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Chapter 1: The Ex-Girlfriend  hides her embarrassment (What’s going on, aaaarrrrrrrggggghhhh!?)

  ◆Mizuto Irido◆


   


  Yume clapped her hands before a large white tombstone, and prayed quietly.


  I didn’t like the cemetery air, because the silence just made me feel weird, and brought out the emptiness in me.


  Beneath this grave was, without a doubt, my own mother.


  But I have never met that person—I only saw her face in the photo, and knew nothing about her voice, her tone, or anything else.


  For someone who supposedly lost his mother—a supposedly pitiful character, I felt no more compassion than anyone else.


  That’s why I didn’t like to visit the grave, which reminded me of the fact.


  Yume, who was crouched before the gravestone and closed her eyelids quietly, was probably no different from me in this respect.


  It wouldn’t be surprising if Yuni-san had some feelings about the ex-wife of her husband, but Yume herself’s just the daughter. She wouldn’t have any feelings for my mother.


  But as I looked at her sidelong face, it felt like she’s praying for something—


  Naturally, I remembered,


  A summer festival in the countryside, a small shrine by the wayside, fireworks lighting up Yume’s face, and—


  … What’s with that taunting look in her eyes?


  She’s trying to get back together with me? In this environment? It’s not an issue where she could just say: It’s legal though?


  What if we break up again?


  And if dad and the others find out about it—


  … If that’s what she really thought of, why didn’t she just tell me?


  If she could tell, I might—would I?


  … What would I intend to do anyway?


  The incomprehensible emotions swirled in my chest. Damn, I don’t feel so good…


  “Let’s go say hello to the priest.”


  “Yume, you two stay here ~”


  Once we’re done with our grave visit, we stood in front of the temple gate, waiting,


  I was about a meter away from Yume, looking up at the clear summer sky,


  “………………”


  “………………”


  …This is awkward……


  It’s not the same awkwardness as when we first met, or when we started dating, or when we started living together— was I the only one thinking too much about this? Was she just ignoring everything that’s going on, just playing with her phone without a care in the world…?


  I slowly turned my gaze aside, as though I was going to touch something hot,


  And our eyes met,


  Yume stared into my eyes,


  I had a refrain of her face illuminated by the fireworks, and the determined eyes of her up close overlapped with this current scene. She looked like she wanted to say something,


  Looking at her, it seemed she had something to say.


  Her eyes seemed to be telling that she had something to say to me,


  Are you sure?


  Am I allowed to ask that?


  And—can I answer?


  At that moment, my body froze, I forgot to blink, and my throat was seemingly parched.


  Even with my thoughts all clogged up, I resolved myself—


   


  Yume turned her head away,


   


  ……….. Huh?


  She completely ignored me, and started playing with her phone,


  It seemed she wasn’t interested in me at all,


  “……………… ”


  “……………… ”


  —What the hell is going on!!?


   


  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  “—What the heeeeeeeeelllllllllllllllllllllll!!!!!”


  After I returned from the grave visit, I jumped into the bed in my room, pressed my face against the pillow and flailed about.


  Why was it that this stupid body just wouldn’t do what I want?


  I was finally alone with Mizuto, our eyes met, but I didn’t know what to say. My head was gooey, my throat was stuck, and then I tried to bluff him by looking away,


  It’s been like this ever since I returned from the countryside,


  I couldn’t even look at him, let alone talk to him, and just being in the same space with him left me really restless. I couldn’t let mom and the others notice anything weird, so I could only try to tighten my facial muscles, keep calm and carry on.


  He probably felt like I was giving him the cold shoulder…


  But that’s not it. I just didn’t know what to do. I did really try to woo you, really!!! But wait a sec, now that I think about it, I never actually tried to pursue him in middle school! I just wrote a love letter on the spur of the moment and somehow succeeded!


  What would I do if I messed up…I was scowling away and insulting him until recently, and there’s no point in trying to be cute now…


  Aaaaah~! What was I doing over the past four and a half months!?


  … First of all, should I tell him that I changed my mind?


  Oh yeah, I should have confessed when I kissed him. We broke up anyway, so it wouldn’t hurt if he rejected me. Couldn’t I have attacked more if things went well instead? I’m not a famous detective in a mystery novel, it’s just an excuse for a coward who wanted to sort everything else before making a decision.


  It’s not too late.


  If I resolved myself to say that I like him again, and show my feelings through attitude and words, maybe I could muster an apparition of my past self in his mind—


  “……… ”


  —maybe…I guess.


  But well, it’s kinda inappropriate now, right? Leaving aside home with mom and uncle around, it might trouble him too much if I confessed right after the grave visit—


  —Knock knock, 


  “Are you there?”


  “Hiii?”


  M-Mizuto!?


  “You’re inside, right? Can I come in?”


  “I’m fine—but… no, no, no! No, no, no! No! No!


  “I’ll go in if it’s okay.”


  “Wait a sec—!?”


  I jumped out of bed and rushed to try and hold the door, but the door opened before I could act.


  Mizuto looked at me with a sharp gaze.


  “Your hair’s a mess, were you napping?”


  “Ueh?”


  I hurriedly looked at the dressing table, quickly combed my messy hair with my hand, and peered at Mizuto’s face through the mirror. He put his weight on one leg, crossed his arms loosely, and looked at my back.


  I could keep my composure through the mirror, somehow…


  “… What do you want?”


  And while trying to keep my composure, I sounded shrill. Argh goodness!


  “I thought I’d make something clear with you.”


  Mizuto leaned his back against the closed door,


  “I’m not going to play games with you now.”


  “……, Huh?”


  “I’m going straight to the point; what’s with that kiss at the fireworks?”


  My body immediately froze up, and I couldn’t turn around.


  Wh-what’s going on… there’s only one reason why I would kiss you, right…?


  In the mirror, Mizuto left the door, and approached me, step by step.


  “Were you caught in the mood or something? Or was there another reason? What’s with the taunting look in your eyes? I don’t understand at all.”


  Mizuto grabbed me by the shoulders while I couldn’t turn around, and yanked me forcefully,


  My body spun, and Mizuto’s face was right before me.


  His intellectual eyes beneath the long eyelashes pierced through my eyes, and caught my vision completely.


  “If you have something to say, say it clearly.”


  J-just say it clearly…I wouldn’t be suffering this much if I could! A-and what do you mean, mood? You made it sound like I decided in the heat of the moment! Anyway you look dashing! Don’t come close to me with such a handsome face! Now I feel like kissing you! Can I kiss you!? Can I can I!?


  Frustration, shame, and horniess stewed together in my mind and ballooned, and finally—


  “Ba…”


  “Ba?”


   


  “I lost my balance!”


   


  I shouted without knowing why.


  “What are you confused about!? Our lips just touched, and it’s not your first time! Don’t be so self-conscious! You’re making it sound like it’s my fault! That’s what I hated about you!”


  I was driven my my spinal cord to let loose these words, and started panting hard,


  Haa, haa, and while I inhaled away… I slowly came to my senses.


  …Huh? Did I, just…


  “……………… ”


  Mizuto fell silent, and quietly retreated.


  Ah,


  Wa-wait a minute, that wasn’t—


  “…Ah, I see.”


  The voice was emotionless.


  “Sorry about that.”


  I didn’t have any time to think of an excuse.


  That was all Mizuto said, and left my room.


  I was left alone in the room, stared at the closed door, and spaced out.


  And then—poof, I collapsed weakly onto the bed.


  —Yes, I messed up.


   


  ◆Mizuto Irido◆


   


  “… Damnit.”


  I couldn’t help but curse out. I really wanted to release the messy emotions that had been building up in my chest,


  She just lost her balance.


  I don’t care if it was intentional or accidental, it doesn’t change the fact that we’re siblings or the fact that we broke up because things didn’t work out. It doesn’t matter!I


  While overwhelmed with frustration, my phone vibrated,


  It’s a call, and the screen stated, “Isana Higashira”,


  “Yes, hello hello?”


  “Hello, please open the door.”


  Yeah. She said she’ll be here today.


  I left my room and went downstairs, put on my shoes at the entrance, and opened the door,


  “Mizuto-kun~!”


  “Whoa!”


  At that moment, Higashira, who had been waiting at the door, suddenly hugged me,


  I couldn’t brake in time while tumbling a few steps back as I caught her weight and patted her on the back like I was coaxing a kid,


  “Don’t hug me right out of the gates. What are you, a pet dog?”


  “But~ it’s been a long time since I’ve seen you. Do you know how anxious I’ve been over these days? I thought I was going to die alone.”


  “That die alone thing isn’t anything like a rabbit dying of loneliness. Anyway, you should learn to use the intercom by now.”


  “No, it’s scary if someone other than Mizuto-kun answers.”


  “A 60kg object suddenly charging in is scarier.”


  “Who’s 60kg!?”


  “Didn’t you boast smugly about the weight of your breasts the other day? Given what you said, 60kg isn’t a hyperbole.”


  “The breasts size has nothing to do with body weight~.”


  Higashira said as she rubbed her head against my neck. I gently stroked the back of her head and ran my fingers through her soft, curly hair.


  The frantic emotions within me somehow calmed down at that moment,


  “… I guess animal therapy isn’t something to be underestimated.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but did you just call me an animal?”


  I never thought of having a pet till this point, but if it’s super effective, I might actually consider having one.


  I basically dragged Higashira along, and returned to my room.


  While I passed by the living room,


  “Mizuto, is Higashira-san here?”


  “Yes, we’re going to my room.”


  “Welcome, Higashira-san! I’ll bring you some snacks later!”


  “D-don’t worry about……”


  Both Dad and Yuni-san seemed to have accepted Higashira. Anyway, Higashira’s still too shy though, for she muttered softly.


  We walked up the stairs, entered into my room, and Higashira just crossed the room with a familiar gait and sat on the edge of the bed in a daze.


  “Phew~.”


  “Don’t act like it’s your house. Did you return from a trip or something?”


  “I can’t sleep without a Mizuto-kun pillow.”


  “Then how do you sleep every night?”


  I glanced aside at Higashira who was sprawled out on my bed, and picked up the package on my desk.


  “Here, Higashira.”


  “Aye?”


  I put the package next to her head, and she rolled over to look at it.


  “What is it? A bomb?”


  “That’s quite the thought process of a terrorist. It’s just a local gift.”


  “Oh, a local gift!”


  “I bought some sweets from the station. You can eat them with your family.”


  Higashira raised her head and held up the box of local gifts with sparkling eyes.


  “This is the first time…I received a local gift from a friend…”


  “I guessed so. Just be gracious and convert them all to calories.”


  “Alright, the whole family’s going to get fat.”


  “That’s terrorism.”


  I sat down next to Higashira who happily swung it side by side.


  I’d really like to talk about … what I saw when I went back home, but there’s nothing I could talk about. After all, I basically holed up in the study, reading.


