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Chapter 1: A snapshot of the daily life of the future couple (A call at night)

  “…Haa~…”


  It happened during summer vacation, when I was in my second year of middle school. 


  I finished eating dinner, returned to my bedroom, laid on the bed, and let out a long sigh.


  I recalled the first date in my life that happened days ago. 


  I wore a yukata and attended a festival with Irido-kun.


  It’s all I could express in words. It felt completely surreal.


  After all, after all, it’s been ten days or so since I could talk to him properly. 


  And then we ended up having a date at the festival. What happened to my life? Has the time come?  Is this my time? Has my time come!?


  And then, and then—


  “…Ehe…”


  Coming out from the mouth pressed under the pillow was a laugh even I found to be disgusting.


  I got lost, and cried into the phone, and that was when Irido-kun found me. 


  My mind was so filled with negative thoughts, thinking that I would surely be hated, but he told me, ‘I’m more than happy with whatever troubles you cause me’. 


  Haaa ~……I like it!


  I like him, I like him, I like him! I like him~~~~~~~!!


  I flailed my legs on the bed. 


  So humans were such creatures who could act like this in a short period of time 


  Not too long ago, I felt a little hostile towards him as a rival.


  But at this point, my heart would thump whenever I thought about Irido-kun, and my head felt all fluffy. I couldn’t do anything about it.


  I wanted to meet him sooner…I wanted to talk to him. 


  It seemed it would be until tomorrow. 


  He said he wouldn’t be able to go to the library as he had some urgent matters.


  So two days later, I would be able to meet him…


  I laid sideways on the bed and saw the phone I put by the pillow.


  …Ah, yes.


  I exchanged contacts with him, so if I wanted to talk, even at this time …


  It’s …it’s okay, right? It wouldn’t trouble him, right?


  It’s the middle of the night…would he find me annoying?


  I-i-it’s alright, right…I was probably more annoying back during the festival date. He forgave me for that, and it’s just a call in the middle of the night…


  I hesitated while I reached my hand out for the phone.


  At that moment,


  The phone, which I hadn’t touched, rang.


  “Woah!?”


  It was a default message tone, for I didn’t change my settings.


  I frantically pick up the phone, and check the caller.


  “I-Irido-kun…!”


  Wh-whywhywhywhy!? Was this telepathy?


  I was about to call him, but he actually called…!


  Th-the time has come, and so have I…! God must be in a state where he’ll grant me any wish I made…I’m scared of paying a price in the future…


  Anyway, if I didn’t pick it up…! He’ll hang up on me!


  “Hello! …hello hello~…”


  I was a little too forceful, and my voice was a little too loud.


  Once I realized that, I hastily adjusted my volume, but for some reason, it sounded like a wake-up call program.


  The volume mixer of my throat just broke down like usual…this scrap…!


  “…Hello?”


  Irido-kun’s voice didn’t sound good. Was it due to a bad signal?


  “Is it…okay now?”


  “Y-yes…! It’s fine, completely fine! I’m super free now!”


  I felt like I was being a little agitated. Calm down!


  I went into the topic, wanting to cover up my anxiety.


  “Wh-what ? Is there something urgent …?”


  “Not really…not really urgent.”


  “Ah, I see …?”


  “Yeah…I just want to talk to you, Ayai.”


  “Hic!”


  My heart suddenly raced, and I made a weird sound. 


  Wi-wi-wi-wi-wi-with me!? Eh, what did he mean? What did he mean!? 


  “E-erm…I too …”


  Don’t fall back. Gas gas gas!


  “I…too want to talk to you now, Irido-kun.”


  I-I said it~!! I said it! I, said it!


  “I see…looks like we feel the same.” 


  “Y-yes!…ehehe…”


  We talked about the books we read, the books that were stocked in the library. The circle of friends we had was really small, so we didn’t really have anything to talk about other than novels. Despite that, we had so many things to talk about.


  “I think the era of winning through tricks is over after all.”


  “I think so too. Mystery novels these days generally tend towards a competition of how clever the logic is. like they’re competing through the cleverness of logic. That’s why there are more and more books with a special setting—“


  And then, I heard the rustling of trees from afar. 


  I couldn’t help but look out of the window, but I was in an apartment. I couldn’t really see trees.


  “Is it windy out there?”


  “Hm? Yeah—quite.”


  I felt something was amiss about Irido-kun’s answer, but I didn’t have the chance to pursue the matter further.


  “Yume~? Are you awake ~? I’m coming in—!”


  “Hyawaahwaahwahh!?”


  The door opened with a creak, and mom entered my room. 


  I hastily snuggled under the blanket and hid the phone at my chest.


  “Wha-wha-wha-wha-wha-wha-wha?”


  “I’m here to collect the trash from the bin—”


  “Y-you should have knocked …!”


  “Ehhh~? You never said such things up till now. Is this the rebellious phase at work?”


  Th-that was close …!


  If mom knew that I was chatting with a guy in the middle of the night, she’d tease me for eternity!


  So mom dumped all the trash into the large bag and left…or so I thought.


  “Ahh~ seriously. Why are there tissues here …”


  Mom lectured me as she reached for a ball of rolled tissues under the table.


  Right when I was chatting with Irido-kun.


  “I said to throw this into the bin, right? You’re always so lazy on the bed and just want to lie down, right? You don’t have that—”


  “Waahh~!! Wooooaaahhh~!!”


  Wh-what are you saying!? Irido-kun may be listening!!


  I stuffed the phone under the blanket, and leapt out from it.


  “I wasn’t lazy!! That ball of tissue just so happened to land there—”


  “Ehh~? Yume, aren’t you always clumsy with that? The last time you put the tissues in the toilet bo—”


  “Shuuuttt uppppp ~!! Get out if you have nothing else to do!!”


  “Ahhh—it’s the rebellious phase! Your rebellious phase is here, Yume!”


  Mom nearly said something really incredible, and I hastily chased her out.


  I returned to the blanket, and fearfully put the phone, still on call, at my ear.


  “S-sorry….my mom’s here …”


  “No, it’s fine.” 


  “…Did you, just hear that …?”


  If he did, it’s really all over for me.


   I really loved mom up till then, but starting for this day, I might start to hate her. This might be a declaration of my rebellious phase, a day of reckoning.


  I readied such a tragic resolve, and waited for his reply.


  “No…nothing, nothing at all.”


  “I-I see …”


  Thank goodness…


  —Right when I felt relieved.


  “…Though I could hear your heartbeat initially.”


  “Eh?”


  I recalled my actions. 


  I remembered, yes—


  —I hastily dug under the blanket, and cupped the phone at my chest.


  —I cupped the phone at my chest.


  —Cupped at my chest. 


  I had…the phone receiver at my chest …?


  Did my heartbeat…actually reach, Irido-kun……?


  “Ah, ahh …uuahhhh, ahhhh—”


  “No, no no no! I don’t hate it! I just heard it, I’m sorry!”


  “Y-you didn’t, hate it …?”


  “Well…when I think about how you’re living, Ayai…existing…I feel at ease…woah, this sounds a little disgusting, right? Sorry!”


  “Uu …uu ~……!!”


  It-it’s so embarrassing …!!


  Was it that embarrassing to have the heartbeat head …!? It feels different from being seen naked or in the underwear; it’s like he peeked into something even deeper…!!


  “I-I’m …not weird …?”


  “Not at all…though if I have to be honest, the heartbeat feels a little fast, I guess.”


  “Woahhh~~”


  “It’s normal in that situation! Very!” 


  Ahhh~ he consoled me~! He’s so kind~! I love him~! 


  “…You’ve worked hard, Ayai. Be confident.” 


  Ehhh!?


  Once Irido-kun suddenly muttered this, I was taken aback, and nearly buried my head into the pillow.


  In the darkness, I could hear Irido-kun’s breathing through the phone.


   And in this situation, the words naturally slipped from my mouth.


  “Ca-can you say that again?”


  “You’ve worked hard.”


  “Yes.”


  ”That’s great.” 


  “Yes, yes.”


  “And—why does it sound like there’s some weird sound animation coming from there?”


  “Ukuku.”


  I giggled, and so did Irido-kun on the other end of the phone call.


  Irido-kun’s not here…I couldn’t see his face…but I felt our hearts were linked.


  “Ayai.”


  Suddenly, my name was called.


  “Hm? What is it?” 


  “…Nothing…”


  He sounded lost.


  “Actually, my phone’s running out of power.”


  “Ah, I see…”


  The dreamlike time was almost over.


  I felt a little reluctant, but I didn’t want to be too clingy.


  “Irido-kun. I’ve already worked hard…can you talk with me again next time?” 


  “Yeah, of course. I’ll be at the library in two days.”


  “Yes, I’ll be waiting, for you.”


  “That’s it then…”


  “Yes…then …”


  “…See you.”


  “See you.”


  After a silent few seconds, the call ended.


  I stared blankly at the phone screen while under the blanket.


  The phone call took 43 minutes and 45 seconds. 


  August 12th, 7.59pm. 


  I peeked out from beneath the blanket, looked up at the ceiling, and let out a long sigh.


  Can’t the day after tomorrow come sooner?


  That feeling was more intense than it was 43 minutes ago.


  …It’d be great if he could charge the phone and chat with me.

Chapter 2: The Ex-Couple wants excitement (Stop sounding cool.)

  It was the afternoon. All of a sudden, Yume talked to me while I was just lazing about in the living room, reading a book.


  “Hey, Mizuto-kun. Where’s the bookmark for this book?” she asked, and I was forced to look up from my book.


  She was talking about a book I’d just borrowed from her… Bookmark?


  “Ahhh… Now that you mention it, yeah, there was one. I think I put it somewhere on the table.”


  “Whaaat? On that messy table? Why didn’t you tuck it in the book where it belongs?”


  “Sorry, I don’t use it anyway. I’ll look for it la—”


  “Do it now! You’ll forget about it later!”


  “Haa!? What a hassle…”


  “Huh? Aren’t you to blame? You should take good care of the things you borrow!”


  “Ah… yes yes.”


  I sighed and got up from the sofa. Yes, yes, you’re right, I get it, I get it.


  I wanted to find it and hurry back to reading, but before I could leave the living room, I felt some stares on the two of us.


  It was Dad and Yuni-san, who had a rare day off.


  They were seated by the dining table, giving us surprised smiles.


  “Wh-What?”


  Yume sensed the same stares too, and then Yuni-san giggled.


  “No, well, how do I put it… I guess?”


  “Hm, yes. I agree, I agree.” Dad just shrugged as well.


  Yume and I tilted our heads in confusion. Was there anything odd about what we just did…?


  Yuni-san continued to giggle. For some reason, the two of you look like a couple going through a rut.”


  Huh!? Yume looked as surprised as I was.


   


  A rut. We knew what it was, but only through second-hand accounts.


  When we speak of a ‘rut’, we refer to when a couple slowly gets used to living together, and then gets bored of the relationship. It’s when they start nitpicking each other’s flaws.


  It was a terrible ordeal for couples, including the married ones. Depending on severity, it could even result in break-ups…


  “That surprised me,” Yume said, as she pressed her cushion onto the floor.


  “I thought once I got used to living like this, nobody’d be able to figure it out… I didn’t expect we’d get too comfortable and make it obvious instead…”


  “A rut… Well, now that I think about it, it does feel like the sort of thing that happens to real couples. Fake couples wouldn’t be able to pretend they were in one.”


  “But we’re not a couple right now!”


  “So you say. The problem is that others think we are.”


  Well, Dad and Yuni-san were joking when they said that, of course. They likely haven’t figured out yet that we actually were a couple in the past. But we slowly got used to living together. It’s been four months, and we couldn’t deny that we started to get a little too casual.


  What occurred before went beyond ‘a pair of step siblings who got along well’, and straight into ‘a couple in a rut’ territory. Or maybe even ‘actual siblings’. It wasn’t unlikely that others might think “Hang on, that’s too fast for two people who’ve just met!”


  “Looks like we need to get back to plan A…” Yume grimaced as she said so. “We need to get back to how we were four months ago, when we were so tense about living together.”


  “Dad and Yuni-san aside, you’ve been getting way too comfortable lately. Making calls in the middle of the night like it’s normal, dressing so casually, and lounging around the living room.”


  “I-I wasn’t being casual! My clothes are just a little thinner since it’s summer, you know!?” Yume embraced the cushion firmly and retreated, as though hiding her body.


  She was wearing a slightly oversized shirt and some rather short culottes. Because of how hot it was, she wasn’t wearing knee socks. Just high socks.


  She was so obsessed about not affording people a glimpse of her bare feet whenever she went out. At this point, though, she showed more than half her thigh. And because her shirt was a little on the large side, whenever she bent down, there was this little opening in her collar, giving a glimpse of her cleavage…


  I’d never look, though. Never.


  Also, she was wearing glasses.


  She usually wore contacts, but ever since summer vacation started, we had more stay-at-home days. Probably because she found putting the contacts in a hassle, Yume started wearing glasses more frequently. To me, it always reminded me of the time we shared in middle school.


  It was pretty bad for my mental hygiene.


  “…You’ve got a lewd look in your eyes.”


  I sensed a condescending look through the glasses. She folded her legs before me, and her thighs were exposed. I wanted to ask if she was doing that on purpose, but I barely resisted the urge to sneak a peek, and averted my eyes.


  “…Anyway, you wouldn’t have dressed this casually in front of me four months ago. Feels like we’re back in middle school or something, frankly…”


  “Ahh~ geez, you complain a lot! We just need to get through this rut, right!? Just this rut!”


  “Gotta say, since we’re not even dating, there can’t be a rut…no, hang on, maybe we can use this.”


  “‘This’?”


  “I mean, maybe we can use the way couples get past a rut?”


  “Ahh, I see… We don’t really have an idea of what to do after all…” Yume muttered, her thumb against her lower lip. “But…how are we supposed to get past this rut?”


  “……”


  “…Why’re you quiet?”


  “…Just thinking. We broke up because we couldn’t get past that period, right?”


  “……That’s true.”


  The more we noticed the other wasn’t perfect, the unhappier we became. That was the state we ended up in. Back then, we didn’t realize that’s what they called “being in a rut”. If I had to guess it started around half a year ago or so, from last summer on.


  But nothing noteworthy or big happened in that period, so there wasn’t anything to remember about it.


  “Looks like we can only rely on the wisdom of our ancestors,” Yume said.


  “The wisdom of our ancestors?”


  “They call it the internet.”


  “…Say, is it just me, or do you turn to the internet whenever you need anything?”


  “D-Definitely just you.”


  Her eyes were really swimming. No wonder she did weird stuff from time to time.


  “Rut, how to get over it.” Yume flipped out her phone and used voice input to search. It wasn’t good to air the dirty laundry like that, but it’s not like we had a choice.


  “Erm…” Yume tapped away on the phone incessantly, and her eyes went up and down.


  “So?”


  “…‘The earliest moment of the rut starts about three months after dating’.”


  …Wasn’t that when we were the most intimate?


  “‘The most important thing about a rut is to check the partner’s feelings’ —or so it says.” Yume glanced aside at me through her glasses.


  What do you want me to say?


  “Enough nonsense. Find something specific. Something practical..”


  “Hmm…” Her eyes were glued to the screen again. “A way to get over a rut—…go someplace you wouldn’t normally go on a date to.”


  We couldn’t help but exchange looks, and there was a long silence.


  So to make sure Dad and Yuni-san wouldn’t mistake us for a couple, we’d go and do something couple-like.


  …Dating.


  What the heck?


  “…So what now?” Yume hugged the cushion, put her legs down and sat like a mermaid, her head tilted slowly as she looked towards me. “…Shall we… go on a date…?”


  Personally, I wish you’d ask that with a smile…


  …She’s been way too chill lately.


  “……Easier said than done. Where would we go? Somewhere we don’t usually go?”


  “Wouldn’t that just be anywhere but a bookstore or library? …Ah no, that was only true back in middle school.”


  True, we often went to the bookstore or library back in middle school. Ever since we started living together, our trips there were infrequent, though.


  Speaking of, if we excluded our usual haunts, then…


  “…Sounds like anything goes as long as it’s not home or school, huh?”


  “…I see.”


  We were always together at home, or at school. We were so relaxed around each other that others assumed we were a couple going through a rut.


  Maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea to change our usual environment.


  “Hmm… I see, I see…” Yume muttered, while scrolling on her phone.


  What do you mean, I see?


  “…In that case, maybe this will work.”


  “What?”


  “Go anywhere so long as it’s not home or school, right? There just so happens to be something I want to buy, so come with me.”


  “Something you want to buy?”


  Other than books? It’s a little too late to buy summer clothes…


  Yume put her chin on the cushion in her clutches, and smirked away.


  “A s-w-i-m suit.”


  “I’m off to the bookstore.”


  “Oh, take care not to get heatstroke!”


  “Hurry back soon~”


  Dad and Yuni-san didn’t doubt me for a moment. This was one of the benefits of a routine lifestyle.


  I stepped out of the house, walked a little down the street, and after turning the first corner I stopped.


  It’s hot…


  I stood under the shadow of the electric pole, and looked up at the clear summer skies where the cicadas cried. The surrounding hot air felt like a sauna, strangling me with silk threads as it raised my body temperature. I really wanted to return to my air-conditioned room ASAP.


  She told me to leave first, because she was going to come, too. But she just wanted me to die from heatstroke, right?


  “Kept you waiting. You still alive?”


  Right when I thought that, Yume popped ’round the corner all of a sudden.


  Ah, she’s probably dressed up like a princess, like always. …or so I expected when I turned to look at her. My thoughts were instantly thrown into chaos.


  I could hardly even recognize her.


  To make a long story short, she was dressed breezily. She wore a white shirt, blue denim shorts, and black knee-highs.


  The big shocker was just how revealing it all was. The sleeves of her shirt only covered her shoulders, with a low enough collar that I could spy a bit of collarbone. Her thighs were completely exposed between her denim shorts and knee-highs. I could even visibly see the rubber bands of the socks sink into her calves.


  The most dangerous part was however from the neck up.


  She wore a large hat, probably to shield against the sun, and her annoyingly long black hair was tied in twintails that dangled in front of her chest.


  Those were enough to trigger my PTSD, but the real killer were her eyes.


  She was wearing the glasses she normally reserved for exclusive at-home use.


  “Kukuku.” Yume looked at my face, and smiled like a mischievous kid who successfully pranked someone. “This is another way to get over the rut. Surprises are super effective.”


  I frowned. She did that on purpose, didn’t she? Twintails down her shoulders, glasses… she’s definitely the same Yume Ayai from middle school.


  But the impression she gave now was completely unlike back then.


  “Well, it’d be a pain if someone recognized us. Just think of it as a disguise… speaking of. This is for you,” Yume said, and she handed me something that resembled a blue baseball cap.


  Hm?


  “You got first place for the midterms, and quite a few people know what you look like. You’ll be harder to recognize with this cap on, right?”


  “…You make it sound like I’m an artiste.”


  “Well, if you don’t mind some after-vacation rumors about us dating, then you don’t have to wear it.”


  “…Hmmm…”


  “And also,” Yume popped the hat onto my head before I gave consent, “it’s pretty sunny today. It’d be a pain if you got heatstroke.”


  From under the bill of the cap, I saw her face. It wasn’t the face of Yume Ayai, who’d totter on after me. I wasn’t sure if it was because she’d grown, or because she was dressed a little differently from normal.


  Or maybe it was the impression I got from her maturing.


  I don’t plan to be your little brother though.


  “……Alright.”


  “Very good.”


  I lowered the bill of the cap once again.


  I figured we should be heading off, but before we could, Yume was fidgeting and looking at me.


  “What. Anything else?”


  “Ehh, well, erm~… J-Just one more thing…”


  Yume fidgeted around as she fished something out of her shoulder bag.


  A pair of glasses.


  She lifted her eyes and stared at my face, then opened the glasses up and brought them towards me.


  “Just think of it as a disguise. I’m also wearing some, so…”


  “Rejected.”


  “Why~!? You’d look so cool with them on!”


  Don’t call me cool.


   


  I had enough of walking under the hot sun for dozens of minutes, so we took the bus to the department store.


  There were a few shopping malls near our house, but those were the places we ‘frequented’, and thus the places we had to avoid. Basically, the plan was to reintroduce some stress to our slow lives. If I forgot about it, it’d just be me and her on a shopping trip.


  Once we went inside, a cool breeze swept over us. I let out a long sigh. “Shopping for a swimsuit? Are you going to the sea?”


  Yume wiped the sweat off her neck. “Not really. Akatsuki-san and the others wanted to plan something, but they’ll pass on being catcalled. The sea’s far away too.”


  “…Hmph.”


  “Are you happy now, you siscon little brother?”


  Yume slid her head before my chest, and glanced up towards my face.


  I continued with that poker face, but Yume mockingly giggled.


  It felt like she’d been taking me for a ride the entire day. I had to be careful.


  “So why do you still want the swimsuit?” I asked to seize back the initiative.


  Yume looked at the display on the shop window, and replied, “Because of what uncle Mineaki said. It’s for Obon.”


  “Dad? Obon?—Ahh, we’re not going to the sea, but the river.”


  We planned to visit Dad’s hometown during the Obon vacation.


  The house we’re living in originally belonged to my now deceased grandfather. Dad’s a local, but it’s a tradition to go back to the hometown during every Obon because my grandmother (still alive) was living elsewhere.


  What’s more, we had a new addition to the family this year. I had to show up.


  Basically, the home grandmother stayed in was ‘the countryside’. The only thing that went for entertainment there was the river. Compared to modern society, it was a magical wonderland of fantasy. When I was younger, I spent just about all my hours there just flipping through grandfather’s book collection. Guess that’s how I ended up an indiscriminate bookworm.


  But if that was the reason she wanted to buy a swimsuit, I could guess why she didn’t ask Higashira or Minami-san, and instead asked me. It’d be a bit tough to get the girls to go with her if she told them she was the only one who needed a swimsuit.


  “A fine high school girl needing to sacrifice her dignity to buy a swimsuit for the riverside? It’s so tragic I could cry.”


  “What’s wrong with the riverside? It’s a lot more enjoyable than a crowded seaside.”


  “Well, you say that, but if we’re just showing off to family, can’t you just wear last year’s?”


  “…Are you insulting me?”


  “Huh?”


  Yume gave me a dumbfounded look, and had a hand on her abdomen.


  “You said that on purpose, right? Since you know what I looked like last year.”


  “…Ah.”


  I was stunned, and unwittingly (really unwittingly) looked at Yume’s chest.


  The visible swell of her breasts, non-existent a year ago, now stretched the white shirt she wore. No, my impression was that she had a belated puberty during her third year of middle school, so she might have been rather stacked last year. I didn’t have an opportunity to check before, since we had that argument before summer vacation.


  “…You’re getting too into it.” Yume covered her chest with both hands, and took a step away from me. “So what? You gonna be horny all day? I’ll be trying on a swimsuit later. Are you going to assault me or something?”


  “Like hell that’s possible. If I were that much of a gorilla, Higashira’d be a goner.”


  “…I hate to admit it, but you make a good point…”


  For the first time in my life, I was really grateful that Higashira was so defenseless.


  Yume closed the distance slightly, and returned to the original distance. “Try not to ogle me though. It’s not fanservice day for you.”


  “Huh? You think that’d be fanservice? You in a swimsuit? Whoa. Talk about confidence. Respect, respect, respect!””


  “You annnnnoooooyyyy meee!!”


  Yume kicked my calf, and we went to the swimsuit shop.


  They had a mannequin placed at the most obvious spot, in a bikini. And when I say bikini, I mean the bold type, the type that’d be inappropriate everywhere except for a Brazilian beach. Seemed a stretch to me that someone like Yume, who wore knee socks in the summer, would want to wear such a thing.


  “…Erm, it’s embarrassing when you stare at it so intently…but nope, no way, okay? Half my butt’d be exposed in that, y’know?”


  “I know. Who the hell’d let you wear that? Who knows who you’re going to show this to…”


  “…………So you mean it’s fine if nobody else sees, right?”


  “……How’d you reach that conclusion?”


  “Hmm~……”


  “What’s with that long look?”


  “Nothing at all. Speaking of which, I do remember a certain someone grumbling when his girlfriend wore a miniskirt, saying that he should have boxed her up somewhere.”


  …………She actually remembered that?


  “Now then~ Let’s pick a swimsuit that won’t make a certain someone’s disgusting possessiveness flare up.”


  “You annnnnoooooyyyy meee!!”


  Just as I stepped into the store with a feeling of almost murderous intent…


  “Dear customer, what are you looking for~?”


  …A wild attendant appeared!


  She had an ultrasound-like shrill voice, the smile plastered so perfectly that it was so uncanny.


  Of course, she was only performing her duties in her capacity as a sales clerk. But to me, she was obviously a monster encounter in a dungeon. Fight or flee, pick one.


  A split second before I tapped the ‘flee’ option, a girl boldly advanced on the monster.


  “Erm, we’re looking for a swimsuit…”


  “Swimsuit? A bikini? Or a one-piece?”


  “Ah, let’s try a one-piece first…preferably one that doesn’t expose much,” Yume said, as she shot me a sideways glance.


  The female clerk quickly swung between Yume and me, and then the smile on her face got brighter.


  “But I don’t think you have to worry about exposing too much in a bikini if it is a skirt-type, you know? I’m sure your boyfriend will be relieved!”


  “Eh.”


  Eh.


  “E-Erm…he’s not my boyfriend…!”


  “I shall look for one then. May I know of the sizes you usually wear?”


  “Eh, ah, si-sizes!?”


  Yume blushed,  back and forth between me and the clerk. She was obviously flustered. Finally, she leaned up to the clerk’s ear and whispered something.


  The clerk nodded away. “I understand! Please wait a moment~!”


  And then she vanished deep inside the shop.


  Yume pressed her red ears down and let out a long sigh.


  “I-I’m a little anxious because she said something ridiculous…”


  “You’re doing just fine. Didn’t think you’d be able to handle something like that.”


  “Of course I can’t handle it, not at all. I just overcame it… a certain~ person didn’t notice it, but I couldn’t always be like that as a girl.”


  I didn’t deny that, and instead recalled the first time she wore her personal clothes.


  Her social relationships were a mess, but the first time I saw her in her plainclothes, they were so normal it shocked me…in hindsight, I guessed she did work hard in places I couldn’t see.


  Well, at this point, none of this mattered to me—


  “—Hey! You see that!? You see that!?”


  “I see it I see it! So~ cute~! What a sweet and sour high school couple ~!”


  “……………………”


  “……………………”


  Can you please say that at a place where we can’t hear you, staff?


  The mood between us got increasingly awkward, We just stared aimlessly at the swimsuits and the passers-by on the path, and soon after, that same clerk returned.


  “Kept you waiting~! I found one that might suit what you’re asking for, so if the sizes aren’t right, don’t hold back and raise the issue! Ah, also, when trying it on, please start from the top!”


  The clerk handed a swimsuit to Yume, gave me an intentful glance for some reason, and returned to the counter. What’s with the ‘do your best’ look written all over her face?


  “Hm—I’ll go try it out then …”


  Yume took the swimsuit, turned to the changing room, and suddenly turned back to glance at me.


  “…You looking?”


  No, you want me to look or what?


  “Go look in the mirror and decide for yourself.”


  “I-it’s my first time buying a swimsuit. I just want to hear someone else’s opinion, that’s all!”


  “So will you buy once you hear out my likes?”


  “That’s…I-I’ll buy it anyway! I’ll pick out one you don’t like!”


  I see. That’s a relief.


  “…Well, it’s a little unbearable to be left hanging alone like this though.”


  “Of course. You really don’t suit such a place at all.”


  “Thanks to you.”


  I moved towards the changing room, Yume disappeared behind the curtain, and I sat down on the stool in front of the fitting room.


  Swimsuit, huh….we had swimming lessons back in middle school, but there’s no pool around in high school. I never thought I would see her in a swimsuit again in my life…


  Rustle…rustle—


  I could hear rustling of clothes from beyond the curtains, dropping onto the ground, zippers pulled aside, and so on. I didn’t think she would undress with only a thin curtain between us—and with me loitering nearby.


  It might sound very plausible—that I’d bump into Yume while she was changing, but luckily, none of this happened once at all. I did bump into her when she came out of the bath once though—


  The sight I so happened to witness, the image of that pure white flesh and the meaty curves appeared in my mind, and I immediately purged it out of my mind.


  Am I a middle schooler?


  We’ve lived together for four months—I shouldn’t be so conscious of this now.


  I tried to purge the evil from my heart and mind, and the rustling inside the changing room stopped.


  Ten seconds or so later, the curtain was opened slightly, and Yume popped her head out—while still wearing those glasses.


  “What?”


  “No, erm…nobody’s around, right?”


  Yume looked around to check the situation. There was a lot of noise outside the store, but there wasn’t anyone around except me. The most I sensed was the stares from the clerks at the cashier. They couldn’t see the changing room from this angle though.


  “Nobody’s around. Besides, aren’t you supposed to show this swimsuit to others? If you’re going to be embarrassed just from trying it on, what are you going to do when the real thing happens?”


  “S-shut up! It’s just my first time wearing something that shows so much skin…actually, now that I calm down and think about it, I don’t think this is any different from underwear …”


  “The more you hesitate, the more likely someone’s going to see you like this.”


  “Stop pushing! Do you really want to look!?”


  “I just want to finish this hassle ASAP.”


  “You…! I-I’ll bark at you!”


  Whoosh! And the curtain was pulled aside in a fury.


  The first thing I saw was the white thighs reaching out from under the white skirt.


  My eyes then naturally went up to the abdomen. There’s a little belly button on the nerve-wracking thin waist.


  And looking further up, I saw a frilly white fabric. The twintails rested on the lumps that didn’t seem to match the slender body, and formed shadows around the rib cage.
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  And finally, she had her lips pursed, as though she was enduring something.


  The familiar looking glasses formed quite a visual shock contrast with the exposed cleavage at my eyes, and I felt a little dizzy.


  “…How is it?”


  She rubbed her thighs about, and looked towards me through her glasses.


  I just couldn’t reconcile the nostalgic face with the minimal fabric wrapped around her body. To put it nicely, Ayai wasn’t the kind of person with a nice body. Even when we kissed and hugged, or even when I felt a little excited, I never thought about touching her breasts or her ass. That’s supposed to be the case, so, how in the world …!


  “…Ehh~…erm……”


  I racked my brain for a few seconds, and somewhat managed to form a coherent reply.


  “…Looks good. Sorta..”


  “N-nope. Not this kind of opinion. Say a few more things.”


  “You want me to say more, but …”


  Yume rummaged her phone from the bag hanging from the wall hook in the changing room, and showed the screen of her phone.


  “Method number three on how to get over this rut. Find a way to praise each other on their good points.”


  “Grr…!


  —Wait, was that another of Koumei’s traps!?


  If I refused this request, there would be a lapse in the definition of this outing. So she suddenly asked me out for shopping to humiliate me…!?


  Yume smiled triumphantly.


  “What’s with you? Hurry. What are my good points? Tell me already, Mizuto-kun.”


  Once again, I looked towards Yume who was wearing the white bikini.


  The legs beneath the skirt-styled bikini bottom were thin and long, and there wasn’t any excess fat from top to bottom. She’s so white that I wondered if the pores really existed. I’d guess there were countless women who would be so envious of these legs.


  Above the ass that formed a triangle with the legs was a thin waist. Why was the waist so thin? It hadn’t changed much since middle school, but they felt so thin compared to her breasts and ass that it feels they might break easily.


  And the biggest difference since middle school were the breasts.


  I didn’t know if the swimsuit itself came with such a function, or maybe it’s because she already had a thin body to begin with, but her breasts looked even bigger than usual. The cleavage was clearly emphasized, and the two ponytails flowed like a river…we used to embrace each other firmly when we embraced back in middle school, but at this point, there probably would be a gap at the abdomen…


  It seemed any compliment from me would constitute as sexual harassment.


  I did my best to purge all notions of the voluptuous breasts and the slender waist and the long legs and anything else, seeking an answer that wouldn’t offend her. Appearance…then what about something other than appearance…!?


  “Con……”


  After much desperation, I finally eked out a voice,


  “…Considerate for family…or something like that.”


  “Eh.”


  Yume’s face froze.


  The stare directed at me was one with a mouth half-opened, the cheeks half twitching.


  Her eyes started to swim about, her mouth kept opening and closing, and she held her cheeks down with her hands.


  “Wh-why are you talking about the inside right now …?”


  “Wh-what else do I say? I’ll die socially if I talk about how good you look in a swimsuit!”


  “Eaahh……!?”


  At that moment, Yume’s face was flushed. She covered her chest and belly with her hands, and bumped her back into the wall of the changing room.


  “P-pervert! You morose pervert! You, you could have praised the swimsuit style here!”


  “… So that’s what you mean……!!”


  I immediately regretted it. The clerk chose the swimsuit, so I immediately eliminated the idea of praising the swimsuit.


  Yume covered herself with the curtain, poked her head out, and stared at me.


  “…Now I know how you usually look at me.”


  “You’re the one who showed me!”


  “I-I didn’t show you my body!…And, this isn’t what I mean …”


  “Huh?”


  “I said nothing!”


  Yume turned her face aside, and slowly got changed behind the curtains.


  I found it a little hard to accept, so I pondered with my arm propping my cheek, resting on my knee.


  It’s a rare moment for me to praise you, so don’t nitpick about that. And seriously, why always me…


  “Oy.”


  “Hm, eh? W-wait, I’m still changing …”


  “You said that we should gain some tension by praising each other’s good points. So don’t let me do the talking. Say something.”


  “Eh?”


  The sound of changing clothes stopped.


  The ruckus of the department store filled the place.


  “A-anyway, you better accompany me…until the very end, or something …”


  The feeble voice clearly reached my ears, even in this bustle.


  With that hand holding up my cheek, I covered my mouth.


  Why the comments on the inside from you too?


  I thought she would say something like, ‘glasses suit you’ or something….


  “Ahh~…Now I know how you usually look at me.”


  “W-what do you mean, look at you?”


  “Erm…like an instant gopher?”


  “If you’re easy to order around, then everyone in the world is!”


  Don’t deny it already. You really aren’t flexible at all.


  So I stopped, and waited for Yume to get changed.


  Yume finally came out from the changing room, and this time, she spent more time compared to when she changed into the swimsuit.


  “I’ll go…pay for this swimsuit.”


  “So you like this?”


  “Sort of. Well, that’s that. I see this, I like this.”


  I like this. Like there was ever a doubt.


  Yume and I went to the counter, and when I saw her hand the swimsuit to the clerk’s hand, I spotted a label attached to it.


  The word written on it was ‘9M’.


  ……9M…….


  Faced with this mysterious measurement, I was driven by curiosity and opened my phone.  9M, 9M—a circumference of 83cm? A C, D cup…hmmm ….


