanted Irido and Higashira to take the penalty! That’s why she’s obstructing…! Damn! If I didn’t have the Iridos to go all ‘guess who’…!


  Higashira managed to finish the song in the end, but she covered her breasts with both hands, and got off the machine.


  “Uuu…I’m never playing this game again…”


  “You’re never going to play any sports if you say that. Oh yeah! I’ll just burst your breasts here!”


  “Please don’t say something so scary with a terrifying look!”


  Higashira darted behind Irido, and shivered. Irido patted her head to console her.


  “Stop it, Minami-san. Don’t rob her of her one good point.”


  “Mizuto-kun…am I just a woman who only has big breasts…?’


  “Well, you said that yourself.”


  “I think so.”


  That happened? You can’t complain about getting pinched then.


  “Just joking~”


  Akatsuki hurriedly dismissed it, and Irido-san stared at her face intently.


  “Up next is Akatsuki-san and Kawanami-kun.”


  “Eh? Why?”


  “I feel that I’ll get sound effects too. Better to get you two to go first.”


  “I’m not a monster who’ll add sound effects to bouncing boobs!”


  “…Flat~ flat~”


  “I heard that already, Higashira—!”


  I backhanded and grabbed the beast (shorty flatchest) who wanted to leap at Higashira, and dragged her up the machine.


  Since Higashira had such a score, the battle would be decided by whether the Iridos could beat Higashira’s score. It’s not a bad option for us to have a little warmup until then.


  “(…Don’t make any mistake.)”


  “(Same to you.)”


  We stood on our platforms, muttering so.


  Well, no need to worry, there’s no way we couldn’t surpass Higashira’s horrible score unless we had a brain freeze or something.


  The song started.


  We started dancing with the rhythm skilly, no mistakes.


  “Ohh~, you two are doing well.”


  I heard Higashira’s leisurely voice behind me. It’s expected. We often spent time at the game center when we were younger, and we’re already experienced in such games—hm?


  I couldn’t hear the Iridos.


  And that’s not all. They should have been behind me, but they vanished along with their presence. Where did they go?


  And this answer actually entered my sight.


  Behind the monitor, before the dancing machine. Mizuto appeared, dragging Irido-san by the hand.


  “Wait, what are you—”


  “I said, leave it to me.”


  While I focused my attention on them, at that moment—


  “Nnnyaaa!?” “Ahh!?” “Whoa!?”
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  Irido-san was shocked, Akatsuki shrieked, and nearly puked out blood.


  Why…did…he just…grab…the……shoulder……wha— wha— wha— wha— wha— wha— wha— wha— wha— wha— wha— wha——————eh?


  What…was I doing?


  By the time I realized it, I saw the blinking word ‘retired’ on the monitor.


  As for the Iridos, Irido-san’s face was a little red, but they had pulled a meter distance away from each other.


  It felt as though this time flew by.


  Did I space out that long because I was overly emotional?


  “……Ah……”


  I heard this little blurt, turned back, and found there was the same ‘Retire’ on the monitor next to mine.


  Akatsuki and I forfeited?


  So in other words…we’re ranked below Higashira…?


  “…Fufufu.”


  I looked back at this laughter, and saw Higashira give a weird, lewd smile.


  “Fu…” “Fufufufufu!”


  I heard laughter from elsewhere, turned around, and saw the Iridos smiling away.


  What, just…? Happened?


  “The two lowest ranked have to take the punishment—”


  The Iridos repeated, got us off the stage, and boarded the platform.


  They weren’t really skilled at it—but they managed to finish it anyway.


  And so, the two people chosen to take the punishment were decided.


  Irido-san smiled and Akatsuki and me.


  “You two set up the rules—no complains here, right?”

Chapter 9: Childhood Friends? Forget about it. (Second Half)

     ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆


  The day after we set up Kawanami and Minami-san.


  The camp’s breakfast was a self-service buffet. Bread, fruits, ham, wieners, various kinds of light snacks were lined up in a row.


  I gritted my teeth and resisted the urge to stretch as I put the croissant on my place, only to notice Kawanami freeze up while he was picking up the wiener.


  I looked over at where he was looking


  And over there was the sight of Akatsuki Minami, walking alongside that Yume..


  Like Kawanami, Minami-san too froze up once she spotted him.


  It’s to be expected of them I guess—they reacted really quickly. They immediately recovered, and nonchalantly went off in different directions.


  Of course, we couldn’t let them off.


  “Now where—”“—are you going?”


  I grabbed Kawanami’s wrist, and Yume grabbed Minami-san’s.


  Kawanami gave me a pleading look, but naturally, I didn’t let go as I yanked him to the table. Yume too dragged Minami-san along, and they sat at the same table.


  We saw Higashira seated at the table, so I dumped Kawanami not too far away, while I sat next to Higashira.


  Yume positioned Minami-san opposite Kawanami, and she sat opposite Higashira.


  Yume smiled, looking please.


  “We’ll leave it to you two ‘oungins’.”


  “Leaving it to you~.”


  Higashira chimed it as she stuffed the wiener into her mouth.


  I cut the croissant, put it in my mouth, and side eyed at the expressions of the childhood friends.


  Neither of them said anything. They didn’t even look at each other. The act of getting breakfast. They were so quick to get their breakfast, it’s obvious that they wanted to seize any opportunity to flee once they were done.


  Why should we allow them to?


  “You’re not greeting each other?”


  The moment I voiced out, Kawanami and Minami-san’s lips shivered, and they side eyed each other.


  “……Morning.”


  “……Mornin’.”


  “Who are you greeting?”


  Striking further was Yume. Given the way she’s smiling, it’s obvious that her curiosity was overflowing.


  Kawanami and Minami-san looked on bitterly—but in mere seconds, they responded with smiles, as though they were completely different persons, and greeted each other with cheery voices.


  “—Morning, Acchan!”


  “—Mornin’, Kokkun♪!”


  “Pfft~!”


  Next to me, Higashira couldn’t hold back her laughter, and she hunched over, shivering.


  Yume covered her mouth with both hands, and at the very least, didn’t laugh out loud.


  As for the childhood friends, well, they barely hung on with smiles, but as time passed, I could see Minami-san’s face twitching before me—and finally, she collapsed onto the dining table.


  “Let me off already!! Really, let me off!! What is this!? Revenge!? For me going overboard with what I said!?”


  Yume and Higashira’s smiles broke into gut-wincing laughter.


  Naturally, it wasn’t revenge—it’s 100% goodwill. Well, what certain people think as goodwill can be deemed malicious to others. There are countless such cases out there.


  I recalled the moment that started it off.


  It was right when summer vacation started—when Yume of all people came to discuss this.


  “What do you think of…Akatsuki-san and Kawanami-kun?”


  “……Huh?”


  It was noon when I heard Yume suddenly raise this question from the living room, so I frowned.


  Even if she asked me what I felt about them, I really couldn’t answer anything other than a girl with a loose screw and a guy with a loose screw. That’s not the answer she wanted to hear though.


  I pondered a little, and answered her question.


  “A girl with a loose screw and a guy with a loose screw.”


  “I’m not referring to this! And what’s wrong with them anyway!?”


  Not my fault that she couldn’t get the answer even if she tried to think about it—but seriously, what answer was she looking for?


  “I mean…those two are childhood friends, right?”


  “I guess.”


  “They look like they’re on bad terms, but the way they bicker at each other, I think they’re on good terms…actually, I want to know, what exactly…eh, what exactly is their relationship?”


  “…So basically, you want to ask if those two can become boyfriend and girlfriend, right?”


  “Yes yes yes!”


  Ignorance is bliss. I never actually understood their relationship completely, but my guess was that those two were not too different from ours, maybe? But even if we knew this, how could we so naively pair them together as a love conversation—


  …No, on second thought, there was one such person. That guy knows about my pain, but he’s just stoking the flames nonchalantly.


  “I never expected you to discuss romance with me. Say, you don’t have any friends or something?”


  “I don’t want to hear this from you of all people!…And, it’s not a romance issue. It’s just… Akatsuki-san may look like that, but she gets lonely easily. I want to patch her up with her childhood friend at least…”


  Gets lonely easily, huh—from what I knew though, her personality was never this innocent..


  Their issue was simply theirs alone, and we shouldn’t interfere frivolously—I should have said so, as per the concept of social etiquette…


  But wouldn’t this be a good chance?


  Wouldn’t this be a good chance for me to get back at that self-professed love ROM (Read-only member) called Kogure Kawanami who always nagged at me to the point where I wondered if I were a game character, to get him to experience how it felt like being ‘read’?


  …Yep. That bastard Kawanami should occasionally learn how it feels to be the character read.


  When you look into the abyss, the abyss looks back at you. I’m definitely going to teach you this.


  And before I acted, I decisively started my investigation.


  I nonchalantly mustered a reason to visit the Kawanamis, and fished out various stories between him and Minami-san.


  All he spoke of were crimes that caused me to shiver, but in any case, it seemed those two were once so close—they were practically siblings.


  My target then was to ‘get the two of them to remember the relationship they once had’.


  It would also get them to remember the black history they once had. Killing two birds with one stone.


  The problem was, how would we do it? What could we get them to do to get them to remember their past—


  At this moment, it’s usually the expert who would step in.


  “That’s how it is, help us out here, Higashira.”


  “I’m not some expert on childhood friends though…”


  Higashira laid on my bed, my knees as her pillow as she flipped to the next page.


  “Eh? Anyway, Minami-san and that frivolous guy are childhood friends?”