  And while I was thinking about it, Higashira suddenly said to me,


  “So?”


  “Hmm?”


  Higashira put the gift box on her lap, and looked at my bookshelf.


  “Why do you say you’re healed through therapy? Did something troublesome happen?”


  “… You’re not trying to get me to keep talking and just want to solve my problem or something?”


  “No, I’m just curious.”


  “I guess.”


  I didn’t think she could come up with any constructive solution.


  “Nothing, nothing much at all. It’s just that Yu—my little stepsister had been very critical of me.”


  I unwittingly hesitated to call her by her first name. Anyway, I felt it was something I should pay attention to while being in front of other people.


  “It’s just that she would ignore me whenever our eyes met, and when I talked to her, she would flare up. It’s like she’s having a late rebellious phase or something.”


  “Hmm, I see.”


  “… You’re not interested, are you?”


  “Sorry about backing off even though I’m the one who asked.”


  “You should at least pretend to put yourself in the character’s shoes…”


  “I wouldn’t be so troubled if I could do that.”


  “Tell me what you think.”


  “Eh~? Hmm, maybe it’s menstruation?”


  “That’s the worst answer!”


  “Even if it’s not, Yume-san does have a tendency of mood swings. Actually, when you two went to the hometown, I received a call from her. She talked about how your first love was such and such.”


  “What? First love? She’s talking about Madoka-san, right…she actually spread this misunderstanding to others.”


  “Was it a misunderstanding?”


  “Yes.”


  “That’s a shame…I thought a shota Mizuto-kun in love would be so cute…”


  “Don’t say it like you actually saw it. That’s just your delusion, right?”


  “Mizuto-kun being so excited to take a bath with his older sister…”


  “If I’m a shota, then she’s a loli too. We’re not that far apart in age.”


  “That’s ecchi in another sense!”


  I ignored the panting Higashira, and went back to the topic at hand.


  “Emotionally unstable… well, that does make sense.”


  “Am I right? She’s the kind of person to have large mood swings, isn’t she~.”


  “I guess anyone’s volatile compared to you.”


  “Hmm~ to be honest, I don’t think I’m very calm. I’m just quiet and obedient.”


  “Nobody knows themselves well, you know.”


  “Is that so? I’m the type to get discouraged easily though.”


  “You didn’t look very depressed when you were dumped…”


  “It’s just that I recover very quickly. And well, Yume-san does calm down too, right? Let me heal you with my therapy then.”


  Saying that, Higashira poked me on the cheek. Yeah, it’s annoying,


  My automatic counterattack function was triggered, and I pinched Higashira’s cheeks with both hands, squeezing them.


  “Stop~~~! You’ll make me ugly~~!”


  “That’s not true. You’re cute. You look like an… octopus.”


  “I heard that! Are you playing with a girl’s innocence!?”


  “Don’t make it sound so bad. Sorry. We’re friends, right?”


  “I can’t be friends with someone who says such things!”


  For a while, I used Higashira as a toy to relieve my stress while she flailed away.


   


  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  “That’s not true. You’re cute—.”


  “—playing with a girl’s innocence—”


  “—Sorry—”


  “—I can’t be friends—”


  ……………… !????!?


  I was shocked to hear a voice coming from the next room.


  Eh? Eh? That was…Higashira-san, right?


  He said cute? Mizuto? That Mizuto? What did they mean, play? Why can’t they be friends? No way—


  At this moment, I could only imagine a naked Higashira-san and Mizuto gently knocking her down.


  Finally—finally, those two…!!


  W-what? Why Why Why!? Is it because they haven’t met in a while? Or was it because I messed up, and he went with the flow towards Higashira-san’s embrace—


  Hol’ up.


  Calm down me, you’re freaking out, you’re freaking out. Enough delusions, don’t let your thoughts run out. You don’t have any proof, you didn’t hear the voices clearly, it’s very possible you just misunderstood, and misheard.


  I’ve grown up. 


  And I won’t make the same mistake I made when I had a falling out with Mizuto.


  “…Alright…!”


  Let’s check.


  It’s not good to judge by the voices through the wall. Let’s see the truth with my own eyes…it’s a little scary…but since it’s just those two, many I was thinking too much. Y-yep, I’m sure the misunderstanding can be resolved…


  Let’s go.


  I crept out of my room quietly, and tiptoed down the corridor. Mizuto’s room was right next door, so actually, I didn’t need to act that cautiously.


  I opened the door just a little bit and checked. I wasn’t peeping. As his older sister and Higashira-san’s friend, I should be seeing if they’re doing anything indecent…


  I put my hand on the doorknob, and my heart was beating so loudly I couldn’t hear anything, I exerted strength in my hand, but I felt that my body shivered greatly, and there was just that little moment of hesitation.


  And then—


   


  I saw that Mizuto had knocked Higashira-san onto the floor,


   


  Through the slightly ajar door,


  I saw Higashira-san lying on the floor, eyes quietly closed.


  And Mizuto was over her her body, gazing lovingly at her face,


  I was dizzy and spacing out, and my vision flickered.


  “—Oh my~”


  The moment I thought I was about to faint, I jolted at the sudden voice behind me.
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  Mizuto and Higashira-san too jumped and looked over, and I looked back.


  There was my mother, holding a tray.


  She peered into the room behind me, leering away.


  “I brought you some sweets, but I guess it’s a little inconvenient. I’ll be back in a bit. Take your time~”


  “Wai…it! Yuni-san!”


  Mom ignored Mizuto’s protest, “I saw it, I saw it~♪”, and went down the stairs, singing happily.


  And I was left alone.


  “……………… ”


  “……………… ”


  Mizuto’s eyes meet mine.


  There was only one thing I needed to say.


  “… Take your time~……”


  “Oy wait!!”


  No!


  I scampered back to my room in the opposite direction.


   


  “……sniff……sniff……”


  Hello, I’m a loser.


  It was a very short battle that lasted fewer than two days.


  Actually, I didn’t think I would be fighting with Higashira-san in the first place.


  I thought they wouldn’t have thought of doing this anymore.


  But I didn’t think… I was just a little embarrassed, lashed out a little, and then he…uuuuuu~…!


  He’s still that guy after all. After what happened two days ago and the day before, he actually brought another girl into his room and did something sleazy to her… the nerves of him!? He was a coward when he was with me! Why’s he so quick with Higashira-san? You idiot! Muttsurini! Horny dog! Big tits lover!


  I couldn’t stand the helplessness that arose within me.


  I instinctively picked up my phone.


  The one person I called was the friend I spent the most time calling since I entered high school.


  “Hello hello!? You’re back, aren’t you, Yume-chan? I missed you so much~~~!”!


  “……Agazugishan……”


  “Eh!? What!? Who’s that!? Is this a Zombie!?”


   


   


  ◆Mizuto Irido◆


   


  “Well~ we got misunderstood!”


  “Don’t sound so happy.”


  That’s the highest pitch I’ve heard till this point. You’ve got a voice like that?


  Higashira flailed her legs excitedly on my bed.


  “People definitely think that we did it~ Tomorrow they’ll go all ‘these two yesterday…’ and give us such looks~!”


  “Stop getting so excited while someone else is cupping his head in frustration! You may not think it’s anything much, but I’m living in the same house as those two! Do you have any idea how awkward it is to have them be so considerate towards me!?”


  “Well well, why don’t you just explain it to them later? Let’s just enjoy this empty sense of superiority for now.”


  “And you know it’s empty to begin with…”


  “Well, I don’t mind if it’s true to some extent.”


  After saying that, Higashira turned on the bed, and looked up.


  Her ample breasts were facing up, but they didn’t change shape due to gravity because because they were supported by her bra,


  And then Higashira gave me a pleading look—


  “Doesn’t this look erotic? I mean, the way I lie on my back, looking at you, all defenseless.”


  “Yes, yes, yes, erotic it is.”


  “Mmm~~! Can’t you just satisfy a woman’s pride for once!?”


  Do you even have it?


  And while I was keeping up with Higashira’s nonsense, my phone started to vibrate


  Incoming call? … from Minami-san?


  “Yes, hello?”


  “You’re having fun right now, aren’t you?”


  Huh? That’s a new greeting.


  “I didn’t think you would pick up the phone this quickly! You’re resting now, right? Right? Are you thinking of hanging up right now and go on with the second round!? Are you itching to enjoy Higashira-san’s huge tits? No wonder you didn’t fall for my approach back then”


  “Look, I don’t know what you’re talking about, but calm down for the time being.”


  “Mizuto-kun~, how about we do it facing down next time~?”


  “From behind this time!?”


  “Higashira, don’t talk when I’m on the phone!”


  I barely managed to calm down Minami-san by explaining everything from the beginning.


  Apparently, Yume misunderstood and asked her for help.


  “Hey, do you know why I’m mad at you?


  “I’d like you to ask Kawanami that question instead.”


  “You see, over these days, after you two went to your hometown. I couldn’t meet Yume-chan at all, and when I heard that you two would return today, I thought she would give me a call? Won’t she? So I waited, and then it came—! And the moment I picked up the call, I heard about all kinds of stupid things like friends and family being all fine and all, and she didn’t care about what I felt at all! Do you know what I was feeling back then!?”


  “I’m really sorry.”


  It’s quite an accident. She really spread the news so fast like it’s COVID.


  “ … So? Did you do it?”


  Minami-san asked with a completely dubious voice.


  It might have been a good idea to get a third party involved,


  “No way. That’s a lie. It’s just that the books on the floor tripped up Higashira, and she almost fell over, I tried to pull her up…”


  “So, you couldn’t do it, and when you fell over, she saw you? That’s quite a cliché…


  “It’s terrible because it’s a cliché.”


  “To be honest, I’m wondering if you’re just making this up as you go along.”


  “I guess so.”


  If I were her, I’d feel the same way.


  “Let me check with Higashira-san too.”


  “Okay, I’ll put it on speaker.”


  I put my phone on speaker mode and pointed it at Higashira, who was reading a book on the bed.


  Higashira looked up from her book,


  “Ah, Minami-san, it’s been a while.”


  “It’s been a while… So, about that thing where Irido-kun pushed you down…”


  “Eh~? Ehehe, it’s embarrassing…”


  “Pretty sus.”


  “Hey, Higashira, stop fooling around.”


  What was she acting like she took the flight of stairs to being an adult?


  Please, Higashira, don’t wiggle around so much.


  “Mizuto-kun’s giving me a scary look, so I’ll fess up. I’m still pure. He hasn’t touched me at all.”


  “Are you really a man, Irido-kun? If it were me, I’d have two kids already!?”


  “Ehehe, isn’t it hard to pay for childcare?”


  “Can’t you two just get straight to the point?”


  Why did I have to be lambasted by these two for being so honest and rational?