  “(Erm, sorry, )”


  Yume leaned over the counter and whispered to the clerk, but her words reached my ears anyway.


  “(The chest was a little tight when I tried it …)”


  “(Eh? Really? That was a little larger than the size you mentioned though.)”


  ……………………………………………………………………………….


  And right when I attained Muga no Kyōchi, the clerk showed a smile that was way beyond a professional one, “Thank you very much~!” so she said.


  Yume received the shopping bag with the swimsuit from the clerk, and I reached out my hand towards her.


  “Hm.”


  “…Eh?”


  “Gimme that. I’ll take it for you.”


  Yume looked down at the shopping bag she was carrying,


  “W-what? Why are you so gentlemanly out of a sudden?”


  “What’s there to be wary about. It’s just an issue of balance. You got a bag, I’m empty-handed.”


  “Ah…”


  I snatched the bag as I found it to be a hassle. There’s just a swimsuit in it anyway, so it hardly weighed anything.


  I took the lead and left the shopping mall, and Yume too gave chase.


  And then, she looked back and forth between her empty hands and the hand with the shopping bag.


  “…Balance, huh?”


  “What?”


  “No, erm…well…just thinking, if you think of us as one set or something …”


  “……………………”


  I spent a lot of time choosing my words.


  “…Isn’t it obvious? Since we’re walking side by side like this…we may be just stepsiblings, but we’re still labeled as family.”


  “…Just?”


  “Just.”


  “I see…I see.”


  There were a lot of people at the department during summer vacation. There was a risk of us getting split up, but neither she nor I tried to hold each other’s hand. We didn’t think there was a need to.


  It’s true that we were affirming once again.


  We were affirming how I viewed her, and how she viewed me.


  “We’re done. Let’s go home.”


  “Yes. Let’s go.”


  “Now we’ve got some tension back, right?”


  “I see. I do understand that you usually look at me lewdly.”


  “…I say that’s just you flaunting at me.”


  Yume giggled by the side.


  I didn’t need to look back to see how her expression was. She definitely had a hand on her mouth, glancing up at me, a gentle smile there.


  First, we became lovers.


  And then we became family.


  At this point, I knew her faces all too well.


  In hindsight, it’s no wonder why we experienced a rut—we had no need to look at each other’s faces.


  That voice, that profile, that existence.


  To me, her presence next to me—was to be expected.


  This might never ever change again, whether it’s the clerk assuming us as a couple, or when we ate at the dining table with dad and Yuni-san.


  “You want to drop by at the bookstore first?”


  “Sure. I wanted to read some books when we go back there”


  “You really don’t intend to enjoy the countryside at all, huh?”


  We just went forward without holding hands.


  —For I thought this was enough for me.


   


  In the evening, we returned home.


  The clear summer skies of summer were dyed crimson. We passed the shadows of the electric poles that seemingly cut the road horizontally, one after another.


  “Since we left at different times, should we return at different times?”


  “Doesn’t matter now, right? Just tell them that we so happened to bump into each other on the way back.”


  “…That’s true. We’ll look very suspicious if we mind too much about it.”


  The empty surroundings formed a stark contrast with the crowded department store.


  There was some noise of kids playing around, along with the sounds of dinner being prepared from the houses by the side of the road, but there’s only Yume and I forming shadows on the asphalt.


  The memories that were unrepentantly revived in this tailor-made scene were banished back into the shadow realm.


  There was no need for that.


  There was no need for all of that.


  We could continue on like that. Everything and anything was resolved by time and habit. There’s no need for us to be bound back to our black history back in middle school, and we could embrace daily life that wasn’t exactly new.


  It’s been four months since we became family.


  The time for us to feel lost was over.


  We were siblings who used to be a couple. But, the past’s the past, and the present’s the present. There’s no possibility of us getting it mixed up. There’s no hindrance in distinguishing them, nor was there a chance of one identity taking up the form of another.


  I knew that well already.


  —I already did.


  “Ah.”


  Yume suddenly stopped.


  There was some distance between me and her.


  “This…”


  It was a fork on the path.


  That’s the path we took to school back in middle school, which we hardly used nowadays


  And also—


   


  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.


   


  —On the fork to school, under the sunset.


  —Where the paths to our houses split.


  —Ayai’s face was slightly red.


  —There was a soft touch imprinted on the lips.


  The flashbacks came one after another, overlapping with the scenery before me.


  Yume, with glasses on and a ponytail, looked up at me at a closer distance than she did in my memories.


  And then at this moment, a sudden cool gust blew by, and nearly sent Yume’s hat flying.


  ““Ah.”“


  I hastily reached my hand out.


  Yume too hastily pressed her hat down.


  And then our hands covered each other’s.


  “……………………”


  “……………………”


  It’s the first time I touched Yume’s hand on this day, and it was a smooth, somewhat cooling touch, which caused me to feel a sharp sting in my fingertips.


  That’s the only feeling I had.


  It’s all just a feeling, just a moment of confusion. Yep. Didn’t I already figure this out five months ago?


  But, ah—I did think of it.


  When I heard that dad was going to remarry—I too felt that the creatures known as humans would have their moments of carelessness even at this age.


  In that case, for us who were still high school students—


  —Yume grabbed my hand.


  She firmly grabbed the hand, which she had no need to, as though she wanted to remain connected forever and not let go, and then she slowly removed her hand from the hat.


  Following that, she removed the hat with the other hand.


  The face that was clearly seen after she removed it looked expectant of something under the red hue of the sunset, and stared intently in my direction.


  “…The fourth method of getting over the rut.”


  And then, she placed the chess piece known as the excuse onto the board, intending to checkmate the king.


  “Convey your feelings through actions.”


  That’s way too simple.


  After all, we repeated that over, and over, and over again.


  In contrast…we didn’t do this a year ago, and our relationship was fractured, until we broke up.


  Yume gently closed her eyes.


  I just needed to take a step closer, and bend down.


  It’s that simple.


  Really, it’s just that simple.


  It would be so simple if it was a year ago.


  “—Ow!”


  I reached out to flick at her, and she gave blank white eyes as she held down her forehead.


  “Wh-what are you doing (stepbro)!?”


  “Method number two of getting over a rut, surprising is effective—right?”


  “Nargh…!”


  Yume shivered with blushing ears.


  I ignored that little stepsister, and went off to our house.


  “Y-you, that was just…!”


  “At least I conveyed my feelings through my actions as you wished?”


  “What kind of feelings do you have towards me anyway!?”


  Who knows?


  But…I thought of it.


  Such actions might have reconciled us a year ago, but were nothing more than an obsession at this point.


  We couldn’t pretend that everything over the past year didn’t happen.


  Whether it was the rut that took half a year, or the eventual breakup, or the fact that we became stepsiblings.


  And my rejection of Higashira.


  I couldn’t go back to the time a year ago as if it hadn’t happened.


  I didn’t have any lingering feelings.


  I rejected Higashira not because I had feelings for my ex-girlfriend.


  The need to look back to the past no longer existed.


  That should be the case.


  That should be the case….


  We returned back to the same family.


  It’s just because we’re family living under the same roof.


   


  “Mizuto-kun. This is the book I borrowed from you yesterday.”


  “Ahh…how was it?”


  “It’s very interesting. I thought it was a novel about characters, but the mystery part was also very good.”


  “Ahhh. I thought this book would be to your liking, Yume-san.”


  “Hmm…well,“


  “……………………”


  “If there’s another interesting book in the future …”


  “Yeah, of course.”


  We managed to get back the tension we had at the beginning.


  We managed to recall the subtle distance we had when we first started living together, and we were no longer as vulnerable to each other as we had been until yesterday.


  Thanks to that, we managed to free ourselves from the shameful display of being labelled as a couple going through a rut by our parents.


  We were free of it—or so it should be.


  Dad said,


  “Feels like you two are a little distant now?”


  Yuni-san echoed the sentiment.


  “Now you look like a couple thinking carefully of the appropriate time to propose.”


  They said with a laugh, Yume shivered and jolted from the sofa.


  “Ahh—seriously! What do you want us to do? I don’t know what to do when you keep saying this and that!!”


  “Ahahahaha! Sorry sorry . I’m just not used to seeing Yume get along with a boy.”


  “It’s just practice, practice. When you meet our relatives and friends, you’ll definitely be teased by them, you know~? All arms will be on deck if we tell them Mizuto has a new sister.”


  “…You’re making me reluctant to go …”


  In any case, we were just overreacting, and they were just joking.


  What a hassle. So I wanted to say, but it’s for the best if everything was fine.


  After all, we could still spend every day as a family as long as they’re just joking.


  “What?”


  Yume gave a mystified look, and peered at my face from the side.


  She’s not wearing those nostalgic glasses.


  I wouldn’t remember the past, but maybe instead of that, I ended up remembering the swimsuit I saw the previous day.


  “…Nothing.”


  I looked towards the book once again.


  Where exactly was this past we spoke of? Where exactly was the start of this so-called present?


  I don’t understand. Seriously…goodness sake.

Chapter 3: The ex-girlfriend investigates (A couple living together for the third year straight?)

  I heard RADWIMPS from the living room. Mizuto happened to be watching ‘Your Name’ on the TV.


  My little stepbrother was leaning on the sofa, staring at the strangely pretty depiction of Tokyo scenery.


  “What are you doing?” I asked him.


  “Watching a movie.”


  “That’s rare.”


  “Not like I wanted to watch it.”


  Then who?


  He made it sound like there was someone else watching.


  “Yume-san, pardon my intrusion~”


  Suddenly, a voice drifted in from out of nowhere.


  While I was still shocked, a hand waved at me from the other end of the sofa.


  I looked to where it came from, and found Higashira-san lying on the sofa.


  She was resting on Mizuto’s lap.


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


  “Watching a movie.”


  Er, no, that’s not what I was asking. I meant the situation.


  “Mizuto-kun said he’s never seen ‘Your Name’. That’s ridiculous, so I’m giving him remedials! This is a compulsory class for all Japanese citizens! Compulsory!”


  “Japan’s education directive sure has become strange recently.”


  “So when this is done, let’s watch ‘5 Centimeters per Second’.”


  “Shouldn’t we be watching ‘Weathering With You’ instead?”


  Mizuto retorted naturally while his fingertips poked at Higashira-san’s fluffy hair.


  They clearly looked like a pair of lovers, and if not, they were a pet putty and the master.


  A doubt flashed through my mind.


  It was a question I had so many times, and always came with a prickly sensation.


  Did I just come across a room date between those two?


  Did they actually start dating while keeping it quiet from us …?


  Did that relationship happen unwittingly after we saw that confession, and that they kept it from us because they’re too embarrassed to say so—


  —So that’s why he didn’t kiss me?


  “……………………”


  —Y-you, that was just…!


  —At least I conveyed my feelings through my actions as you wished?


  My chest felt irritated and annoyed—and I sat down next to Mizuto to shake off this feeling.


  Mizuto side-eyed me,


  “…What?”


  “I’m watching too.”


  I wasn’t touching the shoulder, let alone the lap pillow, or rather, the hand—I kept my distance from Mizuto, and looked at Higashira-san’s face.


  “Feels nice to not be facing each other directly and yet act like a bickering couple ~”


  It’s a good chance.


  I so happened to have a task entrusted to me.


  My mission was to affirm—what was the actual relationship between Mizuto and her, who’s talking about otaku topics.


   


  “Say, how’s Higashira-san like as a person?”


  Asking this question excitedly was a female classmate who loved to gossip—not.


  It’s Yuni Irido.


  In other words, my own mother.


  It was a free and easy morning, and I was checking on the new publications on my phone when she asked me that. I lifted my head,


  “…What do you mean?”


  “Well, you see, hasn’t she been at our place every day ever since summer vacation started? I was wondering what her actual relationship with Mizuto-kun is~. Don’t you think they’re way too intimate for a couple who had broken up?”


  Let’s recap this.


  Mom and uncle Mineaki assumed Higashira-san was Mizuto’s ex, because of her slip of words.


  Both of them were so vested in this completely unexpected rumor, and they would ask Higashira-san this and that, scaring her.


  “…Well yeah, I think they have a good relationship …unnaturally good.”


  “Right!? Right!? I told uncle Mineaki that maybe they told us they broke up because they’re embarrassed ~!…Can you investigate this for me, Yume?”


  “Uh…huh?”


  I nodded without thinking, but what did mom just say? Investigate?


  “Higashira-san looks like she’d be really nervous if she sees us. She’d probably feel casual~ though if it’s you, Yume?”


  “W-why do I have to do this …”


  “You’re curious about their relationship too right, Yume?”


  “……Well, yeah.”


  “It works out then! I’ll leave it to you!”


  Mom insisted, and I had no chance to continue on.


  Why didn’t I inherit this aggressiveness? I started to begrudge my genetic makeup.


  The protagonist and the heroine started a romcom on the TV.


  It’s some time ago since I last saw this moment, and I remembered it wasn’t long after I started dating the guy next to me. Looking at this movie again made me feel like there’s something building up within me…like I’m hoping the protagonist would be paired with another girl.


  I side-eyed discreetly, and found Mizuto and Higashira-san staring at the monitor with blank looks. I really couldn’t tell what they were thinking.


  At first glance, it might seem they found the movie to be boring, but in fact, beneath their poker faces, they might be all high-strung and going all “This is so interesting!! So amazing!!”. Peas in a pod ….


  “Nnn ~…ah…”


  Higashira-san nudged about on Mizuto’s lap, and murmured so.


  Not too long ago, Higashira-san would wear the clothes Akatsuki-san and I picked for her, but slowly, she’s been wearing her home clothes, probably because she thought of our place as her own house. She’s wearing jeans and half-sleeved parka.


  The air-conditioning was a little too warm, so she might be a little too hot in that parka. I should lower the temperature then, and right when I was about to look for the remote,


  —Jiiiii~~~.


  Right before then,  Higashira-san undid the zipper of the parka.


  “Phew~”


  She let out a relieved sound and immersed herself in the movie once again.


  I wasn’t in the mood to watch the movie though.


  It’s cooling. Too cooling.


  Beneath her parka was a tank top that wasn’t any different from underwear.


  It’s no different from when Akatsuki-san exclaimed that anyone wearing that wouldn’t be any different from a slut. It clung onto her skin perfectly and emphasized her ample breasts and the cleavage of the real bonkers, those I cups. And because her straps were crooked, I could see those bra straps clearly!


  I faltered and stared at the sight for quite a while, but Mizuto next to me continued to stare at the anime intently and calmly. I really didn’t want to disturb them while they were watching, and I couldn’t voice out and remind Higashira-san after the shocking move she made.


  What…? What’s this…? Was I the only one who thought this was weird…? Did she not pull the zipper down completely, and only at her chest for some reason…? Maybe it’s because she found it a hassle to pull the zipper up completely afterwards …?


  The movie didn’t stop while I was acting all restless, and we’re in the middle part. The story started to escalate.


  Once Mizuto’s stare finally remained on the monitor again, the second impact struck me without warning.


  “…Nnn…it tickles…”


  Higashira-san murmured as she fidgeted, reached for her back, and scratched it. Was it because she felt ticklish there? That’s what I guessed, but it’s never that simple with Isana Higashira.


  And then there was a rustling sound. She reached her hand into the parka that was half-removed—nope, the tanktop—inside.


  Eh? What? What’s she doing!?


  And the answer to the doubt in my confusion was a teeny-weeny sound.


  —Snap.


  I, no, any girl out there would recognize this familiar sound in our daily lives.


  Wait.


  Even though it’s that Higashira-san we’re talking about, Mizuto’s right next to her. No way, wait—


  I prayed from the bottom of my heart, but my hopes were dashed immediately.


  Higashira-san reached in through her chest—no, beneath her bra.


  Her hand reached for the tiny gap that occurred after she removed the hook, and scratched what was probably the front part, incessantly.


  Look, I understand, you know? It’s hot, I know, I know. You’ll want to scratch once in a while. But are you seriously doing that? Openly in front of a guy—or for that matter, anyone else!? Just like this!? I’ll rethink it even if it’s in front of my family!! This is unbelievable …!


  “Phew~”


  Higashira-san looked completely relieved, removed her hand from her chest, and rehooked the bra strap on her back as though nothing happened.


  I’m sorry to say this when you’re looking all relieved, but I have to tell you off here no matter what.


  I should say a few words to her after this, and also report this to Akatsuki-san.


  Even Akatsuki-san wouldn’t act so indecently in front of other guys. Even with those she’s most comfortable with, she’s never going to wear an oversized T-shirt and show off like that. I’m not fighting alone. Higashira-san’s ways were heretical! I got to tell her off no matter what!


  “…I’ll go get a drink.”


  “Sure”


  “Okie~”


  I kept my head down slightly, and got up from the sofa.


  The difference in attitude left me a little dizzy…how relaxed was she to end up like this? You too Mizuto, why do you act like it’s nothing.


  They’re way beyond the state of being boyfriend and girlfriend.


  They’re basically living together.


  They’re basically a couple who lived together for three years.


  To give an example, the atmosphere between them was so suspicious that if Mizuto was to slowly move his hand towards Higashira-san’s chest, she’ll just go all ‘ahh~ that tickles’. It won’t be weird if in the next moment, they’ll say something like ‘we should get married’ ‘let’s do it’. It’s stupid to describe their relationship in the form of distance.


  Why did it feel like he’s living together with Higashira-san instead of me, who’s the one living with him!? Why!?


  Error,  does not compute. If there’s anything I really didn’t get, what else could it be? They seemed closer to each other after she got rejected! Akatsuki-san and I were worried that they couldn’t be friends after she got rejected, but that in hindsight was such a joke.


  Mizuto Irido and Isana Higashira couldn’t be friends? How’s that possible?


  …That’s when I increasingly felt how miraculous their existences were. What were the chances of them encountering someone they got along with? Ever since we started high school, I should have had an overwhelming victory in the number of friends, but even this felt so laughable.


  …I’m so envious.


  Really…envious.


  Ah, no, I didn’t mean anything else.


  I returned to the TV with teacups and barley tea. While watching, I poured the tea into the cup, and was about to drink it,


  “Give me some too.”


  “Eh?”


  Mizuto said, but he didn’t look away from the TV.


  “I’m thirsty.”


  “…You could have told me just now. I would have brought another cup for you.”


  “I forgot.”


  Woah…he was engrossed.


  After all, I knew him since middle school, and I more or less knew his interests. Pure literature, light novels, movies or mysteries, he’s always the type who loved works with an additional flair of the author. So he simply never had the habit of watching anime, and given his personality, Director Makoto Shinkai’s works should hit the mark.


  I turned towards Higashira-san, who was lying on Mizuto’s lap, and saw her look up at Mizuto’s face, smiling as though it was as expected.


  “……………………”


  —There’s no room for me here.


  —I’m just a narrow-minded person. Just having one person I could earnestly face was my limit.


  Mizuto said, and rejected Higashira-san’s confession.


  At this point…only I, I knew who that person was.


  But, that’s—


  “…I’ll give this to you then. I’m almost done though.”


  “Oh, thanks.”


  Mizuto didn’t even look at the cup I handed over, received it, and gulped it all down. He looked so delicate, but he certainly was daring like a boy at such moments.


  I received the cup from Mizuto, poured the barley tea again, and brought it to my lips.


  “Eh?”


  The cold tea washed away the anxiety that spread throughout my body.


  “Hm~…well …”


  “Hm?” “Eh?”


  And while I drank the barley tea, Higashira-san looked back and forth between Mizuto and me, looking completely nonplussed.


  What? So Higashira-san wanted some tea too?


  So I wondered, only for her to deliver a haymaker from a completely unexpected angle.


  “That was……an indirect kiss, right……?”


  “…Huh?” “…Ehh?”


  Mizuto and I looked at each other, and then we looked at the cup.


  Indirect ….……kiss.


  “……Ahh~……”


  Mizuto seemed to have realized something, and then looked at the TV once again.


  “Eh, that’s it?” Higashira-san saw that insignificant reaction of his, and reacted in shock.


  Indirect kiss…….


  Speaking of which, there did seem to be such a concept.


  I continued to drink my tea.


  “E-ehh~…? You two don’t mind at all…? Is this what being family is about…? Or are high school students all like this…?”


  It’s not like we’re using each other’s utensils or toothbrush. We already lost that innocence a long time ago.


  …I guess he wasn’t on the same side as Higashira-san when it came to this.


  And the moment I thought of this, the anxiety in my heart abated a little—just a little.


   


  After the staff roll ended, Mizuto leaned back onto the sofa lethargically.


  And Higashira-san, who enjoyed two hours of the lap pillow, peeked at Mizuto discreetly.


  “…How is it?”


  “Very interesting.”


  “How so?”


  “What attracted me at the beginning was really the description of the landscape but when the middle of the story started I saw the entire structure of the script well how do I put it I feel like I if I look closely at the work I can see the director’s personal fetishes appear but when I look at this in an overview it feels like there’s a beauty similar to a Hollywood movie and these combine together to form an unspeakable charm.”


  That was fast!!!!


  Higashira-san immediately hopped over, her eyes sparkling.


  “Fetishes!! I get that, I get that! It’s like a duty to rub the breasts every time, don’t you think that’s great!?”


  “I guess that’s a staple for a gender bender schtick. As far as I know, transsexual works are rather niche, so how did this movie end up as the face of all movies in the country?”


  “The boldness to show personal fetishes in a national-class movie is a good point of Director Shinkai, , including ‘Your Name’. This is…well, it’s like showing an uncensored porno to a pure and innocent girl—”


  “Yellow card.”


  “Ueh!? Th-that wasn’t a dirty joke, you know!? Haven’t you read ‘Yu Yu Hakusho’!? Doesn’t your dad have a collection!?”


  I would admit that I was a relative nerd in the world of mystery novels, but there’s all kinds of subcultures in their conversation, and I couldn’t get them at all.


  …If I were an otaku like Higashira-san, would I be able to continue dating him?


  I immediately erased the notion that flashed in my mind. There’s no meaning to this assumption, and even if that’s the case, his temper wasn’t going to change, and I wouldn’t feel disillusioned by him.


  I…didn’t want to end up like Higashira-san.


  If I became Higashira-san, I wouldn’t be able to be friends with Akatsuki-san and the others了.


  “Haaa…it’s tiring to stare at the screen intently for two hours.”


  “That’s too little stamina.”


  I gave a dumbfounded look towards Mizuto, who was slumped on the backrest of the sofa, remaining still. This from the guy who could read books for hours.


  “Oh, in that case!”


  Higashira-san suddenly sat upright, and slapped her thighs.


  “As a reward, here! Allow me to offer a lap pillow!”


  “Hm~…well …”


  “No stoppu stoppu (https://www.myinstants.com/instant/stoppu-koga-aoi-27519/)!”


  I hurriedly held back Mizuto’s shoulder right when he wanted to lie down like that.


  “That’s not good…! Well…that’s not good at all!”


  “Why…?”


  “Why?”


  Why else, look…if Higashira-san gives Mizuto a lap pillow and he looks up from that angle, those breasts will …


  Higashira-san showed a mysterious smile on her face, and leaned over towards Mizuto who was sleepy due to his fatigue.


  “It’s a JK lap pillow~. Really comfy~. Comes with an ear digging service~. It’s a special service only to your older brother, you know ~?”


  “Don’t use such a weird way to describe it! Anyway, where did you hear that from—”


  “…Higashira digging ears seem a little scary …”


  “Eh?” “Ueh?”


  Mizuto mumbled, and fell horizontally like a puppet.


  Not towards Higashira-san—but towards me.


  Mizuto sought out the most comfortable position on my thighs, and…just fell asleep.


  “……………………”


  “……………………”


  Higashira-san and I were stunned, and stared at that sleeping face.


  His usual state ever since summer vacation started was to sleep till noon, and he’s often very tired in the evening…but  I didn’t think he would be so at ease, sleeping on someone else’s thighs …


  “…Erm, did he go to you because he didn’t want me to dig his ears, Yume-san?”


  “…Probably.”


  “R00d. Do I look that clumsy?”


  “To be honest, yes.”


  “That hurts!”


  I couldn’t imagine Higashira-san would actually make something.


  “…But …”


  Higashira-san muttered, went to my lap, knelt down, and looked at Mizuto’s sleeping face.


  “I can’t help but forgive him when I see such a cute sleeping face. Ehehe~♪”


  Higashira-san showed a completely relaxed smile, and poked at Mizuto’s cheek.
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  She’s really fond of Mizuto, so I thought. Even though he rejected her, and she knew she couldn’t be Mizuto’s girlfriend,  but she really was head over heels for Mizuto.


  …Speaking of which, Mizuto does treat Higashira-san like she’s a pet dog, and I couldn’t deny that Higashira-san was treating Mizuto like a pet kitten.


  Higashira-san wasn’t one who had the range of expressions, but she smiled as she stood before Mizuto.


  “Now that I have the chance, shall I dig his ears?”


  “Eh? That’s a little…don’t you find it scary to put a stick into someone else’s ear?”


  “Ah, I get that. I was so scared when mom dug my ears the first time. Seriously, don’t go about digging for treasures in someone else’s ear.”


  “Yeah~……”


  “I’ll just kiss him then.”


  “I guess—huh?”


  Higashira-san’s words were overly natural, such that I instinctively nodded away.


  Wait, wut?


  Higashira-san continued to stare at Mizuto’s sleep face intently.


  “……Higashira-san? Did you just say, kiss?”


  “I wonder if he’ll find out if I do so now …”


  “No wait, I guess that won’t happen, but…are you fine with your first kiss being so casual?”


  “Hm~…I guess a place with a slightly better atmosphere should be fine. I can’t reach my tongue in when Mizuto-kun’s sleeping …”


  “What do you think the first kiss is about?”


  “He’s not going to go with the flow and rip my clothes off …”


  She’s way too compliant with her desires.


  “…It’s amazing you managed to keep such a distance from him when you have such a mindset, you know …”


  “I’ve been trying hard, you know? To be honest, I feel very conflicted when Mizuto-kun headpats me, for example. Now I finally get how the heroines feel when they blush once they get headpats.”


  “I definitely don’t think those heroines blush because they have conflicted feelings.”


  That’s an insult to all shojo manga out there.


  “To be honest, one reason why I confessed to Mizuto-kun was because I crave for his body …”


  “Is that so!?”


  “I mean, if we’re already on good terms, we can do some pervy things. Is there anything better?”


  “…………Uh, huuuuuuhhh ~…………”


  That’s true, if this was the most explicit explanation.


  “The all-ages version is fun, but I guess I still want to play the original R18 version, that’s the kind of feeling.”


  “No, I don’t get what you’re saying.”


  “If I’m friendzoned, I can’t do everything I can do with Mizuto-kun…I guess.”


  Higashira-san continued to stare at Mizuto’s face up close, and her expression was inscrutable.


  “…I too want to see Mizuto-kun acting all pervy.”


  My heart was gripped while I saw that unperturbed face from the side.


  It’s as though the me, who could have continued the relationship with him in the past was right there.


  I understood that the past me wasn’t the same as Higashira-san, but I couldn’t help but put our silhouettes together.


  Two years ago, on the day before summer vacation ended—I guessed our relationship would have continued like this if he rejected my confession.


  Maybe it would have lasted a little longer—like Higashira-san’s situation.


  “But if I add a certain term before the word friend, we can continue to be friends and enjoy pervy stuff together.”


  “No wait, I’m not going to help you out if you’re going to work hard in this manner.”


  “I know that. It’s a grave misinterpretation on my part to assume Mizuto-kun will make sexfriends.”


  “You’re trying to make it vague!”


  ……Misinterpretation. Misinterpretation, huh?


  The otakus really created quite the nice term, so I thought.


  Countless love confessions ended up as the prelude to mayhem due to this source of all evil.


  “Hmm~……”


  Higashira-san stared at Mizuto’s sleeping face, and fidgeted somewhat anxiously.


  She then stood up immediately,


  “…I’ll borrow your toilet.”


  “Eh…?”


  What’s she intending to do in someone else’s house!?


  “Eh?”


  Higashira-san saw my reaction, was a little stunned, “Ah” and her face was completely red.


  “N-no! I’m just using it normally!”


  “Ah-ahhhhhh, I see…”


  My mind so happened to be in the gutter sincer we’re on the topic of lewd ….


  “…Speaking of which.”


  Pfft, Higashira-san made a mysterious giggle.


  “I heard from Mizuto-kun that you don’t have such knowledge, Yume-san…but you clearly do, don’t you?”


  “…We’re high school students. I do pay attention to health ed classes…”


  “Nfufufufu. It’s super exciting hearing the prettiest first ranked model student in our year discuss this.”


  “That’s disgusting!”


  I simply scolded her back, she squealed and scampered off.


  It’s not that I didn’t know, but that I just wasn’t adept at discussing this.


  And after all, I always showed the flattering side of myself…after all, I was fearful of being misinterpreted by him.


  The second hand of the clock ticked away with Mizuto’s steady snoring echoing in the room. I looked down at that slender face while feeling the weight on my thighs.


  The long eyelashes were closed tightly, and the slightly longer bangs hung slightly above them. I reached out and plucked the bangs above the eyelashes, and felt a soft touch on my fingertips.


  A steady exhale came out of his thin lips.


  And I was ever so familiar with the touch of those lips.


  They were so soft, but were dry from time to time. Whenever that happened, I would lend him some lip balm to apply, and redo again once he was done…sometimes, even though I was just fooling around, I applied lip balm on his with my own lips.


  We were rigid and clumsy the first time around, and just a little touch alone was our limit. We tried to turn our faces sideways because the tips of our noses would hit each other, and we laughed at how funny it was, as if we were faking each other. We reached a tacit agreement to do it on the right cheek, but the kiss didn’t last long as we panted due to embarrassment…


  —Every three seconds, we would pull a little distance, catch our breaths, and continue.


  —During this time, we looked at each other, and caressed each other.


  —We waited for one side to touch the other on the back, and the other would then touch the back. That’s all.


  In this entire world, only I—he and I knew of the rules.


  I supposed this was what Higashira-san wanted to know once she became a lover.


  And at this point, he definitely remembered so.


  “……………………”


  I bent down, and my hair fell from the right side of my face.


  I put the hair over my ear, as I usually did while reading.


  He’s sleeping. Won’t get fooled again. Whenever I faltered, those feelings would return; the euphoric pleasure, that burning passion, or that longing and satisfaction felt from the moisture.


  Looking back, when was our last time? I guessed it was probably before we had our argument, in June last year. This feeling remained dormant for a year and two months, and finally awoke once again, racing out, as though they’re about to flow out.


  —… I too want to see Mizuto-kun acting all pervy.


  I want to see that too. That notion flashed through my mind again and again before.


  It’s been a while since I saw you like this. Your eyes wouldn’t look at anything but me, and your arms embraced me firmly as though you swore that you wouldn’t hand me over to anyone else, and the feeling when I was about to become one with you.


  When I thought about it, I couldn’t help but yearn for that experience again.


  I knew it wouldn’t happen again, but I couldn’t contain the feelings from overflowing.


  Ahhh——


   


  ——This was just a sexual desire.


   


  Calma. Calma.


  Everything boiling deep within my chest quickly cooled down.


  I understood.


  I understood why you refused to kiss me back then.


  Thinking back on what happened, wanting the satisfaction of the past, and wanting to repeat what I did in the past—there were so many moments over the past four months.


  But…I was just obsessed with the past.


  What once satisfied me was no longer around. This was just a desire to fill a hole inside.


  Superficial. Unbearable. Shameful.


  Higashira-san’s first ever confession failed because of these desires—how would he ever recognize them.


  Misinterpretation.


  We had a misinterpretation.


  I took a deep breath, carefully put his head down from my lap so as not to wake Mizuto up, and stood up.


  I had stopped Higashira-san, so why was I having such weird thoughts.


  Let’s calm down a little…


  I tiptoed out of the living room and went to the bathroom.


  My reflection in the mirror looked as stoic as a trampled ground.


   


  “How’s the situation between Mizuto-kun and Higashira-san?”


  It was night when mom asked me excitedly,  so I honestly told her about the results.


  “Very good.”


  “Yes yes! What else?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Ehh~!”


  Mom looked unhappy, but there wasn’t anything else to say.


  “But well, nothing specific? Like, what did they do?”


  “…Erm, like say, Higashira-san got a lap pillow from Mizuto-kun …”


  “Ohhh!”


  “Higashira-san got hot, and suddenly started stripping…”


  “Hya ~!”


  “And then she just reached under her bra because she said it was itchy, so she scratched …”


  “…Hmmm?”


  Mom’s excited expression turned into that of bewilderment. It was to be expected.


  “One thing to note, she did all those things right before my eyes, as though it’s all normal.”


  “…Hmmm~…??”


  Mom tilted her head in confusion,


  “A couple living together for the third year…?”


  Like mother, like daughter.


  “But but, don’t you think they’re perfect for each other? You see, Mizuto-kun too has an intriguing mood to him, and now he’s with an incredible kid too, right?”


  “Well, if you put it that way.”


  They suited each other.


  My opinion hadn’t changed even before Higashira-san’s confession failed.


  I even felt no couple in the world suited each other as them. Even then, it didn’t mean that the relationship would continue naturally. This was the tricky part about being human.


  “You shouldn’t hesitate now then, Yume!”


  “Eh?”


  My heart jolted once mom suddenly declared so.


  Eh, eh, why me? Did mom already—


  “You need to find a decent boyfriend and not get left behind by Mizuto-kun! You’re so cute now, you can find one easily!”


  “Ah…ahh, yeah…”


  So that’s what she meant….


  That I should look for a boyfriend…other than Mizuto?


  “…It’s not a contest anyway. You can wait.”


  “Ehh~?”


  It’s a pity—it’s really, really a pity.


  This was the biggest misinterpretation till this point.
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  The train arrived at the station, and I thought, this didn’t seem like the countryside.


  There were various souvenir stores in the huge station, and one could see a large shopping mall outside the station. There were also a lot of people moving around, so it’s not outlandish to say that it’s a big city.


  Mizuto called it ‘The Countryside’, but maybe that was a hyperbole, right?


  So I wondered for a mere moment until I got onto the bus.


  With a whoosh, the doors were shut.


  There weren’t any other passengers aside from the four of us.


  It’s noon, and this was the case?


  I looked out the window, and the presence of human civilization slowly faded away. The buildings too gradually faded, and all I could see within my eyes were countless pylons connected to power lines, whistling past one another.


  We entered the hills, and the greenery around us got thicker. The only thing left with a trace of human civilization was the bus we’re on, down the boring country road.


  “Thank you!”


  Once the bus arrived at the station, uncle Mineaki said so, and the bus driver lifted his cap slightly. It seemed they knew each other.


  The bus left, and right before our eyes was a vast field.


  There wasn’t a roof at the stop, but a shade covered by lush tree branches. The branches swayed in the breeze, and the sun shone through the gaps, scorching my eyes relentlessly..