  “In fact, yes. They insist that they aren’t close at all now though.”


  “Haaa~…so there really are so called childhood friends in this world.”


  “Why do you make it sound like any relationship is a legend to you.”


  “Well, if we’re going by how I only heard about it, that is a legend.”


  “Oh? So what kind of characteristics do you think childhood friends have?”


  “Hm~ it’s useless even if you ask what kind of creatures they are. This is reality after all. Lemme think, like say…they had a marriage promise when they were young and innocent, or something?”


  “If they made such a promise back then, they probably forgot all about it now.”


  “Don’t say such things that ruin dreams!”


  Higashira flailed her legs about, so I patted her head to console her.


  “…And also, if we’re talking about stuff that may appear in reality…nicknames, of course.”


  “Nicknames?”


  “Those two address each other by family names now, but if they were on familial terms, isn’t that weird? It’s easy for them to mix them up with their parents.”


  Bullseye. In fact, Yume and I addressed each other by name at home.


  “And since they grew up together since childhood, it’s not weird to think that they would address each other with adorable nicknames, right? It’s the case for the protagonist and the heroine in the light novel I’m reading now.”


  “Hm…so we need to figure out a way to revive the usage of nicknames.”


  To be honest, I just asked in the spur of the moment, but I unexpectedly got a decent suggestion.


  Nickname, huh—maybe we could think of an idea from this alone.


  “Thanks, Higashira. We might need your help in the future…”


  “It’s fine. As long as I chuck that frivolous guy aside with Minami-san, you’ll be mine alone, Mizuto-kun!”


  “My rental fee’s really high.”


  “We’re talking money here!?”


  So, using the penalty game as an excuse, I thought of a way to get them to address each other by their nicknames.


  I got Higashira to nonchalantly mention the game center to Kawanami, leading him on, and before we executed the plan, I discussed the entire plan with Yume.


  “But your plan needs Akatsuki-san and Kawanami-kun to lose though? What are you planning?”


  “I got an idea. Leave it to me.”


  “Well I do, but…”


  And so, everything was keikaku doori.


  Kogure Kawanami and Akatsuki Minami shall revert as childhood friends during this camp.


  “Things are proceeding smoother than I thought.”


  Yume said while still unable to rein in her laughter.


  It was during the break before class, after breakfast. Kawanami and Minami-san were completely had, and scattered off. Seeing those two  adaptable ones take such a physical measure, I understood then that the plan worked way beyond our imaginations.


  We were at a corner of the grand hotel lobby, and intended to discuss our future plans.


  “…But what’s with that?”


  Once she started, Yume digressed.


  “That?”


  “Erm, that…”


  Yume gently cupped her shoulder.


  But well, I knew even without her asking—she was referring to how I nonchalantly grabbed her shoulder nonchalantly all to get Kawanami and Minami-san penalized.


  “It’s as you see.”


  I flatly answered.


  “It’s the simplest, most effective method to give rise to the optimal outcome, considering all possibilities and costs, that’s all.”


  “…I really hope you didn’t grab my shoulder while planning anything else.”


  “Sorry about that.”


  I gave Yume a rare sincere apology, and she averted her eyes with a humph, looking somewhat displeased. I just apologized for grabbing your shoulder. What are you unhappy about? Huh?


  I purged this trivial detail to the corner of my mind, reverted back to our future plans, and the displeasure on Yume’s face slowly faded.


  “But yeah…we should watch over them for a bit. It’s the first time I saw Akatsuki-san like that.”


  “Pfft.” Yume couldn’t hold in her strange laughter as she said. It’s like Higashira, and now her, suddenly became Kawanami or something.


  “And then…how about we try to get them alone? If we get them to be alone together now, it’ll be really awkward. Maybe we need to lead them on a little more, and once it warms up …”


  Yume covered her mouth with a gently closed fist, and mumbled as she started to think.


  For me, it didn’t matter if we let them be, but since she didn’t know how dangerous Minami-san could be—I should keep my eyes on them.


  Seriously…being a love ROM (Read-only member) is unexpectedly hard.


  Say Kawanami, what is it about Yume and I that is worthy of your effort?


  ◆ Akatsuki Minami ◆


  Is this divine retribution?


  Is this retribution for me wanting to marry Irido-kun, wanting to pair him with Higashira-san, and play everyone else like a damn fiddle?


  “…K-Kokkun, what’s for next period?”


  I should be used to greeting him like this. There’s no reason why I should be nervous.


  Yep. After all, that’s how we addressed each other in our younger days—there’s nothing to be awkward about this.


  But.


  “Minami-chan, did you just call Kawanami, ‘Kokkun’?”


  “Ugh.”


  That was the first thing Nasuka-chan said right after class ended, and I ended up making a sound as though my stomach was trampled on.


  Maki-chan so happened to be nearby, and her eyes sparkled as she closed in.


  “I heard that I heard that! I didn’t mishear that, right? Are you two dating?”


  “We’re not dating! This is, well, a penalty game……”


  “A penalty game to use nicknames? Did you two get involved in a mixer or something?”


  “Ahh~. I was wondering where you went last night ~.”


  “Who would hold a mixer during the camp!”


  I saw Maki-chan giggle, Nasuka-chan tilted her head, looking confused.


  “You say this is a penalty game, but it sounds so familial to me?”


  “Yep yep yep. Besides the way you address each other, I get the feeling that the mood around you two has become softer.”


  “Arggh~! That’s why I kept my voice down! I was worried about that! These walls have ears …!”


  “I think you two match each other though?”


  “Same here ~. Kawanami might look very frivolous, but I think you should be able to deal with him, Akki.”


  “Maybe those two might be sickening sweethearts when together, you know?”


  “Ahh~, that too! That’s so moe!”


  Those two were in complete delusion mode as they yapped away, and I had to cover my ears.


  Gentler mood? Sweethearts?


  How’s that possible? That me was dead.


  Is it really possible…that a dead person can revive just by addressing others by nickname?


  ◆ Kogure Kawanami ◆


  “…I’m tired.”


  The moment morning classes ended, I was completely drained of energy.


  Damn it, I wanted to prevent others from hearing it, but these walls have ears everywhere. Is it really that interesting to address someone by nickname!


  I’d definitely eat alone for lunch. It’s a pity that I wouldn’t be able to see the Iridos, but I had to avoid being in the same situation with her like breakfast. If everyone was to see us eating together comfortably for lunch …!


  Unlike the self-service buffet, the hotel lunch was based on register number. I was ‘ka’, and she’s ‘mi’, so we shouldn’t be at the same table—usually.


  “…Why are you here?”


  “…………”


  I stared intently at the shorty girl seated opposite me.


  Akatsuki turned her face aside, remaining silent, her face clearly showing how unhappy she was…it seemed this wasn’t what she wanted.


  I looked at the seat she should be sitting at, but the girl who should be before me was seated there, smiling.


  ……I see. It seemed everyone was in on the act, huh?


  I sat on the chair, and tapped the table to get Akatsuki’s attraction.


  “(Oy, this is bad. Looks like this won’t end even after camp is over.)”


  “(Well you and I were both the bullies. I guess it’s coming right back at us.)”


  “(We can bet that they’ll forget during summer vacation …)”


  “(Maybe for the guys, but the girls won’t forget. Absolutely not.)”


  “(Looks like we have to put an end to this during this camp.)”


  “(Ahh goodness. Come on, who’s the scaredy cat …!)”


  Akatsuki took a deep breath, and seemed to have made up her mind.


  I too gritted my teeth, and ordered my own body.


  —We’re starting with our own play. Don’t be mistaken.


  And once lunch started, the expected situation happened.


  “Huh ~? Minami-san, you’re not going to go ‘ahh’ with your Kokkun ~?”


  A certain girl yapped away, somewhat jokingly of course. She probably didn’t mean anything bad, and was just trying to tease. If Akatsuki showed any look of shame, this skit would get worse. Worst case scenario, this would end up as a ‘to be continued’ moment until the next semester.


  We had to avoid this.


  Let’s get this done as a one-off skit, and put an end to this.


  And so—so what if I had to sacrifice a little?


  Time to abandon all my shame on this trip!


  “—Here, Kokkun. Ah~❤”


  “Ahhh~”
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  Akatsuki handed over her spoon without hesitation, and I put it in my mouth without hesitation.


  We smiled at each other, spoke with an extremely cheesy tone—and pushed ourselves to the limit as we replicated the embarrassing past sealed in our minds.


  Once they saw this, the guys around us went all “Woah~” “Wew wew~!” and all the catcalls happened. Good good, not bad.


  “How about it, Kokkun? Does it taste good~?”


  “Hm~. Your cooking’s bad though!”


  “Ahhh~. You never ate it though!!”


  “Ack!!”


  And while my foot got stomped on, laughter erupted around us. This damn woman, it hurts. She just hit me for real!


  If I acted all embarrassed and fidgeted about, or even stammer away, that would spoil the show.


  Let’s just go with the flow.


  Let’s go with the flow, make sure nobody could get our true feelings, and end this skit at that moment, a one-time use item!


  “Here, Acchan. Try this. Ahhh ~.”


  “Ehh~. It’s a little unbearable though~♪ “


  “Why!?”


  “Kokkun, your smell is a little ~♪ “


  “Don’t take advantage of this situation to spite me!!”


  We acted like a stupid couple during lunch period, and riled up everyone to the best we could.


  Thanks to that, probably.


  Nobody really noticed that we finished our meals using each other’s spoons.


  “You sure showed me something.”