  “Anyway, now that you know it’s a misunderstanding, why don’t you explain it to her, Minami-san?”


  “Huh~? You want me to do it~?”


  “Is there a problem?”


  “It’s logical that Irido-kun should be the one to explain, right?”


  I heard a crunching sound from the phone,. She’s eating some candy or something.


  “For me, I’d rather keep up this misunderstanding, but if anything, you should know what I mean.”


  “……Ah”


  Higashira tilted her head in confusion, since she didn’t know what’s going on. Minami-san’s obsessed with Yume to the point where she would marry me just to be her little sister, although she seemed to have abandoned that plan because of trouble from Higashira and Kawanami. She’s still very obsessed with Yume though.


  So, looking at that, the reason why Minami-san wanted to resolve the misunderstanding between Yume and me—


  “But you know,:


  BOL! I heard her crunch into some fried sweet.


  “I can’t just leave Yume-chan crying like this, and it’s even more unforgivable when the guy asks someone else to deal with it. You know what I’m saying?


  “………Eh?”


  For a moment, I couldn’t comprehend what I heard.


  “She’s crying? … Her?”


  “She is, you know? She was snivelling away when I excitedly picked up the call, and made that voice.”


  It’s rude of me, but I didn’t listen to Minami-san’s little rambling.


  She’s crying?


  Did she cry because she saw me push Higashira down?


  Wasn’t she like…shocked or something?


  She just ignored me, and even lambasted me.


  What’s with her… at this point?


  “……Haaaa~~~…………”


  I let out one of the biggest sighs of my life and lifted my back.


  I handed Higashira the phone while Minami-san continued to grumble away.


  “Higashira, I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to talk to Minami-san for a while.”


  “You’re going over?”


  “Yeah.”


  I went for the door.


  “I won’t feel good if I don’t say something.”


   


  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  “……Naa.”


  I…I fell asleep…


  After I complained to Akatsuki-san, I suddenly got tired and … just slept……,


  But I feel a little refreshed because I slept. Or maybe it’s because I vented my frustrations to Akatsuki-san while she kept me company? I should thank her next time.


  …How long did I sleep, Higashira-san’s… still in the room?


  —Knock knock,


  “Hii?”


  There was a sudden knock on the door, and I jolted.


  I remember this knock ……, it’s the second one today!


  “I’m coming in.”


  “No… No no  no no! Seriously, wait!”


  I whipped my sleepy body into shape and barely held the door to prevent Mizuto from entering.


  Don’t enter before I answer, you idiot!


  “W-What do you want, ……?”


  “I’ll tell you when I get in.”


  “No, not now!”


  “Why not?”


  I’m all messed up from crying, my hair’s a mess from falling asleep, and I’m in no condition to be seen in public!


  “W-wait a sec… really, just a sec!”


  I darted to the makeup table, fixed my messy hair, and somehow managed to cover up my swollen eyes. O-okay, it’s fine. As long as he doesn’t look up close…


  “You ready?”


  “Y- yeah, I’m fine.”


  The doorknob turned, and I thought, What? I thought,


  No, no, it’s not okay at all.


  I groomed my appearance, but not my heart.


  What kind of face should I make after seeing Mizuto do that with Higashira-san?


  The die was cast though. No point crying over spilled milk though.


  The door opened coldly, and Mizuto came into the room with a clear face.


  …He’s acting rather calm for one who just had a trip into Higashira-san’s huge boobies…!


  I sat on the side of the bed and glared at Mizuto, “Haa” who sighed.


  “Not sure how many times I need to enter this room. If possible, let’s just clear everything at once.”


  “… What? Didn’t you enter the room on your own…?”


  “That’s because you did something that forced me to come in.”


  “Huh?”


  My fault? I didn’t know what’s going on, but wasn’t it because you two were doing such things in the next room…


  …No wait, it’s not exactly a bad thing. They could do whatever they liked as long as they liked, and they were in the next room. Of course, such a situation would have…


  “I’m terrified of what you’re thinking with that serious face, but my guess is that whatever you’re imagining is probably unfounded.”


  “Eh?”


  Mizuto sat down, cross-legged, in the middle of the carpet and said with a calm face.


  “You misunderstand, I wasn’t doing anything suspicious with Higashira.”


  “…Huh?”


  Suddenly, I was pissed off.


  Trying to excuse yourself? Is there a reason? Isn’t it disrespectful to her and to me for trying to pass off what just happened?


  “What misunderstanding? You pushed Higashira-san down!”


  “Well actually—we just lost our balance.”


  “Huuuuuuhhhh?


  You lied, you cheated, and now you’re copying me!


  “Who would believe such an excuse? Can’t you tell a better lie!?”


  “Well, ‘We just lost our balance’ isn’t a decent excuse, is it?”


  “Ugh…!”


  Hoisted by my own petard.


  B-but… actually, I did lie too…


  “We just lost our balance, Higashira tripped on a book on the floor. I tried to pull her up in the heat of the moment, but I was so weak because I didn’t have enough muscle. I mean, why would I push her down on the hard floor. What’s the bed for?”


  “U, uuuggh…!!!”


  The logical argument pierced my heart,


  I-it’s true…there wasn’t a need to do it on the floor when the bed’s right next to it….


  Then…was I presumptuous…?


  “Say, you like mystery novels, but your observation skills are worse than a smartphone’s facial recognition.”


  “……!”


  “You can’t even be Watson. The entire series would just be a narrative trick.”


  “Ugh! ……!”


  “It’s a hell of a handicap to have a confirmed narrative trick the moment a character appears. That’s as bad as a book that says ‘the last line will change the world’ on the cover, like the Mansion Murder series with clothes on or something. The only one who can write such characters is Yukito Ayatsuji.”


  It’s a bit cool to go that far, isn’t it!?


  “Wh-what…you really didn’t have any ulterior motives?”


  “Huh?”


  “Even if it’s true that you just lost your balance! She’s so cute! She has big breasts! And… she really likes you, and you pushed her down! Did you really think nothing of it?”


  What right did I have to say that?


  Even if Mizuto had ulterior motives, I didn’t have the right to accuse him of that.


  I knew that, but I just kept rambling on.


  “I’m sure you thought you were lucky, or just plain lucky!! You didn’t think of touching them at all!? You thought you could try to misdirect me or something—”


  “Never thought of it.”


  Mizuto said, his voice faltering.


  “I didn’t think anything of it, To be honest, I was more worried about if Higashira hit the back of her head.”


  “… Don’t act so cool …”


  “It’s true.”


  “Then prove it to me.”


  I asked the impossible.


  I became the most annoying woman ever.


  “Prove to me that you don’t have any thoughts after pushing a girl down, and then I’ll believe you.”


  “Got it.”


  Mizuto stood up, and approached me while I was by the bed.


  Eh?


  “You want me to prove it?”


  “Wai—”


  I didn’t have time to resist.


  He grabbed my arm, and the next thing I knew, I was pushed down onto the soft bed.


  “……………… ”


  “……………… ”


  Mizuto’s face was shown beneath a white LED light.


  His thin hands pressed my arms against the sheets, and his upraised knees caught my legs,


  The warm, moist breath grazed my lips.


  I opened my frozen throat, as though I was melted by them.


  “… You really don’t have any thoughts?”


  “… Nope.”


  “Really?”


  “Really.”


  “… You’re lying.”


  “I’m not.”


  No, no, You’re lying, definitely lying.


  My head was already crammed full from the events two nights ago and the night before. Every brain cell was screeching away.


  “…Aren’t, your arms tired?”


  I said, staring into Mizuto’s eyes.


  “You really wouldn’t—lose your balance?”


  Either way, If Mizuto really didn’t think anything of it, it’s an accident.


  It’s just, force majeure.


  There’s no need to apologize to anyone, no need to worry, neither of us—


  “… You ……”


  I didn’t respond to Mizuto’s murmur.


  Instead, I gently touch Mizuto’s arm, which was propped against the bed,


  With a bit of force, I could bend his elbow — that’s all it would take to throw him off balance,


  This balance wasn’t bad.


  But I still—


   


  “Mizuto-kun~? Yume-san~? I heard you two growling~”


   


  Thud.


  Higashira-san opened the door without knocking.


  “……………… ”


  “……………… ”


  “……………… ”


  I, Mizuto, and Higashira-san came to a complete stop.


  A frozen atmosphere overwhelmed us,


  And then—some ten seconds or so later.


  Higashira-san began to close the door.


  “…D-don’t worry about me~…”


  “”We just lost our balance!!!””


  We shouted from the bottom of our hearts before the door was completely closed.


   


  “Yaaa, I was so worried.”


  I sent Mizuto back to his room (since I didn’t think he could stay calm in the same room any longer), and tried my best to clear up Higashira-san’s misunderstanding,


  … Misunderstanding? Well, a misunderstanding …sorta, yeah.


  Higashira-san believed me surprisingly easily though.


  “As soon as I opened the door, everything became clear to me. Like, I see~, that’s why I got rejected~.”


  “Y-yeah…I guess so…”


  I looked aside,


  “But at the same time, I thought, you had that kind of relationship with him, but you helped me confess, like seriously?”


  “Yes, that’s right, that’s impossible…”


  I just looked aside


  “But still, I thought you would have done that, Yume-san.”


  “What?”


  “So it was a misunderstanding! That scared me.”


  No, no, hol’ up, it’s not solved at all. I just heard something I couldn’t ignore,


  “Say, what if I’m right? And that I like Mizuto?”


  “What? I did say before that I wouldn’t mind if Mizuto-kun got another girlfriend, you know?”


  “I did remember hearing that…”


  “But it depends on the partner, I guess. I don’t want to be a bitch who’s obviously a gold digger.”


  “…Yeah.”


  “So actually, I think you’ll be an acceptable choice, Yume-san. It’s a little troublesome for stepsiblings to date, but to be honest, it’s got nothing to do with me.


  Hehe, Higashira-san giggled. She’s so irresponsible to the point of innocence,


  “But doesn’t it bother you that… I was helping you confess…?”


  “Well, it depends on the explanation. Yume-san, you’re uncomfortable about the idea of siblings dating, even stepsiblings, so maybe you want Mizuto-kun to have another girlfriend.


  That’s quite the understanding she had. I really hoped she would share some of that with me.


  “But well, it’s all a misunderstanding, wasn’t it?”


  “Y-yeah, that’s right, Mizuto and I aren’t dating, not at all.”


  “I see, well, you’re right, it’s not every day that two stepsiblings fall in love.”


  Yeah, that’s impossible. Yep yep. It’s impossible, supposedly…


  … I see.


  Higashira-san wouldn’t feel bad… if we get together.


  She’ll allow it.


  “Higashira-san……”


  “Aye? Yume-san?”


  I hugged Higashira-san’s body from the front,


  “I want…you to be happy, Higashira-san.”


  “I’m already happy though?”