  —Chirp chirp chirp chirp chirp chirp chirp…


  Once the bus engines couldn’t be heard, what replaced it was the chirpings of the cicadas.


  We’re basically in an isekai.


  I was a little uneasy about whether I could return safely to the world I was familiar with.


  “Woah—! Yume, lookie look! The bus arrives three times a day!”


  Mom made some noise once she saw the completely tattered bus schedule. She’s not acting like a middle-aged woman at all.


  Uncle Mineaki smiled,


  “It’s good enough to have one service in the morning, one in the afternoon, and one in the evening. It’s not profitable to send a bus to such a rural area.”


  “Then what do you do when you need to buy something?”


  “There are a lot of elderly people here after all, and the city stores are told to by the town council to distribute the supplies together. And these days, even the elderly can shop online. If that’s not enough, we need to drive .”


  “Haaa~…”


  “I feel sorry for the kids who can’t drive, since they need to return before the last ride. Well, it’s a nice place to relax, if just for a few days.”


  Uncle Mineaki said “Let’s go” and started to walk. It seemed to be a long walk from here to the residence of uncle Mineaki’s mother—Mizuto’s grandmother.


  I was about to grab my carrying suitcase, but a hand next to me snatched it before I could.


  “Ah, wait …!”


  My little stepbrother Mizuto Irido acted as though he didn’t hear that as he grabbed my suitcase.


  Seriously, what’s he doing …! Grabbing my luggage like that!?


  I gave chase and wanted to grumble—but I swallowed my words right when I was about to cry out.


  Why, you ask?


  There’s a very steep slope in front of us.


  “……………………”


  Mizuto dragged the suitcase up the slope without saying a word.


  It should be very tiring, but he didn’t look like he was struggling at all, and had a calm and relaxed expression.


  …So.


  If there’s a reason, tell me beforehand!


   


  “Woah ……”


  “Oh…ohhh ~……”


  We reached the top, and so I and mom were astounded by the gates before us.


  Was this the house of Mizuto’s grandmother? No…it’s more like a mansion, right?


  I stared in awe at the white walls and magnificent eaves that were more than 50 meters wide.


  “Wait, is your family really rich, Mineaki-kun…?”


  “No no no, the only ones rich were those of my grandfather’s generation. It’s said that he never intended for his children to have an inheritance—they were all basically donated, so this house is the only thing left.”


  “Eh~…that’s a pity …”


  “Seemed like mom and uncle left home immediately, and they didn’t complain about it.”


  Speaking of which, I remembered that Mizuto worked hard to be a specially enrolled student so that he could lower the school fees.


  I discreetly glanced aside at my little stepbrother, and he was staring at the sun in annoyance.


  “It’s hot…”


  “It is. Let’s hurry in.”


  Uncle Mineaki crossed the front yard and rang the doorbell at the entrance. There was an electronic beep from this antique-looking mansion, and it felt a little amiss to me.


  “Yes yes yes …”


  The sliding door opened with a clatter, and appearing from beyond was an old granny in an apron.


  I assumed for a moment that she was a servant, but her eyes sparkled immediately the moment she saw Mizuto.


  “Ooooh~! Isn’t this Mizuto! You’re all grown up!”


  Mizuto lowered his head slightly and greeted her.


  “Uhahaha” The old woman heard Mizuto’s greeting, laughed loudly, and said,


  “You’re so cold as always! You can’t get a girlfriend like that!”


  “Mom. I thought you said you didn’t want to be an old woman who always talked about marriage all the time?”


  “Oh, oh, oh. Yes, indeed. Dangerous.”


  “I’m Natsume Irido.”


  She ushered us through the foyer, stopped at the step, and bowed politely, giving her name,


  “My sincerest apologies for introducing myself so late. This stupid son of mine mentioned his remarriage so suddenly…”


  “It wasn’t too sudden. I told you two weeks in advance.”


  “That’s not sudden enough?”


  I nodded quietly. And Mizuto, who was on the other side of the room, also gently reacted the same way as I did.


  Although I understood that they only told us of the remarriage at the last moment because we were busy preparing for exams, I felt there was a better way of doing this.


  …But well, I always felt that situation would be worse if we knew of their remarriage before we broke up.


  “Mom, I’m sorry! In fact, Mineaki and I hesitated until the last moment…”


  “it’s fine, Yuni-san. I was more than glad that you gave this child a goal to remarry. Thank you very much.”


  “No no no, you’re too kind!”


  Bowing deeply again was Natsume-san—or should I call her step-grandmother. Mom hastily waved her hands once she said that.


  Speaking of which, I haven’t heard how mom and uncle Mineaki met and fell in love…my guess was that it must have been quite the hardship.


  “Then, this is Yume-chan, right?”


  I noticed Natsume-san give me a look, and instinctively straightened my back.


  “My name is Yume Irido. I shall be in your care for the following days.”


  “How polite of you. You seem like a serious kid. Do you get along with Mizuto?”


  “Y-yes.”


  “Better than our relationship, right Yuni-san?”


  “Really really! Mizuto-kun’s really kind to her!”


  “Mizuto was kind? Oh my~”


  Natsume-san smiled gently.,


  “It does feel strange to have a big granddaughter all of a sudden. It feels like my grandson has married and returned.”


  “Eh.”


  M-married?


  I froze, and mom let out a mischievous laugh.


  “How about it? Do you want to marry Mizuto-kun?”


  “N-not at all. We won’t get married …”


  “Just kidding! Just~kidding~!”


  That’s bad for the heart ….


  For the time being, I glanced aside at Mizuto, but I merely saw the usual poker face, and I couldn’t understand what he was thinking at all.


  It’s better than looking all gaudy and flustered, but I felt strangely peeved for some reason.


  “Everyone’s tired, no? Come in, come in. Mineaki, did you have lunch?”


  “We ate on the way here.”


  “So I see. Put the luggage there then. Mineaki, lead the way.”


  “I know. Come here.”


  We took our luggage to the corridor, separated from Natsume-san, and followed uncle Mineaki’s lead.


  The mansion was so big that we could get lost walking alone, and at the same time, the house was so old that it creaked every time I stepped on it.


  “Is your mother from Kansai?”


  “Her dialect’s influenced by my father. He’s born and raised in Kyoto after all.”


  Mom and uncle Mineaki chatted, and at the same time, I was touched to see a veranda facing the front garden. The Iridos had a vestibule at home, but I had only seen such an authentic veranda in TV dramas. It feels a bit like the house of the Inugamis…


  “Mizuto and I will be there, and you will be in the room next door.”


  “Okay~.”


  “Put your bags away and go to the Buddhist altar.”


  “Okay, okay~”


  I was assigned a room with Mom, and Mizuto with uncle Mineaki, probably because they were concerned about the feelings of us children.


  I entered the tatami-matted room, took out a change of clothes from the suitcase, “Haa~” and mom suddenly let out a long sigh.


  “Thank goodness mother-in-law is a nice approachable person~. I was worried if she was a harsh and strict old person ……”


  “You never met Natsume-san before, mom?”


  “We chatted a little on the phone, but that’s about it.”


  “I see.”


  “Thank goodness …”


  Mom collapsed on the floor, looking exhausted.


  It seemed she was really nervous just now, so that was a surprise. But after all, it’s true that being accepted by the in-laws is a matter of life and death.


  To this family, we are a foreign species..


  Speaking of which, was it really okay for me to come here without thinking about it …?


  “I heard relatives will gather in this house, right? How many will come?”


  “Hmm~? I heard it’s mostly the Tanesatos.”


  “Tanesato?”


  “That’s the old family name of mother-in-law. I heard uncle Mineaki say that she has an older brother, and a few descendants will be visiting.”


  Mom’s mother-in-law’s older brother…so my grandmother’s brother? How should I address them? His children and grandchildren—I guess. What’s my relationship with them? I didn’t know if they’re of the same age though…


  “Yuni-san~, Yume-chan~. To the Buddhist altar—”


  “Okay~. Let’s go, Yume!”


  We pulled the shoji aside and met up with Mizuto and uncle Mineaki.


  Mizuto still looked dumbfounded while he followed uncle Mineaki…had he said a word since he came to this house?


  We passed through the creaking corridor and arrived at the room where the Buddha’s shrine was located.


  After all, Obon’s happening soon, and we would be visiting graves. But Mizuto’s mother’s tombstone wasn’t here, so maybe we would pay her a visit when we returned.


  “This is the place.”


  Uncle Mineaki stopped and reached for the shōji in front of him.


  But at that moment, the shoji opened itself.


  “Ah.”


  Appearing from beyond the shoji was a young female.


  She’s a woman with red-rimmed glasses, taller than me by about ten centimeters. She looked like a college student. Her dark hair fell gently down her shoulders, giving off the air of a bookstore clerk or librarian.


  I sensed an aura similar to mine, and couldn’t help but feel a sense of familiarity. And at that very moment—


  “—Isn’t this Mizuto-kun~! It’s been a long time~!!!”


  She suddenly shouted happily, and hugged Mizuto tightly.


  …Hm? Eh!?


  It was so sudden that my brain couldn’t keep up.


  The first impression of a bookstore clerk and librarian instantly vanished.  She sounded more like a party girl…! The aura of this cheerful character is three times brighter than Akatsuki-san!


  More importantly, this skinship is excessive, isn’t it?


  It’s the first time I saw anyone greet with a hug. An American? Is she American?


  “Ohhh, Madoka-chan? It’s been a while.”


  “Same to you, uncle Mineaki! It’s been a while ~!”


  The girl called Madoka hugged Mizuto and happily greeted uncle Mineaki.


  …How long was she going to hug Mizuto? She might be a relative, but he really hated having someone cling onto him, let alone hug. If it were me, he would have pushed me away and ignored me without a word—


  “It’s been a while, Madoka-san.”


  He spoke!?


  He made a sound while he was being hugged tightly, although it was a bit stiff. I turned my head in astonishment.


  He never uttered a breath ever since he arrived at this house!


  “Nihihi, I’m relieved~. You’re still so cold this year too! I was wondering how to respond if you changed once you had your high school debut ~!”


  “High school isn’t a place to debut in.”


  “Ooh, you said it ~”


  He actually answered her question!?


  And did he just dismiss everything I did!?


  “Hm”


  Madoka(?)-san let go of Mizuto, and turned to look at mom and me.


  “Uncle, are they…”


  “Ahhh. Let me introduce them to you. This is Yuni-san who remarried me, and this is her daughter Yume. They now have taken up the family name Irido.”


  “I’m Yuni Irido~”


  “I-I’m Yume.”


  “Hohoo~…hmmm~…”


  Through the red-rimmed glasses, I could feel her appraising eyes, not at mom, but at me. W-what’s going on …?


  “And over here are.”


  Uncle Mineaki pointed towards Madoka-san,


  “My uncle’s grandchildren—I suppose they should be considered Yume-chan’s stepcousins?—Madoka Tanesato-san, and Chikuma Tanesato-kun.”


  Eh?


  I was incredulous by the mention of a second name, and a little head peeked out from behind Madoka Tanesato-san’s long skirt with trepidation..


  At first glance, I thought that was a girl, but since uncle Mineaki addressed him as ‘kun’, he’s probably a boy.


  He seemed to be a kid attending upper elementary school. He’s very thin, and looked like a cute, mini Mizuto. His eyes wavered beneath his long bangs, and he seemed to be at a loss on what to do.


  The moment the boy Chikuma met me in the eyes, he hid behind his sister.


  He seemed to be a really shy person.


  No doubt about it this time. I felt a real sense of familiarity in my heart.


  I recalled that in the past, I did hide behind my mother, just like him..


  “Ah, sorry. He’s a little shy ~”


  “it’s fine it’s fine ~. Yume’s like this too until recently. Right?”


  “…Mom, don’t just say it out openly.”


  “Ah, sorry sorry.”


  Why’s it that all parents would easily divulge the private matters of their children?


  I went behind Madoka-san, squatted down before Chikuma, and met him in the eyes.


  “Hello Chikuma. I’m Yume Irido. Nice to meet you.”


  I tried to greet him as gently as possible…but Chikuma, whose face was very cute when I looked up close, went red immediately, and ran across the corridor.


  He got away…


  “Hm~. I see I see …”


  Madoka-san continued to observe me with an appraising look.


  “Erm, anything the matter…?”


  “No, no… I see signs of hard work from you.”


  “Eh?”


  “Ah, sorry! I don’t mean to underestimate you. I’m just really worried about how to deal with Mizuto-kun’s new sister if she’s a gal. I’m relieved to see you like this though, Yume-chan like this! As a relative, please take care of me in the future!”


  Madoka-san grabbed my hands.


  Uh…huh ~?


  She’s praising me…right?


  There’s nothing more to ‘as a relative’, right?


  Was she trying to fend me off or something?


  “Say, Yume-chan, aren’t our clothes choices a little similar? I feel a similar vibe ~”


  “Eh.”


  Once I heard that, I checked Madoka-san’s clothing.


  The color palette was light, and she chose a long, soft skirt for the bottom, while the top half was a large, waist-length tunic that was gently pinned to the inside of the skirt. This overall style is similar to the outfit I chose for Higashira-san a while ago.


  And then I realized…she had a nice body.


  She looked slimmer than Higashira-san because of her height, but her chest size should be comparable to Higashira-san, right …?


  From up close, I could see the vague cleavage from the slightly open collar, and my heart too couldn’t help but race.


  “I see…there is some similarity from what you say.”


  “Right! I always like such clothes! My friends in college always say these clothes are childish, but I really think that the light and cute clothes are what girls really desire most. Don’t you think so too, Yume-chan?”


  “Th-that’s true. I feel that’s cute too.”


  I initially dressed up like that to suit the tastes of the guy next to me.


  ……Hm?


  I pondered.


  Madoka-san said that she always liked such clothes—so basically, she’s been wearing princess-styled fashion that doesn’t really reveal much, huh?


  As the relative, Mizuto too probably grew up acquainted with this clothing style.


  And that’s why he asked me to dress up like that.


  Hm? Hmmm???


  I thought that Mizuto’s preference for innocent clothing was influenced by light novels and such….wait…maybe it’s actually because…


  “It’s great to have someone I feel I can talk with! After all, there are no other young girls in our family. Let’s get along well, Yume-chan!”


  “…Ah, okay. Of course …”


  Speaking of which, I did hear a certain saying—


  —Most boys will pick a certain big sister next to them as their first love.


   


  The relatives’ aunts and uncles gathered in the evening, and a party was held at the house.


  Naturally, the guests of honor were the new faces this year, mom and me.


  “Did you get along well with Mizuto? It must be hard for you when he’s such a quiet boy!”


  “No no no, they do get along unexpectedly well!”


  “Really? That’s a relief to us then!”


  This topic was discussed for the fifth time already.


  I couldn’t do anything other than a smile with oolong tea in hand.


  “Oooh! Madoka-chan, good going with the drinks!”


  “As to be expected of the Tanesatos, even though you’re just 20 this year!”


  “I’m just getting started—!”


  In a party where a dozen adults or so were drinking heavily, Mizuto, Chikuma and I were the only minors.


  I couldn’t keep up with their pace because of the overwhelming away game.


  Is this the atmosphere of a beer party? Or maybe it’s because they’re relatives. Whatever the case, my experiences were so lacking that I couldn’t tell…


  “But I too was sweating at the idea of a teenage boy and girl living in the same house.”


  “Young people recently are more of the herbivore kinds.”


  “Mine-kun, you’re mindset is outdated!”


  “Ah, really?”


  “Yume-chan, don’t hold back now and eat away. Lookie look, there’s some sushi left!”


  “O-okay…”


  Amidst this chaotic party, I could only eat the food that piled up on my plate.


  After a long while,


  “So—un—fair!!”


  I suddenly felt a soft sensation on my back, along with a shrill cry.


  “Woah!?…M-Madoka-san?”


  “Yume-chan. You’re unfair~~!!”
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  She reeks of alcohol!


  Madoka-san, pressing on my back, was hot and blushing all over, clearly in a stupor..


  Speaking of which, I felt some shockingly great masses on my back! I could feel their weights even beyond the bra! They’re getting squashed on me, hey! Even as a girl, I too can’t help but feel my heart pound!


  “Mizuto-kun~doesn’t care~about me~~ How did you~get along with him~ immediately, Yume-chan~?”


  “Eh? Really?”


  “It’s true! I’ve been taking care of him~since he was in kindergarten~!”


  Next to me, Mizuto played dumb and ate his a sweet potato,.


  Ignored her…? I remembered he was initially kind towards me though …?


  “Mizuto’s basically a chip of the old block compared to our grandfather.”


  Saying these words was the father of Madoka-san and Chikuma-kun. He’s of similar age to uncle Mineaki—probably in his forties. How should I call him?


  “His quiet personality, his inexplicable stubbornness, and his love of reading are exactly the same. He always gives an impression that he will become a great man, and I’m a little excited to think about it.”


  “Hey! Aren’t you excited for your own daughter!?”


  “Say that to me when you’re not late for class, idiot bastard.”


  “I’m not an idiot bastard—!”


  I tilted my head.


  “Our grandfather, as in…?”


  “Basically, our great grandfather, the person who once owned this residence. Now…what’s the name again—?”


  “The name’s Kousuke, Kousuke Tanesato.”


  Uncle Mineaki didn’t appear to be drunk and answered so.


  “His life sure was turbulent—but as a parent, I hope for my child to live a peaceful life though.”


  “That’s good though. It’s a blessing to see him grow up healthy and safe…Mineaki-kun, you worked hard! You really did …!”


  “Thank you…”


  Uncle Mineaki smiled and received a sake cup from Madoka-san’s father,


  Next to him, mom too showed a gentle and delighted smile.


  “…After all, uncle Mineaki became a single dad right after Mizuto was born …”


  Madoka-san muttered so, looking emotional.


  “Grandma Natsume did try to help…but my guess is that those days were harsh …”


  …It’s said that Mizuto’s biological mother, Kana Irido, had a weak constitution to begin with, and died soon after giving birth to Mizuto.


  Uncle Mineaki was probably in his twenties back then…widowed as a young man, he protected and raised Mizuto by himself.


  And once his own son finished compulsory education, he and mom got married….


  I finally understood.


  I understood why they remarried at that particular moment.


  I understood why they hesitated until the last moment, and why we were kept in the dark.


  I also understood why Mom and I were so unexpectedly welcomed.


  Uncle Mineaki’s remarriage was proof that he overcame a major trial…


  Thinking about it, I resolved myself again.


  I—no, we—


  We had to keep this family right now until the end.


  “…Dad.”


  “Yes?”


  I came back to my senses, and saw Mizuto stand up, walk to uncle Mineaki’s back and call out to the latter.


  “I’m done eating.”


  “Ah….thanks.”


  “I’m off then.”


  Mizuto immediately left the party and the room.


  Where’s he going?


  And why ‘thanks’?


  “I won’t let you get away, Yume-chan!”


  “M- Madoka-san…i-it’s heavy …!”


  “Do you have a boyfriend~!? Surely you do right~? You’re so cute after all! If not, I’ll take that place then~!”


  “Madoka’s quite a drunkard now.”


  “As to be expected of our bloodline! Wahahaha …!!”


   


  “Phew~……”


  I let the hot water fall over my shoulders, and finally felt relieved.


  I gazed aimlessly at the sight of the water vapor rising up toward the ceiling made of green tiles.


  To be honest, I had relatives and occasionally met with them.


  But it’s the first time I partook in such a large family gathering…and more importantly, it felt strange that I attended it with him.


  …I never dreamed that I would one day meet his entire family when I dated him…


  I never heard him mention that his great grandfather was a wealthy man, nor did I know he had a beautiful cousin like Madoka-san….


  Speaking of which, it might be to be expected of Mizuto, but would anyone just slip out during a beer party?


  I was done with my bath, and went towards the corridor.


  After all, wouldn’t it be elegant to enjoy the night breeze after getting out of the bath and going into the corridor?


  I could still hear the adults’ dinner party in the distance. Mom stayed for drinks after I retreated. It’s amazing how adaptable my mother was…


  “Huh.”


  “Ah…”


  There was someone in the corridor.


  Chikuma was sitting on the ground, facing the courtyard, holding a game console in his tiny hands.


  A game console.


  Oh yes. When we talk about boys his age, games would be the first thing that comes to mind. It’s no wonder that I was instinctively surprised to see him hold something other than a book, because of a certain person’s influence.


  “Chikuma-kun, are you alone?”


  “…Y-yes…”


  Oh. He answered me for the first time, though he never took his eyes off the game console.


  I was a little happy,


  “Where’s your sister?”


  “Still drinking…”


  “Ehhh~…I see …”


  I heard that she just turned 20. Didn’t think she would drink as much as they would…


  “My-my sister hugs me when she’s drunk …”


  Ohh. Now he’s talking on his own.


  “So you escaped here?”


  “Y-yes…”


  “Had a bath?”


  “I-I did …”


  “I see. Should I call him over then …”


  Natsume-san told me that once I was done with the bath, I should inform those who hadn’t. He probably never had his bath yet.


  “……………………”


  While I pondered over this, I noticed that Chikuma was staring at me intently.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Ah, no, well, nothing…”


  Chikuma-kun replied tentatively, and immediately pulled away from me.


  Was he wary of me?


  It’s to be expected. Even I would be wary if I was to suddenly learn that I had a female relative that I had never met.


  I felt that I needed a common topic to open his heart, but he didn’t seem to be interested in reading ….


  “…Say, Chikuma-kun. What do you think of him—no, Mizuto-kun?”


  I started off with our mutual acquaintance. There wasn’t any other topic we could discuss, yes.


  Chikuma squirmed fearfully for a while,


  “Eh? Erm…”


  “Like say, he’s kind, or scary, or anything.”


  “…Hm~…well …”


  After hesitating for a long time, Chikuma slowly spoke.


  “…I don’t, really understand.”


  “Is that so?”


  “I-I hardly ever talk to him….he’s always in my great grandfather’s study.”


  Great grandfather’s…I guess he’s always cooped inside, even at someone else’s house.


  Chikuma-kun might be a little uneasy, for he said somewhat anxiously,


  “…B-but…!”


  “Hm?”


  “…I think…he’s a little, cool …”


  “Cool?”


  Chikuma-kun nodded bashfully.


  “Because he can…just ignore everyone…I-I can’t do that at all …”


  “…Yeah…”


  I understood his feelings all too well.


  After all, I too harbored the same admiration back in middle school.


  But in fact…he’s not perfect either. He also experienced failures.


  “…It’s to be expected…”


  “Eh?”


  “Ah, sorry. Just mumbling to myself.”


  I dismissed the topic with a smile.


  “Sorry to disturb you while you’re gaming.”


  “Ah, it’s fine…”


  “Then—oh yes, I’ll like to ask one more thing.”


  I abruptly turned my head back like Ukyo Sugishita.


  “Where’s the study?”


  I still remember the first time I met him.


  It was the day we were assigned to the same class— everyone in the classroom was trying to make friends, and he was the only one nonchalantly immersed in the world of books.


  I was ‘Ayai’, and he was “irido’.


  I was placed in the first row according to the fifty-syllable order of my family name, and whenever I saw him reading silently behind me, I didn’t feel that he was a “lonely person” at all, somehow.


  Every time I looked back, I gained a little courage from him.


  He made me realize that this was another way to live life.


  He would never vainly connect with others, and would seemingly blend into the background, yet stubbornly seek his own world—people could somehow live in this manner.


  Truth be told, it might be a psychological attempt to find someone inferior to myself so that I could feel better—but it was an undeniable fact that the existence behind me supported me throughout my entire life as a middle schooler.


  At that time though, I never thought he would become such an important existence to me—


   


  I followed Chikuma-kun’s instructions, and found the library at the end of the corridor.


  It’s the old library of Kousuke Tanesato-san, Mizuto’s great grandfather—and at this point, mine too.


  It’s said that for a long time, Mizuto would coop himself in this room whenever he visited this house.


  Speaking of which, he did say that he would ‘spend his time reading’ …


  The door wasn’t locked.


  The gentle moonlight shone in through the door.


  There were huge bookshelves on both sides of the study, like a cellar of books.


  A lot of books couldn’t fit into the shelves, and they were lying messily on the floor, which meant that the already cramped room was even more so.


  The only light sources in the room were an old light bulb on the ceiling, a lamp on the desk, and the moonlight.


  And within this cave-like darkness—


  — He sat quietly at his desk, as if he had blended perfectly with this light.


  It was as though time in this room had rewinded by decades.


  And Mizuto, immersed in this scene, almost gives the impression that he has spent decades in this room since the post-war period.


  I hesitated repeatedly, wondering if I should call out to him, or if I should enter this study.


  After all—this scenery was perfect.


  This world was completely perfected with Mizuto’s existence alone.


  And if an unnecessary hindrance like me was to enter, this perfect world might disintegrate—


  —Yes.


  Mizuto Irido was already completed from the very beginning.


  He was lonely, proud, and created this full world alone. There wasn’t a space for anyone else to enter.


  In that case.


  In that case, why did you—


  —Why did you let someone like me become your girlfriend?


  At this point, looking back at my middle school days, everything felt like a dream.


  The tenderness, smile, and bashfulness he showed to me alone…all seemed like a distant dream and a beautiful misunderstanding.


  It was then that I realized.


  He and I became family, and we lived together under the same roof, and I heard about him from relatives who had known him for a long time.


  That was why I realized.


  I felt that he was a unique person at that time.


  From what I saw in his life, there were a few exceptions, irregularities in his life.


  And that…I too was the same.


  I felt that at that moment, I was one of the only exceptions in his life.


  For both of us, the other was a special existence.


  …But.


  But then.


  The scene laid out before me—was a sight I never saw back then.


  One day, we were no longer unique, we returned to the ordinary.


  The moment of passion ended on that day, and we were coldly revived in reality.


  For that reason, I—


  I concentrated, took a deep breath, just one…and entered the study through the door.


  The distinct fragrance of old paper gently stimulated my nostrils.


  The countless books lined up on both sides made me feel oppressed.


  Was this the heavy weight of history…while I marveled at this atmosphere, Mizuto looked away from the books, and towards my face.


  “…You…what?”


  His voice was a little deeper than usual, and I tried to remain calm while recalling my objective.


  “I’m telling you…to take a bath.”


  “I see…it’s this late already…?”


  Mizuto murmured with a sigh, and closed the book on the table.


  It’s a somewhat weird book.


  It looked like a hardcover, but there was no binding or any illustrations at all, just a title engraved on the cover.


  I initially assumed it was a professional book, but it was a little too thin to be one. It wasn’t even 100 pages.


  “You’re not using a bookmark?”


  “It’s fine. I remember the contents of this book anyway.”


  “Eh?”


  “After all, it’s impossible to find this book anywhere, and I revisit it every year I come here.”


  “Is this book that precious?”


  But it’s true this study had an impression that it would have some rare books worth hundreds of thousands of yen scattered around.


  I suddenly felt a little nervous and started to pay attention to the books lying around. At the same time, I heard Mizuto’s reply.


  “Well, it is precious…there’s only one such book in this world.”


  “There’s only one book?”


  “Basically, self-published…but it’s neither sold nor distributed, so I guess it’s more appropriate to call it a single published book”


  Mizuto gently stroked the cover of the book.


  I cautiously avoided the books scattered around my feet as I approached him, and saw an unfamiliar title printed on the cover.


  “…’The Dancing Girl of Siberia’…?”


  A single title in MS Mincho was printed on the cover of this book, and the author’s name couldn’t be found.


  If we talked about ‘Dancing Girl’, the first to come to mind would be Ogai Mori, childhood friend of all language textbooks…but what about ‘Siberia’ …?


  “What’s with this thin book?”


  “This is my great grandfather’s memoir.”


  “Hm~, memoir…—eh?”


  “Fuu…sounds like an embarrassing interest, right?”


  Mizuto showed a self-deprecating smile when he saw that I was a little flustered.


  Speaking of which, I did hear that a few middle-aged and elderly folk would publish their memoirs using their own money…


  “When I was a kid…probably in first grade, I found this book. It didn’t have a name, so it’s obviously suspicious, right. I opened this book—and then ever since then, I had a habit of reading it once every year.”


  “…Is it that good?”


  “Who knows? If I have to talk about how interesting it is, I don’t think it’ll be better than Keigo Higashino’s works. There wasn’t any furigana, and I was all confused back then, but… I didn’t know why I persevered until the end. It’s the first book I finished reading on my own…”


  The first story he finished on his own—


  I knew how important an existence it was for him.


  In my case, it was one I pulled off the bookshelf at home. Yes—that was dad’s bookshelf, when we were still living together.


  I found the book on a whim during my childhood. It was written by a renowned author,  but it wasn’t world famous, nor was it a masterpiece. Even if I mentioned it to someone other than an avid fan, they probably wouldn’t recognize it.


  The reason I found the book was its title.


  The title was very exciting  to an elementary school student.


  Agatha Christie’s ‘Addicted to Murder’


  Later on, I learned of another translation of the title, ‘Murder in Mesopotamia’.


  It didn’t have much mystery compared to other works by the same author, like ‘And then there was None’ and ‘the murder of Roger Ackroyd’, wasn’t as famous, and didn’t contain any amazing trick. The tagline ‘Addicted to Murder’ wasn’t really relevant to the content.


  But it was because of this work, which was almost unnoticed except by Christie’s ardent fans—that the young me fell for the subtlety of the secret room murder and the charms of the famous detective, and I couldn’t break the habit.


  In that case.


  Just as ‘Addicted to Murder’ made me into who I was, maybe this ’The Dancing Girl of Siberia’ made the current Mizuto Irido.


  I squeezed through the gaps between the fallen books, came to Mizuto’s side, and looked at ‘The Dancing Girl of Siberia’ lying quietly on the table.


  “Dancing Girl…I get that, but what does Siberia refer to? Railways?”


  “Have you read it in a textbook or something?”


  “Eh?”


  “The Siberia Detention Incident…great grandfather served in the War, and was a prisoner in the Soviet Union for three, four years or so.”


  “…Prisoner…”


  The unfamiliar term felt so surreal to me.


  I see…the generation of our great grandfather experienced the war…


  “Then, is this memoir about his experiences as a prisoner in Siberia…?”


  “Yeah. The book mainly talked about his experience of starvation, almost freezing to death in the harsh weather, and almost dying of exhaustion by the excessive forced labor—”


  “It’s all about near-death experiences, huh?”


  “And also about his comrades dying before him.”


  “…………”


  I stopped talking.


  I’ve never been hungry, I’ve never experienced harsh weather that endangered me-—the biggest hardship I’ve ever suffered in my life was a long-distance run during gym class..


  I heard it mentioned repeatedly in the textbooks and the lessons…but it all sounded like an isekai story.


  “……Then, The Dancing Girl?”


  “Ogai Mori.”


  “Elise?”


  “Yeah, he compared a woman he was on good terms with in Siberia with Ogai Mori’s ’Dancing Girl’.”


  “It sounds…romantic for some reason, that’s unexpected. It’ll be horrible if the ending is like ’Dancing Girl’ though…ah, so do you have some Russian blood in you?”


  “…You can read the book if you want.”


  “Eh?”


  While I was surprised, Mizuto handed over the book ‘The Dancing Girl of Siberia’.


  “Well it’s a book, you need to read. Since you’re so curious, have a look. It’s not very thick, as you can see.”


  “Eh…b-but…that’s fine?”


  “What are you worried about?”


  I timidly received ’The Dancing Girl of Siberia’.


  The book was indeed very thin, so thin that the hard cover might be thicker than the pages.


  But I felt an unknown willpower from the body of this book.


  It was like an obsession, a grudge…or various complicated emotions gathered together to form a sense of weight.


  “…Did…anyone else read this book?”


  “Probably not. It was in the deepest part of the bookshelf when I found this book. I guess everyone would have known of this book though”.”


  It was a book neither uncle Mineaki, Natsume-san nor Madoka-san read—it was Mizuto’s origin.


  The fear I felt at this moment was greater than when I entered the study..


  —Can I really, read this …?


  Higashira-san’s face flashed in my mind.


  She should be the one here, reading this book, right? …such thoughts naturally popped up in my mind.


  “…I should enter the bath then.”


  Mizuto stood up, left the room, and went to the corridor.


  “You’re free to read this book however you want. Just remember to put it on the table.”


  And then, Mizuto’s presence faded with the creaking of the wooden floor.


  I was left alone in this cave that reeked of old paper, with the only copy of this book in my hands.


  To be honest, there should be someone else standing in this room.


  But in fact— the person standing here was none other than me.


  ‘The Dancing Girl of Siberia’.


  I looked down at the title of the book.


  I thought of Mizuto who handed me this book.


  This time, I needed to catch my breath thrice to calm down.


  I opened the cover.


   


  “When people are dying, they will often look back on the past. I have never felt shame in my entire life, but I have countless regrets. One of the most heartbreaking is the memory of Siberia.


   The love of my wife and children was never indifferent nor false. However, the time I spent with her in a foreign country was akin to the glow of a candle flame, which shall always remain in my heart.


  Ahh, Siberia. My Unter den Linden.


  Just as Toyotaro Ota did, I shall pen my memories here. This marks the end of my literary career, and also a confession of my heart.”


   


  And with this prelude, ‘The Dancing Girl of Siberia’ began.


  This Toyotaro Ota was the protagonist of the ‘Dancing Girl’ penned by…while studying abroad in Germany, he fell in love with a young girl named Elise, but ultimately chose betrayal to protect his family and his reputation. There probably was no character more reviled by girls than him in any textbook material for modern language.


  Kousuke-san recounted half of his life, as though he was putting himself in the shoes of that Toyotaro.


  He has a good relationship with his fiancée, whom his parents have arranged for him to marry, and was heavily groomed to be an elite. However, he received a red letter from his country and left his hometown to become a soldier.—


  The story of his life was depicted with a masterful writing style incomparable to that of his true profession.


  Kousuke-san was sent to the front lines in Manchuria, where the war ended.


  He surrendered to the Soviet Union as ordered by his country, and then, he was delighted with his fellow comrades, for they could return home and be reunited with his family and fiancée.


  But—


   


  ”Tokyo, вернуться домой”.


   I was delighted. I explained to my surprised comrades the meaning of this term.


  This” домой” meant ‘home’ in Russian. We could return to Japan.


  We took the wagon, feeling hopeful about heading East to our homeland. Once the train departed, we noticed something amiss.


  The train was headed West.”


   


  For months, the Japanese soldiers who dreamed of home were sent to extremely cold camps, where they were fed only a small amount of sour black bread and salty soup a day, and made to do hard manual labor.


  According to Kousuke-san, he was one of the luckier ones of that batch. His knowledge of Russian meant that he was given the role of interpreter, and was exempted from physical labor. He was also able to get some better food.


  However, his role as a representative of the Soviets to the Japanese soldiers was sometimes resented, and in the strict surveillance society of the Soviet Union, he was sometimes accused of being a Soviet spy just because he could speak Russian…


  At some point, my eyelids were filled with a vivid picture of the cold and harsh Siberian gulags.