  After lunch ended, I was about to head to the toilet when Irido gave me a stoic look.


  “I never thought you could avoid that in that manner. This is the first time I think you’re amazing.”


  “…Heh, I said that we’re really sociable people, you know?”


  “‘What they call being sociable is just grouping those who aren’t that sociable together such that they look to be on good terms’—huh.”


  He actually remembered what I told him when he stayed over at my place.


  “We don’t want the rumors to spread that far—we were worried about what would happen, but it looks like we’re worrying too much.”


  “Yeah. Both of us aren’t as innocent as a certain person who could spend an entire day just fidgeting about. That’s a pity.”


  Once I said that, Irido smiled for some reason.


  “Well, even though you two are just fooling around, I guess you two are the only ones who can flirt with each other so openly.”


  “Yes yes.”


  I nonchalantly hid my hands behind me.


  “Sorry. Mind letting me off here? My balls will burst.”


  “Ahh, sorry. In more ways than one.”


  I bade farewell to Irido, and hurried to the guys toilet.


  Once I was sure nobody was around, I went to the urinal at the wall—not.


  I turned the faucet, grabbed some water, and splashed it onto my face.


  “…Damn it. I already said this wasn’t funny …”


  It’s all just a prank, just a skit, a complete lie—there’s no reason for me to have any actual emotions to this.


  But.


  Kogure Kawanami, Kogure Kawanami, what’s with the nettle rash on your arms now—?


  …Why were the creatures called humans so devoid of freedom? I knew that very well, I reminded myself over and over again, but just replicating the matter caused the old me to actually resurface.


  I should have put an end to that past. I completely purged it. Or so I thought. I still couldn’t erase it from my mind—and more importantly, she showed that calm look …


  I remembered the saying was, that guys remember, and girls overwrite?


  In that case, my data should be completely gone from her memory…I’m so envious.


  ◆ Akatsuki Minami ◆


  “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!!”


  It’s embarrassing it’s embarrassing it’s embarrassing it’s embarrassing it’s embarrassing it’s embarrassing it’s embarrassing it’s embarrassing it’s embarrassing it’s embarrassing it’s embarrassing it’s embarrassing it’s embarrassing!!


  I ran back to my empty, hopped onto the bed, and rolled about.


  I did that in front of everyone…! Even the ahhh! Sounded so sweet!! Woooahhhh!! No no no no no, I should have graduated from that already!! Don’t make me remember it again!!


  Just kill me…and erase everything I just did…ahhh, I finally managed to develop my high school life like this…


  To be honest, even though I was so embarrassed, why was he able to act like nothing happened? That’s unfair, isn’t it? He didn’t even have any of that nettle rash! No matter how clingy I might act, he’s completely numb to me, right!?…When we first started dating, he would blush without warning…!


  I bit at my pillow, feeling really frustrated, and the door opened.


  “Akatsuki-san…? Thank goodness you’re here …”


  “Ah…Y-Yume-chan?”


  The moment I saw the soft flowing black hair, I hurriedly got up from the bed, and hid the pillow I gnawed behind me.


  Yume-chan looked very apologetic as she looked down, saying to me,


  “Erm…sorry. I didn’t think things would get out of hand…”


  “Eh? Ahh, ahh~…it’s fine, it’s fine! This is very normal, very!”


  “Is that so…?”


  I wouldn’t have found it strange if she teased me like she did this morning. Yume-chan’s really a good kid. Haa~,  I like her. I want to be with her forever. The frustration Kokkun caused me is being purified by Yume-chan’s cuteness….


  “Yeah~. It’ll be suspicious if I suddenly don’t do anything now. Let’s just keep calling him that throughout camp. I’m used to playing this character now. Well, Kokkun’s feeling the same too, right? Ahaha!”


  “……Kokkun?”


  “Eh? What?”


  “No…I’m saying that you don’t have to call him that when he’s not around.”


  “…Ah.”


  I messed up.


  “…………”


  “D-don’t leer away just because you heard that, Yume-chan! I-I just didn’t think it through …!”


  “Yep—fufu. You really didn’t think it through—pffffffttttt! So-so you two used to address each other like that…! Pfffkukukukuku!”


  “Eh…!?”


  H-how did she know that’s how we called each other…?


  Yume-chan’s hand clenched as she brought it to her mouth, and she finally managed to rein in her laughter,


  “After all, the moment we suggested to address each other by nicknames, you two started going all ‘Kokkun’ and ‘Acchan’, didn’t you—nobody told you to do that! Ahahaha!”


  …That’s the worst mistake ever……!!


  I buried my face into the pillow, and sensed that Yume-chan approached the bed.


  “It’s not a bad thing, isn’t it? You can use this chance to address each other like before. That’s more like being childhood friends.”


  “We’re not childhood friends!!”


  “Don’t say something that makes you feel lonely …”


  “…Say, Yume-chan.”


  I buried my face into my pillow, and hushed my voice towards Yume-chan.


  “Even if our relationship used to be good, it doesn’t mean that it’ll continue forever, you know? There are childhood friends who experience various setbacks and turmoil, and break the bonds between them.”


  “But Akatsuki-san, you’re still able to talk to Kawanami-kun, and negotiate with each other, right? Your bond hasn’t been severed, has it?”


  “…………Yeah, that’s right.”


  “In that case, I think it’s a pity to immediately reject him …”


  …To be honest, our relationship back then might be at a point where we could have slashed each other.


  We’re neighbors, we’re just kids who can’t move away on our own, we’re students who can’t change our preferred schools. We’re childhood friends.—that’s why we kept the chance to meet again, that’s all.


  …It’s not too late, right …?


  If I could remain with him as a childhood friend, and accompany him like a lover.


  ……Can I still make it..?


  ◆ Yume Irido ◆


  “Yume-san, Listen to me!”


  Self study period, Higashira-san rushed towards me with vigor.


  It’s a self-study period, but it’s not exactly free time, so there were teachers present to answer students’ questions. The teachers’ busy dealing with other students though, and we wouldn’t be scolded for any private chatter.


  Given how she said, listen to me, it seemed she’s not talking about the lessons themselves.


  “What is it, Higashira-san?…you look rather happy?”


  “Ehe. Ehehehe. Not at all though? Ehehehe!”


  Higashira-san’s facial muscles  were relaxed. That dumb smile was of one who aced an exam—or like one who succeeded with her confession.


  How’s that possible? The moment I thought of that, Higashira-san asked.


  “Actually, my classmates just asked me ~.”


  “Eh? Asked what?”


  “They asked me, ‘are you dating Irido-kun of class 7?’!”


  I gasped.


  Higashira-san ignored my situation as she continued on, her hands pressing her beaming cheeks.


  “Ehe, ehehe. Do you look like lovers here~? Now this is a bother~! Ehehe! Even though this isn’t the case! Eheheheh!”


  Look how happy she is. Even I started to feel happy looking at her. This feeling merged together with a strange anxiety that arose, and gave rise to a complicated ripple within me.


  “…But well, you two are always together, so it’s only a matter of time…until such rumors occur. I’m a little surprised that you two are the target this time, since you aren’t exactly the type to stand out …”


  “Actually, Mizuto-kun’s unexpectedly popular, you know? “


  “Eh?”


  What did she just say?


  “Maybe it’s because he scored first for the midterms~? ‘He’s really smart, and looking closely, he does have a cute face!’ the girl who asked if we’re dating told me that. And she said ‘you’re on such good terms with Irido-kun, I’m so envious’…ueehehehe!”


  Higashira-san smiled, clearly having let this get to her head.


  I-I see…well….I did have this position since I entered this school as the top ranked. And since he got first in the midterms, it’s no wonder that he gained some popularity from the girls…


  Eh? Popular? Him?


  The fact laid before me was something I had difficulty accepting. Quite a few girls fancy him? No, given how he acts, he’s going to dump anyone who confesses. No no no, everyone else think he and Higashira-san are a couple, so confessing is—


  “A-and so? Higashira-san…how did you answer?”


  I asked, driven by an unknown sense of anxiety, and the smile appeared brighter.


  “I did explain to her clearly. I told her ‘we aren’t dating’.”


  “O-of course.”


  “’We aren’t dating, we’re just ordinary friends on better terms than that’”


  “Are you some actress revealing a love bombshell!?”


  She’s basically announcing it! Nobody’s ever going to take her words for it, 100%!


  The smile remained on Higashira-san’s face,


  “But well~…I felt, a little, erm…good about it …”


  “You’re completely carried away, right!? Don’t bluff me here!”


  “But I’m not lying. I just explained it, like, I’m announcing my marriage or something…is there a problem?”


  “There…isn’t one.”


  If others would assume that Higashira-san was Mizuto’s girlfriend, the girls wouldn’t try to approach him, and it’s easier for him…that might be a good thing instead.


  “If others think it’s this kind of relationship, that’s really effective.”


  Higashira-san continued to smile as she doodled a corner of her notebook.


  “I don’t really love Mizuto-kun, but when everyone else says this, I end up acting like a girlfriend. I think those two grew up together in the same environment.”


  “Those two?”


  “Minami-san and that frivolous guy. They’re childhood friends, boy and girl, you know? My guess is that people around them always teased them since they were kids.”


  “…Yeah. I hoped that they would have such a relationship. That’s why I planned this …”


  “I guess those without any childhood friends are envious to some extent.”