  Nihehe, she giggled.


  “If this was a light novel, it would be complete with a happy ending..”


  I see.


  I want to be like you as soon as possible.


  I wonder how I can become like you.


  I’ll tell Mizuto how I feel and… get him to accept me… and then, we’ll be lovers again.


  Are you really fine with that?


  Will I surpass my past self?


   


  ◆Mizuto Irido◆


   


  Higashira returned from Yume’s room, and snorted in satisfaction,


  “I’ve been making out with Yume-san!”


  “… Oh, good for you.”


  “Yes!”


  She always looks so happy, doesn’t she?


  I really felt that—it would be great if I could change moods as easily as Higashira.


  But I couldn’t help but wonder, what did that Yume want?


  Did she…really lose her balance?


  After all that effort, was she fine with just breaking it up like that?


  … Well, it’s not like there’s anything wrong. Legally, or on Higashira’s side,


  If that’s the case, then there’s nothing to worry about anymore


  Except for my personal feelings,


  I touched Higashira’s soft hair from beneath her ear, just enough to keep it undisturbed,


  Higashira’s eyes squinted like a dog being petted.


  “What is it”


  “Therapy.”


  “Please do.”


  As I felt her hair between my fingers and her warm skin in my palm, and thought about my best friend.


  “Higashira.”


  “Yes~?”


  “You know, I might have something important to discuss with you someday.”


  Higashira blinked her eyes.


  “That’s a big role~. I’ll do my best.”


   


  “Ah, … is it time already? I should go home soon ….”


  “Well, I’ll send you off.”


  “Eh~? You don’t have to.”


  “It’s okay once in a while. We haven’t met in a long time anyway.”


  “Okay, well, … ehehe~.”


  She’s rather happy huh. Well, she’s just being verbally courteous,


  I walked down the stairs with Higashira.


  Just before we passed by the living room, hm? Something caused my heart to be jittery.


  Did I forget something ……?


  I tilted my my head, and walked past the living room with the door left open—


  “Oh, Higashira-san, are you leaving already?”


  Yuni-san came running up to us, beaming.


  Behind her, Dad glanced at me,


  Yuni-san jostled Higashira,


  “Are you okay? Are you able to go home? If you’re having a hard time, you can have dinner with us, okay? You can stay here if you want~”


  “I-I’m fine! I’ll be going home……!”


  “I see. That’s good…”


  Hmm? What’s with the worry?


  While I wondered, Yuni-san glanced at me and quickly leaned close to me to ask,


  “(Mizuto-kun, Mizuto-kun, from now on, please let me know when Higashira-san is coming!)”


  “Eh?”


  “(We’ll make sure to leave the house empty, and we’ll take Yume out too! Alright?)”


  Why leave the house—ah.


  Strangely, sweat started to trickle down.


  I forgot.


  Yume wasn’t the only one who saw me push Higashira down.


  Yuni-san squeezed Higashira’s hands, and said with a sincere smile,


  “Congratulations! Please take care of Mizuto-kun from now on!”


  “Y-yes, thank you very much……?”


  There’s a problem, and it’s not about my personal feelings,


  As of today, Yuni-san and the others’ perception of Higashira has changed from “my ex-girlfriend” to “my current girlfriend”,


  And then, I learned through Yume that Madoka-san messaged her, stating that this was acknowledged by the whole family in mere hours.

Chapter 2: The Ex-Girlfriend  cares for the sick (…is it true that people recover by passing their illness to others?)

  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  A summary thus far.


  I messed up.


  “—Say, where’s the cup that was here?”


  “What? I took it to the sink.”


  “Huh? I was still going to use it. …”


  “How would I know? Your fault for just leaving it around.”


  “Haa…”


  “…Hmph.”


  See? It’s a conversation that happened between a boy and a girl after they kissed.


  We’re used to each other these days. Everything’s supposed to be calm. Next thing you know, we’re back on bad terms.


  How did this happen?


  No. I know. I know. Wait a sec, okay? I just tried to hide my embarrassment, just a little! I just thought it would be embarrassing to admit why I kissed him, so I just tried to reject my own reality and escape! But…!


  And then, after that happened with Higashira-san, I felt I barely managed to fool him about that kiss~ and then before I realized it, this happened. Mizuto became more prone to anger compared to before the summer vacation, and I couldn’t help but be spiteful in my words.


  Uuu~…! No. No. No…! It’s the exact opposite of what I wanted to do~…!


  I wanted to approach Mizuto like a little devil, make him embarrassed, get him to act a little more suspicious. ~!


  How should I go back to that time… Do I explain to him that I was just hiding my own embarrassment? Right now? No way! How am I supposed to act like a little devil?


  I sat on the sofa in the living room. Inside the kitchen, Mizuto poured water into his cup from the water purification pot.


  Anyway, I had to stop with the spiteful reactions. It’s my spinal reflexes that got me into trouble. Right. I’m a woman who learns. I’m good at the PDCA cycle—


  Thud! There was a loud sound. I spun around in shock.


  Mizuto looked down at the floor with a frown,


  I got up and went to see. The lid of the water purification pot fell off, and the water was spilled all over the kitchen floor.


  “Y-you okay?”


  The pot was made of plastic. It’s not broken. Maybe it’s not my fault…


  Mizuto grabbed a rag and crouched down. I move closer to help him.


  “Don’t come.”


  I was interrupted by a hard voice,


  “Don’t come any closer. I can do this alone.”


  I stood there. I couldn’t do anything,


  … that’s it…?


  He hated me that much? Really?


  Oh it’s true. It’s damn true. We broke up once. But, didn’t we want to patch up, both of us?


  And now, did he hate me so much?


  Was the old me that different …?


  Mizuto finished wiping the wet floor, refilled the water purification pot, and put it back into the fridge.


  And then. He didn’t say a word. He just walked right past me.


  Hmm?


  I turned around and saw Mizuto’s back while he left the living room.


  For some reason… he looked pale, huh?


   


  ◆Mizuto Irido◆


   


  My thoughts were in a mess.


  My body ached all over.


  My throat felt really dry deep inside, and I had difficulty just breathing.


  All in all, I think I had a cold.


  “…Haa…”


  I returned to my room with much difficulty, and immediately collapsed onto the bed.


  It’s been a long time… How long has it been since I last had a cold?


  Did I get a virus in the countryside? …. I knew I shouldn’t have gone to the festival…


  …She probably wasn’t infected by me, right …?


  I snuggled into my bed to try and fight off the crawling feeling on my lips.


  Anyway. Let’s go to bed. That should cure it.


  That’s what I always did when I had a cold, ever since I was a kid.


   


  … So cold…,


  I woke up to a cool sensation on my forehead.


  While in a daze, I checked on my condition. My throat still hurt, and I still felt sluggish. Seemed like I needed more sleep.


  I need to get better as soon as possible. I was about to surrender myself to sleep again, but then a question popped up just in time.


  What’s the cold thing on my forehead?


  It felt like a cooling pad, but I didn’t remember using that.


  I slowly opened my eyelids.


  “Ah.”


  In my blurry vision. I saw a familiar face,


  She noticed that I opened my eyes, brushed her long black hair behind her ears, and peered into my face.


  “Are you okay?”


  She asked me as though we’re a normal family. I thought I was still sleeping.


  Because, well, yeah.


  I didn’t know what bothered her about me. Recently, she’s been scowling before me, and too lazy to approach me…but at this moment, it’s like she’s worried about me…


  “Anything you want? I got some isotonic drinks.”


  “…Gimme….”


  “Hmm. Can you get up?”


  I slowly got up, Yume poured the isotonic sports drink into a glass with a straw and held it up to my lips.


  “…I can drink it by myself…”


  “It’s all for nothing if you spill it all over. Just behave.”


  Even then, I propped the cup in Yume’s hand. And put the straw in my mouth. The sweet, cold drink reached the back of my throat.


  “You could have told me…that you’re having a hard time.”


  Yume said in a dumbfounded tone.


  “What if it’s a really terrible flu? It’s summer vacation…”


  “… Shut up ….”


  “What? I’m not even allowed to take care of you?”


  “…I’m ….”


  As I was feverish, I didn’t filter the words coming out of my mouth.


  “…I was…scared …”


  “What?”


  That’s when I run out of steam. And put my head back onto the pillow.


  A few words and I was tired …


  “Are you going to sleep? How’s your temperature? Did you test it?”


  I didn’t.


  I couldn’t even say that, and fell into a deep sleep.


   


  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  …He fell asleep…


  I looked at Mizuto’s face while he breathed quietly in his sleep. Left without a choice, I took a thermometer,


  And then. Slowly. I put my hand on the button of Mizuto’s clothes,


  I had no choice. I had no choice…I wasn’t planning anything lewd. Not at all…!


  I popped the button off. That white collarbone and chest entered my eyes, and blood came gushing up to my face. He’s ill right now! Calma! Calma…!


  I’m going to put a thermometer under his armpits… I always thought he wasn’t the hairy type, but I never thought he didn’t even have any armpit hair…,


  Pipipipipi. A sound rang, signalling the end of the the measurement


  I came to my senses. I pulled out the thermometer from Mizuto’s armpit. Ah, that was dangerous…I nearly kissed him, not because I wanted to stare at a sleeping invalid without permission. I must control myself. Control. Control…


  37.9°C


  The number indicated wasn’t exactly low or high. If that’s the case, a night’s rest should be fine.


  “…Thank goodness…”


  If this kept up for days, I wouldn’t be confident enough to exercise enough restraint. It’s not exactly a good thing to realize my true feelings…


  I fixed Mizuto’s clothes, averting my eyes with a strong will. I took a deep breath, and looked at Mizuto’s sleeping face.


  —I was…scared …


  Scared?


  What was he scared about…was I too harsh on him? Did he have to talk about me even in my sleep…? Ngggghhhh…!


  …I wasn’t trying to act tough against him or something.


  But basically, our relationship had already changed. Yesterday, today, suddenly, we couldn’t just change it like that. Whenever we met, we just naturally trash talked each other, and if someone said something, the other would talk back. That’s the normal distance between us now.


  I knew that just because I wanted to, it didn’t mean that we could return to the past.


  No, I shouldn’t return to the past, for it would just be a repeat of the past.


  Just as I fell in love with him in this state—I too hoped he would fall for me in my current state.


  I knew it’s a tall order, but…we couldn’t be lovers if we couldn’t go this far.


  We’re still stepsiblings until we become lovers.


  I tried to go on a date, but I just couldn’t get used to it. Our situation wouldn’t allow for it to happen.


  …But, I didn’t know what to do.


  If I actually told him forthright, he might be wary of me. How much trust did he lose in me?


  If I didn’t do anything, would he fall for me, and then confess on his own…


  …I felt like I regressed to a state worse than when I was in middle school, let alone grow up.