  It was as if I was looking into someone else’s life, and my existence was being swallowed up by the memories and feelings of Kousuke Tanesato-san


   


  “My literature has never been destroyed even in a distant land. My books were confiscated, but their contents remained in my mind. If I recited them, I could familiarize myself with the rich stories and nostalgic words.


  As I did so, others who shared my interests would come, listen, and discuss. Not only my fellow countrymen, but also people from other countries who had a love for literature.


  O great Dostoevsky! You have truly connected humanity.”


   


  Even in the harsh life, there were glimmers, like a bonfire in the midst of the blizzard.


  The most dazzling of them all was that Dancing Girl of Siberia.


  She was a woman called Elena.


  She was the daughter of a Soviet official who had a mutual interest in literature. He became her tutor, teaching her Japanese, and influenced by her father who was an avid literature fan, gradually came to have a heart-to-heart relationship…


  I couldn’t help but see Mizuto and myself in their story.


  This was the start of the breakdown.


  The encounter that was bound to break up.


  After all, it was written at the beginning.


  Kousuke-san had a fiancée back home—


   


  “Many of my literature colleagues criticized the ’Dancing Girl’ protagonist Toyotaro Ota as weak-willed.


  Toyotaro always followed the path paved by his family, country, and people, but when he met and fell in love with Eris in a foreign land, he strayed from that path for the first time. He did not have the courage to overcome adversity, and he chose to lean on the assistance of his friend, instead killing the heart of his beloved Elise.


  There is no shortage of criticism about what a man is if he cannot protect a woman.


  However, I strongly sympathized with his way of life and the way his heart was. Whenever I exchanged words with Elena, or gazed at her smile, the face of my strict father always came to mind. Make your house rich. Make your country strong. I had never even doubted his words.


  No matter how much I communicated with Elena, I could not imagine myself defying my father’s words and staying in the Soviet Union. If the time came, would I drive my loved ones crazy like Toyotaro did? I was terrified.”


   


  As time went on, Kousuke-san had to fight against an ideological movement in the camp called the ‘Democratic Movement’. In reality, it was a Soviet brainwashing program to inculcate communist ideology in the POWs, and his old friends rebelled against it, so he had to support them.


   


  In addition to hard labor,  Kousuke-san’s friends were harassed in the camp. Fatigue, hunger, extreme cold, and mental exhaustion piled up, and—


   


  “I couldn’t help my friend, even though he helped me so many times. And yet, even at the very end, my friend never blamed. I could see our distant hometown in his eyes.”


   


  The writing in this chapter was disordered, as though reflecting how his heart was in turmoil.


   


  And finally, after three years as a POW in Siberia, he was finally on the verge of being repatriated to Japan.


  He had grown close to Miss Elena and her father, and was advised to stay in the Soviet Union. He was offered a job and asked if he would marry Elena.


  Kousuke-san’s choice was exactly the same as what he imagined back then.


  He didn’t have the guts to leave his hometown for a temporary love. He couldn’t forget his home, his country, his fiancée.


  And so when he told her so, Miss Elena smiled gently at him, and said,


   


  “Please, continue to live happily.


  Those were the words she said with the Japanese I taught her.”


   


  Kousuke-san narrated this moment when he had his back turned on Miss Erina.


   


  “You can laugh at me for being weak-willed, or you may call me unworthy as a Japanese boy. Nevertheless, I will record here my honest feelings at that time.


  I really wanted you to hold me back.”


   


  …That was the last sentence.


  I kept the last page open for a while, and stared at the text.


  —Drop.


  A teardrop fell on the old paper.


  “…Ah…”


  I hastily rubbed my eyes.


  How long had it been…since I teared up reading a book…?


  Was it because it’s a true story? Or is it because it’s about the great grandfather of Mizuto—and mine…?


  It’s fine to wet such an old book right? I looked down at the open page to wipe it anyway, I noticed another tear stain..


  There was another tear mark on the page.


  …This book was already bound, the manuscript written by Kousuke Tanesato must be elsewhere.


  This tear stain would naturally be from a reader—the only other reader of this book…


  At that moment, I had a vision.


  In this dark and dusty study…I saw a little boy crying as he read this book.


  I’ve never seen that man cry over a book before.


  But it seemed…such a scene actually happened before.


  The white incandescent lamp hanging from the ceiling pointlessly spread its brilliance, and the partying noises of the adults reached this study from afar.


  It was as though this study was isolated from the world.


  Or it was as though I was isolated from the world.


  Ahh—


  —He had always lived in this world his entire life.


  “…You’re still here?”


  A long shadow was cast from the moonlight through the doorway into the study.


  “Close the shoji. It’s summer, but you’ll still catch a cold.”


  Mizuto said, looking a little dumbfounded, and deftly entered the messy study.


  Once he saw the opened ‘The Dancing Girl of Siberia’, he slightly frowned.


  “Did you…finish that book?”


  I nodded slowly.


  “…I see…”


  Mizuto let out a long sigh, and didn’t say anything.


  The room smelled of old books, and silence drifted in.


  Nothing could be heard.


  My mind was occupied with the boy who had once been in this room and he, who stood before me.


  So…I made up my mind, and asked a question I never thought of asking till this point.


  “Hey, have you…written a novel before?”


  “Huh?”


  Mizuto was troubled to hear my sudden question, and I continued.


  “I did…back in elementary school, I wrote a mystery novel that was basically a ripoff from Agatha Christie. I couldn’t read the text properly, the story and the tricks were all borrowed from somewhere else, but that novel had everything I liked. It was full of ‘me’.”


  That’s why I still had that novel.


  I brought it with me when we moved over.


  It was so embarrassing that I couldn’t think of showing it to anyone else, and even I didn’t want to throw it away…but I never thought about throwing it away.


  “Say, Mizuto.”


  At that moment, Mizuto’s eyes opened slightly.


  “I…want to read the novel you wrote too.”


  Mizuto’s mouth was half-opened, and his breathing was erratic.


  “You…called me by name… …”


  “We’re family. Isn’t it normal?”


  I giggled mischievously.


  Until now, I’ve only called him by name in my mind.


  Even when I was in front of mom and uncle Mineaki, I would only address him with ‘kun’.


  But let me call you ‘Mizuto’ here.


  I’ll keep calling you that.


  I don’t want you to disappear from my life.


  I don’t want to disappear from your life.


  I want you to hold me back—and I’ll hold you back.


  “Let me read it, Mizuto. I’ll show you mine.


  Mizuto averted his eyes, as though he was obfuscating something,


  “…I’ll think about it if I have the chance.”


  “I’ll be waiting for you as long as it takes.”


  After all, we’ll be family forever.

Chapter 5: The Ex-Couple returns to the hometown 2 (The end of the Sunset)

  ”Mi…”


  I grabbed the edge of the leisure sheet, but I just couldn’t voice out.


  Standing opposite me was Mizuto Irido, holding the other half of the sheet and waiting for my instructions. We were putting a temporary rest place on this pebble riverbank.


  And Mizu—my little stepbrother, frowned with surprise,


  “What?”


  “No …erm…Mizuto—kun. Shall we put it here?”


  “…? Ah, okay.”


  We put the leisure sheet on the pebble-filled ground, and went about looking for some suitable rocks to hold the corners.


  I…I couldn’t call him that…


  It was so easy last night. I couldn’t call him by name after time passed after all!


  Why? Was it because I was a little agitated last night? I thought I knew a little of his past, and that I got closer to him as a family.


  And why are you so unwilling to call me by name!?


  As I was trembling with unreasonable anger, I heard a voice coming from the direction of the rushing water.


  “Come in Chikuma. The river’s slow, it’s not scary.”


  “Y-yes…”


  “Watch out for rocks on the river bottom ~”


  “I know …”


  Madoka-san and Chikuma-kun put their feet into the water to see how fast the river flowed.


  We were at the river near the Tanesatos.


  The sound of the rushing river, the rustling breeze, and the quiet rustling of the leaves were pleasant. The sun was strong, but it didn’t feel too hot, probably because we were by the water. It’s a comfortable summer resort.


  It’s said that whenever the Tanesatos had a family outing, they would hold a riverside barbecue. Such a fun family. Well, since they have such a place nearby, it’s not weird to have a barbecue.


  We arrived earlier than the adults, and as uncle Mineaki requested, I dragged out Mizuto, who would otherwise never leave the study all day.


  Everything went well when I dragged him out, and everything went well when we made our way here.


  But on the way here, I noticed something. I decided to call him by name last night, but I just couldn’t.


  “Alright.”


  Mizuto put the stuff on the spread out leisure sheet (towels and a first aid kit), quickly removed his sandals, and sat next to me, cross legged.


  And then, he took out a paperback book from his items, and laid it out on his shorts-type swimsuit.


  “…You’re the same no matter where you go.”


  “I’m humbled to be complimented by you.”


  I was envious of the manner in which he went at his own pace, completely ignoring others.


  …Should I have brought a book too?


  “Yume-chan, did you put on sunscreen and insect repellent?”


  Madoka-san, who had been watching Chikuma-kun the entire time, returned to shore.


  “Ah, I’m about to.”


  “OK~. You should do it properly since you have beautiful skin. I’ll do so too..”


  Madoka-san kneeled down on the leisure seat with her sandals on and took out some sunscreen cream from her luggage.


  She then sat at a corner, and unzipped her parka-style rash guard.


  Appearing then was an adult-looking black bikini.


  A simple piece of cloth with no patterns covered her breasts that protruded greatly before her. The waist underneath was also taut, forming a magnificent hourglass with her breasts, waist and hips.


  Madoka-san’s matured looks made the black bikini look all the more alluring.


  She squeezed the sunscreen, looked up at me, “Nihi” and grinned.


  “How is it?  I’m confident in my body.”


  “Yes…it’s pretty.”


  “Huh, that’s it? Most men and women usually get excited looking at my breasts..”


  “Ahh~…actually, I got a friend who has bigger ones…”


  “Eh!? You serious!? She’s bigger than G!? Wait, H!? Introduce me to her! I want to rub them!!”


  “I refuse. Even as a fellow female, that’s sexual harassment.”


  “Ehhh~! So petty ~!”


  I chuckled when I saw the pouting Madoka-san. I wondered why both Akatsuki-san and Madoka-san liked to rub other people’s breasts. Madoka-san’s were large enough already—speaking of which, she said they’re bigger than G, so that means hers were F, right…no wonder she chose a black bikini.


  I glanced aside at Mizuto.


  He continued to stare at the book—or so it seemed.


  …Did he look? Or not? Was he uninterested in Madoka-san’s swimsuit to begin with, or did he look away after a glance…


  I recalled the conversation I had with Akatsuki-san over LINE last night.


  I took a chance during the conversation to ask,


  “Do you know Kawanami-kun’s first love?”


  I wanted to know the first love of a typical boy—in general. Yes, in general.


  Akatsuki-san answered without hesitation.


  “Me.”


  “Ahh~, yes yes.”


  “Wait a minute. It’s a joke! Don’t make it sound like you’re trying to make fun of me!!”


  “So who was it?”


  “I heard she was a preschool teacher.”


  “Just to ask, who’s your first love, Akatsuki-san?”


  “No comment.”


  Seemed like it’s Kawanami-kun alright…


  Akatsuki-san was surprisingly careless to think she could fool me—she usually messed up whenever Kawanami-kun was involved. That’s strange.


  I guessed it’s an older lady after all.


  Well, to kids, most people were older, so the chances were normal. To Mizuto, he only had Madoka-san, his relative…since his mother…


  Ugh, I was bewildered.


  After all, I was the only one who confessed about my true love. Of course I’d feel that I lost?


  But whatever!? It doesn’t matter~~~~~~who Mizuto’s first love is!


  “Yume-chan, here. Some sunscreen.”


  “Ah, yes.”


  Pssh! Madoka-san sprayed some insect repellent on her legs, and handed me the sunscreen.


  I received it, removed my sandals, and stepped onto the leisure sheet.


  I looked for a place to sit down.


  Mizuto and Madoka-san were already sitting on the not-so-large leisure seat. There wasn’t enough space for me to choose—


  —And so, left with no choice, I sat next to Mizuto.


  Like Madoka-san, I too had a rashguard over my swimsuit.


  As it was, I could only apply the cream to my legs, so I unzipped my rash guard quite naturally.


  Beneath it was the white floral swimsuit I bought with Mizuto the last time.


  The top was a bikini, the bottom was a skirt. This was the limit of what I could expose.


  I nonchalantly squeezed out the cream, and observed Mizuto’s reaction.


  He’s still focused on the book in his hands.


  …He was acting unconcerned, but it seemed like he was very interested when I bought this swimsuit. Since he had the ability to discern any stare though, maybe it’s just that he looked away immediately.


  Or maybe he’s not interested anymore because he saw when I bought it.…?


  Ahh goodness—! I don’t get him!!


  “Woah~!”


  Next to us, Madoka-san made a strange squeal.


  “You’re so skinny Yume-chan…what’s with that waist? Are you sure you have organs inside?”


  “Th-there are…I just don’t have much flesh.”


  “No, no, I’m super jealous! I’ve been told I’m thin too. I’ve been told I’m thin too, but when you’re that thin, your breasts look big too.”


  I immediately covered my breasts with my arms “I won’t rub them I won’t rub them.” Madoka-san giggled.


  “Your swimsuit is cute too. Did you choose it yourself?”


  “Erm….sort of …”


  “Sort of?…hmm ~?”


  Madoka-san gave a meaningful smirk, and immediately brought her mouth to my ear.


  “(Your boyfriend chose this?)”


  “(Eh…no …)”


  “(Hmm~. In other words, you aren’t of that relationship yet?)”


  “(No, not yet, but…)”


  Or rather, we were …


  I instinctively glanced aside at Mizuto.


  “Eh?”


  Madoka-san’s eyes immediately widened, and she hurriedly covered her mouth. She looked towards Mizuto.


  Ah…! Uh oh!


  “(Ehh ehh ehh, really!? Is that the case!?)”


  “(No, no, no, no! That’s not the case at all!)”


  “(That panic looks suspicious~)”


  “(It’s really not the case…! Spare me already …!)”


  “(I’ll take it as that then ~)”


  Madoka-san’s eyes glowed, her lips showing an understanding look.


  W-was this really fine…I didn’t think she would tell mom though…


  “(Eh? But I heard from Yuni yesterday that Mizuto-kun has a girl who’s close to him…huh? Is Mizuto-kun popular…?)”


  Looking at this, it seemed Madoka-san had no thoughts about Mizuto. Well, even if she did, it had nothing to do with me.


  …Speaking of which, mom, aren’t you leaking too much of our personal information?


  “Yume-chan, have you been to the beach yet this year?”


  While I was carefully applying sunscreen, Madoka-san abruptly changed the subject.


  “No…though my friend suggested this.”


  “Eh~? Then why didn’t you go ~?”


  “…That friend told me we’ll be wooed there, so we shouldn’t.”


  “Ohhh~, such a good friend. She’s protecting you well. Even if you go out to have fun, it’s hard to enjoy it when annoying people are involved~”


  Madoka-san stated as a matter of fact. She looked like she could be a bookstore clerk or a librarian, but even she too was wooed…


  But well, it’s to be expected since she had a nice body, and was wearing a black bikini.


  “So that bathing suit is for playing in the river, huh? That’s a waste.”


  “But isn’t it embarrassing to wear a swimsuit in a public place…?”


  “I can’t say that I don’t understand this idea, but I don’t mind. I think that since you got a cute swimsuit, why don’t you just show it?”


  “…Can’t say I don’t understand.”


  “Same to you, Yume-chan. You got a nice body, and you’re cute. At least show off to your friends! Take a photo, a photo!”


  “Eh, ehhh~…?”


  It’s true that I only showed this swimsuit to Mizuto, but to actually take a photo of it…


  While I was all hesitant, Madoka-san rummaged through my belongings unprompted “Found it” and took out my phone. Th-that’s too much…


  “Here. Take a selfie—no, wait …”


  And before I could refuse, Madoka-san smiled like a naughty child,


  “MI~zu~to-kun. Sorry to disturb you! Can you take a photo~!”


  She handed my phone to Mizuto, who was reading.


  “……Eh!?”


  My reaction was belated.


  A-a photo!? What!? Why!?


  Mizuto looked up slowly, saw my phone held out to him and Madoka-san’s beaming face.


  No, it’s fine. That Mizuto wouldn’t interrupt his reading just to do this with us—


  “…Alright.”


  Eh!?


  Mizuto closed the book, and received my phone from Madoka-san’s hands.


  He wouldn’t even answer me when I talked to him…! So why Madoka-san …!


  “Thanks! Ah, the password—”


  Ah yes. I got a password on my phone. As long as I don’t tell him that—


  “…Hmph.”


  Mizuto snorted, and entered four digits without hesitation.


  The screen brightened immediately.


  “Ho-how did you know my password!?”


  “Well, who knows? I guess it’s just you being too simple-minded?”


  It’s true that he knew this number, but I never thought he would enter that immediately…


  “…Nihihi. Not bad, not bad. Both of you, stand up~”


  Madoka-san made a weird laugh, and prompted us to stand up.


  And Mizuto, facing me, immediately raised the phone before his eyes>


  “Yes yes. Yume-chan, look at the cameras. As for the pose…you can do a V pose, but do put the hands behind your back!”


  Eh? Why is the pose specified too?


  I wasn’t given time to voice my doubts, so I obediently look up at the lens of my phone and fold my hands behind my back.


  …Mizuto’s eyes were staring intently at the screen.


  He’s looking at me in the swimsuit, through the lens.


  I felt a living look through the black inorganic lens and felt ticklish all over.


  Wh-what’s with this? It’s embarrassing…


  “…It’s the opposite of the last time.”


  Mizuto muttered.


  That time? If we’re talking the opposite, that should be when I took a photo of Mizuto—


  Ah, he’s talking about the date at the aquarium.


  I remembered the photo of me with the handsome tutor with glasses which Kawanami-kun and I created together, still dormant inside my phone。


  W-was I looking like that too…?


  “Oh, Nice expression! Shutter chance!”


  Snap! And with the click of the shutter, I instinctively jolted.


  Wh-what was that!? I wasn’t prepared at all!


  Mizuto put down the phone, and stared at the screen for a little while.


  “How is it, how is it!? Show me show me!”


  With Madoka-san insisting, Mizuto had no choice but to show the phone.


  “Ohhh, this really is …”


  I too peered at the screen, and saw a girl in a swimsuit with her hands behind her back, her body leaning forward, looking up with a hint of blush on her cheeks.


  ……This, looked like……


  “Nihihi,” Madoka-san let out a weird giggle, and said,


  “Now you have an impressive ‘Scandalous photo’, Yume-chan!”


  Ahh. Ahhh ~~!


  The angle, the expression, the pose, everything clearly gives the feel that ‘my boyfriend took this photo of me’…!


  “No no no. Not this photo! Why do I have to hint at this!?”


  “Don’t you find this fun?”


  “Is this fun!?”


  There’s no logic here! That’s why I can’t stand cheerful characters!


  “Okay okay. Just cap it off with ‘I got onii-chan to take this photo of me~☆’. Your friends will ask who took this photo of you, and you’ll feel a strong sense of superiority, Yume-chan. Isn’t it a win-win…eh? Anyway, who’s the older one here”


  “I’m the older sister.” “I’m the older brother.”


  Mizuto and I answered immediately, and Madoka-san cackled once she heard that.


  What should I do with this photo…I’m not really interested in feeling superior.


  “Don’t think too hard about it, it’s like posting on Instagram, right? It’s important to share your memories with your friends, you know~?”


  Madoka-san said, and returned my phone to me.


  Sharing memories with friends, huh?


  Now that she mentioned it, I felt it wasn’t wrong to do that.


  But after all, I didn’t want to upload it into a group chat with my classmates…I didn’t want to start any weird rumors. If I wanted to, I should upload it elsewhere where it’s not too easy to leak…


  After thinking about it, I decided to upload the photo to the group with Akatsuki-san and Higashira-san.


  “Yume: I’m playing in the river like a child again.”


  The message was read in less than a minute.


  And after waiting for a response,


  “Akatsuki☆：What a coincidence~! I’m at the pool now~!”


  Eh, pool? With everyone? Was I excluded …?


  Just as I was getting worried, Akatsuki-san sent a photo.


  It was Akatsuki-san in a yellow swimsuit.


  It’s a cute swimsuit with frills on top…but clearly they were meant to exaggerate her breast size…


  She is holding an ice cream in her left hand and making a peace sign with her right. She seemed to be enjoying her summer.


  Did she go to the pool by herself because she didn’t want me to be wooed—I was disappointed, and then I realized.


  The camera frame was rather high.


  Given Akatsuki-san’s height, it’s not unnatural for her to be looking up. But even so, wasn’t it a little too tall? There seemed to be a difference of at least 30cm between Akatsuki-san and the person taking the photo.


  And furthermore—there was a black shadow on the poolside in the background.


  I knew that deliberately messy hairstyle very well.


  Such—an authentic perfect scandalous photo.


  Right after I quickly downloaded the photo,


  “Akatsuki☆: This message was deleted.”


  “Akatsuki☆: Sorry, ignore that.”


  Too late.


  “Yume：Sorry, I downloaded it.”


  “Akatsuki☆：Eh.”


  “Yume：Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone in class.”


  “Akatsuki☆：No, wait a sec.”


  “Yume：Sorry for disturbing you. Don’t mind me and enjoy the pool!”


  “Akatsuki☆：Seriously, wait. This isn’t the case.”


  What’s not the case~?


  If you and a boy go to the pool together, if that’s not a date, what do you call it~?


  “…What are you smirking about, that’s disgusting.”


  “Fufufu. Look at this.”


  I wanted to share the latest development of our common friends with Mizuto, so I showed him the screen.


  It seemed Mizuto immediately noticed the secret hidden in the photo.


  “…Hmph.”


  “What? That’s it?”


  “The developments between those two got nothing to do with me, right?”


  “Show more interest. He’s your friend, right?”


  “That’s just what he said.”


  Ahh…unwittingly, I was able to communicate properly with him. It’s still unexpectedly difficult to find a chance to call him by name though…


  But at that moment, I forgot something very important.


  In the group chat where Akatsuki-san and I uploaded photos, there was a certain other participant.


  A notification appeared at the top of the screen.


  And I instinctively tapped at it, right next to Mizuto.


  The LINE screen appeared.


  The photo was shown.


  Higashira-san was in a school swimsuit.


  “……………………”


  “……………………”
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  We were looking at the same screen, and stopped in silence.


  Just a recap.


  The high school we attended didn’t have a swimming pool, let alone a swimming class.


  In other words—there is no such thing as a school swimsuit.


  Indubitably, the swimsuit Higashira-san was wearing in the photo was the one she wore in junior high school.


  That’s tight.


  Higashira-san was rather well developed, and she’s wearing the swimsuit from her old school, so it’s obvious it would look good. The lower part of the swimsuit is so tight that it is digging into her buttocks, and her breasts are about to burst it open.


  And I didn’t know if it’s because she’s bashful or suffering from the tightness, but Higashira-san was blushing, looking teary while she tried to take a selfie with her extended arm—


  “Akatsuki☆：Higashira-san, what’s with that erotic looking picture?”


  Hm…this was the only purpose I could think of no matter how I looked at this.


  “Izanami：Isn’t this a contest for scandalous photos?”


  “Akatsuki☆：I don’t remember us having such a contest. And what kind of scandalous photo is this? What are you hinting at?”


  “Izanami：I wanted to take the photo off the bookshelf, but I couldn’t adjust the angle, so I had to take it myself. How are you all so good at this?”


  Sorry, Higashira-san…we really had boys taking our photos…


  I looked away from the phone, saw Mizuto let out a short sigh with his hand covering his face, and asked timidly.


  “…Should I tell her?”


  “…You should.”


  I could only grit my teeth and draft a message.


  “Yume：Sorry, Higashira-san.”


  “Yume： Mizuto saw it.”


  “Izanami: This message was deleted.”


  The sight of Higashira-san screaming away seemed to appear before my eyes.


  I’m really sorry.


   


  The meat on the net was making a fragrant sizzling sound.


  Such sounds came from everywhere, and the riverbank was immediately filled with the aroma of hunger.


  “Start eating the ones that are cooked first~!”


  Natsume-san put the skewered meat on the net one after another. I heard she was almost 70 years old, but she seemed to have more vitality than me.


  I assumed the barbecue would be a more modest affair, but the elders of the Tanesatos had brought a total of six barbecue sets in their vehicles.


  Where on earth did they get them from… I wondered if they had them in a warehouse or something.


  “They say grandma Natsume has a friend who runs a camping ground, so these are all borrowed at a really cheap price.”


  Madoka-san told me as she munched on the meat.


  “As to be expected of a former rich noble~ I want to marry a rich person too ~”


  “Madoka~, Mikado-kun will cry if he hears that!”


  “Just kidding~! Nihihi!”


  Mikado-kun?


  While I tilted my head in confusion.


  “Ah”


  Madoka-san looked elsewhere, and uttered so.


  “Chikuma ~ your mouth is all sticky ~”


  “Fueh?”


  Next to Madoka-san was Chikuma-kun, his mouth in a mess due to the sauce all.


  “It’s dirty. Goodness~. Erm, tissue, tissue …”


  “Ah, I have a handkerchief.”


  I took a handkerchief from the pocket of my rashguard, knelt down before Chikuma-kun, and wiped his mouth. His eyes widened, but he didn’t resist.


  Yes, yes, good boy, good boy.


  If it had been Mizuto, he would have pushed the handkerchief back and wiped it with his arm or something.


  “Yes, it’s clean.”


  “…U…ah…”


  Madoka-san saw Chikuma-kun fumble away, and she showed a strange smile on her lips.


  “Chikuma~, aren’t you thanking Yume onee-chan ~?”


  “Th……thank you very much…”


  “Yes. You’re welcome.”


  “Woah…!”


  I smiled and replied, and Chikuma-kun’s face reddened as he went to hide behind Madoka-san for some reason.


  …He’s hiding from me after all, right?


  It’d be great if I had a cute little brother completely opposite of Mizuto though…


  “Niihihi, you should check that~. Yume-chan~”


  “Checkmate?”


  I didn’t remember us talking about shogi.


  “Ahhh, poor Chikuma. Well, this is an experience though.”


  Madoka-san gave something of vague meaning and turned her face afar.


  “Yume-chan, how about you accompany Mizuto?”


  I looked over at where Madoka-san was looking and saw Mizuto who was sitting on the leisure sheet.


  “Again with the sudden…why me?”


  “When I usually try to talk to him, he’ll always ignore me nonchalantly~”


  I didn’t think she would talk about rejection so openly…


  Mizuto was still looking down at his book and showed no signs of wanting to join the barbecue. The Tanesatos didn’t seem like they would try to drag Mizuto to join them.


  It seemed to be a common occurrence to them.


  Everyone seemed to have understood he was such a person.


  “Hm~, looks like I got no choice then.”


  Madoka-san suddenly ran towards the barbecue set and began to gather meat and vegetables on a paper plate.


  So she’s not just a drunkard, but a glutton too? She’s so skinny…maybe she’s the legendary kind of person who had all the food go to the chest.


  “Here.” And while I wondered, Madoka-san served me a large plate of meat and vegetables.


  “Eh?…No, I have mine…”


  I wanted to lift up the plate with meat still on it.


  “No no. This is for Mizuto-kun.”


  “Eh?”


  “Will you give it to him?”


  Nihihi. Again Madoka-san let out a weird laugh.


  …She’s mistaken about me after all, I guess?


  Mizuto and I clearly didn’t have such a relationship—on the contrary, we’re in a relationship of mutual hate.


  “Okay okay, go on now~. Otherwise, it’ll get cold.”


  “…Understood.”


  But if I was too insistent, it would make me look even more suspicious.


  I quietly took the plate and headed for the leisure sheet where Mizuto was sitting.


  It was evening. The sky was becoming covered by the sunset. The shadows of the forest near the river stretched long in the sideways sunlight, enveloping the area around the leisure sheet.


  In the midst of it, I went towards Mizuto, who was still reading the paperback book,


  “Mi…”


  I tried to call out to him but still hesitated.


  It’s embarrassing…and for some reason, I was somewhat uncomfortable with it.


  Madoka-san wouldn’t have hesitated over this then…


  And then, I thought of an idea.


  I cleared my throat, tried to sound cheering—and called out to Mizuto while mimicking Madoka-san.


  “Mi~zu~to-kun~!”


  “Gross.”


  The retort came without a glance.


  He probably determined who was approaching from the footsteps.


  Of course, I wasn’t happy at all.


  I removed my sandals, and sat down next to Mizuto.


  “Here. For you.”


  I handed over the plate, and he finally glanced once. He wasn’t intending to put the book down at all though.


  “You’re not eating?”


  “Well, I’ll eat, but…”


  I saw that Mizuto didn’t have many pages in his book on the left hand side, and understood.


  He was at the climax. Surely he would want to finish the book before eating.


  In that case…


  “Nihi.”


  “…………?”


  Mizuto’s expression looked all the more sceptical. Uh oh, Madoka-san infected me with this laugh.


  I used chopsticks to pick up a piece of meat from Mizuto’s plate.


  “Open wide.”


  “Huh?”


  “Ahh~”


  The adults’ laughter could be heard from afar.


  Mizuto glanced aside at the direction.


  “It’s fine. The sky’s so dark, they can’t see.”


  “No, that’s not the problem…”-


  “What’s the problem then?”


  “Well…”


  “Ehh!”


  “Mgh!”


  And while his mouth was opened, I stuffed the meat in.


  Mizuto chewed on the meat that was stuffed in, swallowed it, and shot me a protesting look,


  “Oy! It’s dangerous—”


  “Ahh dear. Look at your mouth, it’s all sticky~”


  “Mgh mgh mgh!!”


  And before he was done, I wiped his mouth with the handkerchief I prepared.


  Once I wiped Mizuto’s mouth clean, I giggled.


  “You can become as cute as Chikuma-kun if you keep your mouth shut.”


  “…Can’t you just look for Chikuma?”


  “You alright? Are you jealous that your older sister’s being stolen away?”


  “Gross.”


  Kukuku, I couldn’t help but let out a giggle.


  Even this jerk of a guy could become a cute little brother if I treated him differently.


  He might be done reading his book, or maybe he just didn’t want me to keep feeding him, but Mizuto closed his book, put it aside, and snatched the plate and chopsticks from me.


  From the side, I looked at my ex and current little stepbrother who picked up the meat and vegetables together,


  “…Say, Mi—”


  Ugh.


  Seriously, why can’t I call him by name!


  Mizuto continued to chomp on his food as he looked towards me,


  “Seems like you’ve been calling me ‘Mi’ the whole day. Now that’s a brand new name.”


  “Y-you noticed!?”


  “Of course. I was prepared to hear you call me by name in the future too.”


  …So just as I needed to prepare myself if I wanted to call others by name, others too have to be prepared to be called by name too?


  “…How about you call me by my name then?”


  “Why?”


  “Don’t you find it unfair that I’m the one who’s calling your name?”


  “What does that have to do with me. You started it.”


  “You sure? If I call you Mizuto and you’re going to call me Yume-san, everyone’s going to think that I’m the older sister, you know?”


  “…Tch, that’s despicable.”


  Mizuto cursed in defeat and pouted his lips begrudgingly.


  “……Yu—”


  “Yu?”


  “…………”


  “Now that’s a brand new name.”


  “Shut up!”


  Mizuto hollered and munched into the potato.


  Was he embarrassed…or lamenting it?


  Was he lamenting the loss of the name ‘Ayai’?


  —Morning, Ayai.


  —Did you read that book, Ayai?


  —I like you, Ayai.


  —Ayai……


  The soft call tickled my ear again and again.


  The traces of that first love would never be reclaimed once again.


  I had to admit there were some things that caused my heart to ache…but it’s for this reason that I shouldn’t delve into our past.


  And more so, that I shouldn’t cling onto my regrets.


  He and I were both ‘Iridos’—merely stepsiblings.


  Our past dating history was merely a footnote at this point.


  That was all that bound us.


  “We’ve gotten used to it, haven’t we?”


  “This sibling thing?”


  “Yeah…we don’t have to try and hide like we did in the past.”


  “…Is that so? Well, at least I was very careful today.”


  “Eh?”


  Mizuto looked down at the rushing river, and muttered tersely.


  “It’s not befitting of a sibling to be looking at a swimsuit like that.”


  …Ahh, ahh ….


  So, I see.


  Hmm~?


  “Wh-why did you have to say that?”


  “That’s because you’re a troublesome one…are you relieved now to hear the reason why I didn’t look at the swimsuit?”


  “…Idiot.”


  I hastily averted my eyes once I saw Mizuto give a mischievous smirk.


  If I told you I was relieved, we wouldn’t be acting like siblings.


  “Well anyway, let’s continue with this stress level, especially now. There’ll be too many troublesome people to deal with if they figure it out here.”


  “Yeah…that’s true.”


  I glanced aside discreetly at Mizuto, and his plate was all empty.


  And Mizuto’s eyes were staring at the empty plate.


  “…You haven’t had enough? Shall I get more?”


  “Yeah…I guess.”


  Mizuto stammered, and glanced aside at my plate,


  “You too, have something to eat.”


  “Eh? I’m almost—”


  “Any skinner, and you’ll only be skin and bones. Go eat some more.”


  His strangely terse tone got me to realize.


  He didn’t want to go alone.


  Seizing this opportunity, I smirked.


  “I’ll do that if you call me Yume.”


  “…Grr…”


  Mizuto looked away, his cheeks contorted.


  Finally, he stood up unwilling, looked down at me who was still sitting down, and reached his hand out towards me with a serious look.


  “Let’s go, Yume.”


  “…Ehe?”


  Immediately, I let out a weird sound.


  I felt a shiver down my spine, and a strange urge to run away spread throughout my body.


  Mizuto looked down at me, “Hmph” and snorted away.


  “You lost.”


  “…Eh.”


  “Let’s go then, little sister.”


  “Wha…ah…”


  T-this guy~~~……!!


  Then what was that? You’re so embarrassed to call me by name unless I forced the issue. That’s no different from losing!?


  “…Got it, onii-chan~!”


  “Pfft.”


  This eccentric older brother of mine merely pretended not to hear.


  I pulled Mizuto’s hand and stood up.


  I probably wouldn’t call him “Irido-kun” again.


  He probably wouldn’t call me “Ayai” again.


  We were free from the vestiges of our memories.


  We broke free from our past, ugly feelings, and accepted our new selves …


  …Supposedly.


  Yes, supposedly.


  A thought appeared in my mind while we went towards our relatives.


  Why, just why—did I want to hold this hand once again?