  Higashira-san said “I’m done.”, put her mechanical pencil onto the table. Drawn on the corner of the notebook were a boy and a girl, smiling and chatting with each other through a window—‘a pair of childhood friends living close to each other’, probably. Nice art…


  “It’s like how those without little sisters admire characters with little sisters. It’s rarer to see childhood friends of different genders though, compared to little sisters—I guess that’s the relationship everyone thought between them. Since everyone hopes for them to be like this, maybe they had some idea to respond to it.”


  “Yeah. But whether they can really use this chance to develop into the relationship childhood friends have in manga, then…they’re still fictional characters after all, right? Like maybe, they just had that stupid couple act, and nobody’s really going to think that they’re actually anything more than that …”


  “If that’s really the case, are they just acting when they addressed each other by their nicknames?”


  I went silent…we hoped that they’ll just feel embarrassed about the nicknames, and get them to realize their own feelings. Why if they were just responding to our hopes without meaning anything else …?


  “There’s one way to be sure though.”


  Higashira-san ignored me while I was silently, and fingered her own doodle.


  “—The childhood friends in reality definitely aren’t like that. Doesn’t feel like a dream though.”


  ◆ Akatsuki Minami ◆


  If I were to say that I never had any illusions about a relationship between childhood friends, I’d be lying.


  I always saw such similar scenes in manga and anime. Two people living in neighboring houses, growing up together like siblings, having lots of wonderful memories, and so attracted once I grew up—I did have such an ideal before, and all the wishes cluttered together. It’s called the wonderful dream of a childhood friend.


  That’s the relationship Kokkun and I had.


  The so-called childhood friends were unique existences becoming reality through the wishes and dreams of many people, who went all ‘that looks good~’—please tell me if there really are different gendered childhood friends who don’t think so. I will destroy that illusion of yours.


  Actually, reality’s not exactly half different from fiction…


  Everyone’s finding their own position in life. Leaders, pranksters, kid generals, class reps, and so on. We’re all playing roles we know, and we recognize others through the characters others play, saying lines not too different from the actors on TV or Vtubers, trying to get the mood to talk ….


  That was how I knew Kokkun, through the character of a childhood friend.


  I never could differentiate between fiction and reality, and always believed that my relationship with Kokkun wasn’t different from the extremely romantic ones commonly seen in manga and anime.


  And that’s why—I did those things.


  We’re childhood friends, we’re destined to be a match. No matter what I did, Kokkun would naturally accept me, understand me…that’s the misunderstanding I once had in my heart..


  I knew. I really knew. I was a fool. But, but then…


  I really did that…because I wanted Kokkun to be happy.


  That’s really it.


  So…please, believe me.


  …Trust me, okay….


  —Stop joking around. Like hell I believe you!! You know what you did to me, you imbecile!? You dared to say such words. Did your brains get flushed through or something!? Ah yeah of course it did!! Otherwise you would have prepared chopsticks for me before we ate, and you would have allowed me to go to the convenience store, or that rumors would spread just because I was alone with a girl while on duty!! Yeah yeah it’s all my fault, my fault, okay!? Damn you rotten girl, you fell for me just because we’re childhood friends!! Huh!? What’re you crying for!? I’m the one who wants to cry!! Return me the time you took from me already!!


  ◆ Kogure Kawanami ◆


  For me, I wasn’t the kind of person to lack friends ever since I was aware of my surroundings.


  I could naturally converse with others, get along, and didn’t really need to pay attention to my words. I didn’t know what fear was, what being shy was about, but in any case, it’s like no matter where I was, who I faced, I could deal with them as easily as I breathed. I was naturally born with this nature, the confidence to get along with others no matter where I was, and I didn’t have to work hard for it.


  In hindsight, that might be a survival tactic.


  There’s one thing I vaguely remembered. When I was a baby, I saw my mom coax me to sleep, and she let out a sigh before I fell asleep.


  The memory stood out too much, and I wondered if it was a dream. It caused me to set a goal in life, somewhere deep in my soul.


  I had to be strong enough to survive alone.


  I had to avoid having others sigh for me.


  It’s too natural to be a mere obsession. It was ingrained in my fundamentals, the synthesis of my soul, and directed my etiquette.


  Thus, I wouldn’t feel lonely even at an unfamiliar place. Sometimes, when I was alone, I would be proud, thinking that I really was a lonely person.


  But when I was with Acchan, there’a feeling of comfort.


  It’s a little ridiculous since I said I never felt restless, but I felt that whenever I was with Acchan, I felt that every part of my heart found a place it belonged to.


  —Acchan will definitely stay by my side, even if I don’t try to get along with her.


  —Acchan will definitely stay by my side, even if I don’t work hard for it.


  — Acchan will definitely stay by my side, even if I don’t say anything.


  I felt completely comforted whenever I thought about this, as though I found a save point in a game.


  Even though it was just mere arrogance.


  “Oh.”


  “……Ah……”


  It’s break time, during the afternoon lessons. I left my seat for the toilet, and bumped into Akatsuki in the corridor.


  I nonchalantly averted my eyes from her face.


  There weren’t any other students around, and we didn’t have to continue with our stupid couple charade. Of course, I didn’t need to go with the old nickname ’Acchan’.


  Ahh, that should be the case, but—what’s with this mood?


  The back of my head went numb, and I was restless. I wanted to run away, but at the same time, the hesitation actually showed up.


  It’s all the Iridos’ fault that we’re back to addressing each other in the manner we did the last time. The distance I finally set from Akatsuki was suddenly closed up again.


  We broke up in a harsh manner. The bond we had for almost ten years was tangled in a mess, but even then, I didn’t want others to be worried about us. I never mentioned to anyone about Akatsuki, even to my parents. I even dismissed the stomach hole as stress preparing for the exam.


  And Akatsuki, whom I could never have reunited with again, acted as though nothing happened to anyone else, and went on as normal—fortunately or not, I too had the ability to do so.


  What they call being sociable is just grouping those who aren’t that sociable together such that they look to be on good terms.


  Both she and I had the ability to do this—that’s why we appeared to be on peaceful terms, until this day.


  But I never expected that…everything we worked hard for broke so easily.


  The work we carefully crafted was torn apart by mere nicknames. At this point, I didn’t know what expressions I should use when facing her.


  Go back to how it was before? I couldn’t.


  Do what I did yesterday? I couldn’t.


  At this point, I couldn’t figure out the character I should use against her, no matter how I looked through.


  I couldn’t even think of a way to greet her. I ruffled the numb back of my head, and could only look around instead. I was frustrated about myself.


  And then, a teeny weeny, worried voice reached my ear.


  “……W-what are you panicking about?”


  The narrowed eyes and harsh look appeared to be taunting me—but her voice clearly quivered, sounding troubled.


  Akatsuki’s character was a mere hollow of the one she crafted to deal with me over the past months.


  And this hollow was cracked all over, so unbearably tattered. Despite that, Akatsuki continued to attack me.


  “That, was, just a joke, right?…If you’re embarrassed, just because of this little thing, that’s …”


  “N-not at all. But, well, when I think about how even when nobody’s around, Acchan—”


  “Acchan?”


  “Ah, no! That was…I didn’t flip the switch—”


  “No, erm, I don’t really mind. It’s just a penalty game after all. Hm?”


  Her tone wasn’t as decisive as it was before, and was so troubled and hesitant. I guess she’s like me, not knowing how to deal with me. The stone cold wall she personally built showed cracks, so she could only try to bluff with the true feelings leaking through. That’s how she was, and so was I. It’s like how a boy and a girl, so synchronized in thoughts, made the same decision, that we returned to the past again, back to the time before we were dating—


  —But, why?


  “Well…oh yeah. If you’re really used to calling me like this, our classmates might overhear us…if the rumors escalate any further …”


  You feel the same here? You feel awkward too? Look at you, that’s what you think too, right?


  But—why was I feeling calm?


  Why didn’t the nettle rash show up?


  Why was my usual sensitive allergy so silent at this point?


  And why—why were your words so feeble?


  “Say, you’re troubled too, right? Actually, Yume-chan too thinks that if things get out of hand—”


  Ahhh—, this is stupid.


  “Yeah. It’ll be troublesome if things escalate. I’ll take note.”


  “……Eh?”


  “I’ll be troubled if Irido-san feels guilty too. You too, pay attention.”


  It’s so stupid, ridiculously stupid. What was I fooling around for? Seriously, what game was I playing again?


  Could we really have the relationship Mizuto Irido and Yume Irido have?


  That’s different. Ours wasn’t as sweet and sour as theirs, and not something worthy of being admired. Ours was just crude, inferior, rusted, hopeless debris.


  Why was I being affected by them?


  We couldn’t have a repeat of that again.


  “That’s it then. I’ll be going to the toilet.”


  I gently waved my hand, and brushed by Akatsuki.


  It’s too easy for me to do it, I didn’t hesitate, I didn’t stop. My heart didn’t rumble, and didn’t feel restless. Seriously…it’s relieving, and easy.


  “Hey…wait…!”


  “What?”


  I stood, and turned back. After all, since I was called, I should turn back, right?


  We’re not arguing after all.


  Akatsuki opened her mouth, and wanted to say something, but she couldn’t say anything at all.


  And so, she could only show a façade of a smile on her face.


  “Nothing♪ Just kidding ♪”


  “Woah, that’s disgusting.”


  “Huh ~!?”


  We smiled at each other, and turned away from each other, feeling calm.


  “…Haa.”


  I didn’t know who let out this sigh that entered my ears.


  It’s really…stupid.


  ◆ Akatsuki Minami ◆


  Trust me.


  —I know I don’t have any right to say this.


  Could I still make it? How naive was I?