  “…Maybe I’ll make some ojiya.”


  I’ve never made it before, but I should be able to figure something out if I searched for a recipe.


  I got up and left Mizuto’s room for the time being.


   


  ◆Mizuto Irido◆


   


  I knew immediately that I was dreaming.


  “Can I get you some water? Do you want me to feed you?”


  There is no sarcasm or irony from Yume Irido while she took care of me like a mom, and the only thing I felt was compassion, not asking anything in return.


  It could never happen in reality. It’s a bone chilling hallucination.


  “Shall I take your temperature? Alright. Lift your arm.”


  —-What’s she doing?


  Even if she did, the outcome’s the same. No matter how nice she was to me, how close we got, it’s the little things that ruined us in the end, right?


  At their core, people are the same. Me and you, we haven’t changed much. It’s going to happen again. There will be times when we won’t agree to what the other does. When that happens, who’s going to break first? Who’s going to be the accepting one? —Surely neither of us would.


  We couldn’t adapt as easily as Higashira.


  We just drag on and on and on. We let our emotions pull us down. We’re stubborn, self-conceited—and the next thing we knew, we’re stuck.


  Then we’re just… stepsiblings. Isn’t that good?


  We’re finally about to let bygones be bygones.


  I was finally able to let go of the feelings that bound me.


  …But why did we have to do such an unnecessary thing?


  I was sick of it.


  I thought that things were going well, but they weren’t. I thought she was happy, but she was disappointed.


  The tomorrow that would be the same like today would never come.


  There was never a moment of calm.


  …And yet. In the end, it will burst like a bubble and go to waste.


  Love’s just a passing fancy.


  It’s an adolescent’s dream. A nightmare.


  —I had enough of such suffering.


   


  “…Nn…”


  I opened my eyelids absentmindedly, and could only hear the clock tick away.


  There was no one beside the bed.


  There’s only an isotonic drink on the side table.


  I slowly raised myself up.


  I stretched my elbows. The pain in my joints had subsided considerably. The queasiness rattling around in my head was gone. It’s not as bad as it was before I fell asleep. I was sweating a little, and my metabolism had revived. My throat still hurts though… it seemed the virus was about to be eradicated.


  I drank a glass of isotonic drink to wash away the residue of the cold, and got up from the bed.


  I didn’t really intend to do anything in particular. I just had enough sleep.


  I left the room, walked down the stairs, and heard movement in the living room,


  I opened the door.


  “Let’s see. A large scoop of salt…how much is large!?”


  Standing inside the kitchen was a clunker.


  
    [image: ]
  


  


  She had an apron over her indoor clothes, and tied her long hair in a ponytail so that it wouldn’t get in the way. Well, that appearance would seem reliable by itself. The manner in which she frowned and stared at the heap of salt on the measuring spoon made her no different from a kid having a first cooking class.


  “One large scoop… should be like this, right? Whatever, should be fine.”


  “That’s not fine.”


  “Eh?”


  I was able to grab her hand and stop her right when she was about to toss in the heap of salt into the pot.


  Yume turned around and blinked away at me.


  “You’re… alright?”


  “A tablespoonful doesn’t mean that. It means a flat spoonful. You learned that in home economics, didn’t you?”


  “Eh… ah, really …?”


  I let go of Yume’s hand, washed my hands in the sink and flattened off the excess salt, and poured it into the simmering pot.


  There’s rice simmering in the pot, and I saw an egg next to the stove. Apparently, she was going to make rice ojiya.


  “…Don’t do something you’re not used to while I’m sleeping. What if a fire breaks out?”


  “I-I’m not that bad at cooking! I did help cook rice once in a while! I should be able to do that much by myself!”


  “That’s true. You didn’t even know how to cook rice until I taught you.”


  “Ugh …!”


  Yume turned away and looked elsewhere, her lips pursed unhappily.


  “…Give me credit for trying. Anyway, it’s for your sake too…”


  I side-eyed Yume.


  “Is your idea of care to make the sick worry?”


  “Ngg… uuuu~…!”


  Yume growled like a kid and glared at me. “You sarcastic man. You should’ve been a little weaker,” that’s what her face clearly stated.


  Yep. That’s how it should be.


  I cut my gaze to Yume, and opened the vegetable compartment of the fridge.


  “Rice and eggs aren’t nutritious enough, right? Add some green onions.”


  I took out a green onion, and put it on the cutting board.


  “Ah…! I’ll do it…! You’re not cured yet, right? ”


  “More or less. The illness will come back if I eat this salt mine of an ojiya though.”


  “But that’s different from getting sick.”


  “Beat the egg then. You can do that at least, right?”


  “… I get it! Okay! Looks like you’re alright when you can bicker like this! I’ll do it I’ll do it! I’ve been practicing!”


  Yume tapped the raw egg at the sink, tilted her head to see the crack, and tapped it again and again—and of course, she used too much force. She nearly broke it, so I had to rush over and remove the egg shells.


  I chopped the green onions while she watched. If I let this clumsy fool touch a knife, my condition would worsen.


  I poured the egg in a circular motion, added the chopped green onions as I desired. The ojiya was ready.


  I was about to take the pot. “You dropped the pot just now, didn’t you?,” Yume said, and basically snatched it from me… Well, it’s true that I couldn’t say I was completely recovered. Maybe I was weaker than I thought, and given the potential danger. I decided to leave it to her.


  I put a potholder on the dining room table, and Yume put the pot on it. She took bowls and a ladle for us, and we sat down across the pot.


  “You’re going to eat too?”


  “I want to see how it turned out.”


  It’s still bright outside, but it’s already 7pm, almost dinner. To a healthy person, Ojiya wouldn’t be enough for dinner—so she’s been so busy with me that she never got to eat?


  Yume didn’t ask for my opinion, and scooped the Ojiya into two bowls. “Ah, I forgot the chopsticks…maybe a spoon should do?” she muttered, quickly scampered off to retrieve spoons, and put them before us.


  “Itadakimasu.”


  I obediently clapped my hands together, and scooped the yellow Ojiya with the spoon.


  “Ahh!”


  I foolishly tried to put it in my mouth, and naturally, I looked up, frowning.


  “Cool it…”


  “It-It tastes better when it’s hot.”


  So I argued back as I huffed at the Ojiya to cool it.


  I guess it’s because I was hungry—and I realized something, but I didn’t want to think any more about it. There’s no point imagining the sight of a woman who couldn’t really cook while I was starving.


  Yume slowly put the spoon in her mouth and savored the Ojiya.


  “It’s nice…”


  I let the Ojiya cool as I blew off the steam. I chewed on the egg-covered grains of rice for a few seconds,


  “The rice seems watery. Did you add too much water?”


  “Uu…s-sorry…”


  “…Well. It’s okay since it’s ojiya.”


  I took a second bite. Fortunately, I had a bigger appetite than usual.


  Yume looked at me with a surprised look as I moved the spoon again and again…and then she gave a relieved smile.


  “We cooked together. We ate together…”


  While I took a second serving from the pot, Yume suddenly muttered something absent-mindedly,


  “…I guess that’s how it feels to get married? ”


  I glanced at her face and muttered,


  “I don’t think it’ll be much different from now though?”


  “Really?”


  “We’re living under the same roof, and we have the same family name.”


  “I guess that’s true. … hmm?”


  Yume suddenly tilted her head,


  “That was ….”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “No. … erm.”


  Yume’s cheeks were slightly flushed, and her gaze drifted to the table top.


  “Did we just talk… assuming that we’re about to get married or something…?”


  “Hmm? … Ah.”


  My head was dull compared to usual, and I finally recognized what I said,


  “…It’s your fault for saying this when we’re alone. You got a problem, go get a boyfriend—”


  “Don’t wanna..”


  The denial was biting. I couldn’t help but stammer.


  Opposite the table, Yume stared at the empty bowl.


  “I don’t … want that.”


  “…What do you mean by that—”


  “—What do you think it means??”


  She shot an upward gaze. It’s a probing look.


  I felt like it shot through my body, and something was stuck deep inside my throat. I couldn’t talk for the time being.


  Yume chuckled teasingly,


  “I see. I’m starting to understand … a little better.”


  “What’s that about…?”


  “Nothing? I just had a really cool boyfriend in middle school, so other boys don’t really measure up to him, you know?”


  “……Huh?”


  “Just kidding.”


  She grinned away like a mischievous kid who just pulled off a prank.


  Wait, did she just… tease me?


  By this, high school rookie who only had her grades to show for it?


  “Why don’t you get some sleep after you finish eating? You’re not thinking straight.”


  “… Will do.”


  Yeah. My brain’s not working. If I could get rid of the virus in my body, I wouldn’t have fallen for her jokes.


  … What the hell was she planning, seriously.


  She’s not being uppity like usual, nor was she showing affection like she used to.


  She’s like—a different person,


   


  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  “… Phew….”


  I watched Mizuto head upstairs, let out a long sigh, and lazily slumped back against the back of the chair.


  I was pretty much at my limit.


  If I didn’t wrap it up by saying it was a joke, I wouldn’t be able to express my feelings.


  And also…It was a little fun.


  “…Fufu, fu…”


  I couldn’t help but giggle away while I thought about how Mizuto’s still thinking about my provocative words and attitude.


  This is a woman. The joys of being an adult woman.


  After all, I grew up. The me in middle school wouldn’t be able to come up with such a grand masterplan—.


  “Fufu…fufufu. Fufufufufufufu—”


  “Yume? What are you smiling about all by yourself?”


  “Fuaayyyyaahh?”


  And before I knew it, mom returned and talked to me, scaring me straight.


   


  ◆Mizuto Irido◆


   


  “…is it true that people recover by passing their illness to others?”


  Again I had a dream.


  I knew at first sight. She’s just a smart aleck of a clunker who thought she’s smarter than she was. How could she possibly come at me with this alluring smile…if she’s trying to bluff me, that’s a poor effort from her.


  I brushed away the looming smile and lips, and tried to regain consciousness.


  Darkness falls before my eyes. I waited a moment, and then realized I hadn’t opened my eyes.


  Ahh, I’m just too simple-minded for my own good.. How could I possibly have such a ridiculous dream just because I got teased? There’s no way she could attack me while I was sleeping? Even when we were dating, she never actually took the initiative to kiss me…


  I laughed dumbfoundedly in my mind, and slowly opened my eyelids. It’s probably late at night. I might not be able to sleep properly since I had a long nap during the day. How should I spend my time? Speaking of which, I still had books I hadn’t read—


  “…………”


  “…………!?”


  I thought I was still dreaming. I really doubted.


  I opened my eyelids and saw Yume’s face in front of me, her eyelids closed. It’s true.


  I gasped.


  The tiny breath escaped from Yume’s lips, and brushed my lips.


  Yume’s face approached mine, her hair hanging behind her right ear. She’d know I was awake if I turned my head away. So all I could do was squint my eyes at her.