   


  “The countryside roads are dangerous at night. Be careful on the way back ~”


  By the time the barbecue ended, the sun was about to set over the mountains.


  I looked towards the mountains with the sun setting over it, along with the black shadows of the steel towers when the barbecue broke up. Mizuto and I walked along the road with no traffic.


  There was no one else in sight.


  There were a few cars, but there wasn’t any seat after the elderly, the tired Chikuma-kun, and the accompanying Madoka-san boarded on.


  And so, as the younger ones who were fit, we walked back.


  Mizuto walked in front of me to lead me on.


  There were three large spaces between us.


  Somehow, we didn’t walk next to each other and maintained a distance while walking on the sunset-tinted asphalt.


  “There’s really nothing here, huh?”


  I scanned the surroundings and said to Mizuto.


  There were a few houses here and there, but other than that, there were fields, rice paddies, and steel towers with power cables. Steel blocks on a mountain would seem very unnatural, but strangely, they blended in with the landscape.


  Mizuto said without looking back.


  “I never thought this place was inconvenient. We’ll be staying for five days anyway. A few books, and we’ll be going back.”


  “…Say, you—”


  I wanted to swallow these words, but I had to ask this, so I mustered courage, and got closer by a step.


  “—Do you hate your relatives?”


  Just two steps.


  Even when we were closer, Mizuto didn’t look back.


  “No, it’s not that I hate them.”


  His tone was flat.


  “To be honest—they don’t matter.”


  “That’s harsh of you.”


  “I don’t really know them, that’s all. My relatives are all Tanesatos, and I’m not really sure as to how I should address my great uncle and the others. Furthermore, I can’t match the names and the faces.”


  “…So what about Madoka-san? Your ages are rather close. She told me she’s been taking care of you since young.”


  “…………”


  For some reason, there was a pause before Mizuto answered.


  “…I do remember being cared for by her. My impression was…the first time I was here was back in kindergarten. Speaking of which, she was in grade school …”


  To someone at such a young age, everyone older seemed so big.


  He probably found her to be a rather reliable older sister, but thinking about it, he realized she too was just a little kid …


  In that case—maybe to Mizuto, Madoka-san was a motherly existence.


  And to him, who lost his mother since birth, Madoka-san was the one person that was reminiscent of his mother…


  “…Say.”


  I gulped.


  For some reason, my throat was parched.


  “This is just small talk from me, but―”


  It took a little courage.


  I dithered over whether I should ask.


  But I shook off my doubts.


  I took a step closer.


  “—What was your first love like?”


  Just one more step.


  I could reach him if I leaned forward.


  Mizuto wouldn’t turn back after all.


  “Fuu.” He let out a nostalgic chuckle.
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  “Someone who liked to smile.”


  Nihihi.


  The distinctive laugh echoed in my ears.


  “…Is that so.”


  Do you still remember, Yume Irido?


  Do you still remember that peerless plain girl? That whimpering, clumsy person?


   The term smile would never suit the past me. 


  I see.


  Of course—he once liked Madoka-san too.


  One step, two steps, he pulled his distance.


  The sunset was halfway through.


  Beyond the fleeting sunset, the night would befall.

Chapter 6: The Childhood Friends go to the pool (Cleverly concealed)

  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.


  Speaking of which, she’s a so-called childhood friend, so this was just an extension to that.


  Besides, think about it.


  She lived next door to me, and we’re like brother and sister, and she did talk with my parents. There’s no way I shouldn’t go out with such a girl, right?


  So, yeah, by process of elimination.


  I never had a choice other than this unprecedented landmine of a girl—it was all just written by the stars.


  Or, if we hadn’t been childhood friends.


  If we were just ordinary neighbors.


  We wouldn’t have such a tragic ending—but that’s all I hindsight.


  The reality was, that woman still couldn’t get over me, and I couldn’t just leave her bed.


  At this point, I just feel angry at myself for being such a busybody back then… right, when I was in elementary school.


  It was some time back in elementary school. I don’t remember the details, but I believe it’s when Acchan—Akatsuki went to the pool with me. Who was her guardian? I guess it’s one of our parents.


  We weren’t there to have fun, there’s a more serious reason.


  I had to teach Akatsuki how to swim.


  She’s now athletic enough with outstanding motor skills and full of vitality, but there was a period of time when somehow, she was unable to swim. To get her to pass the swimming test during the summer vacation, this magnanimous me full of such kindness decided to give special training to my poor childhood friend.


  I was the first to enter the water and extended my hand to Akatsuki, who was staring at the water fearfully.


  —Look, there’s nothing to be scared of if you hold my hand, right? 


  —Nn…


  Akatsuki gently grabbed my hand and slowly poked her foot into the water.


  I actually had such an admirable past. If it were me now, she would have stepped on my face and gotten into the pool.


  — Can your feet touch the floor?


  — Yeah. No problem…


  To the very young me back then, being held tightly by a girl my age and having words whispered into my ear satisfied my pride, both physically and mentally. Good on you, you’re so hopelessly satisfied that you don’t even know the horrors that will happen thereafter!!


  I held Akatsuki’s hand and started practice by putting her face close to the water first. We were still in elementary school, but I organized practice stages in such an orderly manner. It’s all because I got to learn this at the last moment from the tablet PC. Kids got their own way of getting serious.


  — It’s not scary at all, but I’m tired.


  Kids will be kids though, not enough concentration.


  I held Akatsuki’s hand and had her swing her legs, and then I noticed something else.


  Kya—!! After such a shrill scream, a large splash occurred.


  The adult water slide captivated my eyes.


  And then, Akatsuki wasn’t stupid enough to not notice this.


  —Kokkun…you can go play if you want?


  She lifted her wet face at me.


  —I can do the leg swing exercise on my own …


  —…You’re an idiot.


  I held Akatsuki’s hand again and answered her.


  — Water slides aren’t fun to go on alone, you know? Hurry up and learn how to swim, and we can both go together.


  —…Ah…


  Akatsuki looked at me, her eyes wandering, and slowly sank her chin into the water.


  —T-thank you …


  —For what, isn’t that to be expected!


  In the end, after only one day, Akatsuki did not learn to swim.


  After that, she would practice with her face in the water when we bathed together, and I would practice with her when we swam. Finally, towards the end of the summer vacation, she was able to swim 10 meters.


  So, that summer, I didn’t get to go on the water slide.


  I really wanted to play.


  But…I was sure… it would have been very boring if I had left Akatsuki behind to play at that time.


  ◆


  The bus from Uji Station to Taiyogaoka was very crowded. But Akatsuki used her small body to quickly grab a seat on the side of the aisle, and I stood next to her, holding onto the armrest, enduring the pressure from the packed bus.


  “…Young lass, may I have a seat?”


  I said to a fresh-faced Akatsuki Minami with disgust, and Akatsuki gave me an even more disgusted smile.


  “Sorry~? I guess the sturdy looking Kawanami-kun merely trained fake muscles for the sake of pride. You’re feeling unbearable?”


  “…As to be expected coming from you when you don’t have much even though you train the chest every day”


  “I do! I have them! Big, soft, wobbly!”


  That’s pathetic, believing her own lies.


  And just like that, Akatsuki Minami and I—sworn enemies as childhood friends, were on this packed bus as we were out to play.


  Like students.


  Like we’re spending summer vacation.


  Like we’re a young couple


  We actually went to the pool together.


  The Irido siblings returned to the hometown, and I got nothing to do, so this was just to kill time. Of course, I didn’t come up with this plan. I was at home working on my summer vacation homework when I was suddenly invited by Akatsuki.


  —It’s so hot, let’s go swimming, and you’re coming along just in case I get hit on.


  Who’s going to hit on you, shorty? I took a flying kick right after I said that. Well, I just wanted a change of mood, and I didn’t have to worry about her feelings.


  And more importantly, the pool during summer vacation would be full of couples.


  So, I decided to go with her.


  To be honest, when I was invited, I thought she had invited others. I never thought that it would be a pool date for us two alone..


  …Haa~, a date.


  Even if I told her, she would just play dumb.


  I quickly changed into my swimsuit, went next to the women’s changing room, and waited for Akatsuki in silence.


  The girls in swimsuits that appeared one after another were brimming with brilliance. Due to a trauma back in middle school, I would be physically overwhelmed by any female affection, but it didn’t mean that I didn’t have any sexual desire.


  Of course, I mellowed out compared to my middle school days, but whenever a person with large bouncy breasts passed by me, I would go all, oooh?


  Well, that’s basically the reaction.


  There were other guys nearby who seemed like they were waiting for their girlfriends, and they all looked horny. I might be considered suspicious if I stared at them, so I had to play dumb.


  And then— a girl who wouldn’t attract attention at all appeared.


  A smug (die) bitchy (dying) gal (dead) barged in. It’s that shorty with a ponytail, wearing a yellow bikini swimsuit and a waterproof bag with her cellphone hung around her neck.


  She didn’t hurry when she saw me, and strolled over. It seemed she only knew how to walk like this.


  “Kept you waiting.”


  “Not at all. Time flew by when I saw those couples in swimsuits.”


  “Disgusting. Die.”


  Akatsuki spat such insults at me, and looked up at me as though she was waiting for something.


  I’m not Mizuto Irido, I knew what to say at a time like this.


  Akatsuki’s swimsuit had a very girly look, and the tube top swimsuit that covered her entire chest had many beautiful ruffles on the top, making up for the lack of curves and making the overall silhouette look more beautiful.


  The bottom also has a short skirt-like hemline, and her healthy thighs were exposed generously. She seems to be very confident about her legs.


  To summarize, one line,


  “Cleverly concealed.”


  “Tell me what’s concealed here!!?”


  “Gueeeeh—!!”


  Akatsuki quickly strangled me with her short arms. I lose! I lose! You monstrous brat!


  Fortunately, she quickly released her hand from my neck, grunted, and turned her face to the other side…but.


  Peek~ Peeky peek.


  Akatsuki kept peeking at my chest.


  “What? Finally envious of my chest?”


  “Impossible, you idiot!…I’m not thinking of anything in particular, just that you should join some club activities”


  “Hahaaa~ are you fascinated by my muscles that I train day and night ?”


  I hadn’t done any sports since I entered high school, but for a guy, some minimal muscles this was the bare minimum. If that Irido had a little more muscle, he could have become really handsome. That’s a waste.


  Well, she’s probably sick of looking at my body already.


  So I thought as I turned around, and saw Akatsuki staring at my face—


  “—Even if I say that I’m almost mesmerized?”


  She said, with a tone that almost melted me.


  I felt something wriggling inside me.


  “…Just spare me already …”


  In this swimsuit, I wouldn’t be able to hide the nettle rash if it showed up.


  “Then enough with that nonsense.”


  Let’s go, Akatsuki said, and went towards the pool.


  …Damn, that’s unfair, right? Some faint praise from her was enough to deal critical damage on me.


  I shouldn’t let this slide. Time to retaliate.


  “Oy.”


  “What?”


  I said to Akatsuki, who looked back at me with her ponytail.
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  “I think your swimsuit is super cute.”


  “…Huh…”


  Akatsuki’s mouth was open for a moment, but she immediately turned her head back.


  “……Ah, I see.”


  She muttered softly.


  …Ah, that was a mistake.


  I scratched my left arm.


  —I too took damage from this.


  “Hnn~…a little more.”


  “You…alright”


  “Okay …a little more is fine…this is fine, yeah…”


  “If you say so? Prepare yourself …”


  I added my own weight to the hand pushing down Akatsuki’s back.


  She’s stretching her legs, and her upper body suddenly got closer to the floor.


  “Woah, you’re flexible. Are you an octopus?”


  “Hmph, the people in the gym club praised me too—owow ow that’s too much!”


  Once I saw Akatsuki scream and tap onto the floor, I let go happily. Hmph, it’s payback for all the abuse I suffered.


  Akatsuki stood up and stared at me.


  “Ora!”


  “Oh?”


  Akatsuki suddenly yanked my hand, and pinned me to the floor.


  And then she rode on my back.


  “You need to stretch too. Ready?”


  “No, is this even stretching—wooaaarrrggghhh!!”


  My arm was forcibly yanked behind.


  The unexpectedly strong thighs fastened my waist down, and I couldn’t break free at all. Ow ow ow ow ow! My back screamed in agony.


  “Right, we’re almost done—hm!?”


  Ping—, and with a crisp sound, the torture was over.


  I looked back, and found Akatsuki checking her cell phone in the waterproof bag. Did she get a LINE notification?


  “Oh, Yume-chan! Ehe, hehehehe…”


  “That’s disgusting—woargh!”


  She giggled and tied her hair at the back. You’re the one who had been saying disgusting things here and there.


  “—Hyuu.”


  Suddenly, Akatsuki ceased to breathe.


  Her eyes were as wide as a plate as she stared at the phone screen, as if they were about to burrow in.


  Her body quivered like a drunkard.


  “What? Did the Irido siblings accidentally send you a photo of their kiss?”


  I was somewhat hopeful when I asked that, but I guessed it’s still impossible. There’s no way they would do such a youtube couple thing.


  Akatsuki muttered with a trembling voice.


  “A-a swimsuit…it’s a swimsuit …”


  “Ahh? Is the back strap loose?”


  I rolled back between her legs to face her, got up using my abs, and looked at her back over her shoulder. There wasn’t anything unusual about the knot at the back of her neck or the hook of her tube top.


  I turned my head back, and Akatsuki, at my chest, suddenly cupped her head.


  “Ah, ahhhh…what do I do? How shall I reply…I can only think of some disgusting reply ahhhhhh…!”


  “I’m not sure what’s going on, but can’t you just report what you’re doing now?”


  “That’s it!”


  “Woah!”


  Akatsuki suddenly hopped up, stood up, “wait here!” and ran off somewhere once she said that.


  A few minutes later.


  For some reason, Akatsuki came back with ice cream in hand, probably chocolate mint.


  “Why did you suddenly go off to buy ice cream, and besides, where’s mine?”


  “Just to show that I’m enjoying my summer well…no share for you.”


  There’s no need to boast that she’s enjoying herself in the summer…well, her existence wasn’t healthy to begin with.


  Akatsuki took off the waterproof pouch around her neck with the cellphone instead, and gave it to me.


  “Take a photo of me! A cute one!”


  “That’s impossible if the person in the photo isn’t cute.”


  “Then I’ll be cuter! Starting now!”


  Akatsuki declared, brought the ice cream to her face and posed with a peace sign in her other hand and a big smile on her face.


  …Seriously, it’s amazing how fast she transformed. I couldn’t imagine her as the one who was digging her nostrils just moments again.


  “Am I cute?”


  “…Ah~, yes yes. Cute cute.”


  “Tell the truth!!”


  “You’re—cute—!!”


  If this continued, it’d become a torture.


  I didn’t know what was going on, I readied the phone so that I could get this done and over with.


  I took a photo while looking down.


  “Alright, is this fine?”


  “……whatever let’s go with this!”


  “Ffff…” Akatsuki deftly tapped at the phone, exhaled, and licked the ice cream.


  “Now I have preserved my character as a riajuu high school girl …”


  “Huh? (LOL)”


  “What are you laughing at?”


  Since she was eating ice cream while attacking my vitals, and I easily dodged them. A real riajuu high school girl (LOL) was probably having a fistfight against her boyfriend (LOL).


  …Hm? Boyfriend??


  I was suddenly curious about the photo I took.


  “…Did you send that to Irido-san just now?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Nothing happened?”


  “What happened?”


  “Looking at this angle, it’s obviously from a guy, and there’s my shadow in there.”


  “……”


  The chocolate mint ice cream she started to eat suddenly fell to the floor.


  Akatsuki spaced out for a few seconds—and started tapping at the phone.


  “That didn’t count that didn’t count that didn’t count that didn’t count—ahhhhhh!!”


  Akatsuki suddenly fell to her knees. There’s no way to stop her. Someone would have called the police If this wasn’t already a noisy pool.


  “…Why did you do that, Yume-chan…”


  “What?”


  “I deleted the photo, but she downloaded it …”


  Nice going, Irido-san, now you got evidence.


  “Why do you still look so calm!?”


  “It’s nothing. It’s a fact that we’re at a pool together. It’s not good to lie to a friend.”


  “…Don’t you hate to be misunderstood that you’re going out with me?”


  “Of course I hate it, you idiot…but well, there’s no need to cover up with a lie.”


  “……I see.”


  I felt a bit ashamed, and unwittingly looked away.


  Various things happened during the study camp, but it wasn’t like we were going back to the way things were before. I wasn’t cured of my affection allergy, and if anyone asked me if I liked Akatsuki, I didn’t know how to answer. It’s like the idea of falling in love no longer existed in me.


  Nevertheless, the undeniable fact was that we were childhood friends is undeniable, and we didn’t intend to deny it any longer.


  “—Pfft!”


  Akatsuki, who was looking at her phone, suddenly laughed.


  “What now?”


  “No looking!!”


  I instinctively looked over her shoulder to see what was happening, and she hid her cell phone at her chest. Yep, that’s out of line.


  “What in the world is Higashira doing…ahahaha!”


  It seemed that hindrance of a huge breasted girl was being an airhead again. As long as she’s happy, I guess.


  Akatsuki often felt alone easily, and it was during middle school when she started making friends. I guessed that was because she could finally interact with others decisively, but that’s just a shallow, extensive manner of interaction.


  On the other hand, her habit of being overly dependent on someone once she trusted that person wasn’t cured in the slightest—I didn’t realize this, and had such cruel moments…


  There’s a fine distance between Irido and Higashira.


  Well, it’s still dangerous to Irido-san, so I had to remain vigilant. But compared to his high school days, that Irido must have matured.


  It would be nice if their relationship was to be rekindled, and that I didn’t need to interfere with the Irido siblings. I couldn’t do anything while they’re in the countryside, so it’d be great if something developed between them—


  “…Hmm…?”


  Akatsuki, who fiddled with the phone for quite a bit, frowned with a mystified look.


  “Say, Kawanami.”


  “What, Minami.”


  “…Did Yume-chan ever call Irido-kun by his given name?”


  “Huh? Of course. They got the same family name—”


  ……Eh?


  Speaking of which, I remembered she only addressed him as ‘him’, or ‘little brother …


  “…Oy, did she use his given name before!?”


  “I’m going over to Yume-chan right now …!”


  “Like hell I’ll let you go! You don’t even know where she is!!”


  “I~am~going~!!”


  It seemed the day to that rebirth was still a long way away.


  “…………Heyoooo…………”


  I spread myself wide while marveling at how the sun dried my wet body.


  I had a swimming contest against her to relieve her stress, but I was soon exhausted. Don’t swim like it’s a contest in a normal swimming pool.


  On the other hand, Akatsuki’s skin was glowing from the water, and she put her hands at the hips to adjust her swimsuit. She looked fine, that damn physical monster.


  “Haa~, I’m thirsty~”


  “Please buy my share …”


  “Huh~? You want me to go alone? Did you forget why you’re?”


  “For a convenient sandbag …?”


  “Avoid. Getting. Hit. On!”


  “Ahh…this is worrying …”


  “Hm? That’s something to be praised.”


  “I’m worried about how this pretty pool’s going to be dyed red from the blood of the guys hitting on you…”


  “Worry about me already!”


  Akatsuki gently kicked my flank, “What do you want?”, so I answered “Coke.” She went off to find a shop or a vending machine.


  Seriously. She got up.


  I wouldn’t imagine there would be lolicons who would hit on middle school girls. Even if there were, it’s easy to send him flying with a kick. I would be more worried if it’s Irido-san or Higashira, especially  Higashira…there’s no way she wouldn’t be attracting attention at the pool, given her body…


  While I regained stamina by watching couples play in the pool,


  “Hey, are you alone?”


  So I heard such a voice.


  Ah—they’re here. If we’re talking summer pool, we’d obviously talk about getting hit on—so I thought, but that was a woman, right?


  I turned around incredulously and saw two big sisters in sexy swimsuits standing side by side.


  They squatted down, as though they wanted to see my face clearly.


  ……Ohh?


  “You’re not here with friends? That’s rare?”


  “We came here together, but it’s a little lonely~”


  Four soft fruits dangled before me, as though they were paraded on purpose. One of them was a pale brunette, and the other was a brown haired one who was somewhat tanned. They had healthy, taut bodies, and there was rather skimpy fabric on their hourglass figures.


  W-wait a second…is this …


  I gasped, and just in case I was mistaken, I asked the two sisters.


  “Are you…talking to me …?”


  “Yes yes. You, yes you.”


  “I guess this is reverse wooing, maybe? Ahaha!”


  A reverse wooing! It actually existed…?


  I didn’t know how to react to this unknown situation, and the two big sisters sat on both sides, cutting off my retreat.


  “Hey, now that I look closely, don’t you have great muscles?”


  “You’re quite a hunk. Do you usually do sports?”


  The two big sisters had a nice smell, and were giving off a nice smell as they pinched my shoulders and arms on both sides. I answered,


  “N-not really…just strength training…”


  “Heh~! Guess you’re working hard.”


  “You worked so hard to train your muscles, isn’t it a pity to just swim alone?…How about you come with us?”


  The brown haired older big sister whispered at my ear, and put her breasts on my arm.


  And as though predetermined, the brunette big sister latched onto my other arm, pushing her ample breasts onto me.


  Woahh, aaaahhhh!


  Th-they’re really forceful…! They’re so motivated to create unforgettable summer memories with an adorable high school student!


  If I were an ordinary high school boy, obviously I would be dragged by the nose. Soon after, I would be brought to an unfamiliar room, and spend a dreamlike time.


  But that’s impossible for me.


  “…Ugh…!”


  My body shivered all over, and following that, nausea.


  The aroma from the two big sisters was filled with affection, and they dug up my old wounds.


  “Hey, can we? You’ll enjoy this, right?”


  “We’ll treat~. We can exchange numbers, you know?”


  ……This feeling’s really unbearable……


  Ever since I became like this, I received affections from girls a few times…but this was the hardest hurdle…I couldn’t answer them properly…


  I started to regret paying attention to my appearance. I should have looked all boring and plain rather than suffer this…


  Argh…I should reject them…if this kept up, I would vomit out the lunch from my stomach…


  “There’s a slide opposite. Shall we go there to play?”


  “That’s good~! Let’s go let’s go ~”


  “—What are you doing?”


  Right when the big sisters were about to decide me for, a shorty girl showed up with the sun in the background.


  Holding a PET bottle and a Coke can separately in her hands was Akatsuki Minami.


  The two big sisters blinked away at the girl who was looking peeved at me.


  “Erm~…”


  “…You’re the little sister?”


  Akatsuki raised her eyebrows at this totally expected reaction.


  “I’m his girlfriend,  got a problem?”


  A few seconds later.


  It probably took them some time to understand the situation, and then they  suddenly pulled away from me.


  “What, seriously~! You’re not alone!?”


  “We would have let go if you told us you brought your girlfriend here!? Really really!”


  The big sisters then apologized to Akatsuki, going all “Sorry~!” “We’ll leave right away!” as they tried to appease while hurrying off. “Ack, we messed up~!” “He suits my tastes though~!” Their voices vanished into the crowd.


  “…………………………”


  “…………………………”


  Akatsuki and I were left looking at each other for a while.


  Anyway, it seemed…I was saved.


  The chills and nausea slowly faded away, and I was able to talk. Finally, I heaved a sigh of relief, and said.


  “Sorry…you helped me out—”


  “That was aallllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllll a lie.”


  “Huh?”


  Akatsuki declared with a vague statement, and sat down next to me—where the big sisters sat.


  “Girlfriend and all that, it’s all a lie. I’m not pretending to be your girlfriend now either, so don’t worry.”


  She said nonchalantly, “hm” and handed me a can of Coke.


  I received the Coke, and smiled.


  “I.”


  “What?”


  “I won’t hang out with any girl other than you.”


  “Hearygh ~?”


  Akatsuki’s tone suddenly dropped, and she rolled her eyes.


  “Eh, huh? W-what? What’s going on?”


  “I don’t have a choice. You’re the only girl who’s cold to me, but also always by my side.”


  “Ah-ahhh, I see …”


  ” I don’t know what will happen to my body if I ever receive a confession, really.”


  I pulled open the can, took a sip of the sweet carbonic acid, and the chill and nausea were beautifully swept away.


  Akatsuki cupped her knees and looked at me unhappily.


  “What a hassle. Do you think you’re popular?”


  “Well I am, as you just saw.”


  “All I see is a virgin who is easily ara ara’ed.”


  “It’s a cardinal sin for me not to be able to like older ones. When I become a senpai, I should pay attention to those younger than me too.”


  “How dare you say that, you self-conscious guy”


  Akatsuki opened her PET bottle, drank the carbonated drink, and held it in her mouth.


  She never drank carbonic drinks before though.


  Whether it’s swimming, communication skills, or mentally…the way she grew was really something I admired.


  One day, even I would be left behind by her…


  “Don’t leave me behind. I want to avoid being wooed.”


  “…You look all horny when you saw those huge bonkers.”


  “Like hell I was! Didn’t you see my pale face!?”


   


  A lot of things happened, but we spent the rest of the time happily playing in the water after that.


  We floated in the pool on swimming rings, did pro wrestling in the water—and took the water slide together.


  We were about the same size back when I practiced with her, but now there’s such a big difference. While sitting back and forth at the start of the slide, Akatsuki’s body fit perfectly between my legs.


  “Feels like you’re going to be blown off the slide, you’re too light.”


  “Don’t say such a scary thing!”


  Akatsuki wrapped my arms around her waist…and muttered..


  “…Make sure you grab me.”


  “Got it.”


  As she wished, I held her slender waist tightly so she wasn’t thrown into the air, but slid down smoothly.


  The wish I had in elementary school was finally fulfilled.


  —If it ended here, it should become a wonderful memory.


  “H-hey…wait a sec, look at that!”


  “Hm? What’s that—ugh!”


  What caused me to frown was what happened in the evening, when it was almost time to go back, when I went to the shower room.


  I felt lucky that we didn’t have to queue…but there was a bunch of unpleasant people who showed up from the pool.


  Our classmates.


  I saw those familiar faces, and worse, they came as both boys and girls.


  What if they saw Akatsuki and I together?


  Answer’s obvious. Considering what happened the last time during the study camp, there’s no way we could salvage the situation.


  “Not good…! Hide!”


  I said before that it’s not so shameful we needed to cover up with lies, but that’s only for people who had some dignity. It seemed they too were headed to the showers, and were already nearby. I got to hide…somewhere…!


  “Can’t you just come in!? Over here!”


  “Ohh!?”


  When I was hesitating, Akatsuki grabbed my hand.


  While I was wondering where to go, she opened the door of the empty shower room and pushed me in.


  And then she too entered.


  Thud.


  “Phew” she closed the door immediately, and let out a sigh of relief..


  “That was clo—……”


  “(No, this makes it more dangerous!)”


  I couldn’t help but retort softly.


  Two of us were cramped together In a cramped space, the size of a fitting room. It was barely large enough to the point where the two of us had to hug, and we couldn’t move at all.


  “(We-we got no choice! I couldn’t think of any other way!)”


  “(Couldn’t we have entered separate showers!? There’s a lot of empty ones!)”


  “(Ah!)”


  “(Are you an idiot!)”


  At that moment, there were voices outside the door, and we all shut up.


  I leaned my back against the inner wall, and Akatsuki pressed her face against my chest, hugging me tightly. I held my breath, and this time, my heart’s pounding like crazy. There’s no way Akatsuki wouldn’t have noticed the accelerated heartbeat when she’s clinging onto my chest.


  “(Sh-shower…switch on the tap.)”


  “(O-okay…)”


  Indeed, it would seem strange if I didn’t switch on the shower. I turned my back, turned the knob, and the hot water pouring down made a rustling sound, slightly muffling the sound of a restless heartbeat..


  My already dried body was again wet with hot water.


  I looked at Akatsuki’s ponytail on her neck. Similarly, my fingers were wrapped around her slender waist, clinging onto her skin. That’s how it used to be. Whenever I hugged her, I found her diminutive, gorgeous and precious, and I had an urge to protect her. But whenever I thought of protecting her, I was stopped by her unimaginably feisty heart…


  “Say say, who are you aiming for?” ”Eh~? I’m not really into~”


  I tensed up at the voices coming from outside the door. The arms wrapped around my waist gradually exerted strength, and the moist skin pulled us closer, “Ah,” Akatsuki muttered.


  “Start dressing up man! Didn’t you say that you’d have a girlfriend during summer vacation?” “I did, but I don’t think I need to rush…” “Man~ you sure see how it goes huh!”


  If it was just a little sound, I could disguise it with the shower sounds. But I was a little uneasy, and pinned Akatsuki to my chest to prevent her from making a sound. Akatsuki was startled and struggled a little…but immediately calmed down and wrapped her arms back around my back.


  My left leg was placed between Akatsuki’s legs, as if she were sitting on my lap. I couldn’t deny that I felt the difference from a guy’s thighs, I immediately purged such thoughts. In this situation, I couldn’t let her notice the obvious difference between men and women.


  Hurry up and leave already so that we can get out …!


  So I prayed, “by the way” and then I heard this.


  “In those ero mangas, a shower room is where couples do all sorts of lewd things.”


  We were taken aback.


  We’re not doing anything erotic! At least let me draw the line here …!


  “Oy you idiot, we got people in here!” “Sorry~! This guy’s an idiot!”


  Akatsuki squirming in my arms. I didn’t want to see her face right now, but if I could, it probably would be indescribable.


  I wasn’t in the mood to reply, but it seemed they laughed away as they entered the shower rooms.


  I wanted to look outside to check on the situation…and I slowly removed my hands from Akatsuki’s waist, but she immediately left me as though she wanted to barge out.


  It’s an expected reaction…it happened all of a sudden, but we were hugging each other. We weren’t even dating, I shouldn’t even be doing that to someone who just had a break up—let alone one I broke up with.


  In the heat of the shower, Akatsuki bowed her head with her back against the door. I wanted to apologize to her frankly, but before that—


  “(…S-sorry …)”


  The wet ponytail was at her lips, hiding her expression.


  “(If this keeps up…I-I won’t be able to hold it anymore …!)”


  She whispered, quietly opened the door, and left me behind as she exited.


  Ssssst—I could only hear the showers at my ear.


  …Hold it.


  She said, hold it.


  “………Grr.”


  I opened my mouth towards the ceiling, and rinsed it with the shower.


  That’s my line dammit!!


  ◆


  We were on our way back, and the mood was as awkward as we imagined.


  “……………………”


  “……………………”


  We didn’t sit side by side on the bus, but front and back.


  There wasn’t any conversation between us, and for several minutes, we just listened to the noise around us.


  I thought we would part over such a gaudy atmosphere today…humans couldn’t win against after all, cannot overcome physiological happenings after all.


  We changed to the train, and the moment we sat down, Akatsuki fell asleep.


  I noticed her rubbing her eyes sleepily just now, and it seemed she finally reached her limit. It’s no wonder she was sleepy, since she swam so ferociously.


  I wanted to sit in the opposite seat, but I changed my mind.


  I sat down next to Akatsuki.


  “I’ll lend you my shoulder.”


  Akatsuki didn’t even look at me,


  “Nn…thanks~, Kokkun……”


  She uttered softly, and leaned her head on my shoulder.


  I could immediately hear her peaceful breathing.


  …Haa, seriously, I was angry at myself for being such a busybody.


  I wouldn’t suffer so much if I hadn’t followed her to the pool on this day. I should have spent the day in peace and quiet.


  But, well, sorta.


  I guessed…I enjoyed myself more with this troublesome childhood friend of mine.


  —Well, it seemed at the very end, I,


  I just couldn’t leave her alone.

Chapter 7: The Ex-Couple returns to the hometown 3 (Scars of the first love)

  It seemed in general that a first love in middle school was considered late.


  It could be a teacher in kindergarten, a classmate in elementary school, or—before one realized, a relative.


  It’s easy to assume these were the most common, until middle school, but it’s extremely rare to find someone who had a requited first love without even experiencing a crush.


  …Well, there were tenth graders who didn’t know how to write the word romance.


  These people were exceptions.


  It’s normal for people to be aware of their romantic feelings by the time they reach puberty.


  And so—Mizuto Irido might have liked another girl before me.


  …I knew how shallow this idea was.


  It’s not dishonest or immoral, and most importantly, it got nothing to do with me right now.


  But—but.


  I had a dream.


  I dreamed off the year and a half since the summer break back in my eighth—or until now—


  For me, and for him, those honeymoon days were the first love of our lives.


  Even if this love had already ended.


  I always dreamed that I had a special seat there, called first love.


  …That’s disgusting of me.


  It’s tedious, annoying, heavy, and feeble—


  —It’s unbelievable to think there’s a guy who fell for such a woman.


  “……Uu~…”


  I hid myself behind a thin shoji screen and shuddered at my shambolic self.


  I poked my head out, and peered into the dark and dusty study.


  My little stepbrother and ex, Mizuto Irido, was seated in the back of the room, practically buried under a pile of old books.


  I had a simple task.


  Uncle Mineaki got me to fetch Mizuto because he needed to get the latter, so I was here.


  So all I had to do was talk to him and say ‘uncle Mineaki’s looking for you’.


  And yet, I hid here for minutes—or even dozens, as though I had witnessed a sworn enemy of a little animal.


  Mizuto didn’t notice me, for it seemed he was so concentrated on his reading.


  I half-heartedly felt that I should have been noticed by now, and half-heartedly wondered what I should do if he noticed me, and they swirled within my chest.


  Again with the communication issues…


  Until middle school, it was normal for me to hesitate for dozens of minutes before I could talk, and I didn’t dare to enter the staff room. With the most efficient training that was love though, I thought I conquered it.


  I’d resigned myself that my gloomy personality was something I was born with, that I couldn’t fix it, but I was proud of the fact that I was able to greatly improve my communication skills.


  So why did it end up like this…


  It’s infuriating, but I knew the reason. I could only think of what I heard from Mizuto while we returned from the riverbank.


  —Someone who liked to laugh.


  Whose face was he thinking of when he said that nostalgically…there’s no need to say anything more.


  The premonition I felt when we first met was correct.


  Mizuto’s first love was—


  “—Eh? Yume-chan, what are you doing?”


  Shock, my shoulders jolted, and I turned around.


  A beautiful woman wearing red-rimmed glasses and a pure white dress, Madoka-san, gave me an intrigued look.


  …A white one piece dress.


  It’s amazing that this kind of clothing still looks good on a 20 year old…


  No, I should be excusing my suspicious behavior …!


  “Ah, no, Er…j-just spacing out a little …”


  So I wondered, but I couldn’t come up with a good excuse.


  It seemed my communication skills finally hit rock bottom.


  “Eh~, you alright? Be careful~. This house has a lot of rooms without air conditioners.”


  It’s hot, Madoka-san fanned her neck as she looked up.


  There was sweat on her neck peeking out of her dress, and it was kind of alluring…


  “Erm…ah, found him, found him.”