  We appeared to be back to the past, but at this point, we’re completely different creatures from before.


  “…Haa.”


  We were so happy back then.


  When we were in elementary school—those days, I hadn’t thought about becoming his girlfriend.


  Back then…I was… really happy…….


  ◆ Kogure Kawanami ◆


  It’s the last night of the three days and two nights study camp.


  We were assigned free time during this time. The school actually allowed us to go out, and it seemed preplanned that there was a shrine festival held near the hotel.


  It’s clearly saying that ‘the school’s not going to organize a recreation activity to cheer you up, so just go enjoy yourselves at the festival, but you bear responsibility for your own actions’, basically.


  It didn’t matter. For us, it’s a lot better than forcing us to study during our precious summer vacation—actually, it’s a good chance to invite out boys and girls for a summer festival date.


  There’s no way I could let this opportunity slip.


  I initially planned to invite the Iridos out to the festival.


  This festival’s famous for the ridiculously large torch fireworks. These fireworks were bamboo torches received from the staff, held in the clutches, and the flames would fly into the sky, causing a fire shower. I heard that depending on the skills, some could shoot up to at least 10 meters. It’s definitely powerful and amazing. It’s a rare opportunity, so it’s not surprising why people would be invited to look at them.


  Of course, those two wouldn’t want to go alone even if I planned so, so it’s time for the old tricks.


  The five people who played that game would just go together.


  Once we could lead them into the crowds, it’ll be my court next. I’ll pretend to lose them and get them alone. Our phones were confiscated, so it’s really difficult to regroup.


  And so we left the hotel, and walked down the unfamiliar streets of the night.


  “Ohohoho~♪”


  “Too bad I don’t have a doggy translator here. What’s with that sound anyway, Higashira?”


  “It means ‘it’s my first time going out at night with friends for the first time. I’m so excited~!’!”


  “…Just to ask, are you confident in your sense of direction?”


  “Don’t underestimate me. The area with no hills is the South, right?”


  “That’s only a rule to be used in Kyoto. This is Shiga. Don’t get lost, okay?”


  Unexpectedly, things progressed smoothly.


  I thought Irido would realize my intentions and be unhappy about it, but I didn’t expect him to accept without another word—was he planning to go out with Irido-san to begin with? Was he waiting for an invitation?


  I covered my mouth with my hand. Usually, I could control my expressions, but really, I couldn’t do so when I was having such happy delusions.


  I could see Rakurou students everywhere in the night, but they were all dressed in casual clothes. Rumors had it that there were a few bold warriors who brought yukatas into the camp hotel, but it didn’t seem like such people appeared this time.


  “Ahh~, I really want to see Yume-chan in yukata~. Shall we go to a festival together once we’re back in Kyoto?”


  “Sounds good. The Gion Matsuri ended, but there are still chances to visit festivals.”


  Akatsuki and Irido-san chatted happily as they walked in front of us. Irido might have reflected on his actions because of how things went overboard this morning—they didn’t try to drag us out and pair us together like they did in the morning.


  I got saved. If anyone noticed us touring the festival together, those rumors would get out of hand…I had no confidence that I could remain calm.


  “We’ll visit the festival later. Are you coming along, Higashira-san?”


  “Eh? Ah, sure. Can I …?”


  “You just need to wear a yukata! Do you know that you can’t wear underwear under the yukata?”


  “Eh? That’s not a rumor …?”


  “Just a rumor just a rumor~!”


  “Akatsuki-san, enough with the lewd ideas. Higashira-san’s almost going to prepare herself for something weird.”


  “I-it’s about my boobs after all, right!? It’s all just because of my body, isn’t it!?”


  Higashira-san scampered towards Akatsuki in a huff.


  The two guys Irido and I were left behind, and it got quiet.


  “—Kawanami. Did something happen between you and Minami-san?”


  It seemed he asked just to kill the time, and I answered before I actually thought about it.


  “No? Why do you ask?”


  “Nothing. Just thought of it.”


  “What do you mean anyway?”


  Haha, so I laughed it off, but Irido’s expression didn’t change.


  “If you think that’s good, I don’t mind. I’m just the ROM today. I won’t interfere.”


  Irido said, and hurried off towards where Akatsuki and the others were.


  ……Didn’t you already interfere much with your words? 


  There’s nothing to complain about. That’s just a mistake, a misunderstanding. It’s just, me…being all delusional, right?


  Since young, I set a rule for myself to never bother others, to never cause trouble for others. This was the basic character of me, Kogure Kawanami.


  But…there was once when I felt a certain person was an exception.


  For that one person, there wasn’t a need to play the character I designed for myself, and that I could be myself without being that character—there was one person I should deal with using my true self.


  It’s really hurtful.


  After all, I was the only one who thought so—


  “Anyway, you should wear thinner clothes~! Your boobies specimens are crying ~!”


  “Hyaaah~!? Wait, swiper no swiping! Swiper no swiping!!”


  “Speaking of which, you’re dressed rather modest today, Higashira. The last time you visited my house, you only wore a tanktop under your parka.”


  “Eh!? Wait, it was that thin under that parka!?”


  “Woah, we got a woman wearing such revealing clothes in front of a guy.”


  “This is slander! I-I may look like this, but I do sort between indoor and outdoor clothes!”


  “No, Higashira-san, you can’t exactly visit a guy’s place while wearing indoor clothes.”


  Akatsuki laughed happily as she fooled around with Irido and the others.


  That smile on your face is just a character, right? That’s just a fake personality to go along with the mood, a fake smile. I always thought you’re the only one I could show my true self to, yet you always mislead others with the character you show to others. That’s why I never was able to see your true colors—


  —Even so.


  Another person in my heart started to refute.


  Even so, even so.


  Look at that smile. Hear the laughter. At least—


  That’s better than when she cried in the ward room.


  That’s better than when she quietly stopped being disappointed.


  —She’s a lot happier now, isn’t she?


  “……………………………………”


  I looked up at the night.


  The pretty moon was like a dream, so dazzling.


  ◆ Yume Irido ◆


  We arrived at the summer festival, and I started to recall my first date.


  I fell behind, got lost, gave up…and he found me.


  Yes, he found me—and before then, I thought nobody in this world could notice my presence. In hindsight, the feeling I had back then was that I really felt that I was ‘found’.


  I guessed that was when it started. I decided not to disguise myself, and gave up being my perfect self in front of him. I wanted to establish a world for two, between Yume Ayai and Mizuto Irido.


  But the longer we continued at the dating status, the more obsessed we were about the term ‘lovers’, and tried to be ‘ordinary lovers’—but that meant that we couldn’t remain as our true selves.


  —Ahh, so I thought.


  I realized then how difficult it was to maintain a natural, family-like relationship, for years.


  The existences called childhood friends were already a miracle by themselves, right?


  “Ah! It’s starting Yume-chan!”


  Akatsuki-san pointed forward at a guy dressed in Happi, standing on a concrete bridge. By his feet was a large firework tube, lying flat and facing the surface of Lake Biwa.


  Whoosh—! The sound rang, and the numerous dazzling, flashy, fireworks were fired at the lake. The man in Happi lifted it, and the fireworks flew towards the night sky like a mountain.


  “Ahh—!”


  I sideeyed Akatsuki-san while she cried out.


  Akatsuki-san’s an important friend to me, and even when we graduate from high school, I wanted to maintain this relationship with her. I didn’t think it’s anything difficult, and she too surely felt the same.


  And because of this, I felt I couldn’t replace that.


  Just like how he seemed to me, and how he seemed to Higashira-san—the ‘him’ to Akatsuki-san was already decided a long time ago.


  After all—Akatsuki-san only ever badmouthed him alone.


  With a loud sound, the flames flying to the night sky disappeared into the darkness, and spread.


  Once the lights vanished, the sky was engulfed in darkness once again, and I couldn’t get my bearings.


  —Then, someone tugged at my shirt.


  Ahh, why? I didn’t look back, but I already knew who it was. Unfortunately, there wasn’t anyone else in this world who was so adept at finding me.


  “——, ————”


  A little whisper.


  I smiled.


  I started to be a little jealous of Akatsuki-san.


  ◆ Akatsuki Minami ◆


  The second tube of fireworks was lit, and light danced in the night sky again.


  I continued to listen to the cracking flames, and glanced aside at Yume-chan’s face. The pretty face was shone upon by the flames, showing a clear shadow.


  I didn’t know why I was so fond of Yume-chan either.


  Maybe it’s because she’s so adorable, so kind, but there’s one thing certain; whenever I stood next to her, and looked at myself, I felt like I was redeemed.


  I really did reflect on my actions.


  This me wasn’t as self-centered. I did care about how others felt, and looked at the realest Yume-chan without any filter, without involving any wish. Well, there was once in April when I messed up, but I was just blinded by my own delusion, and didn’t actually harm Yume-chan. So, safe.


  It’s fine. There’s definitely no problems now—as long I think about doing it, I can do it.


  It’s all to…ensure that the happy days are not to be wasted again.


  “……Eh? Irido-kun?”


  I then suddenly noticed. I didn’t realize it as he was hidden under the shadow, but Irido-kun was standing next to Yume-chan. I thought he was hanging out with that guy, but guess not.


  Their shoulders were touching each other. At that moment, the flames of jealousy burned within me, and I hastily suppressed it. Calm down, calm down, don’t overdo it.


  “What~? Trying to mix with us girls? You’re quite the silent pervert ~.”


  I said jokingly, latched onto Yume-chan’s elbow. That’s all.