  I was reminded of the night of the summer festival in the countryside.


  Yes. There was once. That’s one of the few times she took the initiative to kiss me.


  … No. That’s not it. She just lost her balance.


  So what’s this? She’s losing her balance again? That’s just a coincidence, right? That’s impossible! Calm down! What if this keeps happening over and over again? And we just forgive each other… and let it go all go…we’re family living under the same roof. How many chances do we get to be alone? If we take that step, we’re—


  “…Just kidding.”


  —Yume suddenly pulled her face away.


  The oppressive feeling suddenly disappeared. It was as if I’d been left behind,


  I squinted down and saw Yume looking down at me. When I hurriedly pretended to be asleep, Yume chuckled to herself,


  “If it’s contagious and curable, getting infected isn’t something to be scared of.”


  Yume muttered deceitfully—and slipped out of the room.


  I couldn’t hear her footsteps anymore, and immediately stood up.


  The cooling pad fell off from my forehead and landed on the blanket.


  I stared at it for a while for a while.


  “…………”


  —…Just joking…


  Like hell it was!


  Who are you joking with!? No one was looking at you! Even a clown would shut up when alone!


  “… Kuu…”


  I was mostly recovered, just that my throat was a little dry and aching. I had a new symptom though. I was dizzy and light-headed,


  I didn’t know.


  I really didn’t know


  What should…I do?


  “—Ah, Mizuto-kun, you’re awake.”


  The door of the room opened. Yuni-san poked her head in.,


  She walked into the room, and sat down on the chair Yume had been sitting on earlier.


  “How are you feeling? Better now?”


  “Yes. Well… pretty much.”


  “You’re so young. I wish I could have done things a mother would have done, but too bad, I didn’t get a chance to perform…”


  Yuni-san chuckled.


  I looked at my watch. It was almost midnight. I guessed I slept about three to four hours… Yuni-san said she didn’t have to act this time, so did she return home that late?


  “Actually—ah, keep this a secret from Yume, okay?”


  Yuni-san said happily, holding up her index finger to hush me.


  “I asked her if I could take care of you. But Yume refused, saying she wanted to do it herself.”


  … Taking care of me? By herself?


  “She’s tired from doing something she’s not used to. Goodness, Yume really grew up as a responsible child before I knew it~.”


  Yuni-san’s words didn’t seem to imply anything else, and she seemed to be genuinely happy with her child’s growth.


  But, I just couldn’t accept this.


  I didn’t think she acted out of responsibility alone.


  …Do you like me or not?


  As long as we’re siblings, none of these would matter. No matter whether you like me or hate me—the fact remained that we’re just stepsiblings who used to date each other, 


  But, if you don’t want it to be just like this, and want it to be something more—


  … I was flustered. Bewildered. Restless.


  A conflicting mix of happiness and anxiety arose in me.


  The only thing I was certain at this moment was.


  “Please convey my thanks to her.”


  “Ehh~? Can’t you say it yourself?”


  “…… It’s embarrassing.”


  I looked away and muttered, and Yuni-san blinked away.


  “Oh no. I can’t stop grinning. …! Mizuto-kun, aren’t you so cute yourself!”


  “… Please stop.”


  “Okay. I’ve decided. I’ll never tell! I’ll never say that!”


  “Eh?”


  “If you’re really grateful, say it yourself. Any time, but make sure you say it. ”


  “Eh…”


  “Fufu. Now do I sound like a mother now?”


  Yuni-san chuckled.


  “That’s the secret to living together. Take this as advice from a bad example who made such a mistake once!”


  … It’s hard to understand her. But—


  “I get it.”


  As the kid, I had no choice but to nod my head in affirmation,


   


  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  The next morning,


  I woke up much later than usual, as I had been with Mizuto until late at night—I knew that he had more or less recovered, and that there’s nothing to worry about, but I guess it’s to repay him for taking care of me back in April…so I thought I should stay with him until the end… And, well, he’s so cute in his sleep.


  Mom told me he’s completely recovered, so I went to sleep—until now.


  I was in the living room, trying to figure out what to do for lunch, only to hear a creak from the stairs. The door opened.


  It was Mizuto in his pajamas,


  His head was shaggy from sleeping,


  “G-good morning….”


  “…………”


  Mizuto glanced at me, walked into the kitchen, poured water from the water purification pot into a glass and gulped it down. His face was completely normal.


  I walked up to him.


  “Is your fever gone?”


  “……”


  “Are you hungry? I was just about to prepare lunch…”


  “……”


  Mizuto didn’t answer. He took out some frozen fried rice from the fridge, and switched on the microwave.


  W-what? Why are you ignoring me? If you’re recovered, I don’t have to worry about catching it, right??


  “Hey, wait—”


  I reached for Mizuto’s shoulder,


  He swiftly avoided it, and took a step away from me,


  “Eh?”


  Mizuto took one look at me while my hand was still hanging in the air.


  “… Don’t get too close.”


  He said softly, and closed the microwave door.


  Mizuto stared at the turntable as it started to move, and didn’t say anything.


  I look at his sidelong face in amazement.


  “….Wh-what was that…?”


  I took such good care of him yesterday…! And he’s not grateful to me at all!? “Hmm.”


  “Pfft.”


  Mom, relaxing at the dining table, smirked at us.


  “…What? Something happened?”


  “Who knows? You’ll figure it out someday, won’t you?”


  Not someday. Tell me now.


  No matter how much I wanted my answer, mom and Mizuto just wouldn’t tell me anything,

Chapter 3: Isana Higashira isn’t lost (…Erm…do you want to return to the room?)

  ◆Mizuto Irido◆


   


  Not to brag, but I did once visit a female classmates’ house before.


  Not to brag, but she was my girlfriend back then.


  Really, not to brag, absolutely not.


  I mean, I’d been to my girlfriend’s house, but I never went to a female friend’s place.


  “Mizuto-kun, do you want to come to my house tomorrow?”


  I wondered why Isana Higashira suddenly called me, and that was what she suggested.


  “Why? It’s not like I need to look for you.”


  “It’s boring~. But you’ll have me around.”


  “You’d just come over even without me saying anything, right?”


  “It’s because of that. That.”


  “That??”


  “Well, I’ve been visiting your house every day. So mom…


  “What? You finally got scolded?.”


  “No, no—mom said, I want to meet Irido-san for once.”


  “Ah.”


  I see. That’s what any parent in their right mind would do. Probably.


  Given all the telltale signs thus far, I could tell Higashira’s mother was a rather intense character, but it seemed she did have some social common sense.


  “But but, don’t you find it a hassle to bring a mom to a friend’s place?”


  “Well, yeah.”


  “So basically, after discussion, we thought we should invite you over,Mizuto-kun.


  “Another trouble… why do I have to greet your parents?”


  “Fufu… it feels like we’re getting married.”


  “Now I don’t feel like going.”


  “Please! Mom’s going to kill me otherwise!”


  “I’ve been wondering for a while, but is your mom an ex-delinquent or something?”


  “Not at all. My mom’s not a delinquent. She’s just violent.”


  “Now I really don’t want to go.”


  “Don’t worry. She said she just wanted to thank and apologize to Mizuto-kun!


  “’Thank’ and ‘apologize’? That kinda sounds like…”


  I sighed.


  Well, the argument’s legit, and to be honest, it’s not like I wasn’t willing to accept the invitation…I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t interested in Higashira. She already ransacked through my bookshelf, and it’ll be unfair for me not to have a bit of a payback.


  But. well…


  I looked towards the next room.


  If I said I was going to Higashira’s house, I wonder what expression she’d make…


  “… You don’t, want to visit?”


  There was a slightly anxious voice on the other end of the phone.


  “If you really don’t want to. I don’t mind. It’s fine…”


  “No. I’m fine with it. I’ll go.”


  I answered her as though the hesitation from a moment ago was a lie.


  Higashira’s voice brightened.


  “Really?”


  “Yeah. I don’t like it when my privacy is the only one invaded.”


  “Only the invasion?


  “Only the invasion. Tomorrow I’m going to strip you naked.”


  “Eh? … Ah, erm erm, if you want to do that, I’ll have the boy prepare that …


  “Slip of tongue. I’m going to strip your bookshelf bare.”


  “I’ve been toyed with! Mom!”


  “Stop being an idiot, go to horny jail!”


  What’d happen if I visited her tomorrow and end up with a good ol’ ‘you sleazeball dare to come over and strip my daughter naked, huh’?


  “Mmm…please be careful, Mizuto-kun? Our house never prepared for such a thing.”


  “Mine doesn’t either. Basically, no different from usual.”


  “I guess.”


  I’ll clean up my room and wait for you then. Higashira hung up.


  Then… I unwittingly glanced towards the next room.


  … There’s no reason for her to complain, right?


  At this point, I had no obligation to protect her even if it made Higashira lonely.


   


  Higashira’s house was a family apartment slightly off the main road.


  I did walk her home before, and did arrive at the front of her apartment, but I always left her at the entrance. It’s my first time actually entering.


  Unlike the houses of Kawanami and Minami, there didn’t seem to be any autolocks. I went through the main gate, got onto the elevator, and went to the room number I was told beforehand.


  The nameplate “Higashira” was at the far end of the hallway. It was a corner apartment.


  The intercom was right in front of me. I took out my phone and called Higashira.


  “Hello, Higashira?”


  “Nnni …fffuuui….”


  “…Did you just wake up?”


  “I’m fine. …. I’ll open it now…”


  She hung up. Well, it’s only 1pm, summer vacation, no wonder. I’d just wait for her to clean up.


  So I thought, and wanted to take a book out to read, but before I could, the door opened with a creak.


  “Welcome…”


  
    [image: ]
  


  


  Higashira appeared, clearly looking sleepy.


  I was dumbfounded once I saw her.


  “So that’s how you welcome guests?”


  Higashira’s wearing a large T-shirt and loose shorts. Clearly she had just woken up.


  She wasn’t wearing a belt or anything, and the T-shirt was held up by her large breasts, swaying like a curtain in front of her stomach. The collar was loose and worn out, and her cleavage poked up. The thighs exposed under the shorts were defenceless before me.


  Clearly, she wasn’t here to welcome a visitor—let alone a man.


  It’s not the first time that Higashira was so defenseless, but she had been wearing outdoor clothes till this point. Clearly she was dressed up like this since she’s alone at home….


  “Hmmm… come to think of it, I’m still in my nightwear ….”


  Higashira tugged lightly at her collar and looked down at her attire. She nearly exposed herself from there. Even this calm me had to avert my eyes..


  … Hmm? Now …?


  “I’m sorry … I was asleep earlier … fuuaah….”


  “Go get dressed. I’ll wait for you.”


  “Ahh~It’s okay …. I’ll get changed later… please come in for now …”


  Higashira rubbed her eyes and walked through the entrance.