  Madoka-san passed me by, peeked into the study and simply said,


  “Mizuto~. Uncle’s looking for you ~?”


  She easily accomplished what I couldn’t do for dozens of minutes.


  “Hm.”


  Mizuto tersely answered, closed his book, and lifted his head,


  “…Hm?”


  And then he finally noticed me next to Madoka-san.


  “You’re there?.”


  “…C-can’t I?”


  I was so embarrassed that I couldn’t help but argue back.


  Mizuto didn’t mind my attitude, probably because he was already used to it,


  “Anything the matter?”


  There…was.


  But now, nope…


  “No-nothing!”


  I said these words, scampered down the corridor, getting far from that study.


  No—I fled the scene.


  From Mizuto, and Madoka-san.


  Nothing changed at all.


  Even when we were stepsiblings, or when we dated, I just noticed.


  I noticed that he had a past I didn’t know of, that’s all.


  So what?


  Even if Mizuto did like Madoka-san before—anyone else but me.


  That…had nothing to do with me at this point.


   


  “Ah.”


  “……Ah……”


  Chikuma-kun widened his eyes hidden beneath his bangs.


  After I fled the study, I walked around the house for no reason and found Chikuma-kun in a corner of the large Japanese-style room, playing his game console.


  At a table some distance away in the same room, a group of uncles, including Chikuma’s father, were engaged in some kind of small talk.


  It was lonely to be alone in the day, but I couldn’t join in…so I kept my distance.


  Chikuma-san was shy, but he didn’t like alone time as much as Mizuto, and wouldn’t do things at his own pace like Higashira-san.


  I felt a little sense of closeness and peered at Chikuma-kun, who had his knees tucked. I asked,


  “You alright? Is the air conditioning too cold?”


  “I-I’m fine…”


  Chikuma-kun uttered with a teeny weeny voice and covered his face with his game console.


  Arara, still wary of me? Chikuma-kun would blush and look aside whenever I tried to talk to him …


  Let’s see…maybe I should talk to him by the side to increase affection levels?


  I recalled what I read in the books before, went next to him, and sat down.


  Chikuma-kun’s shoulders jolted, but luckily, he didn’t pull away from me.


  “Chikuma-kun, you like games, don’t you?”


  “N-not especially …”


  “I usually like to read novels. Have you read any books?”


  “…G-game guides…”


  “Eh? What’s that?”


  “I-it shows ways… to clear games, data …”


  “Are they interesting?”


  “…So-sorta…”


  “I see…”


  Ah.


  The conversation ended.


  Wh-what should I do…I didn’t know what to discuss with an elementary school boy…


  Different ages, different genders, there’s too little in common to talk about…my communication ability improved, but it didn’t mean I had the overwhelming skills of a beautician or anything …


  Topic…topic…a common topic regardless of gender and age….


  “Erm…do you have someone you like?”


  I chose the safest option.


  This clearly was a topic any relative who I hardly met would ask.


  And when I wondered if there wouldn’t be much reaction,


  “Ueeh!?”


  Chikuma-kun let out the loudest shout I had ever heard, and looked up from the game console.


  “L-like…?”


  “Eh? Hm, yes yes. Do you have someone you like? At school?”


  “S-school…”


  Chikuma-kun’s tone dropped rapidly, and he looked back at the game console.


  “No-not…at school.”


  “I see. No cute girls around?”


  “I-I don’t really know. I don’t really, remember their, faces…”


  “Ah, I get that I get that. It’s hard for a shy person to actually look at others directly in the eyes.”


  Nod nod nod! Chikuma-kun agreed fully, acting like a woodpecker.


  Ah, found it. We got a common topic.


  “And when you forget to bring your chopsticks on bento day, you dare not ask the teacher, which troubled you.”


  “(Nod nod nod!)”


  “And when you trek up the mountain, you can only enjoy the scenery yourself because you have no friends to talk with.”


  “(Nod nod nod!)”


  “And since you can’t find anyone to pair with, you look for those who don’t really look like they can form pairs too, but you just wait for others to invite you because you dare not to talk…”


  “(Nod nod nod nod nod nod!)”


  That’s some amazing reaction.


  His eyes glowed.


  It seemed he finally had someone who understood him for the first time in his life.


  After all, Madoka-san was a scammer of an ultimate riajuu with a sunny disposition…she wouldn’t understand introverts.


  “I guess it’s tough for a shy person…to attend school…”


  “…Yes…”


  “If you have any problems, just tell. I’ll probably be able to help you. Eh…do you have a smartphone?”


  Chikuma-kun frantically searched his pocket and frisked a brand new smartphone. Yep, a modern kid.


  “LINE…well, I don’t think you know how to exchange IDs, right? I’ll teach you.”


  Chikuma-kun happily nodded and handed the phone to me. It seemed he didn’t need to voice his frustrations about being introverted, which delighted him.


  …I too had such an experience.


  When I first met Mizuto and interacted with him, he too would teach me this and that without me saying anything…


  That was the first time I felt that I built a relationship with someone.


  Furthermore, it’s a boy. I couldn’t really imagine so back then…


  …Was he fond of Madoka-san back then?


  When I confessed to him, maybe he…


  “…Right, done. What shall we do next?”


  I returned the phone to Chikuma-kun, as if to shake off his gloomy feelings. He hugged it to his chest and said in his clearest voice to date, though faint it was.


  “C-can I…contact you…?”


  I giggled.


  “You sure you will?”


  “…Uuu…”


  “Ahaha! I’m not good at contacting others too!”


  Chikuma-kun’s shoulders shriveled. So cute. If only a certain aloof guy would learn just a little—


  “—Excuse me while you’re chatting.”


  And with a terse voice, a shadow stood next to us by the wall.


  I looked up.


  Mizuto’s cold expression was looking down at me.


  “…Looks like you two are getting along.”


  I braced myself and replied to his spiteful voice with an equally spiteful voice.


  “What? Can’t we?”


  “Nothing…I just thought you treat kids differently.”


  “Huh? There’s nothing different though?”


  “If that’s what you think, that’s fine.”


  …What? What’s with him!?


  If you have something to say, just say it.


  You always think you know everything …!


  “…What do you want? You aren’t here to insult me, are you?”


  “Nothing much. Just—”


  Mizuto snorted, and said impatiently,


  “—Madoka-san got me to have a look, so I came by.”


  Once he said that, something snapped inside me.


  “…Do you do anything just because Madoka-san says so?”


  “…Huh?”


  Whenever I said anything to him, he would insult me.


  He never listened to my requests earnestly.


  Why?


  Why was it so obedient to Madoka-san—


  “……If there’s nothing, you can just leave.”


  I did my best to rein in my voice.


  “Just leave me be and go talk to your beloved Madoka-san, why don’t you?”


  Mizuto remained silent, and stared at me for quite some time.


  Finally, he let out a little sigh.


  It was as though he had seen through me completely.


  “Bye.”


  He said, and left.


  I couldn’t see his back, and could only look at my knees.


  “…………”


  Once I sensed a breath next to me, I noticed Chikuma-kun’s existence.


  Chikuma-kun looked up at me with a timid face].


  “Ah …! S-sorry that I scared you…”


  I hurriedly put on a smile.


  Ahh seriously, what was I doing in front of the kid …!


  “We weren’t really, well, arguing. Really. We’ve always been like that.”


  While I sought for an excuse, my heart slowly calmed down.


  Yeah—I was already used to having such petty arguments.


  “So…don’t tell dad and mom, okay? It’s a secret between us!”


  I put my index finger at my lips to hush Chikuma-kun, and he nodded away furiously.


  And for some reason, he turned his head down to avert from my eyes, and cupped his ears firmly with both hands.


   


  “Hello~? Yume-san~?”


  I was somewhat relieved to hear the carefree voice over my phone.


  “Sorry for calling you so suddenly, Higashira-san. Is it convenient now?”


  “It’s …! Fine…ffuu!” 


  “…Really?”


  I could hear some weird sounds from the other end, and they seemed to be closer and further.


  “It’s fine…haa~. I was just exercising …”


  “Exercising? Feels like that’s a completely alien term to you, Higashira-san …”


  “Mom told me…that if I’m all lazy at home, my rare boobs are going to sag…she even said I got nothing other than these, so I should exercise…I don’t get to eat if I don’t exercise…”


  “I’ve been thinking about it for a while, but Higashira-san, isn’t your mom rather intense?”


  So there’s actually a mom who told her own daughter that she’s nothing other than breasts?


  “Huff~5 push ups done! Done for the day!”


  “Even I could do a few more …”


  “What do you want to talk about, Yume-san?”


  I was ignored.


  I looked up at the summer skies by the corridor, and cautiously thought about how I should express myself.


  “…Nothing, just want to chat about recent stuff. So, about the swimsuit yesterday …”


  “Don’t remind me about it.”


  “You usually go overboard in front of him, but you actually do act embarrassed in appropriate moments.”


  “It’s way too embarrassing! Think about it. I got a large ‘Higashira’ written on my chest! That’s too childish!”


  “…Wait. That’s the point of contention?”


  No no no.


  I was talking about the chest that almost burst out, how the swimsuit just ate into the thighs.


  “Higashira-san, I guess you won’t feel embarrassed even if you stand before Mizuto naked…you blushed when he saw your panties.”


  “No no, I’ll still feel embarrassed to be naked.”


  “Ah, I see.”


  “I avoid taking baths during the study trip too.”


  “…Ahh, so the shame applies to those of the same gender too?”


  So it’s not because she would be naked while facing Mizuto, or any other guy.


  “I might consider if I’m in the bath with you Yume-san…you got a nice body, you’re pretty, the perfect pretty girl look…ehehe.”


  “That sounds disgusting, Higashira-san.”


  “Ah, sorry.”


  “…I’m not that big a deal.”


  I could sense the gloominess rising from my house, and softly muttered so.


  “I look skinny, but that’s because I don’t have much fat. I worked hard for these breasts …”


  “Minami-san will murder you over these words, you know?”


  “Ah, that was dangerous.”


  I shooed Mizuto away, left Chikuma-kun…and was alone.


  So why…did I call Higashira-san?


  …Was it because I wanted her understanding?


  She liked Mizuto—so maybe I was hoping she would sympathize with this messy ball of emotions I had…


  “…I’m in the countryside right now, at the Iridos home.”


  “Yes, I know. Are there any weird customs there? Any disturbing counting songs passed down for generations?”


  “Unfortunately, no.”


  Even though I was a little hopeful for one.


  “We’re at Irido’s grandmother’s house, on the paternal side.”


  “Yes yes.”


  “Actually, there’s a…very beautiful sister who’s studying in college.”


  “Ohh?”


  That’s a weird reaction.


  She’s not shocked, nor was she anxious.


  “Maybe she was Mizuto-kun’s first love?”


  “…Maybe.”


  “Ohh~…!”


  “Say, what’s with that reaction?”


  “After all, Mizuto-kun’s definitely very cute when he’s young. I love OneeShotas.”


  “Hmm…???”


  What’s she saying? I didn’t understand.


  “The already cute Mizuto-kun definitely was super cute when he was younger! And so the cutest Mizuto-kun was cared for by the pretty big sister, and that’s…wonderful! Fantastic beyond words!”


  I-I couldn’t get her…


  Why was she somehow so excited…


  “Don’t you feel, shocked…? That Mizuto likes someone else?”


  “Why? That aloof Mizuto-kun has a one-sided crush on a big sister next to him. Now that gets me going.”


  “I-is that so …”


  Uh, huh ~….


  I guessed our concept of love, or values, were way too different. I couldn’t comprehend her at all….


  “Yume-san,“


  A flat voice came from the other end of the phone—Higashira-san suddenly asked me.


  “What sort of reaction do you want from me?”


  “…Eh?”


  My heart jolted with a thud.


  It felt as though…my heart was shot through.


  “I just feel…you’re giving me the impression that you didn’t get a reply you wanted. Sorry if I’m wrong here though!”


  I didn’t get—a reply I wanted.


  …Ahh…


  I just wanted…her to lick my wounds.


  I just wanted Higashira-san to feel what I felt…


  I wanted to hurt her.


  I wanted her to feel sad.


  I wanted her to feel as miserable as myself.


  I wanted her—to sympathize with me.


  ……That’s…shallow of me…….


  “…Sorry,.I don’t mean that…I just wanted to talk.”


  “I see. That’s good—“


  “—Isanaaaa—!! Are you training properly—!!?”


  “Hyaaaaahhhhh!?”


  I suddenly heard another voice from afar. Higashira-san let out a weird shriek, and following that, there were frantic footsteps.


  “Wh-what’s wrong? You alright?”


  “M-mom’s here to check on me~ ~……!! So-sorry Yume-san! I got a tough quest to maintain my breasts …!”


  “Ah, uh, huh, do your…best?”


  “Bye!”


  The phone was cut.


  … Higashira-san’s eccentricity was inherited from her mother?


  “Done talking on the phone?”


  “Hyaaaaahhhhh!?”


  The voice that came from above caused me to make a sound no different from Higashira-san’s.


  I looked up and saw Madoka-san peering into my face with mischievous eyes from behind her red-rimmed glasses.


  “You went all “Hyaaaaahhhhh!?” too. You’re so cute ~♪”


  “Wh-what’s the matter, Madoka-san……”


  To be honest, I didn’t really want to talk to her at this moment, but…


  Madoka-san stood still,


  “I mentioned about going to the festival tomorrow, right?”


  “Ah, yes …”


  According to her, there was a large summer festival in town, near the station the next day.


  We would be leaving two days later, so this summer festival would be our last activity.


  …Given the current situation though, I really wasn’t in the mood to play…


  “Grandma Natsume rented some yukata for us to wear tomorrow ~.”


  “Is that so?”


  “Yep yep. So let’s go choose a yukata together!”


  “Ah, yes.”


  …Hm?


  I answered instinctively, but…


  With Madoka-san?


  Now?


  …Two of us?


  “Alrighty! Let’s go~!”


  And before I could digest my miscue, Madoka-san pulled my hand and started walking away.


   


  “There’s a lot of them here, just wear whatever you want.~.”


  So Natsume-san said, and closed the fusuma.


  “Thanks granny ~!”


  Madoka-san called out from beyond the closed fusuma, “Alrighty” and put her hands on her hips,


  Several neatly folded yukata were lined before her.


  Each of them was more glamorous than the other, and usually, I would have gotten excited. I wasn’t in such a good mood though.


  “Yume-chan, which do you like? I think anything suits you since you’re so skinny and you have long hair~.”


  “I…”


  The last one I wore was…right, a navy blue yukata.


  My already gloomy mood took a turn for the worse.


  The last time I wore a yukata was…yes, summer vacation last year.


  I was so indecisive when I went there alone, and waited for him to show up when I never made a promise with him…


  “Yume-chan.”


  “Woah!”


  I looked up, and saw Madoka-san stare at my face.


  “…You don’t like to attend festivals?”


  Madoka-san sounded concerned, and I was increasingly restless.


  It’s not Madoka-san’s fault.


  It’s not Mizuto’s fault either.


  It was all my fault.


  It was my fault…for being so weak.


  “Just…have some bitter memories.”


  “I see. Well, it’s rare not to have any trouble at a festival. It’s common to get lost or anything like that, trip and get scraped, or get blisters on the clogs. It’s a gacha of risks.


  Nihihi, Madoka-san giggled, and said nonchalantly.


  “I too messed up lots when I went on a date with my boyfriend ~.”


  “…Eh?”


  Madoka-san said it so overly naturally that I couldn’t react for a moment.


  Hmm? Hmm?


  What did she…just say?


  “B-boyfriend?”


  “Eh? Yes, boyfriend.”


  “Y—you have a boyfriend?”


  “I do~? Eh~? Do I look like I don’t have one ~?”


  Fufu, when Madoka-san giggled as she said this, she looked so pretty to me, even as a girl, and she’s cheerful and charming.


  Of course she would have one.


  I hadn’t thought about it at all. Maybe it’s because thought of her as an older relative? Or maybe…


  “Th-then just to ask. When did …”


  “Hm~? I guess after I started college…a year and a half or so. I had another boyfriend in high school.”


  “Another boyfriend!?”


  “Hm, yep yep. I couldn’t get along with him though, so we broke up quickly. Nihihi.”


  I never expected that this woman wearing stylish red-rimmed glasses and had the vibe of an antiquarian bookstore staff would actually say that she ‘couldn’t get along’.


  That’s too much of an appearance fraud.


  She probably wouldn’t have anything to do with me if not for the fact that we’re relatives…


  “You don’t have to be so shocked ~. I’m rather low key here, you know? My friends are wilder compared to me. There are some who had double digits boyfriends during their three years of high school. I only had two. See, I’m more low key here?”


  “Eh? Two…? So, the boyfriend you had in college was the third …?”


  “Ah, actually, that’s my first boyfriend.”


  “The third was the first …??”


  “We patched up~. We broke up once, but we’re reunited in college.”


  My whole body shivered unwittingly.


  Reunited…


  “Why…did that happen?”


  I felt my throat getting parched as I squeezed out my voice.


  “You broke up…so doesn’t that mean…you don’t like him again?”


  “Well, that’s true in a sense. There was a period of time when I couldn’t stand him, and I did think he was unreasonable..”


  This time, “Nihihi” the giggle had a self-deprecating hint to it.


  “But after some time passed, I reunited with him…and then I thought “Ah that’s fine”. What I was angry about back then seemed so trifling in hindsight.”


  “Trifling…?”


  “He’s really sloppy, unreliable, and a good-for-nothing, and I was so annoyed with him that I broke up. You know, when you enter college, your relationships are reset, so you basically lose your friends, right? That’s where I met him again, and naturally we started hanging out again…and then,”


  Madoka-san unfolded a bright blue yukata.


  “He’s sloppy, unreliable, and a good-for-nothing…but I do think “Whatever, I’ll patch up those flaws for you”, so I forgave him. Sometimes, I felt that such a side’s rather cute too …”


  “…Erm, sorry to say this…”


  “Hm?”


  “Madoka-san…are you the type who can’t ignore those good-for-nothings …?”


  “……You think so too ……?”


  Well, that’s the only conclusion I could draw from what you said.


  “That’s what my friends said about me too…the boyfriend I dated and broke up right before him was a perfect guy who excelled at studies and sports, but I couldn’t take how perfect he was, so I chose to break up with him. I rejected him, he backed off so gracefully that I was super pissed off…I was like “You don’t miss me at all” “my ex cried and begged me not to leave” that’s what I thought.”


  I didn’t think the perfect-looking Madoka-san would have such a stubborn side.


  I was somewhat relieved.


  “But well, we can’t possibly like everything about the other ~.”


  Madoka-san said as she adjusted her yukata to her body in the mirror.


  “No matter how much I like someone, there’s always a point or two that I dislike. That’s why couples break up…but when you can overcome this, we’ll be able to look at others with a more forgiving stance. Even if you do dislike some aspects, you can only go like, not that I can help it.”


  “…Not that I can help it…”


  “Yes, yes. That’s what I’m going through right now. The other day, my boyfriend asked me to lend him some money to pay for a game, and I kicked his ass. Nihihihi!”


  No matter how much you love someone, there are always one or two things you don’t like about them.


  That’s why couples… break up.


  Madoka-san’s words bore down heavily within me.


  …Though from what she said, I started to worry about her future.


  “So Yume-chan.”


  Madoka-san put the yukata that was on her onto my shoulders, and smiled,


  “I don’t know what happened between you and Mizuto-kun…but you don’t have to mind about some trifling matters. After all, in this world, there are more people who you don’t have to care about or that you dislike, so if there’s someone who you can like and dislike about, it’s all okay!”


  Thinking about this, it’s to be expected.


  He’s a living human too.


  He’s not an existence projected through one’s ideals and delusions.


  It’s normal for a person, who was completely alone before he met me, to care for me, and suddenly be narrow-minded and jealous.,


  He’s not some idol.


  He’s just an ordinary person living in his own world, in the same situation as me.


  If I were to throw a tantrum out of jealousy, or the first love…there’s no end to it.


  I knew.


  I knew this—right from the beginning.


  “…In fact, it’s not like Mizuto did anything wrong.”


  I looked down, only to see a glamorous yukata completely opposite of the mood.


  “I’m a little depressed…because of how petty I am.”


  If I could be as optimistic as Madoka-san…I wouldn’t be so shocked about such little things over and over again.


  After all, there’s no right, no justification, no reason to be.


  Everything and anything…was all my fault for being so annoyingly pessimistic, so helplessly weak.


  “…Hm~.”


  Madoka-san reclaimed the yukata that was on my shoulders, and tilted her head perturbedly.


  “Yume-chan—isn’t this room rather dusty?”


  “Eh?”


  This change of topic was too sudden, and I lifted my face.


  Madoka-san giggled with an impish smile.


  “Once we’re done choosing, let’s go take a bath together.”


   


  I was told to enter the bath first, so I took a quick dip, entered the large bathtub, and let the hot water soak up till my shoulders.


  I looked up at the ceiling that was covered with water droplets, and realized that I stopped thinking.


  …W-what is this situation?


  I looked towards the changing room, and through the frosted glass, I could see Madoka-san tie her hair. She probably had taken off her clothes, and even through the glass, the curvy body looked so elegant.


  —What are we doing? A secret talk between maidens, of course ♪


  Madoka-san beamed happily when she told me….


  I sat in the bathtub, and cupped my knees.


  I guessed it’s the first time I took a bath with someone other than mom…since the study camp in middle school?


  And it’s probably the first time I did it alone with someone else.


  Wh-what am I being nervous for…! I wasn’t that nervous with Akatsuki-san!


  “Kept you waiting ~”


  I heard the door slide open, and Madoka-san entered the bathroom.


  She didn’t wrap herself in a towel to cover herself.


  Instead, she proudly put her hands on her hips, and boldly exposed her glittering white naked body.


  I already knew she had a nice body from the swimsuit the previous day, but…


  Her waist was taut and curvy, her hips were nicely raised, and her long, slender legs formed a slender figure.


  The most amazing things about her though were her self-professed F-cup breasts. There wasn’t any support since she didn’t have a bra or a swimsuit on, yet her breasts didn’t sag like a bowl of rice. They swayed with every movement, and I started to feel that physics sus.


  “What do you think?


  Madoka-san looked gleeful, and I answered honestly.


  “So pretty…”


  “Thanks~! You look super beautiful too, Yume-chan!  I’m jealous at how thin you are~! That’s an ideal body shape for all girls.”


  “N-no, that’s…”


  I shriveled back. I was a little embarrassed to be praised by Madoka-san like this.


  Madoka-san scooped up some water from the bathtub, poured it over her, “Sorry, some space please~” and crossed the edge of the bathtub I was in.


  At this moment, I couldn’t help but look between the legs.


  I guessed the reason why it was trimmed was because, someone else might see …?


  “Phew~”


  Madoka-san sat opposite me in the bathtub, and the water level rose past her shoulders, overflowed, and went into the drain.


  This bathtub was rather large to begin with, but it was no wonder it ended up a little cramped after the two of us entered. I cupped my legs while inside, and I could feel Madoka-san’s thighs from time to time, which caused my heart to race for some strange reason.


  “Haa~. I feel released ~.”


  Two round objects floated on the water before Madoka-san while she said this.


  Given that they were so big, they must be rather heavy.


  I guessed this was the period of time during the day where she would be released from this weight, in the buoyancy of the bath…


  “Nihihi. Are you that interested?”


  Madoka-san noticed my stare, and raised her breasts from beneath.


  “Want to touch?”


  “Eh?…n-no, but …”


  “I won’t charge you money ~.”


  “…Th-then …”


  I felt it would be rude to reject her, so I timidly reached my hands out.


  Once I touched, my fingertips sank. When I let go, her skin followed. It felt like it was stuck onto my fingers.


  Ooh~…….


  So that’s how it felt to touch someone else’s breasts…


  I continued to try and touch from the front or from the side,


  “—Nn~”


  Madoka-san suddenly let out a lewd voice.


  Waahhh—! I hastily removed my hands and pulled my distance.


  “S-sorry!”


  “Nihihihi! That was a joke, a joke!”


  Th-that scared me…


  I had as little skinship with other girls as Mizuto…no, I might have little compared to him ever since he had Higashira-san as a friend.


  Madoka-san put her elbow on the edge of the bathtub,


  “Let’s talk about something serious before we’re done ~.”


  She declared.


  “Now you can open your heart and chat with me. After all, we’re naked to each other.”


  “…I don’t have anything to open my heart about.”


  “You do though~. What do you think of Mizuto? Do you like him? Do you hate him?”


  I couldn’t answer her direct question immediately.


  I did like him.


  And I did hate him.


  …And at this point, I didn’t know whether I liked him or hated him…


  “I did think of it before.”


  “Of what…?”


  “What would happen if it’s me.”


  Drop, the water droplet falling from the ceiling caused a ripple on the surface.


  “If I were in high school and had to live under the same roof with a boy my age—I guess it’d be very difficult. There’s a lot of things to consider, and you’ll be conscious of the other no matter what…uncle and aunty might have been unexpectedly oblivious to this. This is the result of Yume and Mizuto’s efforts though.”


  In reality, our relationship was more complicated than Madoka-san imagined.


  But…if it weren’t for that particular circumstance, we probably wouldn’t have this family today.


  He and I already knew each other, which was why we had the Irido family—or so I had been thinking recently …


  “…So Madoka-san, what do you think will happen if it’s you? if one day, you have to suddenly live together with a guy…”


  “It depends on who I live with…but well, if it’s with Mizuto-kun, I probably will like him though?”


  “Ehh?”


  I blinked my eyes in surprise at her nonchalant words.


  “…E-erm…you say, if it’s with Mizuto, because …”


  “To be honest, it’s because of the face.”


  “Face …”


  Madoka-san said so blatantly, “Nihihi” and she giggled.


  “After all, that face is really cute~you might not notice if you’re just in the same class, but living together, you’ll definitely notice his good looks. Furthermore, you haven’t felt much stress living together with him, Yume-chan, so it shows he doesn’t have any personality problems. Now then you’ll be all the more concerned about him, and at this point, even his minor flaws can become an advantage. Is there any maiden out there who can overcome the superiority of ‘I’m the only one in this world who knows how good he is’?”


  ……I was speechless.


  I was too familiar with it.


  It wasn’t possible, but I felt that if Higashira-san was next to me, she too would be speechless.


  “I think the same applies for Mizuto-kun. He does have a pretty girl in Yume-chan living with him…it’s really amazing.”


  “Amazing as in what…?”


  “I can’t tell you until you’re 18~♪”


  I could feel my ears heat up, and I sank to my mouth in the hot water, blowing bubbles.


  I hadn’t encountered any fatally awkward situations in the past four months…but even he would have that side to him, huh?


  …He would. He had some erotic books after all.


  After all, it’s not like we never went through any dangerous situations.


  But…that was when we started off living together.


  That’s because we weren’t used to living together back then.


  That’s because—we hadn’t met Higashira-san.


  “…Actually, even without me…Mizuto will be fine.”


  I pulled my mouth out from the hot water, and said the obvious truth.


  “After all…he has a girl who’s closer to him.”


  “Ahh, that girl, Higashira-chan? I heard that. She’s his ex-girlfriend or something, and she’s been visiting your house since summer vacation started..”


  “Well, the thing about this ex-girlfriend is that it’s just mom and uncle Mineaki’s misunderstanding…”


  “Really? Then what is the relationship?”


  “Higashira-san is a female friend of Mizuto…she confessed to him before, and he rejected her.”


  “Ahh~, I get it I get it. So they returned to being friends, right? So she’s such a type ~.”


  “Such a type?”


  “It’s rare, but there are~ those who jump being friendship and love. It’s infuriating to those love rivals though, like ‘can’t you just back off when you’re dumped~!’ or something like that.”


  “N-no…Higashira-san didn’t do anything wrong…”


  “That’s more troublesome…anyway, you just admitted to being a love rival, didn’t you?”


  “No, I’m not …!”


  “Don’t play dumb.”


  Madoka-san grinned impishly,


  “If only they could have been just friends from the beginning, right? I’m sure there’s someone out there meddling in her love life..”


  “Ugh.”


  “…Hue?”


  “……Sorry, that was me……”


  “Your relationships are getting more and more complicated..”


  Madoka-san murmured as she crossed her arms, lifting her large breasts.


  “I see~. You just supported her not too long ago, so you aren’t really being aggressive…”


  “…No, to be honest, I don’t think there’s a need to be so aggressive.”


  “But do you feel a little restless when you see her next to Mizuto-kun?”


  “……………………”


  “Alright bingo~”


  “No!…But, that’s…”


  That’s just—an unrequited feeling.


  It’s just a lingering possessiveness I had from when we were dating.


  “…Maybe I’ll understand more if Higashira-san’s confession succeeded …”


  “Yume-chan, you’ve been looking for excuses all this while.”


  “Eh?”


  Madoka-san continued to support her head off her elbow, but her tone was a little harsher.


  “You say that if only Mizuto-kun has a good girl next to him, but that’s just an excuse, right? You’re basically saying that you don’t have to fall for Mizuto-kun yourself—”


  I.


  Wouldn’t.


  Have to like him—


  “This is just my guess, you know? But just hear me out…I think to you, the most important person is your mother, Yume-chan, right?”


  “Mom…”


  “Yep. I think you’ve very little self-esteem, Yume-chan. That’s why you end up trying to hold back all the time. You didn’t want Yuni-san and uncle Mineaki to break up, that’s what you’re thinking, and you feel that you shouldn’t be dating Mizuto-kun. It’s not like I don’t understand. In this world, some companies wouldn’t allow for office romances, and a family romance might be so troublesome.”


  Well, I don’t have a non blood-related sibling though, Madoka-san quipped.


  “But Yume-chan, there’s a time limit to your excuses and lies.”


  “Eh …?”


  “I guess it’s hard to notice when it’s family, but I’m sure ‘that time’ will come. When it does, you won’t be able to use uncle Mineaki and Yuni-san as an excuse. Until then, Yume-chan, either you or Mizuto-kun has to draw a clear line.”


  Once she said that so confidently, the question naturally popped up.


  “What do you mean…’that time’? What will happen then?”


  “Hm~…let’s leave this as a surprise for ‘that day’.”


  Again there was a mischievous smile before me.


  “I always wanted to try out such vague words.”


  The ‘time’ when I could no longer keep it vague and deceptive.


  I couldn’t imagine it at this moment.


  But it wasn’t like Madoka-san said it so baselessly—I just hadn’t realized it. It’s clear to anyone that time will come…that’s what I felt.


  “So, it’s the same logic as your summer vacation homework. It’s easier to clear it off nice and cleanly before the deadline.”


  Madoka-san raised her chest and stretched back, as though she was flaunting her chest,


  “So until ‘that time’ comes, why don’t you forget about your family and friends first, and think of what you really want?”


  “But…how do I do this …”


  “It’s simple. If your heart races when you’re with someone, or like whether you want to kiss him, doesn’t that mean you like him?”


  “…But well, what’s the difference from lust?”


  At that moment, I realized how reluctant I was being.


  I immediately continued on, as though I was trying to protect something unknown.


  “Basically, isn’t part of love born out of a desire to breed? So what’s the difference with having a racing heart, and getting all horny?”


  “Oho, you just mentioned a really troublesome question…hm~, the idea of love isn’t the same as breeding. If it’s as what you say, gay love is invalidated.”


  “…That’s.”


  “As for what’s the difference between love and lust…well, it’s a question that troubled humanity for thousands of years. Let me give you my answer first though—”


  Madoka-san put her head onto the arm resting on the edge of the bathtub,


  She showed a mischievous smile—and muttered as though it was a bedroom voice.


  “—Well, after I did it with my boyfriend, I had a look at his face, and still felt that I like him, you know?”


  “Did…!”


  I couldn’t help but recall how we failed when mom and uncle Mineaki weren’t at home in the beginning, when Mizuto pushed me down—at that moment, I got so hot, I couldn’t feel the heat of the bath.


  “Nihihihi! Seems like it’s a little too stimulating~?”


  And with a splash, Madoka-san stood up from the bath.


  Water droplets fell from her ample bosom onto the bathtub like falling rain.


  “I don’t need you to get your answer immediately. I just said ‘let’s finish this nice and cleanly’, right? In that case—let’s start by not avoiding him for the time being!”


  “E-even if you say that …”


  I wouldn’t have to suffer so much if I could do that.


  Nihi, Madoka-san heard that, and giggled once again.


  But this time, her laugh felt as delightful as an angel blowing the trumpet, harking the end.


  “It’s fine. Leave it to this big sister!”


   


  “Wait here for the time being then!”


  Madoka-san said, and pulled the shoji shut.


  After we took the bath, I was led by Madoka-san into a gaudy looking room.


  It seemed to be an empty room, with only a desk, a chest of drawers, and an empty bookshelf —though it seemed to have been cleaned well, judging from the lack of dust on the tatami.


  There are so many people staying in the house, yet there are still empty rooms…it sure is one large mansion


  There was an old white light on the ceiling, but it wasn’t lit.


  There was no string hanging down, so I rubbed my arm over my cardigan and looked for the light switch.


  It’s summer, but the nights get cold here, so make sure to take precautions—given what Madoka-san told me, I wondered if my body would get cold if I stayed for long?


  It seems she’s planning to mediate between Mizuto and me…


  Ah, found it.


  I pressed the switch on the wall.


  …But the light bulb on the ceiling didn’t look like it would glow.


  In that case, the only light source in this room seemed to be the moonlight shining through the shoji.


  “—Over here, over here.”


  And then two silhouettes appeared under the moonlight.


  One of them was Madoka-san.


  And the other…was probably Mizuto.


  “Sorry~ to get you to do this!”


  “…I’m here anyway. I don’t mind.”


  “Thanks~! You should be able to find it soon!”


  It seemed Madoka-san dragged Mizuto here on the pretext of finding something.


  As expected of Madoka-san, nice going.


  …He wouldn’t listen to me if I talked to him, but he always listened readily to Madoka-san.


  “Here, come in come in!”


  The shoji opened.


  Mizuto raised his eyebrows slightly once he saw me stand in the room.


  But Madoka-san nudged him in the back, and forced him onto the tatami.


  “I think it’s in the Tansu over there! Do look for it with Yume-chan! Please continue!”


  “…Haa.”


  Mizuto gave a vague reply, didn’t even give me a glance anymore and proceeded to the pointed Tansu.


  The mood’s really awkward.


  You could at least say hello.?


  —I strongly resisted the urge to lash out, and went to the same Tansu.


  At this moment.


  “—Ah! Owowow! Owowowowowowow~~~!!”


  I heard a ridiculously fake groan, turned my head around, and saw Madoka-san hold her tummy.


  “M-my stomach hurts~. I-I’ll be off to the toilet ~.”


  And while we’re flabbergasted, Madoka-san left the room, and closed the shoji.


  And then she yelled at us while we’re in the room.