  This gesture wouldn’t have felt so happy—supposedly.


  Yume-chan probably wouldn’t refuse if I did this much—supposedly.


  Supposedly.


  “Sorry, Akatsuki-san.”


  Yume-chan suddenly pulled her arm away from my hands.


  And then, she gently nudged my shoulder.


  “Eh…? Yume-chan…?”


  “If you have any complaints, I’ll hear you out next time.”


  Yume-chan clearly pulled her distance from me—yet she smiled, as though she’s cheering me on.


  “But you need to try your best along, okay?”


  A hand grabbed me from behind, and pulled me back.


  I didn’t know who that was.


  And more importantly, I started to feel sad when I saw Yume-chan disappear into the crowd—


  The flames rose.


  The dazzling lights casted dark shadows.


  And I was caught and swallowed by that darkness.


  ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆


  “Thanks.”


  So I said, and Yume answered with her usual, rigid voice.


  “What’s there to thank? Didn’t Kawanami-kun ask you to do this?”


  “…Somehow.”


  Bam! I saw the tube fireworks fly into the sky, and recalled what I just whispered.


  —Kawanami has something to say to Minami-san.


  “…Didn’t think you realized from these words.”


  “Well, more or less.”


  “More or less…”


  Seriously, where does the real human heart lie at?


  Character, persona, mask…there are various terms, as though indicating that everyone has a true personality, but when would that be used? When one person’s thinking alone? In that case, how’s that different from ‘a character of one who thinks alone’?


  True heart, plain face, these are the crux of a person. Everyone hopes that they can be understood by a certain person, but this so-called true heart so happened to be something the person can’t discover on his own…


  If it really existed, where it belongs is—


  “—I guess it’s not in them.”


  “Eh? What do you mean?”


  “Nothing. Just a little philosophy.”


  Under the moonlight, Yume’s face showed a stupid smile.


  “Say, you’re a little, like that. What…Higashira-san said, chuuni?”


  “I don’t want to hear that from you when you set David Bowie as your ringtone.”


  “Th-that’s because it’s the main theme of the movie you recommended!”


  Anyway, it’s all up to them.


  Read Only Member.


  We’d just watch everything without saying anything.


  —Eh?


  Did we just…naturally talk about our middle school days?


  I turned around, and saw unfamiliar faces everywhere.


  “…Say, where did Higashira go?”


  “Eh?”


  Yume too hurriedly turned back, and froze.


  …I see. I see. I see.


  “Looks like we’re born into a world where we have to find someone in a summer festival every time…”


  “Ahh I’m sorry! This good enough!?”


  ◆ Kogure Kawanami ◆


  I, Kogure Kawanami, have a dream.


  I wanted to understand more than others, be more charismatic than usual, more devoted, capable of making anyone laugh no matter what I said—


  —Such an ideal person couldn’t possibly exist in reality.


  How long had I been friends with her? I couldn’t remember when it started, but it’s been almost a decade, and even though we were on such good terms that people called us childhood friends, what did I understand about her?


  Cuteness? Devoted? A joker? Everything was just a facade, something that I wanted as an appearance! I…just took aspects from her to fit my wishes, looked at them, and dreamed.


  And it was too late by the time I realized it.


  She gave a cute smile, and her devotedness bounded me. The childhood friend I knew of hadn’t actually changed, but she became a foreign existence.


  No, it’s not that she changed.


  It’s not that she changed because she showed me her true self under the facade.


  That’s how she always was. In any case, I was completely oblivious.


  I just woke up from the dream on my own, and saw the cruel reality.


  …Ahh, but, but.


  The night streets, the lights blended in the darkness, everything appeared before my eyes.


  The night we had our adventure, we looked up at the night sky, saw the pretty, dazzling moon, and the lights crossed us by.


  I failed.


  I thoroughly realized my own failure.


  My nostalgia really no longer existed. The passion that grew that night vanished completely in loneliness. Filling that loneliness was an endless regret.


  And thus, no matter how many times I had to say it, I would.


  Childhood friends, forget about it. There’s nowhere to run away.


  Childhood friends, forget about it. There’s no way to hide secrets.


  Childhood friends, forget about it.


  However, this dream was unforgettable.


  ◆ Akatsuki Minami ◆


  I was pulled out from the crowd, and finally saw the face of the one who pulled my arm.


  Kogure Kawanami showed his usual frivolous face, and stood in the endless darkness.


  I saw the face 30cm taller than me, and I had to look aside. Why? I wasn’t too sure either. Maybe it’s because I felt I didn’t have the right.


  I tried to struggle free from his hand, but his hand’s really big compared to mine. It’s so nostalgic to be wrapped by that hand, but it’s really something I should never remember at this point.


  But Kawanami didn’t seem to have any intention to let go.


  And instead, he exerted more grip—yet his tone sounded so relaxed.


  “How about we walk around?”


  Kawanami held my hand firmly, and walked away. I could only follow him forward, looking dazed.


  There were a lot of private houses here, and the lights shining upon the street seemed full of life. It’s a completely different scene, but the starry night above and the fading noise caused me to remember everything that happened that night.


  The day we had a family trip, the night we snuck out of the hotel.


  And then…we made a promise as kids, which we couldn’t keep.


  We  walked on, as though avoiding the crowds deliberately, and finally arrived at Lake Biwa.


  It’s an empty place with nothing other than several benches on the concrete floor. We’re by the lake, and couldn’t hear any waves. Opposite the calm lake that’s like a black mirror, the street lights flickered a faint light.


  Kawanami let go of my hand, put his hands into his pocket, and looked towards the lake vast as the sea, into the distance.


  “I heard that there’s a bigger firework show in August. It might be too late to return to Kyoto if we go there.”


  “…Kawanami, what are you planning?”


  Did he drag me to this empty place just to chat?


  I gave Kawanami a skeptical look, and he shrugged in a ridiculous manner.


  “No, I’m not planning on anything, Acchan.”


  …He’s still continuing with this penalty game? Even if he picked up this nickname, it’s all just a pretense…he knew that well.


  “But…I just think this might be interesting.”


  “…Huh?”


  “Nobody actually comes here at this time, right? An empty night at Lake Biwa, sounds a little exciting. I think I got the Iridos alone now—though given Higashira’s personality, she probably got lost instead of leaving them alone.”


  I couldn’t understand…I grew up with him, and he never could fool my eyes…but at this point, I couldn’t tell what he’s thinking at all.


  I recalled how this morning, he saw through my clumsy bluff, and turned his back on me silently.


  Did he not give up on me completely at that moment?


  Did he realize that I was no longer that Akatsuki Minami who was ‘more interesting than a girlfriend’…?


  “…Is that uneasy look on your face you true thought? Or a character?”


  The sudden, frosty voice caused me to lift my face in shock.


  Appearing in my eyes was a different look from that kind looking face…it’s a complete poker face.


  “Since the time we’re kids, were you ‘Akatsuki Minami’, or ‘childhood friend’?”


  I don’t know.


  I don’t know about this either…


  When we first started, it definitely wasn’t like that. Outsiders wouldn’t label ignorant kids as childhood friends一when we started, I did hang out with you without any pretense…supposedly.


  But when exactly did it become vague?


  You said I was more interesting than a girlfriend. Thus, I wanted to be an existence more interesting than a girlfriend. I wanted to become a fated existence, like those in manga and anime. That’s all, really…but …….


  Before I knew it, I sensed that Kawanami’s blank face had become a blank hole.


  The layers of facade on my thin face felt like they were sucked into that black hole…and even I, who lost myself ……——


  “—Well, you definitely don’t know.”


  Kawanami’s face showed an ironic smile.


  “Which is the true being, which is the character? None of this matters. We just need to be happy. Right?”


  I stopped.


  This time, his face felt as dazzling as the sun.


  “Let’s not do anything stupid now, right? I got angry because of some little stuff this afternoon. Sorry about that. I was just in a bad mood—it’s not your fault, don’t mind me.”


  Don’t do this.


  Don’t be so kind to me.


  “But well, it’s fine acting as lovers once in a while, right??—I now understand how it feels to be read. It’s embarrassing to go all Acchan here Acchan there as a high school student though—”


  It’s melting. My heart was melting. The urge to fawn throbbed in my heart. It felt like…I was going to revert back to my middle school days.


  This was what I loved about Kokkun.


  He always could pinpoint my feelings delicately. We could have argued for a moment, but he would try his best to patch up with me. He had many friends, but he always prioritized me at the most important moments. Him just standing next to me could sweep all the anxiety in my heart away—that’s what I loved about you, to a maddening extent.


  So.


  That’s why.


  “—What are you apologizing for!!?”


  ◆ Kogure Kawanami ◆


  Akatsuki’s yell immediately tore through the silence of Lake Biwa’s night.


  “Why are you apologizing…! What are you admitting!? I should be the one in the wrong! No, everything’s because I’m a weirdo!! It’s all because I never thought about what you really wanted…!! B-but, why are you apologizing now…!!? You suffered so much that you had a hole in your stomach! How can you apologize for that!? If-if you do, what am I going to doooo ……!!”


  Akatsuki shed large tears, and continued to scream, as though she was puking blood.