  Are you sure you want to do this? I tilted my head and entered through the door.


  “Kuaaa~…”


  Higashira yawned, casually removed her sandals, and went up the stile.


  “… toto.”


  She’s still not awake, huh? The moment she went up, she nearly tripped over—


  —Boing.


  …hmm?


  That was… weird. Did her chest… shake. …?


  “That was dangerous. Hehe~…ah, Mizuto-kun. Do you need slippers?”


  “Ah, I don’t need it…”


  “I see… Please follow me then.”


  Was it just me? Look, it’s not like I always paid attention to how they shook…


  Higashira walked down the hallway to the right from the front door.


  And then, she opened a door not too far from there.


  “My room is here.”


  “That’s pretty close to the front door.”


  “Isn’t it~? It’s easy to go out. Hehe~~.”


  “I envy you . Over fifteen years. I’ve been living upstairs.”


  “I’m more envious of yours. I’d rather have a two-story house.”


  “And that?


  A few meters down the hallway, to the left, there was another door at the very end.


  “That’s my parents’ bedroom~. Around the corner is the living room.”


  “Should I go and greet them first?”


  “Mom’s out for a while. She’ll be back soon.~.. Dad’s not home today.”


  She specified that he’s not home today, so in other words, he’s more often than not at home. In this sense, her family situation’s a little different from the Kawanamis and Minamis.


  “Make yourself at home~ “


  Higashira cleared the way, and invited me into her room.


  Higashira’s room, well, was pretty much as I imagined.


  There’s a bookshelf crammed with paperbacks, and the books that couldn’t be put were on the desk, bed, floor, everywhere else, forming high stacks. Also, the printouts from school and removed socks were all over the place. No doubt about it, I got that ‘Ah, it’s Higashira’s room alright’ feeling.


  I casually sat down on the floor, and Higashira closed the door.


  “Huh~… you can sit on my bed, you know?”


  “I’m not as bold as you.”


  “What? Is that so weird? …”


  Higashira tilted her head, and put her knees on the bed where the blanket was in a mess..


  She said she would clean up the room, but why did it end up like that? The printouts scattered there, might not be her summer homework, right—hm?


  The moment I randomly put my hand down, I touched something cloth-like.


  What’s this? Red like a rose, two bowl-like shapes stuck together—


  …. ……. ……….


  …… Isn’t this a bra?


  Obviously, it was a bra lying haphazardly on the floor. It’s different from what I saw of Yume’s though. What’s different? The size. According to her. I remembered Higashira’s a G-cup—


  Ahh goodness! There’s no way she could welcome guests like this!


  Abort, abort. I hastily looked away from the bra.


  And while I looked away in a certain direction… a brand new development happened like a trainwreck.


  “Hmm~…”


  Higashira was on the bed in a girl’s sitting position.


  She moaned and groaned in a muffled voice characteristic of a sleeper.


  She probably didn’t want to see her own stomach.


  The way she rolled up her shirt was clearly—of one who was trying to remove her shirt.


  I could see Higashira’s belly button. I could see her ribs and hips. And the T-shirt caught some things above them.


  The hem of the T-shirt was caught by them.


  Thanks to gravity, the lower half spilled out of the T-shirt.


  It was at this point that I finally realized—the cause of the distortion I sensed.


  She’s not…wearing underwear.


  Pure white. Half-moons of flesh, no fabric as protection, peeking out from the hem of her rolled-up T-shirt.


  I was immediately stunned.


  To begin with, it’s my first time seeing a girl’s underboobs—and I hadn’t expected Higashira to be braless. I never even thought about it this very moment!


  “Mmm …!”


  Higashira struggled for a moment with the t-shirt that was caught on her G-cup breasts.


  

  That momentary struggle was the moment that feIt like it was the difference between life and death.


  “Oy!”


  Just before I could see the fatal parts, I finally yelled up.


  Higashira stopped her hands from pulling off her T-shirt, and gave me an incredulous look.


  Her underboobs were exposed while she just stared at me for a few seconds.


  Then.


  “… ah?”


  She finally looked enlightened, and pulled the hem of the T-shirt down over her belly.


  She grabbed it, and was silent for a short while.


  “……That shocked me…….”


  “That’s my line!”


  I retorted with all my might. Higashira smiled shyly and said, “Uehehehe.”


  “I was totally sleepy. I forgot I got a guy in my own room…”


  “I’m sweating like crazy now. That was…”


  “Sorry for the inconvenience.”


  Higashira remained seated on the bed, and lowered her head quickly.


  … At that moment, the collar drooped, and then, as expected, two white lumps that were still uncovered entered my eyes. Even if I looked away—I only saw white, right? I didn’t see anything pink, right… …?


  That’s… too defenseless.


  Well, she’s always been full of openings, and more so when inside my room. She said she trusted me, but we’re talking about a whole different ball game. She probably had no algorithm for how to behave when someone else’s in her room.


  “Either way, you’re being too careless. And you haven’t cleaned up your room. …”


  “Well~ I thought of doing that before I slept…ah, I guess I didn’t put away what I wore yesterday.”


  “…The ones you wore yesterday? As in, the one lying right next to me? This?”


  “Ahhh~… it’s so embarrassing …”


  “Are you serious!?”


  I picked up the edge of the bra and used the momentum to throw it at Higashira.


  It hit Higashira’s face, and she spread it open, putting it on her chest..


  “How do you like it? I’m wearing something pretty sexy, right~”


  “Did you hear what I said?”


  “Actually, I’m still pretty shy about it. I guess that’s why I’m making jokes to cover up. Please understand.”


  … Like hell I know. You would have blushed if that’s for real.


  Higashira tucked her bra under the blanket to hide it.


  “In the first place, why aren’t you wearing any underwear in the first place…?”


  “Of course it’s because I was asleep until a while ago.”


  “Do you take them off when you sleep, …?”


  “I wear something called a night bra. Look, this one.”


  She unrolled the black fabric that had been left on the bed. This one looks like a short camisole, and didn’t feel as secure..


  “I heard that if I don’t wear this, my boobs will lose shape.”


  “Didn’t think you would actually pay attention to this.”


  “Nope, mom will kill me if I don’t wear it properly… she always says ‘what’s the point of growing such beautiful big boobs’.”


  If Higashira gets killed, what’s the point of beautiful boobs or big boobs?


  “Then why aren’t you wearing it?”


  “I always take them off unconsciously when I wake up.”


  “I see…”


  Well, men wouldn’t understand the restraint of a bra. I couldn’t comment on that


  Higashira threw off her night bra, looked down at her breasts, “Hmmm~” and tilted her head.


  “Can I…not wear a bra…?”


  “Wear it.”


  “Mizuto-kun, you’ll be happier if I go without a bra…”


  “Nope.”


  “Really?”


  Higashira had both hands holding the T-shirt over her belly, and showed the outline of her breasts.


  And then, she started wobbling them up and down.


  “Doink doink~ ♪!”


  “Stop it, you idiot!”


  Creak, creak, the bed springs creaked and squeaked as Higashira’s bulges swayed softly. The lack of bra support changed everything, and the manner in which they bounced seemed to convey the weight and softness of her body.


  I could see Higashira smiling wickedly at me out of the corner of my eye while I looked away from her.


  “What now~? The Mizuto-kuun who dumped me? Are you really bothered by the tits of the woman who you dumped?


  “Don’t get too carried away…! At least be thankful that I’m acting gentlemanly!”


  “Ehehe~. This embarrassed Mizuto-kun is cute and adorable~! Come on. Come closer!”


  “Don’t come closer yourself!”


  Higashira got off the bed and approached me. I could only retreat.


  It might be a bad reaction from me, but Higashira escalated her antics. She lifted her breasts with both hands.


  The heightweights got her fingers sinking into her into her shirt.


  “They’re soft, you know~ you can touch them, Mizuto-kun~?”


  She’s just getting carried away. …!


  It’s time to punish her a little—or so I thought, and lowered my voice a little.


  “…You serious?”


  “Eh?”


  “You sure I can touch them?”


  “Eh…?”


  I looked into Higashira’s eyes. She clearly blinked more frequently than before.


  “No, erm, that was…”


  “I can touch, right?”


  And just like that, I began to close the distance between us. Higashira in turn backed away accordingly.


  “Y-you can…actually, I really want it…but maybe I should say I’m still not mentally prepared …I don’t think my feelings are ready for this sudden…I-I just got carried away—ah!?”


  Higashira, who had been looking away from my eyes with all her might while giving excuses, suddenly shouted and crouched down to hide her body.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “No-nothing. Well. Thank goodness… you didn’t notice…”


  Higashira murmured something  incomprehensible for a while, and finally lifted her head.


  That face of hers seemed somewhat embarrassed.


  “My nipples… showed a bit.”


  Higashira giggled in a joking tone.


  I froze.


  “….Huh?”


  “Ehe… ehehe. Just a little bit. Did you get a little excited?—Owie!”


  I silently smacked Higashira on the head.


  To all the females, think about the line you’re not allowed to cross.


   


  I left the room to allow Higashira to change.


  Goodness… didn’t she know that there’s a code of etiquette even among friends? Even if it’s not a lover we’re talking about, there’s still a need to make yourself presentable.


  …Well, even if I wanted to say so, I probably went a little overboard when I turned the tables on her—of course, I did explain to her that I didn’t really mean it.


  I leaned my back against the wall, and looked up at the ceiling. I really felt restless just by standing in the hallway of someone else’s house. Her family’s supposed to be home any minute now—no, actually, it’d be a bigger trouble if she actually told me nobody else’s going to be home.


  “—I’m home~.”


  I heard the door open along with a voice, and I was startled..


  Someone entered through the front door next to me…or rather, returned.


  I didn’t need to think about who it was.


  “Isana~. Are you awake~? —Oh?”


  The woman spotted me standing in the hallway, and raised her eyebrows.


  She was slender and tall, and looked like she belonged in Takarazuka.


  She wore slender pants, had a straight back, thin arms and legs, and didn’t seem to have the violent personality Higasira spoke of. Given her boyish short hair though, I got a glimpse of her personality.


  Yuni-san already looked young, but she looked even younger—nobody would doubt if she was said to be Higashira’s older sister. I never heard that Higashira has a sibling though.


  “…Sorry to bother you.”


  Anyway, I greeted that woman—who’s most likely Higashira’s mother.


  Higashira’s mother (assumed) frowned, “Hmm?” leaned over, and I instinctively leaned back a little.


  “Are you … by any chance… Mizuto-kun?”


  “Y-Yes, I’m Mizuto Irido.”


  She actually addressed a complete stranger as ‘omae’.


  I was overwhelmed by an unspeakable pressure, and looked back at her eyes with a mystified look. She’s about as tall as me.