  “I won’t be back in thirty minutes! The uncles and aunties won’t be coming near here too~~~~! And don’t, don’t leave this room until I come back~~! That’s!”


  That’s it! I could hear fleeting footsteps unbefitting of someone with a tummy ache, and Madoka-san fled the scene.


  “……………………”


  “……………………”


  A painful silence engulfed the dark room that was lit only by the moonlight.


  I had only one thought.


  …………S-so crude~~~~~~~~!!!!


  Allow me to take back the ‘As expected of Madoka-san’. This was such a flimsy setting! Even Higashira-san would have cared for us a little better!


  Surprisingly, Madoka-san…wasn’t someone who could really lie.


  “…Haa. So that’s it…”


  Mizuto let out a sigh, and slotted back the book he had just drawn out into the tansu.


  He probably realized that what Madoka-san spoke of was just an excuse to get him here.


  “30 minutes…”


  Mizuto took his cell phone out of his pocket and checked the time. There was no clock set in this room.


  After checking the time, he went to the brighter side of the shoji, and started fiddling with his phone.


  It seemed he had no intention to go along with this setting Madoka-san prepared.


  “…You’re not going to say anything?”


  In this quiet space, I looked over to Mizuto.


  “That’s your problem, right?”


  He looked back at his phone.


  “It’s not like you need me to take care of everything for you.”


  That’s right.


  It’s infuriating, but he’s right.


  Back when we were dating, we probably could have compromised to maintain our relationship.


  But then, we ended up in this unbreakable relationship as siblings.


  There was no reason for us to lower our heads to each other.


  He’s clearly implying that I should start the conversation.


  But I—didn’t know.


  I didn’t know what I should say.


  I didn’t know what was the issue in me, and how I should resolve it.


  It’s my third day at this house.


  On the first day, in the old study, I knew of his roots for the first time.


  On the second day, I had fun with my relatives, and felt that I could find my place in the family.


  And then on the third day…I realized how petty I was.


  Yeah. I was such a person.


  I was such a negative, cowardly, intolerant, and small-minded person.


  Surely Mizuto was fed up with me.


  After all, our breakup in middle school was directly caused by how ridiculously petty I was.


  No matter how much I remembered, I only remembered the wrongs I did. My incompetence, my incomprehension, my bad attitude, my bad response—in hindsight, I was in this state because everything was all self-inflicted.


  And because I was such a person—my feelings lingered till today even though I should have long forgotten about them.


  —Ahh, so that’s it?


  Somehow, I started to understand.


  I finally understood what the problem was, and how to fix it.


  I understood what I had to say to him now.


  But I needed courage.


  I needed more courage than when I talked to Mizuto while he was reading, or when I touched upon his roots.


  Because this was basically me cutting my wounds open.


  It was akin to forcibly ripping off a wound that wasn’t healed completely, a scab over my heart.


  But if I, or we, were to put our past behind and look to the future—


  —I needed to accept this wound called the first love.


  I went to Mizuto by the wall, and sat down before him.


  Mizuto didn’t look up from his phone.


  And because of that—I made up my mind, and said the name I couldn’t have used again.


  “Irido-kun.”


  The fingers fiddling the phone stopped.


  “Irido-kun.”


  A perturbed gaze looked at my face.


  “Irido-kun.”


  I should have faced him head on.


  I should have confronted him.


  I shouldn’t have acted like I was enlightened, like I was over the feelings festering in the bottom of my heart.


  After all, I couldn’t possibly ignore the feelings, even if I wanted to.


  “Irido-kun. Irido-kun. Irido-kun.”


  More.


  I really—wanted to call him as such.


  Any many times as I wanted.


  Always.


  A year and a half was way too short.


  How I wished to spend that summer vacation with you.


  And the second Christmas, and the second Valentine’s.


  And the third, fourth, fifth…


  I wanted to be with you more, always—


  “—Irido, kun—”


  My lips quivered, and so did my voice.


  But I didn’t call him enough.


  I called him so many times, but it’s not enough, not at all—


  “—Irido, kun—”


  Let’s break up.


  When I first heard these words from him, I felt a load off my shoulders.


  It’s over.


  It’s finally over.


  This pain, this sadness, this loneliness was finally about to be over.


  That was what I…truly felt back then.


  But.


  What could have been flashed in my mind.


  The time that could have happened appeared in my mind.


  The memories that could be created filled every corner of my mind.


  Surely I would be happy.


  Surely I would be blessed.


  No matter how painful, sad, lonely to the point where I felt heartbreak, if I could exchange that moment.


  Ahhh——


  ——If only we hadn’t broken up to begin with.


  I regretted it.


  Ever since we broke up, ever since we became stepsiblings, I clearly―regretted, for the first time.


  There were so many ways to resolve such arguments.


  As long as we wanted to, it’s far too easy to realize our own feelings.


  If I continued to play with him, to be with him.


  If one side actually backed down, and made a phone call during summer vacation.


  If we had prepared presents for Christmas.


  If we had made chocolates for Valentine’s.


  If one had refused to accept the breakup.


  There were so many chances.


  Infinite. Countless.


  Yet I let all these chances slip.


  I always thought the kind Irido-kun could settle it…I was so foolish, yet so hopeful…


  I was a fool. I was really a fool.


  New class, new friends, studying for exams, these were all excuses I made for myself.


  What I really wanted was something else altogether.


  And because I always chose to run away, I ended up twisting myself, and ended up in such an ugly state.


  “――――Irido-kun――――”


  I don’t care if you don’t answer. I’m just getting closure on my own.


  I don’t care if you don’t answer. I can move forward if I can get over these feelings.


  I don’t care if you don’t answer. You’re right, there’s no reason for you to do so.


  That’s why I can’t cry. That’ll cause you sympathy.


  That’s why I can’t cry. If he consoled me, I’ll be back to how I was before.


  That’s why I can’t cry.


  The person who would wipe my tears―was abandoned by none other than me.


  “――Ayai.”


  For a moment, I thought I hallucinated.


  After all…he never addressed me like this.


  But at the next moment, he gently put his fingers on my cheek, and I knew it was reality.


  “…Just this once.”


  Mizuto knelt down on one leg, and was within touching distance.


  “Let’s go back to the past…for now, Ayai.”


  Behind him, on the tatamis, was a phone that was switched off.


  There was no clock in this room.


  The phone was the only thing to check the time with.


  As for what year, month, day, day of the week it was―


  ―Neither Mizuto nor I knew.


  “……Uu……Ahh……！”


  I whimpered―and then.


  I embraced Mizuto with all my might.


  “Irido-kun――Irido-kun, Irido-kun, Irido-kun――!!”


  “Ayai.”


  izuto gently answered my call, and gently patted my back.


  I guessed I could apologize at this point if I wanted to.


  I could have told him, sorry for being so strangely jealous, sorry for not getting along with you, and so on.


  Just…let me redo this one year.


  But neither I, nor he, did so.


  After all…it’s all over.


  Everything and anything, was over.


  After all, a lot of things could begin only after others were over.


  I couldn’t pretend that…nothing happened over the past year.


  I started to understand how Higashira-san felt when I consoled her after she was rejected.


  The wound of pus that was this lingering regret.


  Only those in the same boat could heal the wounds.


  The one I should sympathize with wasn’t Higashira-san―


  ―There’s only one person, and that’s Irido-kun.


  Under the moonlight, we embraced, and didn’t break apart.


  We didn’t kiss.


  It’s all because I was the ex-girlfriend, and he was the ex-boyfriend.


   


  “About 5 minutes more.”


  Mizuto muttered as he looked at the phone that was switched on.


  There’s another five minutes left till the thirty minutes Madoka-san declared.


  Well, it wouldn’t be surprising if she was to return a few minutes earlier, or later, given her horrible acting…


  I was a little tired from crying, leaned my back on the wall, and looked into the hand mirror.


  Woah…my eyes are really red…


  Someone would have known that I had just cried. Is there any way to deal with this…


  “So, anyway?”


  Mizuto, seated next to me, put his elbows on his knees as he said.


  “What do you dislike so much that you avoid me? I still don’t get it.”


  Ah…speaking of which, I hadn’t mentioned it.


  To Mizuto, I was the girl who suddenly started calling him in the old manner and cried.


  …It’s amazing he could still deal with this.


  Is he an esper? You understand me too well.


  And this is―yes, what I liked about you.


  Though it’s in the past.


  “…Nothing really. I digested it.”


  “I haven’t digested yet. My stomach’s all rumbling.”


  “Can’t you just let it out?”


  “I’m constipated. I’m stressed because of a certain person.”


  How sarcastic.


  I really hated this part about him. Always.


  “…Fi…”


  I exhaled softly, looked towards the dim ceiling, and made up my mind.


  “…First love.”


  “Huh?”


  “I thought your first love was Madoka-san…and somehow it pissed me off.”


  Ah goodness, it’s embarrassing!


  Don’t make me explain my black history to you!


  I wondered how he would take me as a fool, and glanced aside at him.


  And then.


  Mizuto frowned with surprise, and tilted his head.


  “First love…? Madoka-san? Me?”


  “Eh?”


  Wait…he’s really confused?


  “I-I’m wrong…?”


  “I don’t remember liking Madoka-san.”


  “Bu-but I thought guys often like older sisters amongst their relatives and such…”


  “That’s just most of the time.”


  “No wait…r-right. Aren’t you always obedient to Madoka-san!? You always ignored me when I asked you!”


  “That’s because Madoka-san’s too forceful.”


  Mizuto looked dumbfounded as he sighed.


  “Weren’t you also shut in this room for no good reason?”


  “…Ah.”


  That’s true.


  “Madoka-san’s the relative who’s closest to me in age, and it’s true she always took care of me in the past, but I never liked her. I found her annoying since she always pesters me.”


  Though I’m used to it now, or so Mizuto said.


  “I thought you were asking weird questions yesterday, but I didn’t think it would be about such misunderstandings…say, your basic specs are decent, but why are your screws always loose at the critical moment?”


  “Grr…”


  I couldn’t make a sound.


  This was completely my fault.


  Msst, I could hear footsteps from afar.


  Maybe Madoka-san had returned.


  Mizuto stood up, basked under the moonlight, and looked down at me.


  “You alright, Yume?”


  He seemingly emphasized the manner in which he called me, and I answered.


  “Yes, don’t worry, Mizuto.”


  We addressed each other by name not because we got closer.


  It’s just because we had the same family name


  What drove this evolution of terminology was simply so boring.


  “…Fufu.”


  For some reason, I found it strangely funny.


  Maybe it’s because I realized after all these years.


  We’re at this age, and I finally had such an old family member―and.


  “…See. Didn’t I tell you?”


  “Eh?”


  Mizuto suddenly muttered, and I looked up to see my little stepbrother hear the approaching footsteps by the shoji, as though hiding something.


  “―Didn’t I say my first love was someone who liked to smile…you idiot?”


  At that moment.


  I was utterly grateful that the bulb in the room couldn’t light up.
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Chapter 8: The Ex-Couple returns to the hometown 4 (The declaration from the First Kiss.)

  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.


  What a wonderful time.


  Yes. I won’t be stubborn and deny it anymore.


  I was really happy during the time I was Mizuto Irido’s girlfriend—at least until the summer vacation of my third year..


  In hindsight, the peak of that happiness—was definitely that day.


  Not Christmas. Not Valentine’s Day. Not any special day.


  Just an ordinary day.


  It was a day when we left the classroom separately as usual, met up outside the school, and went home together.


  Days passed since we started dating, and we were getting used to walking hand in hand―that was when I started to think about the next step.


  “When was your first kiss?”


  Popping up in my mind was the headline of an internet article I saw.


  I was thinking of those untrustworthy, vague numbers like ‘●th date’ and ‘x months of dating’, and I kept glancing at my boyfriend’s face as we walked hand in hand.


  Maybe…it’s about time?


  All the conditions written on the internet were mostly fulfilled.


  I guess…we should try it?


  We were on the familiar route from school, but I couldn’t help but feel nervous.


  From time to time, I was worried he would notice my thoughts through my grip or sweat, and I was jittery.


  But at the same time…I too hoped that he would realize my feelings, so I took the initiative to suggest.


  I knew very well.


  No matter how foolish I was, after dating for so long, I should have known.


  Mizuto Irido would never take the initiative to kiss.


  So in other words, I had to suggest it…?


  But, how do I go about doing it…?


  So I panicked for dozens of minutes or so, and we arrived at the same place where we usually said goodbye.


  Usually, I wouldn’t feel lonely.


  I could talk to him on my phone once I got home, and I could see him the next day.


  But on this day―


  ―See you tomorrow then.


  Irido-kun gently waved his hand, and turned his back on me.


  At that moment.


  It happened completely instinctively.


  I abruptly reached my hand out, and grabbed Irido-kun’s arm.


  ―Hm?


  Irido-kun looked back at me in confusion.


  In the end…I couldn’t say anything.


  I just stared at him.


  Jiiiiii―


  I continued to look at his eyes, but, nothing.


  Please notice.


  Please notice.


  Please notice.


  So I prayed―and resolved myself.


  I closed my eyes and raised my chin.


  I would have to die if I didn’t go through with this.


  My back was against the wall.


  My heart was beating so fast that it felt like it was going to burst, and my body froze like stone.


  I didn’t know how many more seconds passed.


  I thought I made a mistake by closing my eyes.


  If I had at least kept my eyes open, I could have waited while watching Irido-kun.


  But I couldn’t open my eyes here.


  Ahhh, what do I do, what do I do! Irido-kun, are you still here? I’m still holding your hand. Is it alright? I’m not left behind―


  And then my lips touched something warm.


  At that moment, the tension that bound my entire body was gone.


  The frantic heartbeat became a peaceful rhythm that engulfed me.


  Thack. Our teeth touched.


  And naturally, we moved our lips away from each other.


  I finally opened my eyes―and saw my boyfriend’s face, reddened by the evening glow.


  ―…Iri


  I felt a pleasant warmth rise to my face, and covered my lips with my hand.


  ―Surprisingly…it’s difficult, right?


  And then he smiled faintly at me, as though to hide his own embarrassment.


  ―…Let’s slowly get used to this.


  This was the moment.


  This was the happiest moment of my life.


  From now on, I can do this with him, over and over again, forever and ever.


  At that moment, I wondered if it was permissible to have such a feeling, and I felt all fluffy.


  Once I returned home, I set this date as my phone password.


  And so I felt that by doing so, this utmost happiest would continue forever.


  …Even though it wasn’t possible.


  Everything had to come to an end after all.


  In a certain sense, it was a symbolic episode.


  I was the kind of person who always left everything to others, even for those things I wanted to do.


  And because of that,


  That’s why you ended up attending the summer festival alone―Yume Ayai.


  ◆Yume Irido◆


  “Yume-chan…that’s great!”


  Madoka-san, dressed in a yukata, looked at me as if she were licking my body from bottom to top, her eyes filled with excitement.


  “You’re so skinny, it’s like you’re born to wear a kimono…! That’s great! Perfect! A Yamato Nadeshiko! Hey, how about a taisho romantic style!? I can get a costume!”


  “N-no need…a yukata’s fine.”


  I was a little taken aback by Madoka-san’s vigor and looked at my reflection in the mirror.


  My first date with Mizuto was during the summer festival. The one I wore back then was navy blue, a calm color base.


  But this time, Madoka-san forced me to wear a flashy white yukata with red flowers.


  “You look like fireworks blooming on earth! This year’s fireworks display will be a disaster because everyone will be looking at you, Yume-chan!”


  “No, erm…you’re just making fun of me, right?”


  “I’m being honest though…”


  Madoka-san pouted. She was wearing a plain navy blue that seemingly blended into the darkness. “I’ll fulfill my role as Kuroko the stagehand!” so she said.


  “Come on, come on, come on. Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go! Mizuto-kun’s waiting~.”


  “Why is Mizuto here…”


  “Okay okay. Whatever you say, Yume-chan. I want to see his reaction!”


  I couldn’t really refuse as Madoka-san had put these clothes on me. She nudged me in the back, and we left the entrance.


  The car was waiting outside.


  The festival was held in the town near the station, so uncle Mineaki gave us a ride; he was going on a date with mom.


  Mizuto and Chikuma-kun waited for us over there.


  Madoka-san pushed me before them and looked over my shoulder, grinning away at Mizuto.


  “What do you think? What do you think? Pretty right~?”


  Mizuto looked at me with his usual sleepy eyes.


  As though he was appraising me in the yukata―


  ―He’s wearing a grey yukata.


  “…Now then.”


  “Hm?”


  I ignored the surprised Madoka-san and went towards Mizuto in the yukata, step by step.


  “Eh, can we have…a photo, together!?”


  ITTT SSSUUUIIIIITTTTSSSSS HHHHHHIIIIIIIIMMMMMM~~~~~~~~~~~~~!!!!!


  What the hell? What’s with this guy? Was he born to wear kimonos? His slender frame, his caressing shoulders, his body lines, everything made that simple plain yukata look so beautiful! Kuuu~, I have to record this…save it in my phone…


  Mizuto narrowed his eyes and took a step away from me.。


  “…Feels disgusting. Better not.”


  “Why!? It’s not disgusting at all! There’s nothing cooler than you! I guess even you can’t be underestimated in that yukata!”


  “I’m talking about you! Like there’s anything that can be used to describe you other than disgusting!?”


  You insolent fellow! I’m taking this then.


  Madoka-san, who saw me take the phone out from my purse, showed a wry smile.


  “You don’t have the right to tell me off, Yume-chan…”


  “We’re going to park the car then.”


  “Be careful everyone~”


  We got out of the car, mom and uncle Mineaki drove the car into the almost-packed parking lots.


  I took a look around.


  “There’s a lot of people…


  “Ah yeah. There’s a lot of people just dozens of minutes away from that village.”


  I thought that the area around the station was rather urbanized to begin with.


  There were a lot of commercial buildings, pedestrians, but not this many.


  The sidewalks were filled with people, people, people.


  There wasn’t enough room to pass through a crowd moving in the same direction.


  Where did this many people come from？


  “The festival here is rather famous in this area. A lot of people come here by train. Of course, it’s not as famous as the Kyoto festivals.”


  “I heard there will be fireworks. Is it that great?”


  “It’s amazing, you know? Besides, the blessings of the shrines hosting this festival have very accurate fortunes.”


  “Fortune?”


  “Nihi” Madoka-san giggled with intent.


  “Match. Making♪”


  “…That doesn’t have anything to do with me, right?”


  “Eh~？This matchmaking doesn’t just refer to marriage, you know～？ What are you thinking when you say that~？Why don’t you tell this big sister～?”


  “…Ugh…”


  Sh-she’s increasingly annoying…


  “Hihihi! Well, that’s why it’s one of the few date spots around here,  isn’t it? It’s not like you have to pay a visit to the shrine, so why don’t you just enjoy the fair?”


  “Come here Chikuma.” Madoka-san said as she reached her hand out to Chikuma-san, who obediently held that hand.


  “It’ll be troublesome if you get lost, you know?”


  Madoka-san smiled faintly as she glanced at Mizuto and me. Her intentions were obvious.


  Mizuto gently sighed.


  “I’m not a kid who’ll get lost. If I do, I can find my way—”


  But before Mizuto could finish, I grabbed his left hand.


  Mizuto looked at the grabbed hand, and then at my face.


  “…What do you mean by this?”


  “It’s the older sister’s responsibility if the little brother gets lost. Right Madoka-san?”


  “That’s right!”


  I looked at Madoka-san in the eyes, and we giggled away.


  The time to be fussy over this little thing is over, Mizuto-kun.


  Mizuto bashfully looked aside.


  “…Got it. I just need to hold your hand, right?”


  “It’s amazing that you’re listening to me so obediently.”


  “Shut up…”


  I giggled away as I walked alongside Mizuto.


  After I bawled before Mizuto yesterday, I felt a lot better.


  Maybe it’s because I really unburdened a lot of unnecessary things…compared to before, I felt that I didn’t have to worry about touching Mizuto.


  Excluding the fact that he was my ex, he’s just someone with communication issues, except when it came to sarcasm..


  To ensure that our guides Madoka-san and Chikuma-kun didn’t hear, I quietly asked Mizuto next to me.


  “Why did you come along? You don’t like crowds like this.”


  “Nobody likes this occasion…it’s just that every year, I get dragged here by Madoka-san. Resistance is futile now”


  “Humm~…”


  Didn’t you come here to see my yukata? I couldn’t say this teasing remark though.


  Yukatas and summer festivals. The last memory involving these two things were too bitter for me.


  During the summer vacation of my ninth grade.


  Our relationship was a little bit strained because of the argument we had before then, and we didn’t make any plans for this rare opportunity of a vacation.


  But even so…with an inkling of hope, I went to the summer festival in the yukata.


  it so happened to be exactly one year ago where I had my first date with him.


  Maybe, he came too—and maybe he would find me, just like before. That was the naive hope I had when I visited the place a year later.


  And the result was obvious.


  At that time, I was alone until the end of the festival.


  Surely he didn’t know—this was my last memory of a yukata, and the summer festival.


  Surely he didn’t know the loneliness, uneasiness, and sadness I felt that day when everything ended—the longing could fade away, but that pain alone might never heal.


  We followed the crowds through what appeared to be the Sandō, and I saw an array of glittering stalls.


  Takoyaki, cotton candy, pickled cucumber, chocolate bananas, okonomiyaki, pickled cucumber, yakisoba, fried chicken, pickled cucumber, pickled cucumber, pickled cucumber─


  “Say, aren’t there too many stalls selling pickled cucumber?”


  “Somehow~there’s a lot every year.”


  Madoka-san giggled.


  For some reason, I noticed a number of stores with many cucumbers on sticks piled on a Zaru. There were as many of them as there were takoyaki and yakisoba stores combined. Was there such a demand for them?


  What do you two want to eat? Your grandmother has given us a lot of money, so go ahead, spend away~!”


  “The night stalls are obviously very expensive…I think the prices at a convenience store might be cheaper.”


  “Don’t worry! It’s the countryside here. You won’t find any convenience stores around! Nihihi!”


  She didn’t deny that they were expensive…


  But well, it’s like coffee types at a cafe, part of the value comes with the atmosphere. It’s different buying takoyaki from a night stall compared to a convenience store.


  “If you don’t know what you want, we can go to a place my acquaintance owns. If only the shop’s opened this year.”


  “Eh? Acquaintance？…don’t you only visit once a year, Madoka-san? You don’t really stay around here, right?”


  “Watch and learn. This is a real extrovert.”


  “Can you not make it sound like I’m a faker?”


  “But that’s the truth.”


  “I don’t need you to tell me that!”


  “It’s pointless to cover up something that smells foul anyway.”


  I’m living my high school life through such tactics, okay!?


  We followed Madoka-san’s lead, and finally arrived at a stall.


  “Hello~！You’re here again this year~!”


  “Ooo~！Madoka-chaan~? Came back here again~!”


  “Nihihi~ thank you thank you.”


  …A suspicious Indian.


  It’s an Indian uncle who had a goofy accent, to the point where he sounded fake.


  Well, he’s a little tan, and I couldn’t conclude at first glance that he’s Indian…it’s just that he’s stirring a pot while chatting with Madoka-san, and it’s clearly curry….


  “The tandoori chicken here is great. Want to try it?”


  And next to Madoka-san, Chikuma-kun reached his little hands out, and handed some money to the mysterious Indian.


  “Ohh~Chikuma-kun! Thankie! Our curry is better than the ones in India~!”


  What’s with the appearance of this Japanese stereotype of an Indian…so I thought, but Chikuma-kun accepted the tandoori chicken in curry without any fear. He seems to be used to it.


  “Well…since it’s a rare chance.”


  “OK~! Uncle,  one each for them~!”


  “Okay~!”


  She actually ordered for Mizuto too, but he didn’t complain, so it should be fine.


  Soon after, the tandoori chicken was served to us.


  I made sure to avoid getting my yukata dirty as I cautiously took a bit. A spicy flavor spread in my mouth along with the texture of the chicken.


  “…D-delicious…”


  “Isn’t this~？This uncle’s food is great! Though he looks suspicious!”


  “I am no suspicious!”


  So even Madoka-san finds him suspicious too…


  Next to me, Mizuto ate the tandoori chicken wordlessly. I couldn’t determine any thoughts from his face.


  “Delicious?”


  “…Well.”


  “Be specific.”


  “……………………”


  Somehow he ended up silent. Did he really hate to listen to me?


  “Woah, Chikuma-kun. Look, you have it all over your mouth. Don’t move. I’ll wipe it for you.”


  “I-I’ll do it myself…mgu.”


  Madoka-san wiped Chikuma-kun’s mouth with a tissue. He was probably embarrassed as he kept resisting. I was the one who wiped his mouth at the barbeque the last time, if I remembered correctly?


  While I spaced out at the sight before me, Madoka-san suddenly gave me a look.


  …Ah.


  I hastily turned around, and saw Mizuto’s lips stained with curry.


  “Mizuto——”


  “…………”


  The moment I was about to take out the tissue, Mizuto quickly wiped away the curry .


  Grrr, too late! Even though I succeeded back when we were at the river!


  “What are you playing at?”


  “Well, if I’m doing the same thing as Madoka-san, that makes me the older sister, right?”


  “Not at all.”


  “I am!”


  As the only child, I always played the role of an older sister through instinct.


  But guess what.? Now I have Madoka-san as an example, it’s easy for me to act like one!


  Now people around us will think I’m the older sister. The same can’t be said of. Fufufu…


  “…Nihi. I see~…”


  Once we left the suspicious Indian’s stall, we went down the Sandō.


  The crowd was so packed, we couldn’t move freely, and it extended so far in front, we couldn’t see the front.


  “Ah, Chikuma-kun, let’s have a look. There’s a shooting game down there. Wanna try~?”


  Once Madoka-san said so, Chikuma-kun looked towards the target shooting shop. He looked at the prizes lined up on the shelves in the back, “ah” and blurted.


  I guessed the biggest reason was a game console box placed as the top prize.


  …Well, I would think the owner would want the players to win that.


  “I-I want to play…”


  “Alrighty~! Big sis will play with you and aim for the top prize then!”


  Payment was made, Chikuma-kun received the gun and leaned forward, aiming at the game console box.


  But that gun was shaky. It didn’t seem like his arms were strong enough.


  He’s not going to make it,


  “Ah, seriously. Look, you got to hold the gun like this.”


  Madoka-san giggled as she hugged Chikuma-kun from behind, lifting his arms.


  “S-sis…I can do it, myself…”


  “Don’t be so nervous! Come on, aim properly, okay?”


  …They’re siblings, but should they be this close?


  Her breasts were touching his back, and she was basically blowing into his ear—ah, I see. They didn’t mind since they’re siblings—


  Thud, the bullet flew out from Chikuma-kun’s gun.


  But unfortunately, it wheezed to the side and rolled on the ground without hitting any prize.


  “Ah, too bad~”


  “…Uuu…”


  “Hmm…can’t let it end like this…so, Mizuto-kun!”


  Mizuto, who was suddenly nominated, suddenly raised an eyebrow.


  “I’ll leave it to you to take revenge for Chikuma-kun! Yume-chan too, you need to support. As. A. Big. Sister♪”


  I looked at Madoka-san’s giggling face, and realized then that I was had.


  M-Madoka-san…did this on purpose knowing that I modelled myself off her…!


  “…Looks like I got no choice. Just this once.”


  Mizuto probably didn’t realize the intentions, glanced aside at the sad looking Chikuma-kun, and handed some money to the uncle manning the stall.


  He held the gun, and leaned forward at the stall.


  And right when I stood still behind him, Madoka-san crept towards me, and whispered at my ear.


  “(What now~ big sister? If you aren’t going to help your little brother—)”


  “(Ah, but, that’s…!)”


  “(Huh? That’s weird? You’ll just~ be~ a big sister hugging her little brother from behind. What are you worried about, Yume-chan~?)”


  M-Madoka-san’s…horrible!


  I was cut off from my retreat, and unwillingly approached Mizuto’s back.


  If he didn’t need me to help in any way, I could at least try to slip by with this excuse. We’re talking about a beansprout who completely lacked exercise though, and the gun was shaking as much as Chikuma-kun did.


  He’s obviously not going to be able to avenge Chikuma-kun at this rate.


  Y-yes…it’s all for Chikuma-kun’s sake….


  I finally resolved myself, reached out from the back, and grabbed Mizuto’s arm.


  “Eh…hey!?”


  “O-okay now. Don’t look here! Just aim!”


  I hastily shouted back right when Mizuto wanted to turn back.


  In the meanwhile, my hand reached for the yukata sleeve, and I held his wrist.


  …It’s so thin, but the muscles were so firm…they’re really different from a girl’s.


  Did he not feel the same when he touched me?


  Something like…it’s different from a guy’s.


  “Aren’t you aiming a little too much to the right?”


  “Not at all.”


  “You are!”


  “Shut up. This is fine, right?”


  “This is way too much to the left!”


  We bickered—and finally took aim.


  We just needed to squeeze the trigger.


  …But for some reason…


  My elbows mounted on the counter started to tremble.


  For a while, my arms tensed up so that my body, especially my breasts—wouldn’t touch Mizuto’s back…but it took us an unexpectedly long time to aim, so the strength in my arm was….


  “Right…”


  Mizuto held his breath, and exerted strength into his finger.


  And it was at this moment where my arms finally gave out.


  “Ah.”


  —Just to preface.


  It’s true that back in middle school, we were kissing away like horny monkeys. That was the truth.


  But I swear, I’ve never done anything more than that–I mean, erm…touching…getting touched…I-I absolutely never did those things!


  My arms relaxed, and my body fell down—


  —And my breasts pressed onto Mizuto’s shoulder blade.


  “!?”


  Mizuto’s body then jolted.


  A bullet flew out.


  The bullet flew higher than where it was aimed, and went in an arc, like a hill.


  “Ah~”


  Right behind us, Madoka-san squealed in pity.


  I-it’s a mistake…it’s all my fault.


  But that thought ended in a flash.


  Thud.


  The bullet flew in an arch, and hit the white bunny doll right beneath the game console we were aiming at.


  The doll fell down.


  “Ah, you hit it!”


  The uncle running the stall picked up the doll, “Okay!” and exchanged it with Mizuto’s gun.


  We stared blankly at the white rabbit doll with a sporty teenage look, and spaced out for a while.


  “…Did you do that on purpose?”


  Mizuto muttered.


  “H-how’s that possible…! My hands are just tired…”


  “I see. Thank goodness my little stepsister isn’t an exhibitionist.”


  “Ex…!? A-anyway, what’s with that reaction…!? A-aren’t you already used to Higashira-san’s already…!?”


  “…You’re not her though.”


  “Eh?”


  “Higashira never thinks whenever she clings onto me. I can tell how nervous you are. Calm down already!”


  “Wha…! Y-you’re making it sound like I’m familiar with touching guys compared to Higashira-san! Aren’t you being too sensitive about this, you silent pervert!?”


  “Okay okay, you two, don’t interfere with business here.”


  Madoka-san nudged us in the back, off the Sandō, to the slightly dim side. A few people were squatting on the ground eating takoyaki and soba noodles.”


  Once again, I looked at Mizuto who was holding a rabbit doll.


  “Doesn’t suit you at all…”


  “You don’t have to comment about everything. Can’t you just keep some words to yourself or something?”


  “Pssh. Isn’t that a good thing? We can be a little friendlier.”


  “You don’t carry that around with you! It’s not like she’s some kind of loli character with a dark side!”


  I didn’t understand his analogy, but in any case, the pairing of Mizuto and the doll was a little off. Even Higashira-san, if she were to see this doll in Mizuto’s room would say something like ‘Eh? What’s with this gap-moe? Isn’t this too much? This old-fashioned style isn’t exactly popular nowadays~ ‘, or something like that.


  So I thought, and found Chikuma-kun staring intensely at the doll in Mizuto’s hand.


  Speaking of which, didn’t we play the shooting game to avenge Chikuma-kun?


  But, do boys like such cute dolls…?


  Hm?


  Mizuto noticed Chikuma-kun’s eyes, squinted his eyes, and looked at the doll again.


  “Ahhh…that?”


  While he muttered so.


  “Hm.”


  Mizuto shoved the doll into Chikuma-kun’s hands.


  Chikuma-kun instinctively received the doll, looked up at Mizuto’s face, and his big eyes blinked incessantly.


  “Ah…erm…”


  “I don’t need this. Take it.”


  When Mizuto said this with a stiff tone, Chikuma-kun hugged the doll firmly.


  “Th-thank you very much.”


  Hmm…suits him.


  He’s a boy, but Chikuma-kun’s cute face and the doll were a perfect match.


  Given how the corners of his mouth were raised, it seemed he really wanted this doll.


  I asked Mizuto discreetly,


  “(How did you know he wanted it?)”


  “(Because the doll is a game character.)”


  “(Eh? Really?)”


  “(It’s a Pokémon. I saw Chikuma-kun play that.)”


  Ahh…now that he mentioned it.


  I looked away from the happy Chikuma-kun and towards my stone-faced brother.


  “(I’m surprised that you’re so observant. He usually doesn’t even say a word.)”


  “(…He’s like that. Must be tough on him every day)”


  Mizuto wasn’t shy, but he’s never one who would blend with the crowd.


  Just as I felt closer to Chikuma-kun, I think he too was always concerned about Chikuma-kun too…


  If that’s the case, he could have just talked..


  What would his expression be if he knew that Chikuma-kun respected him?


  “(You’re really awkward as an older brother too.)”


  “(What do you mean by ‘too’? When have I ever been clumsy?)”


  “(Now I think I can’t let you be my older brother.)”


  “(Better than you as my older sister.)”


  Always dishonest as always. Look at how honest Chikuma-kun is. Learn from him already.


  Mizuto grunted in annoyance, and I couldn’t help but giggle while looking at his sidelong face.


   


  When are the fireworks going off?


  After that incident, we were dragged around the night market by Madoka-san.


  We tried our hands on takoyaki, cotton candy, and other food stores, and even tried out something suspicious sounding called an automatic fortune teller. it’s really a piece of junk.


  We strolled leisurely, and slowly arrived near the main hall of the shrine. It seemed we could go in to worship—the god of marriage or something. I didn’t have anything for him, I just wanted to punch him.


  But when I saw the crowd before us, I felt we wouldn’t be able to see the fireworks without having a good seat in advance. I asked Madoka-san,


  “Hm~, I think it’s about 8pm or so.”


  Madoka-san said while licking the lollipop in her hand,


  “Don’t worry. We asked someone else to reserve seats for us.”


  “Someone else?”


  “Ah, uncle and aunty.”


  Madoka-san suddenly said so, and I looked over at where she was looking.


  I saw a building that looked like a shrine office; mom and uncle Mineaki appeared to be talking to a stranger.


  I remembered mom and uncle Mineaki said that they wanted to go on a date alone.


  “Who are they talking to?”