  “You’re too decent a person!? Why did you have to drop by to clean my room!? Couldn’t you have broken up with me earlier…!!? Even though we’re in the same class, even though we’re neighbors, even though my mom asked you to do this, you could have just ignored me!! Why are you acting like nothing happened at all! You should have told your family first…!! You could have told them that you got hospitalized because of me!! You didn’t say anything, so uncle and aunty, still think, that we’re still childhood friends on good terms, right …!! I-it-it’s all my fault…I got you hospitalized right before the exams, caused you so much trouble everywhere, it’s all my fault…!! How am I supposed to face you now!? I don’t know, I don’t know at all!! I don’t know, and that’s why I can only continue to face you like I always did!! Even when I nearly caused trouble for Yume-chan…! I think you cleaned up my mess after me! You didn’t want to get involved in such trouble! You think this crazy girl is such a landmine!! You already knew very well!! Have you never thought of not getting involved with me!!!!??”


  She yelled with all her might, from the bottom of her gut.


  Akatsuki tore her throat, wheezed as she heaved her shoulders, and wiped her tears with her hands.


  “But……but ……”


  She weakly shivered…as though she’s seeking redemption,


  “…The one thing I don’t want, is to be treated by you as an outsider…”


  I immediately realized then…what she muttered was what she truly wanted to say.


  And this…was the true being coming out from Akatsuki’s g.


  I could understand. I could feel it.


  After all—we’re childhood friends.


  “Are you, done?”


  I quietly asked her, but there was no answer.


  In that case.


  “This time, my turn.”


  ◆ Akatsuki Minami ◆


  “——What are you apologizing for!!?”


  A landmine-like growl caused me to lift my teary face.


  “Wasn’t it me who scolded you and caused you to become a sobbing mess!? We spent ten years together, but wasn’t I the only one who never trusted you!! Of course, you’re rotten to the core! You’re a crazy landmine of a girl! There’s nothing wrong about that! Like hell I’ll date you a second time! But I’m rotten too!! Ten years!! I’ve been with you for ten years, but I never noticed how rotten you are!! I only know that you’re that cute, that you’re just nice to me, and nothing else! Isn’t this doofus of a blockhead a billion times worse than you!? Ahhh!!?”


  It’s probably the first time I heard him lash out so badly since the time in the hospital.


  But…what he yelled was completely different from before.


  “I always wanted to apologize to you!! I always thought I went overboard, and I still have goosebumps! You make it sound like it’s all your fault!! I’m so pissed about this, you idiot! You think I feel good about getting a girl to apologize to me!? I should at least apologize too!!”


  “Uuu……uuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuu!!”


  What is that? What is that? What is that……!?


  “E-enough with the jokes!! Wasn’t I the reason for this!? Wasn’t it my fault!? Why is it now your fault…!!?”


  “I mean that I too bear some responsibility, you idiot!!”


  “I’m not an idiot!! I’ve been teaching you how to study …!!”


  “I’m calling you an idiot because you only think that being book smart is a show of how smart you are, idiot!!”


  “Shut up you idiot!! You’re a hopeless idiot! You goody goody blockhead of a guy, what’s with that!? Even childhood friends can’t possibly know everything!? You’re definitely the victim!! Can’t you understand such a simple thing!?”


  “You’re the one who didn’t understand, you fool!! You don’t understand because you’re foolish, you fool!!”


  “Idiot idiot idiot idiot idiot idiot idiot idiot idiot idiot idiot idiot idiot idiot idiot idiot idiot idiot!!”


  “Fool fool fool fool fool fool fool fool fool fool fool fool fool fool fool fool fool fool fool fool!”


  It’s a mess.


  We’re worse than grade school kids.


  We’re immature, clumsy, stupid, foolish, brats.


  But—we couldn’t stop this at all.


  The words burst out from a certain corner of our hearts, like a dam, and I had to throw everything in my mind onto him. Everything else was thrown to the back of my mind. Nothing else existed, not the etiquette I had to disguise myself, nor the space for me to play my character.


  Ahh—it’s so nostalgic.


  How long was it since we argued like this? When you looked down on an anime I watched? I got lectured to the point of bawling, and when aunty scolded you, you also cried with me.


  Or was it when I beat you in a game for the first time? You never thought you could lose to me, and I took a set while you were careless. I raised my nose at you, you got angry, and we argued again—


  Why? Just why?


  I was your girlfriend before, you? We used to be a couple. It was a short time, but didn’t we do things lovers should do? Didn’t we enjoy the time together as normal lovers? Didn’t we have sweet and sour memories?


  But…just why, why was it that I was thinking about these useless memories ….


  Our tears and snort flew, and insults flew away, and our insults were so simple, I started to reject if I should have read more books like Yume-chan—so I thought, and I was panting.


  “……Haa……Haa……!”


  “Haa……haa……haa……!”


  We pant in unison, stared at each other, and even though we’re so tired, we tried to eke a voice from our parched throats—


  Suddenly, Kokkun tumbled, and fell towards me.


  “Eh …!? Ko-Kokkun……!?”


  E-even though nobody’s around, you shouldn’t do this here—woah, you’re heavy ……!?


  I then noticed that Kokkun lost strength in his body. He’s on the skinner side, yet his body was so sturdy, and he was boiling hot—boiling hot?


  I looked at his face, and found sweat completing from his temples. He’s clearly looking very pale, unlike his body temperature. I felt something was amiss, so I checked his wrists, and as expected—there were lots of nettle rash on his wrists.


  “K-Kokkun……!? Have you, been enduring—”


  “Sorry…it’s kinda bad to call me ‘Kokkun’ now …”


  I hurriedly shut up.


  This guy had a ridiculous  allergy—or rather, PTSD, and couldn’t accept nor sense any romantic interest from others. But…anyone could have understood from how he yelled so much. Anyone could see from the initial feelings that still lingered…


  Who started the rumor that guys remember and girls overwrite?


  How could I overwrite this memory?


  There were way too many memories. How many years would it take to cover up the memories that exceed the world population?


  I heard that the older people are, the concept of time feels faster. If we count based on how humans physically feel time, people will have a new phase in life in their teens. If that’s the case, if I want to overwrite a decade’s worth of memories, that means I need to spend the rest of my life, right


  How can I forget?


  We…ended our relationship in the worst way possible…but we’re still childhood friends.


  “…Our time as lovers was basically hell…”


  A gasping Kokkun tried to hold up as he whispered at my ear.


  “But…when we’re still brats, didn’t we make a Pythagoras device for our summer vacation homework…?”


  “……Yes.”


  “And when we played a phone GPS game, we went into the hills …”


  “Yes…”


  “And…we snuck out of the hotel during the family trip …”


  “…Yes…”


  “……I really enjoyed myself……”


  “……Yes……”


  Those were stories before he and I became boy and girl.


  Those were the stories of us as childhood friends, before we became lovers.


  “So many memories…seriously, there’s so many…but…everything…seemed like hell to us…because our relationship as lovers…didn’t work out…? Don’t you think so…?”


  Susu, I could hear snivelling from the nose, and I doubted my ears.


  “…I think…you feel lonely, right…?”


  I never heard this shaking, teary, feeble voice.


  Really, really…it’s the first time Kokkun cried, right?
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  “…Say, Acchan…?”


  “What…?”


  “…Do you still…remember, that promise…?”


  The moment his voice called, Kokkun’s body lost all strength.


  At that moment, I immediately stepped forward and hugged him from the front.


  At that moment, our eyes were at the same height, and I practically grew taller by 30cm.


  At that moment, the body wrapped onto me was too big for me to carry.


  But as I looked at the night sky, it looked as brilliant as it was that day.


  “…I do, Kokkun.”


  Of course.


  Would you want me to forget it instead?


  ◆ Kogure Kawanami ◆


  “You finally woke up.”


  I was woken up by a somewhat shocked voice, and slowly opened my eyes.


  Acchan looked down at my face, under the glittering starry night.


  I felt a hard word on my face, and there’s a soft feeling on the back of my head, so it’s probably the thighs. Seemed like I was resting on Acchan’s thighs, lying on the bench by the lake.


  “…How long did I sleep?”


  “Probably 30 minutes. Can’t tell since I didn’t bring my phone.”


  “Ohh…no wonder I feel cold…”


  I shivered. Even though it’s summer, it’s chilly to sleep outdoors in the middle of the night for half an hour. The heat and nausea that paralyzed me  before I lost consciousness had mostly faded.


  “…If you’re fine, can you hurry and get up? My legs are getting numb.”


  “Okay okay. It’s not comfortable to sleep on it—ouch!”


  I reached out and touched the thighs that rested my head, and found that the feeling supporting my head was suddenly gone. The back of my head hit the bench.


  While I was in pain, I felt a little surprised.


  Her thighs seemed fatter compared to before, like the fingers were sucked onto it—I didn’t know it’s because she had muscles there, or that the fats that should have gone to her chest ended up at her thighs…but it’s close to what I like.


  “Be gentler to a patient!”


  “Who cares~. Try getting a girlfriend and get her to be kinder. Aren’t you popular?”


  “You’re just rubbing it in, right!? If not for my nature, I’d—”


  Akatsuki glanced aside at me, and said with a shrill voice,


  “Sorry”


  “…Why do you look a little unhappy?”


  “Not really? I’m just sorry that I prevented you from having your happy harem high school life.”


  A harem? Look, I’m not that popular? Who the hell do you think I am—


  —……The one thing I don’t want, is to be treated by you as an outsider……


  At this point, the image of the teary Akatsuki flashed by in my mind. Back then, my allergy went into overdrive when I heard Akatsuki’s scream…so, in other words, she’s still…that’s how it was. Basically, that jealous attitude she showed was—


  “—Y-you, argh ……!”


  I could feel the nettle rash appear on my arms again.


  “I just had an ailment…be careful there …”


  Adding insult to injury, even my head overheated…eh? I did have symptoms of fever in my allergy, but it’s the first time my head and cheeks turned hot. No, that’s definitely just a new symptom that so happened. It’s just part of the allergy. Definitely—


  “—Pfft!”


  Akatsuki suddenly chuckled, and her shoulders shivered as she giggled.


  Ah…? Wh-what? While I was feeling confused, Akatsuki turned around.


  She’s giving a mischievous smile.


  “That was a character.”


  “……Huh?”


  “Huh huh~? Feels like you’re blushing a little there? I just pretended to act jealous there, you know ~.Aren’t you being too arrogant now, Ko~kkun ♪”


  “Ohh…oohhhhhhhhhhh……!!”


  I-I was had……!! She actually trapped me at this moment……!? That’s despicable ……!!


  “Kokkun~, do you want me to give you a lap pillow? Alright, come on?”


  “Stop ittttttt…!!”


  Again I felt regret.


  Why did I have her as my girlfriend?


  I guessed I wouldn’t repeat this failure again for the rest of my life.


  And so, no matter how many times it would take, I would insist.


  — Never, ever, have your childhood friend as your girlfriend.


   


  “—……Erm~~, can I~~~disturb for a while~……”


   


  ““!?”“


  We heard a familiar voice in the darkness, and turned around in shock.


  We found a figure standing under the moonlight. No doubt—it’s Isana Higashira.


  The face with the usual stoic look couldn’t hide its embarrassment.


  “I’m verrrrrrrryyyy~~~~~~~~sorry for disturbing you two while you’re flirting…but I’ll be really grateful if you can tell me where’s the shrine for the festival …”


  “Hi-Higashira-san…? Wh-when did you start looking…?”


  “From ‘Kokkun~, do you want me to give you a lap pillow?’—b-but you two don’t have to worry! I don’t have any friends I can spread this with! Though I think I’m someone with loose lips!”


  “So basically you’re telling Irido-kun and Yume-chan! W-wait wait wait! It’s just a joke! Just a joke—!!”


  ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆


  The itinerary for the study camp ended.


  Third day, at noon, we left the hotel, boarded the bus based on the register number. Higashira looked really uneasy, but I couldn’t do anything since she’s from a different class. I would accompany her with the returned phones, just hang on.


  Minami-san sat at the back of the bus, and Kawanami sat on an aisle seat. A girl suddenly called out.


  “Ah, Minami-san~, you’re not sitting with Kawanami~?”


  She’s still interested in that? I thought it ended yesterday. Well, I’d be sorry if this lasted for days after the camp…


  While I was feeling worried, Minami-san immediately answered nonchalantly.


  “Ah, we broke up!”


  “So fast! Ahaha!” “Why? Why?”


  “Hm~, difference in direction?”


  “Are you some band!?” “Ahahahahaha!!” “Oy, Kawanami! How does it feel to get dumped?”


  “Back to being an ordinary guy ~.”


  “Are you an idol!?!” “Fuahahahaha!!”


  …Well done. That’s the end of it all. Now we wouldn’t continue with this charade until the end of summer.


  I put my elbow on the window sill, thinking so, and the phone beeped. Yume sent a message.


  “Akatsuki-san and Kawanami-kun seem to be getting along well.”


  “Seems that way.”


  “I heard from Higashira-san that she saw them flirt around at a place no one was at. Are they actually dating?”


  “Maybe?”


  “Aren’t you too disinterested?”


  “I’m actually disinterested.”


  This incident got me to realize that I had no interest in romance at all.


  “Yo, good friend.”


  A guy greeted me tauntingly, and sat next to me. Obviously, it’s Kogure Kawanami.


  “Stop calling me good friend. You’re the type who’ll help out when I’m bullied right?”


  “I don’t understand what you’re talking about at all, but I’ll say this first. I’m not the guy who’ll help out, I’m the guy who’ll prevent the incident from happening…thanks for last night.”


  “I just personally buried the seed I laid.”


  I really didn’t know what happened between Kawanami and Minami-san, but I could sense that their relationship was developing for the worse. I determined that the capable guy could resolve this though. That’s why I merely gave them a nudge in the back.


  That assist had a positive effect, and it’s probably because of the power of communication—well, that didn’t seem to be the case. That’s definitely due to the great work of Kogure Kawanami.


  “Given how you personally dealt with the seed you buried, can I ask you something?”


  “What question?”


  “So, where did you and Irido-san go last night?”


  “…………”


  I tried my best not to let him realize that I froze up. When I looked at the window, I saw a reflection of Kawanami’s disgusting smile.


  “I wonder when you two returned to the hotel. I thought you would be looking around for the lost Higashira, so why is it that you returned first?”


  “…We just had a feeling that Higashira might have returned to the hotel.”


  “Another question then. Why did you and Irido-san get changed into your jumpers after you returned to the hotel?”


  “…Because we bathed.”


  “Even though Higashira got lost? When you’re so overprotective of Higashira?”


  “…………”


  “So, well, this means that you encountered an incident that you have to bathe, like say…you got soaked?”


  I gasped hard.


  Why was it that despite his sharp instincts, he still ended up arguing with Minami-san?


  “So, what happened next is just my delusion, so you can take it as a BGM. I don’t remember it was raining last night, you see? In that case, I wonder if you two fell into the water together? Like say, hm, the lake or something. I remember there aren’t many lights around Lake Biwa, and it’s really dark there. So maybe you two were looking for Higashira-san there, slipped—”


  Yume was the one who slipped, I wanted to help her, and I ended up soaked as well, that’s all.


  “I remember that last night, Irido-san was wearing white clothing. You know, white clothing looks transparent when soaked.”


  —The wet clothes clung onto her skin, and the colors that should be covered were exposed. I could see the colors of skin and blue under the moonlight, and it’s a cheap one of little frills. Yume’s soaked hair was on her face, so she followed my gaze, looked towards her chest, and obviously blushed even in the darkness, and covered her chest with her hands,


  “It’s impossible to return to the hotel in such a situation. In that case, you had to find a place to squeeze your clothes—”


  “Shut up.”


  “Ugh!?”


  I elbowed the guy seated next to me. He’s no longer a ROM. He’s basically narrating something he hadn’t witnessed at all.


  —…D-don’t you ever, look over here…


  It’s infuriating. It felt as if Kawanami understood us more than we did.


  The one reading and the one being read—there are cases when people imposed their wills on others, and cases when the people being read will lie to themselves. There’s always a difference in the ideal self and reality. Thus, we by ourselves couldn’t possibly determine what is our true self.


  The reason why humans have two eyes is because one eye along can’t capture the true state.


  In that case, I may need a second eye to see the true state of my soul. Values, bias, wishes—everyone has only one eye for the heart, but they need two.


  But if I find that my true self is different from what I hope—do I want to change then?


  …Enough with the pointless thoughts, I guess.


  Until then, allow me to live as I please, and choose whatever that can make me happy.

Afterword: Creation of real characters

  This happened back when I was in middle school. Our class had a guy who was lively and witty, and he was in a clique that got quite an attention. He wasn’t the leader of the group, but he had the ability to make people laugh, the trickster, if I would say. He’s more suited for the school environment compared to me, who was already a light novel otaku then.


  But one day, that student suddenly stopped attending school.


  According to the form teacher, he said he was ‘suffering from the role he played’—in hindsight, that teacher’s action to announce this reason to the entire class was mind boggling, but the thing that left the biggest impression on me was the reaction shown by my classmates.


  We were completely shocked.


  The students who usually found joy from him never understood his feelings at all. People would always play a few roles in their lives, but I guessed they never felt any pain nor self-awareness about it. He’s the only one in the clique who barely went along with others. As for why, it’s because the clique needed him to play this role.


  And just like that, humans are creatures who adapt to their surroundings and expectations, playing various characters. Some would think it’s a pain, some were oblivious, some would think it’s a form of growth, but there’s quite a few who would think it’s a compromise. In any case, everyone would be affected by the Observer Effect caused by others.


  I felt that if I had to write a narration centered around the self-proclaimed ROM Kogure Kawanami, I would have to discuss this. This guy’s basically interrupting everywhere, and definitely not a ROM in any case…but that aside, others would feel the strong effects he had on them—if I didn’t establish this, I would think I wouldn’t be able to grasp the situation between Mizuto and Yume.


  They were deemed as siblings at home, but they thought of each other as their ex. What kind of characters would they choose? Starting next volume, I shall return to basics and focus on Mizuto and Yume again.


  I would like to give my earnest thanks to the editor-in-charge, the illustrator TakayaKi-sensei, all the people involved in the publication of this book, and to you who hold this book..


  This is ’My Stepsister is my Ex-Girlfriend volume 3 – Childhood Friends? Forget about it.’. To be honest, I am the kind of person who likes to write the things most contradictory to my true thoughts at the most obvious places.

OEBPS/Images/e.png





OEBPS/Images/0004_v3086.jpg





OEBPS/Images/d.png
I

g
>
L
i<
>
%
2
S






OEBPS/Images/0002_v3045.jpg
\ A}/






OEBPS/Images/0001_v3016.jpg





OEBPS/Images/c.png
:{:/d\ u_:q

e
)
1=
©

&
L)
&
3
»
®»
T
B
K






OEBPS/Images/b.png





OEBPS/Images/0009_v3326327.jpg





OEBPS/Images/0008_v3280.jpg





OEBPS/Images/0007_v3261.jpg





OEBPS/Images/0006_v3207.jpg





OEBPS/Images/0005_v3125.jpg