  “Who’s~ that old granny? Well, our family’s rather famous here, so we’re rather well connected over here.”


  So mom’s just greeting them? Or maybe they met coincidentally and just wanted to chat? Maybe I shouldn’t greet them…?


  “—Ah, Yume~! Mizuto-kun~!”


  Meanwhile, mom noticed us, and waved us over.


  I nonchalantly let go of Mizuto’s hand. In any case, it was going to be a problem holding hands in front of mom.


  We approached mom with Madoka-san and Chikuma-kun,


  “You came just in time! Keidouin-san, this is my daughter Yume.”


  “Ara ara, what a cute daughter. This yukata really suits you, few young people these days are wearing yukata so well …”


  “Thank you for the compliments. My name is Yume Irido…”


  She wasn’t introduced to me, so I never knew who she was until the very end. Given her elegant manner of speech though, I felt she was some celebrity.


  “You don’t have to worry about nobody wanting her given her good looks. Our granddaughter is approaching 30 and still hanging out all day…”


  “Eh~? Thirty years old isn’t old these days ~! it’s fine, it’s fine!”


  Madoka-san, who was just muttering “Who is she?”, didn’t look timid at all. At best, she’s brave, but at worst, she’s hardheaded. I wished I could have some of that personality.


  “Mizuto-kun too now has a family other than his father.”


  The elegant granny smiled gently and looked at me.


  “Even as an outsider, I was worried when I heard from Natsume. It might be a strange situation to suddenly adapt to, but please take care of Mizuto-kun.”


  “…Yes.”


  I nodded, but I felt some dissonance.


  She seemed to imply that Mizuto was a poor child who couldn’t live without others.


  The Mizuto Irido I knew was a person who could take care of everything on his own, even without associating himself with his surroundings.


  I never thought he was a pitiful kid.


  Are we really talking about the same person? I was a little confused…


  “We’ve got a great spot for the Tanesatos to watch the fireworks. We’ll show you the way.”


  “Thank you for doing so every year.”


  “Yume and Madoka-chan, what do you want to do? There’s still some time until the fireworks start—”


  I pondered over what I should do next, and looked back.


  And just then, I realized.


  Mizuto, who had been beside me all this time, had somehow pulled away from me for a short time.


  He silently—disappeared, as though he melted into the moving crowds.


  “…Ah…”


  He didn’t flee the scene.


  He wasn’t ostracized.


  It’s like—he melted.


  That’s how it felt to me.


  Mizuto vanished from this world, as though he never existed.


  “Ahh~…he’s gone again.”


  Madoka-san was a tad late in realizing so, and frowned in distress.


  “Why is it…that every year, he disappears alone?”


  Right.


  Everything that happened over the past few days flashed through my mind.


  —The first day.


  On the first day, when Mizuto was leaving the party, uncle Mineaki told him ‘thank you’.


  At this point, I understood that he must have been telling Mizuto, “Thank you for coming to the party with us”.


  I guessed Mizuto’s own father, uncle Mineaki, was the only person who knew that a party wasn’t something Mizuto was happy about.


  —The second day.


  Mizuto never wanted to join the barbecue at all.


  He was so absorbed in his own world that he wouldn’t even raise his head.


  He only said a few words after I approached him…


  —The third day.


  Mizuto was obviously displeased when he saw me talking with Chikuma-kun.


  He looked like a kid who had his toy stolen.


  But he wasn’t unhappy at Chikuma-kun. After all—


  —And today.


  Mizuto didn’t mean to ignore his relatives either.


  In fact, he also watched over and took good care of Chikuma-kun. If he was really completely indifferent to his relatives, how could he think of giving away the doll?


  And that’s not all.


  —On Mother’s Day, I saw his blank expression in front of his real mother’s shrine.


  —Higashira-san feared that she would lose her place in Mizuto’s heart.


  —And Mizuto said ‘there’s no place’ when he dumped Higashira-san.


  And then—


  —Ayai.


  —…Nothing…


  —Actually, my phone’s running out of power.


  If he had called me at a place where he couldn’t charge his phone.


  I looked at my phone.


  August 12, 7:26 p.m.


  Yep.


  Right, that’s right. No doubt about it.


  I couldn’t have known. How could I have known then?


  Two years ago, I,


  How could I have known that he had gone back home to attend the local summer festival?


  —”I really wanted you to hold me back.”


  From being classmates.


  To a girlfriend.


  And then, we became a family.


  I saw various sides of Mizuto Irido from various vantages.


  They were like jigsaws pieced together―and finally combined into a three-dimensional image.


  I had never seen before.


  How could I have seen it just by becoming his lover?


  In hindsight, a person’s way of life would surely be derived from their trajectory in life, and warped to this form.


  There was nothing he could do about it.


  Everything was a natural consequence.


  The people around him were so certain, so eager, and said so about him.


  Even he himself recognized this.


  That’s what led to the creation of the person Mizuto Irido.


  So, what happened back then must have been his struggle.


  He must have been struggling.


  After all, his bond with Yume Ayai was his only weapon.


  What was he fighting against, you ask?


  What else?


  Of course, it was the trap laid by God.


  In other words, Fate.


  “…I.”


  Thus,


  My heartfelt voice, which had been a nemesis against him all this while, naturally came to my lips.


  “I’ll look for him.”


  A playful smile appeared on Madoka-san’s face once she heard that.


  “Go get him. And hurry back.”


  That call record log was still in my phone.


  ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆


  For as long as I can remember, I never felt any realism.


  Everything seemed unrelated to me.


  Everything I saw seemed empty to me.


  It felt like everything that people called life was on the other side of the monitor.


  Now, I’m not self-inserting myself as the protagonist of ‘No Longer Human’.


  Of course, there’s some overlap between me and him. There were times when I looked at him, and would think ‘isn’t this me’…but I was definitely a different person from Osamu Dazai.


  It’s just that I couldn’t relate to anything.


  Whether my classmates were happy, sad, or angry, I couldn’t resonate with them.


  Maybe it was because I knew.


  Thank goodness.


  You’re so pitiful.


  I already realized that it was pointless to add such a footnote.


  Because I was told over and over again.


  Thank goodness you were born safely.


  You’re so pitiful to not have your mother when you’re born.


  Again―and again―and again and again and again and again.


  What did that have to do with me?


  I really didn’t know how it involved me.


  I just wanted to live normally, breathe the same air. Why did I have to be pitied or praised?


  I didn’t know.


  It’s because I didn’t know, the hole in my heart kept growing.


  And because of that, everything I saw and heard silently passed through this large hole, and couldn’t muster a single ripple.


  Amongst them…the only realism I felt was the world of books.


  I couldn’t forget the shock I felt when I first read great grandfather’s ‘The Dancing Girl of Siberia’.


  It was all in black and white, but there was life, emotions, and people in it, more vibrant than in any blockbuster movie.


  I, who had never been able to empathize with anything I saw, felt that something filled my heart for the first time when I came into contact with the world converted into text.


  ‘Dancing Girl’ taught me the fragileness of humanity.


  ‘Rashōmon’ taught me about the human ego.


  ‘Sangetsuki’ taught me about human pride.


  And ‘Kokoro’ brought me to the inner heart of humanity.


  To me, the relationship between reality and fiction had been overturned.


  For me, the fictional world was the real one, and the real world was the fake.


  That’s why…my feelings with Yume Ayai initially started as a fluke.


  I spoke to her on a whim.


  Even when we ended up chatting away in the library, I felt like I was speaking through a monitor.


  But…yes.


  The decisive moment happened at the summer festival, where we had our first day.


  The clumsy her got lost and cried on the phone.


  I really felt.


  I really felt―annoyed.


  There’s actually such a weak person in this world.


  It felt like she couldn’t breathe if she was left alone.


  I was certain that if I abandoned her, she would continue to cry in the dark, while nobody else knew.


  Ahhh—


  —She’s really pitiful.


  That was when…I finally realized what was before me.


  Ayai’s clumsy, weak, unable to do anything without anyone else’s help. I knew that―but it’s all about what I knew.


  It was the feeling I felt when reading novels―no, it’s something more intense, etched into my heart―


  And that’s you, Ayai.


  To me―you’re the only person who brought me a sense of realism.


  I knew.


  It was just in the spur of the moment.


  It’s just my brain going crazy at that moment.


  It was especially at this point, where everything ended, that I knew this very well.


  But―


  ―For some reason, that feeling back then remained etched deep in this soul.


  Why?


  We’re just revisiting the past.


  There’s nothing to be perturbed about.


  So why?


  The Old Flame refuses to die off―


  ◆Yume Irido◆


  I saw a narrow path next to the Sandō.


  I didn’t have any proof.


  But my instincts urged me on, so I passed through the crowd and stepped onto the path.


  The forest path was paved with minimal cobblestone.


  I walked through the path in these unfamiliar Zōri, and found a small shrine.


  It’s dark.


  The brightness of the fair felt like a lie, for the narrow precinct of the shrine was in darkness. There was an old lantern, but it didn’t appear to be used.


  Instead, the moonlight shone upon the place that was the size of a basketball court or so.


  At the end of the Sandō that ran through the center of the temple grounds.


  Mizuto Irido was sitting in the middle of the stairs leading up to the shrine.


  Mizuto was staring up at the night sky in a daze, and nothing else.


  So I approached him while tapping the cobblestones with my Zōri, signalling my presence.


  “You really like the dark, don’t you?”


  I was very sarcastic.


  I acted as how I would.


  “Are you reborn as a bean sprout or something? You were shaking heavily when you held the gun just now.”


  Mizuto looked from the sky and towards my face, frowning slightly.


  Yep, that’s right. Look at me.


  It’s okay not to like me. It’s okay to hate me.


  After all, I’m not your girlfriend anymore.


  “…Are you here just to insult me or something? You think I’m lonely because I can’t get along with my relatives?”


  “No way. I already knew that. It’s a waste of time to say so.”


  “Hmph.”


  One step, two steps, three steps.


  I got closer, and could feel his breath, his smell, his warmth, stronger and stronger.


  I didn’t think it’s a miracle that he was able to be born safely from a weak mother.


  It’s just hard work. That’s just Kana Irido-san working hard, working hard, working hard to give birth. There’s no reason for him to be praised just because he was born.


  I didn’t think it’s a pity that he doesn’t know what a mother is.


  Indeed, I might feel sorry for myself for not having a father. I knew him. I knew a life where my family was all together, and suddenly it was gone. I knew…that sadness.


  But it’s another thing to not know in the first place.


  He didn’t know what a life with a mother would be like. He wasn’t deprived of that.


  In that case, the idea of kids without mothers when they were born was simply a viewpoint imposed onto him.


  It’s like labeling someone from high above, saying that those who never fell in love were truly pitiful.


  It’s just imposing pity onto someone who didn’t know what they knew.


  The idea of ‘thank goodness’ and ‘it’s a pity’ really didn’t apply to him at all.


  Those were their own feelings that were derived from themselves.


  If one were to say that an observer effect of quantum physics was applicable to shaping personalities—if say, his personality could be shaped by other people looking at him.


  Then the character of ‘a pitiful kid who lost his mother’ imposed on him must have caused quite a large emptiness.


  ―I didn’t know why I persevered until the end.


  ―It’s the first book I finished reading on my own


  A certain author once said “I think the creation and reading of a novel is a protest against the fact that we only have one life”.


  That was correct, I guess it was a protest. I wasn’t very good at speaking, so I admired a great detective who could explain his reasoning in an easy and logical way. He was fascinated by a life other than his own, and to protest against the emptiness imposed by others.


  Mizuto Irido had nothing.


  He just kept filling in the blanks with things he borrowed from other people.


  He never had anything to be pitied over.


  He didn’t feel sad, nor lonely.


  Since he had nothing, naturally, he didn’t have anything.


  But ultimately, there was one thing he lost.


  And to him, it was the one miracle, the one part he should be pitied for.


  Say, that’s right isn’t it, Mizuto?


  ―The love you once lost is standing right before you.


  “…Two years ago.”


  I said as I walked over to Mizuto, who was sitting in front of the shrine.


  “The summer festival was our first date, wasn’t it? I got lost, and whined to you on the phone…”


  “Huh…?”


  Mizuto looked puzzled, but I was no longer afraid.


  “I don’t know how many days it was after that…but I received a sudden call from you in the night.”


  The wind blew, and the sound of rustling leaves echoed.


  “I still remember. There were some swaying trees in the background…so it’s here.”


  Back then, you’re alone, seated at this empty shrine.


  But that year alone…you called me.


  “Say, you—”


  Pfft—I let out a giggle I couldn’t have made two years ago.


  “—How fond are you of me anyway?”


  Until now, I thought I was the one who confessed to you.


  But…that was just a misunderstanding.


  After all, he was trying to bring me into a time and space that no one else had ever entered—if that wasn’t a confession, what was?


  Mizuto didn’t say a word.


  While he remained stone-faced, I glanced at my phone to check the time in front of him.


  8pm, so I was told.


  I stepped onto the stairs Mizuto was seated on, and sat down next to him.


  We were two fists away from each other.


  This was the appropriate distance between us at this point.


  “Say, do you remember?”


  I directed my gaze at the star-cluttered sky, and said,.


  “The first day we went to school after we started dating. I was so embarrassed, and we had to go to school separately…would anything have changed if we went into the classroom together openly?”


  “……………………”


  “Say, do you remember? The first time we went on a date on our rest day, I wore a miniskirt. I thought you were strangely unreactive, but you told me to be less revealing when we said goodbye. Back then, I thought you actually had such a surprisingly cute side.”


  “……………………”


  “Say, do you remember? Back during gym class, soccer, you showed a shocking sense of athleticism.  I was looking forward to seeing my boyfriend in action, but you let me down so badly. Well, I felt a sense of closeness about this though.”


  “……………………”


  “Say, do you remember? We used to study together before midterms. We were flirting every chance we got, and I couldn’t get into it at all. It was also around this time that I kept your eraser…”


  “……………………”


  “And then we went to an antiquarian bookshop together, passed pieces of paper over the same table. it was fun and exciting…”


  “……………………”


  “Hey.”


  I asked my ex, who remained silent.


  “Do you remember―when our first kiss was?”


  I did.


  I remember that day when we were on our way to school in the sunset and I was filled with happiness.


  I’d never forgotten about it, not even once.


  I looked next to me.


  Mizuto looked up at the sky in a daze.


  His lips—opened slightly.


  “……October, 27.”


  He let out a long exhale, as though casting it to the skies.


  “That was exactly…two months since we started dating.”


  “You still remember after all.”


  “You knew I remember?”


  “Didn’t you unlock my phone at the river?”


  “…I told you not to use dates as a password.”


  “That’s rich coming from you. If you entered ‘1027’ so quickly, that means you used the same password too, right?”


  Mizuto exercised his right to remain silent, but this silence was basically an admission of guilt.


  “Yes, it was exactly two months. I was a little impatient because I felt that I might have to wait until the third month if I missed that opportunity.”


  “I thought you read some crazy information in a magazine or on the Internet.”


  “Ugh…well, I did take it as reference. Just reference.”


  “But given your personality, without that manual guiding you, you probably would never have done such a bold thing.”


  “Sorry for being such a person reliant on manuals! Praise your girlfriend for working hard already!”


  “Yes yes. I guessed you practiced that kissing face several times already.”


  “Wha…how did you know…?”


  “I knew at first glance. You wouldn’t have done it so nicely if you never practiced.”


  “R00d! Even I can improvise well once in a while!”


  “I’m the one who’s been doing all the improvising.”


  “Ahh~, how patronizing of you. A good man shouldn’t be saying such things alright!?”


  “What’s the point of acting like a good man in front of you now?”


  “Of course. There’s no benefit to that. My illusions of you were long destroyed.”


  “Right back at you.”


  Our words continued to flow effervescently.


  These were words that belonged to us alone, not imposed upon by anyone else.


  “I’d like to say something back. The first time you wore a miniskirt on a date.”


  “Ahh, that’s when you showed your disgusting possessiveness.”


  “That’s it! That was just because you didn’t look good in a miniskirt—”


  “Ahh~, yes yes. So says the guy who rushed over to my house, wanting to see me in pajamas~.”


  “Nope, I was just visiting you as your boyfriend.”


  “Hmm? You say that, but why do I feel some gaze towards me from time to time when I’m in pajamas at home?”


  “That’s just you being overly conscious!”


  “Ah, you said ‘that’! You said ‘just’! You do want to see me in my pajamas after all, you silent pervert!”


  “Who are you referring to…”


  “Ahh, It’s tough having a lousy boyfriend. You missed out on your first chance because you’re too much of a silent pervert.”


  “…Both sides were so nervous, of course we’ll fail if we tried to do it.”


  “Ahh…!? What did you say!? You said something unspeakable!”


  We had a pointless conversation.


  The kind of conversation classmates have in the classroom.


  The kind that families have in their living rooms.


  And yet, how long did it take us to get to this point?


  How long did it take him?


  “Say.”


  “What?”


  “Why did you let me be your girlfriend?”


  Continuing this conversation, I asked this question I couldn’t raise over the past two years.


  Mizuto pondered for a moment.


  “Maybe it didn’t have to be you.”


  “Huh?”


  “After all, it’s just a matter of coincidence, right? If I had met Higashira before you…I wouldn’t have gone out with you, would I?”


  “…I guess.”


  There wasn’t a need for that.


  “If Higashira-san had been there first, there would have been no room for me.”


  “But the fact is—I met you.”


  Mizuto said with a confident voice.


  “It’s just a game of musical chairs, first come first serve. If you ask me for a reason.…that’s probably it. You happy about that?”


  “.…Yeah.”


  Musical games, first come first serve.


  I so happened to encounter him first.


  Right, that suited me.


  After all—it’s what people called fate.


  “It’s almost time.”


  “Hm?”


  “Isn’t this your wish from two years ago?”


  At the same time, it was my wish from a year ago.


  Last summer vacation, I clung onto the little wishful thinking, and he never showed up.


  So this time, I came.


  That experience taught me that I shouldn’t be just waiting for him.


  There’s no doubt about this.


  Yume Irido has surpassed Yume Ayai.


  8pm.


  There was no delay in the schedule.


  A flower of light bloomed in the middle of the night sky.


  A dull thumping sound shook our bodies.


  Both me, and Mizuto.


  We were illuminated by the vibrant colors.


  The fireworks popping one after another were more powerful than I had expected.


  I see, this old shrine must have been a hidden place that only Mizuto knew about.


  He knew this was the best place to watch the fireworks, but he never told anyone about it, and watched this magnificent sky alone every year.


  But—served him right.


  That’s the end of his private viewing.


  “I guess—both of us saw the fireworks together then.”


  I looked at the face next to me that was lit with vibrant colors, and teased him so.


  He’s really inscrutable.


  So troublesome, so annoying, so stubborn.


  I wouldn’t know anything if I hadn’t guessed. He lacked expressions, and didn’t like to talk. Seriously, it’s unbelievable. How did he have a girlfriend?


  No wonder it didn’t last long.


  A year’s a rather long time.


  If we hadn’t become family—how could I remain by his side?


  “………Ahh………”


  But thanks to that.


  I got to see a side to him that I had never seen since our first encounter.


  “………………Ahh………………”


  The moan was drowned out by the roar of the fireworks.


  At the same time, the fireworks strongly, strongly painted upon the darkness of the precinct, and his expression.


  So—I wouldn’t have seen this if I wasn’t with him.


  If I hadn’t been at the same place as him.


  If I hadn’t been by his side, just two fists away from him.


  If I hadn’t observed his sidelong face while he was within reach—


  —I couldn’t have seen the tear sliding down his cheek.


  Ahh, I remembered.


  Again and again, I showed weakness to him, I grumbled, and I shed embarrassing tears.


  But I never saw him cry, not even once.


  What entered my chest this time was an unprecedented feeling.


  It’s not a throbbing feeling.


  It’s not a dizzying blissfulness.


  My body didn’t tense up, and my face didn’t blush; I simply remained normal.


  A warm heat coursed through my body, as if I was being hugged.


  A desire ached within me.


  Yes, it’s desire, it’s human instinct.


  That’s why.


  I had to be sure.


  The fireworks didn’t last long.


  The light that filled the night sky dispersed, and darkness filled the place once again.


  The eyes that got used to the light made the darkness seem thicker. Even his silhouette that was right before me seemed so blurry.


  So unlike before, I said.


  “Hey…look at me.”


  “Hm?”


  The silhouette of his head moved.


  Ahhh―come on, he’s so defenseless.


  If you’re going to be so careless…you can’t complain about being eaten up, can you?


  My hands held Mizuto’s head.


  “!? Wai―”


  I’m not letting you talk anymore.


  It’s fine.


  No matter how dark it is, I know very well where your lips are.


  The familiar sensation awakened on my lips


  The face was a little to the right.


  I wouldn’t make the mistake of knocking our teeth together again.
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  Just this once, I didn’t need to breathe every three seconds.


  Because this time, I’m not letting you go.


  4 seconds — the lost time slowly awoke within me.


  5 seconds — since we stopped contacting each other a year ago, until now.


  6 seconds — August, September, October.


  7 seconds — Birthdays, Christmas, New Year


  8 seconds — Valentine’s, White Day, graduation.


  9 seconds — we ended up being stepsiblings.


  10 seconds — we were fooled even though we had broken up.


  My lips slowly parted.
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  The time we could have had was filled nicely.


  I finally caught up to the present—


  Yet my heart felt so peaceful.


  My desire was well fulfilled.


  Everything I could do during this time was reclaimed.


  It’d be nice to continue this relationship with him—so I thought, but that lingering feeling didn’t exist.


  My eyes slowly got used to the darkness.


  Mizuto’s stunned, still face appeared up close.


  That’s right. Be shocked, be confused, be troubled.


  Maybe it’s just a lingering regret to you.


  Maybe it’s just a shameful feeling of dragging out a love that was long over.


  That’s okay for now. You can play around with the past as much as you want.


  But,


  No matter how much you loved Yume Ayai—


  —Yume Irido will definitely seduce you away.


  That kiss was a declaration.


  Not from Yume Ayai, but from Yume Irido.


  The second ever first kiss in my life shall be a declaration of war against you.


  That one seat you spoke of when you dumped Higashira-san—


  —I’ll make sure to kick her off her perch.


  I chuckled and got up from the stairs, leaving behind the stunned Mizuto.


  I then turned my attention to the shrine that I had been facing away from.


  I never thought I would fall in love with the same man twice.


  Is this another of God’s traps―or is it fate?


  Damn you God.


  …But just this once, I’m grateful to you.


   


  “Let’s go back, Mizuto.”


  I held out my hand to Mizuto, who remained seated. He blinked his eyes and gently touched his lips.


  “Eh? No…”


  “Come on! Don’t let mom and the others worry.”


  I grabbed the flustered Mizuto by the hand, and dragged him up.


  Suddenly, I sensed a rustling of the grass behind me…but I didn’t mind as I was dragging the gaudy Mizuto forward.


  “—Ah! You two are back~!”


  We arrived back at the office where we dispersed from, and saw Madoka-san waiting for us.


  Chikuma-kun was standing behind her. ……? And for some reason, there were a few leaves on his yukata.


  “Ahh~ thank goodness~…I was worried you two got lost as well.”


  “Eh? As well? …What do you mean?”


  “Actually, Chikuma got lost as well―ow!?”


  Chikuma-kun seemed to be protesting what Madoka-san just said, for he kicked her in the back.


  It’s rare to see that honest-looking Chikuma-kun be violent like this. “Why? What happened, Chikuma?” Madoka-san was clearly confused.


  While tilting her head, Madoka-san quickly looked back at forth between Mizuto and me, and then quickly put her mouth to my ear.


  “(Did it go well?)”


  “(…I guess I made the first step.)”


  “(Ohhh! Nice going! Call me if there’s anything you need! I’ll support—)”


  And then, Chikuma-kun kicked Madoka-san in the calf.


  “Ow!? Wait, what, what’s wrong with you, Chikuma-kun!? Rebellious phase!?”


  Chikuma-kun glanced at me and Mizuto, tightly pursed his lips, and lowered his head.


  What’s going on…? Did something happen to make him unhappy?


  And Madoka-san, looking at her brother’s behavior, “Ah” opened her mouth with a look of realization.


  “Eh…? No way? Really?”


  Chikuma-kun did not look up, and kept wiping his eyes with the cuffs of his yukata.


  “Ah, ahh~…well, my condolences, or…”


  I guess it’s expected of the older sister to understand Chikuma-kun’s unexplainable actions immediately.


  Madoka-san hugged her brother’s body and patted him on the back as if she was comforting a baby.


  “It’s okay, Chikuma-kun. This kind of experience is what makes a good man. That way, you won’t become a loser like my boyfriend!”


  Madoka-san patiently calmed the crying Chikuma-kun.


  And I secretly asked Mizuto who was next to me.


  “(Hey, what’s going on? Why is Chikuma-kun crying?)”


  “(Who knows…?)”


  It seems we were far from real siblings.


  Well, it’s better this way for me now.


  ◆


  Our farewell was very simple.


  “Bye then~! Come back again~!! Come on, you too, Chikuma.”


  “……………………”


  “How long are you going to sulk? If you don’t say goodbye here, we may never get the chance to contact them again, you know?”


  We were at the entrance of the Tanesatos, and right when they’re about to board the car, Chikuma-kun was nudged in the back by his older sister, and stood gingerly before me.


  And then, he glanced at my face again and again.


  “E-erm…?”


  “Hm, what is it?”


  “…C-can I, discuss some things, with you…?”


  I remembered telling him that as a fellow shy person, he could come to me if he wanted to discuss anything.


  Without hesitation, I smiled and said to Chikuma-kun.


  “Of course. I’ll be waiting for you!”


  I didn’t know if Chikuma-kun was nervous or something, but his face turned red immediately once he heard these words.


  “T-thank you very much!”


  After a rare loud thank you and a big bow, he returned to Madoka-san.


  “Oh~, well done, well done…it’ll be tough on you when there’s no hope, you know~…?”


  “…uu……”


  “Ah, sorry for causing a new wound on you! I promise I won’t tease you again these days!”


  The two siblings entered the car with a ruckus, and they were off towards the station.


  We too would return home after visiting the graves of the Tanesatos’ ancestors.


  “Thank you very much, Yume-chan. I’ll leave Mizuto to you.”


  “While saying goodbye, Natsume-san smiled and said that to me.”


  “He’s a strong boy. He’ll be fine without me.”


  “Hmm? Really?”


  “But I’ll honor your request too…he’s unexpectedly a little lonely too.”


  I deliberately hushed my voice so that Mizuto couldn’t hear me, and Natsume-san smiled happily.


  “Now I’m relieved.”


  I went to the car, and Mizuto, waiting there, looked at me in surprise.


  “What did you say to grandma?”


  “What do you think?”


  Hm~? I stared back at him as I asked back, and Mizuto leaned back.


  “Aren’t you…acting a little weird?”


  “Not at all. Isn’t your intel kinda outdated?”


  “Huh?”


  At that moment, uncle Mineaki’s voice rang.


  “We’re about to leave!”


  Yes, I answered back, and put my hand on the door.


  Before I opened it, I looked back.


  I stared at my ex and stepsibling—and the one I was fond of.


  I tried to show a mischievous smile.


  “You don’t have to worry, we are stepsiblings, Mizuto-kun.”


  “…Of course, Yume-san.”


  What was gone would never return.


  The happiness that was once there could never be revived.


  But beyond that, we could make new memories.


  For example―yes.


  A sequel is in the works.


  Please wait for further information.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ◆Isana Higashira◆


  I returned to the living room, and found Mizuto-kun sleeping on the sofa.


  Huh? So I thought.


  It’s the day when I watched a movie at Mizuto-kun’s place—’Your Name’


  If I remembered correctly, after the movie ended, Mizuto-kun fell asleep on Yume-san’s thighs.


  So where did Yume-san go while I was in the toilet?


  While I tilted my head, I approached the sofa, and saw the sleeping Mizuto-kun.


  This situation really resembles Snow White, doesn’t it?


  The poisoned Snow White was woken up from a kiss by the Prince…


  Hm, in other words—


  Will Mizuto-kun wake up if I kiss him now?


  Yume-san managed to stop me once.


  But this time, she’s not around. The brakes aren’t here.


  …How can this be, Mizuto-kun? You can’t be this defenceless…


  If you’re going to be so careless…you can’t complain about being eaten up, can you?


  Maybe he’s tempting me? Since he dumped me, he couldn’t really say it, and indirectly wanted me to act?


  Well, it’s just an excuse, just an excuse for me since I can’t hold back…


  After all, who can ensure this?


  Mizuto-kun’s lips are so thin and soft, pretty like a girl’s—


  No matter how I tried to convince myself, I got attracted to his face—


  His light breath was on my lips.


  My heart beat loudly, and was about to jump out.


  Maybe I might be more nervous than I was during the confession.


  Please praise me, Mizuto-kun.


  I’ll try my best not to stick my tongue out, so please praise me.


  And, please.


  Just don’t wake up, even for a few seconds―


  And so I offer my first kiss.


   


  “―Just joking!!”


  I felt suddenly embarrassed and erased the text I had been typing on my tablet PC.


  Haa, I breathed out and looked up at the ceiling of my room.


  Hmmm…it’s really embarrassing to write a fantasy story based on real people, especially my friends. I thought about writing something pervy…


  Maybe I was thinking of writing something like this because ‘Could Have Done It Committee’ was on my mind.


  That’s all. Just laugh all you want.


  It’s true that I went back to the living room that day when Yume-san was gone.


  However, as soon as I tried to put my mouth close to the sleeping Mizuto-kun, I thought, “I can’t do that,” and then I backed off.


  This would be the first time—and maybe last time I would get to kiss.


  But I couldn’t do that to someone who’s asleep, right? That’s just a crime.


  “…Haaa…”


  Mizuto-kun, can’t you hurry back from the countryside soonerー


  “Aitakute Aitakute Furueru.…oho, if I say anymore, people are going to say ‘you’re revealing your age’. I’m not revealing my age here. It’s because of the uncles from the last era, okay!?”


  “.…Mizuto-kun.…”


  I hugged the pillow and rolled about on the bed.


  Mizuto-kun, my friend.


  I get excited whenever I think about you. What shall we talk about tomorrow? Did you read that book? Do you like this?


  I think this is definitely the feeling of love.


  But I don’t know. Compared to the time when I worked hard with the help of Yume-san and Minami-san, I don’t find the title of girlfriend very attractive.


  Friends and lovers aren’t so different, are they?


  As friends, we can hang out, have fun, be happy.


  Unlike lovers though, the only disadvantage is that we can’t do anything erotic. Well, some people do so anyway.


  I realized that.


  Sorry to Yume-san and Minami-san…but I enjoy this time more than when I was trying to be Mizuto-kun’s girlfriend.


  Because to be a girlfriend, you have to be liked, don’t you?


  You have to make up, dress up, and make yourself look good.


  It’s tiring.


  So compared to that, this is much easier!


  I don’t get nervous with him, and I don’t have to worry about any mistakes in my makeup!


  I know Mizuto-kun doesn’t care about that too, so I don’t have to worry about gender either!


  Besides—it’s okay to keep liking him


  I can continue to have a crush on him without the pressure of having to tell him someday.


  If I can have an unrequited love forever, I’m fine with it never being fulfilled.


  Because it’s really fun.


  I can fantasize about things, steal glimpses at him, and get nervous when he unexpectedly approaches me.


  He’ll get flustered if I joke about my failed love.


  It’ll continue forever, you know? Of course it’s fun!


  I’m probably not heartbroken.


  I haven’t lost my love.


  Maybe this unrequited love is the best form of love for me.


  Ah—I’m so happy to be here.


  God, please help me.


  If you hear me, please let me be friends with Mizuto-kun forever.


  I don’t care if Mizuto-kun has a girlfriend.


  I’ll definitely treasure whoever Mizuto-kun loves.


  So—God.


  Please don’t let my unrequited love end forever.

Afterword

  I didn’t really think of anything to write about in particular, and didn’t include the personal episode related to the main story (Mizuto’s great grandfather was once detained in Siberia to translate, which I took inspiration from my actual grandfather), so I wanted to write that part for real. To those who have yet to read the main volume, please go back.


  It can be said that in romcoms, there’s an interlude where the heroine will figure out that she likes the protagonist. Maybe it’s when she’s saved by the guy, or when she found his good points when they were alone, or in some instances, when the relationship’s a little delicate, that they couldn’t meet openly, such feelings would end up occurring. The common denominator though is that they all go through the little interlude of ‘figuring out the good points of the guy’.


  And,


  You might have noticed it. Yeah, Yume already knew from the beginning what Mizuto’s good points were. It’s a ‘very normal thing’ for her to spend so much effort to write about how cool Mizuto was. Then why? What caused Yume to fall for Mizuto again when they’re family—


  The answer’s written in the main story.


  It’s not that people just like the cool aspects of others.


  A person’s character, and especially the self-opinion, would heavily influence his standing in society. Thus, the influence of the first society anyone would be thrown into—the relatives, couldn’t be underestimated.


  Humans are like snowflakes in that initially, it’s easy to leave a footprint, and then they get trampled on, and smoothened. I supposed the high school period for me was when I was leaning towards the point of getting smoothened out. It’s a phase where the easily changed parts and the hard to change parts both existed. We always let our surroundings affect us, but we couldn’t just change ourselves. It’s a complicated and troublesome phase, and some called this youth—but that’s a discussion for another time.


   


  Now then, for the promotion.


  Recently, on March 25th 2020, MF Bunko J started selling my new work


  ‘Do You Think You Can Run After Reincarnating, Nii-san?


  —probably, if it gets through the performance checks of Kadokawa..


  It’s a similarly twisted love story, and also a story about siblings. It has a little sister whose love for her older brother was a little strong. Just a little. Just a little. I guess it’s about a billion times stronger than Akatsuki Minami back in middle school.


  I do recommend that after you finish reading ‘Do You Think You Can Run After Reincarnating, Nii-san?’, you should read ‘My Stepsister is my Ex’, and you find the story of Mizuto and Yume to be a little more precious. Really, you’ll feel very fortunate. So, just once. Will you? Just try it for once.


   


  Ah, and also, the official twitter account (@tsurekano) is created.


  I thought of releasing some short stories there, so please follow that account.


   


  To the illustrator-in-charge TakayaKI-sensei, the manga artist-in-charge Kusakabe Rei-sensei, to the editorial team, the designers, proofreaders, bookstore salespersons, and to all the readers—and to everyone involved in this series, I really offer my thanks to you.


  Starting from this fourth volume, the first phase of the story is over. I said there wouldn’t be any heroine race going on. That was a lie. The competitor’s obviously the past self. Eh? Higashira? She’s still lying on the field, reading her novel.


  This is ’My Stepsister is my Ex-Girlfriend volume 4 – The declaration from the First Kiss’. Summer vacation hasn’t ended though?
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