  Higashira’s mother (assumed) tilted her head.


  “Well, it’s weird…why would a friend of Isana be so polite to actually introduce himself to someone he just met?”


  What’s with that bias?


  “The ‘Mizuto-kun’ that Isana spoke of is an unsociable, mean loner of a guy, not a handsome chap like you.”


  “Oy, Higashira! What kind of rumors are you spreading!?”


  “Hyoowaaaa!?”


  I could hear a frantic voice from beyond the door.


  A few seconds later, the door opened, and Higashira poked her face out. She’s still in her nightwear that was her  T-shirt, but I could see a bra strap peeking out from her loose collar. I guess she’s wearing underwear, thank goodness—no, wait, I could still see it.


  “What are you doing—ah, mom.”


  “Isana.”


  Higashira’s mother (confirmed) looked down at her daughter with squinted eyes.


  “Where’s the ‘welcome home’?”


  “Welcome home. Mother!”


  Higashira suddenly raised her hand and said it like an oath.” Good,” nodded mama Higashira affirmatively. What is this? Army?


  Mama Higashira pointed her thumb at me.


  “Isana. Let me ask you something. Who’s this guy?”


  “It’s Mizuto-kun.”


  “This guy? Really?”


  “Really. I said he has a very cute face, didn’t I?”


  I’ve always heard that she would speak in polite language to everyone, but I never thought she would do so to her family too? It’s really weird.


  “Hmmm…”


  Higashira’s mother sized me up—ahh, it’s really troublesome.


  “I’m sorry. Can I ask you a question?”


  “What?”


  “I’d like to know your name.”


  “Mine?”


  “Yes. Otherwise, I’ll have to call you ‘Aunty’.”


  I really didn’t think it would be appropropriate to call this person ‘aunty’, and I didn’t mean anything else when I said that. Mama Higashira beamed in amusement.


  “Heh, an interesting man.”


  She said a line that was seemingly derived from a shoujo manga.


  “My name is written as Nagi Tora. Do you know what the kanji is?”


  “Nagitora… Nagi as in lull in the sea, and tora, tiger?”


  “How do you read that?”


  It’s not feminine to read it as Nagitora.


  “… Natora. I guess.”


  “Correct.”


  As soon as I answered, Mama Higashira—Natora, smiled at me, and slapped me on the shoulder.


  “Well~ hahaha! Sorry for doubting you, Mizuto-kun! You’re not what I imagined!”


  “Haa…I don’t really mind.”


  “You’re quite the quick thinker! You managed to get my name right at once. I guess you’re probably the 5th one or so who got it.”


  The ‘probably’ was as ambiguous as it could be. It’s true that her name was a little weird, but it’s not as bad as those fancy, glittery names. Just to note, the only reason why I could associate Nagi as the lull of the sea was because the daughter’s name was somewhat related to the sea. (‘Isana’ is an ancient name for a whale).


  “And you’re rather polite for a brat! I’m rather fond of you, Mizuto-kun! You’re too good for Isana!”


  “Thanks for that.”


  I just need you to stop slapping me on the shoulder.


  “Thank goodness, Mizuto-kun~. If mom doesn’t like you, you might be hammered to paste.”


  “Eh?”


  “Isana, don’t disparage me in front of others. I’d have just sent him flying out with a kick and ended it at that.”


  What’s the difference between that and beating the crap out of me?


  “…Anyway Isana. What’s with the appearance?You greet your guest like that?”


  “Ehh? That’s fine. I’m not going out anyway.”


  Higashira’s wearing a T-shirt and shorts, and pursed her lips unhappily.


  Yes. Go on mother, tell her what’s common sense.


  “Mmm…”


  Natora crossed her arms and inspected her daughter’s outfit.


  “… No. I was wrong. You’ll just wear this for today.”


  “Yippee!”


  What? What’s acceptable? We got a loose slouchy collar slipping down to her shoulders and exposing her bra straps here, you know?


  My questions went unanswered. Natora-san started walking down the hallway.


  “Isana, you haven’t eaten anything, right? It’s late, but here’s lunch. Mizuto-kun, you probably ate at home, so have a snack.”


  “Ah, yes, sorry to trouble you.”


  “Huh, that’s silly of you. You’re the first friend she ever invited here. Why shouldn’t I care?”


  Natora-san grinned heartily. If I were a woman, I too might have fallen for her dashing look, but in any case, she seemed to be giving orders whenever she spoke…


  Higashira and I followed Natora-san down the end of the hallway.


  It was a spacious living and dining room, and there’s a large veranda at the back, with laundry drying unprotected.


  “Isana, your lunch today is oyakodon. Sit quietly and wait.”


  “Okay~.”


  Natora-san entered the kitchen, and Higashira went to the sofa in the living room and plopped onto it. She looked at me, and patted the seat next to her, so I sat there.


  Higashira looked into my face.


  “Your greeting was a great success.”


  “Looks like it…well, it’s better than being hated.”


  “You can come to my house anytime from now on!”


  “I’ll think about it if you dress decently.”


  I said without looking at Higashira’s face. If I did, I wouldn’t be able to avoid the chest that was completely exposed beneath the collar of that T-shirt.


  Higashira grumbled, “Ehh?  I can’t be bothered to change my clothes though…” Well, I could understand what she was thinking, but I would hope she had a basic sense of shame, as a person.


  But still, it’s amazing that she would actually allow her own daughter to dress up like that. What kind of education’s that? I guess Higashira’s naivete was largely due to her home environment.


  And while we’re discussing the new releases at the end of the month, Natora-san came out of the kitchen.


  “Here you go. Eat.”


  A bowl of oyakodon was placed in front of Higashira. Surprisingly, I should say, Higashira didn’t even say ‘itadakimasu’, just grabbed the bowl, and started chomping away. It was like a real dog eating food.


  “This one’s yours. Do have some.”


  Natora-san said and put a wooden plate in the middle of the table. There were cookies.


  Higashira spoke while ignoring the rice grains on her lips..


  “Ah, those? The ones made yesterday.”


  “Sorry they’re not freshly baked. But well. I’m sure it’s good enough. I guess.”


  “Did you make it yourself?”


  “It’s a hobby. Life without fun isn’t interesting after all.”


  This character’s hobby is baking? …. That surprised me, but the capricious way she acted was somewhat cool. The fact that she’s not influenced by how others viewed her seemed to be a common trait with her daughter Higashira.


  I thanked her, and tasted the cookies (they’re delicious). Natora-san sat down in front of me.


  “Alright, Mizuto-kun. Once again, thank you for taking care of my daughter.”


  “I guess.”


  “Huh? Mizuto-kun, shouldn’t that be ‘no no, I’m the one who had been in her care’ …?”


  “No no, I’m the one who had been taking care of her.”


  “Huh huh!? That’s wrong!? You shouldn’t be speaking in the passive context!?”


  “Haha! Seemed like she really gave you a hard time. Thank you very much.”


  Natora-san folded her legs and chomped on a cookie. She basically ate it like a rice cracker.


  “Isana always had zero sense of cooperation. It’s better than her being just a common mob character, but this mother’s been worried because she never had a friend. You know how happy I was when Isana beamed away and introduced you?”


  “I-I wasn’t beaming…”


  “You were… ah, well, you weren’t beaming, you were giving a dumb grin. That really disgusted me, you know!”


  “That’s terrible! I’m calling abuse!”


  Natora-san laughed heartily. Their family really seemed to get along well.


  “As far as I know. Mizuto-kun, you’re the only one who’s been so kind as to take care of my unpredictable daughter. I guess you two must be on the same wavelength. What do you think? Eh?”


  “… It’s true that to me, I’ve never met anyone who I got along with as well as Higashira. I’ve never had any friends either.”


  “Heh?”


  “Wa-wait, Mizuto-kun…I’m a little embarrassed…”


  “Uuu~” Higashira groaned. It’s nothing to be embarrassed about. It’s just a fact.


  “Haha!” Natora-san laughed heartily and slapped her own knee.


  “Alright! Get married, you two!”


  My brain couldn’t compute.


  “…Huh?” “Ueeh?”


  Both Higashira and I were stunned for a moment.


  Natora-san grinned to herself.


  “So, Mizuto-kun. I heard you’re the top honor student in your class, especially in that prep school. That’s really impressive. Isana’s never going to meet anyone as impressive as you. So please accept her.”


  “No…erm?”


  “Is there a need to be surprised? It’s natural for a mother who cares for her child. I’m a good judge of character, you know. I know you could make my daughter happy. Marry Isana. Hurry up. As soon as you’re eighteen.”


  I recoiled from the pressure, and then, I thought.


  I quickly whispered to Higashira next to me.


  “(Hey, Higashira…you didn’t tell her?)”


  Higashira confessed her feelings to me. And I rejected her.


  Maybe Natora-san didn’t know at all?


  Higashira shrugged.


  “(I-I couldn’t possibly talk about it. …)”


  “(Why?)”


  “(I-If I say that…I think she might kill you, Mizuto-kun…”


  I shut up.


  Then. I saw Natora-san’s piercing eyes looking straight at me.


  Unpleasant sweat trickled down.


  It’s possible.


  I hadn’t seen how violent Natora-san was, but… the pressure clearly implied “If you make my daughter sad, I’ll kill you.”


  She seemed so rough with her daughter… but she’s quite the idiot parent too.


  I couldn’t say anything.


  If I did, I’d die.


  I’ve already dumped her…but I couldn’t say that in this situation.


  “Hmm? What do you think? I don’t think it’s a bad idea if you aren’t opposed to her.”


  “No. It’s just that…I talk to her as a friend.”


  “That’s fine. What’s wrong with marrying your friend? Well, you might have your hands full with this daughter of mine, but don’t worry, I guarantee she got the best body I’ve ever seen.”


  Natora-san gave a thumbs up. “Ehehe.” And Higashira too looked embarrassed. What’s there to be embarrassed about? She just berated you.


  What’s wrong with marrying a friend, huh…


  To be honest, even if I had to compromise, I wouldn’t mind sharing a room…


  “Hmm.”


  Natora-san snorted and crunched on a cookie.


  “You’re that kind of person, aren’t you? I guess you’re the type who doesn’t want to go through the trouble of falling in love.”


  “…Yea, I guess. That’s basically it.”


  “Huh~…”


  Natora-san sighed deeply. She might be disappointed, but that’s what I really thought. She’d be really angry if I tried to bluff my way through.


  “You don’t get it at all. That’s why I don’t like brats—in fact, the more you think of it, the earlier you should get married.”


  “Eh?”


  “Listen up, Mizuto-kun. Married people are basically for those people who want to wash their hands from the messy world of love.”


  The unexpected words caused me to stifle a gasp.


  “If I wear a ring on my left ring finger, no one will try to harass me, and I don’t have to worry about my family nagging away like ‘Don’t you have a boyfriend?’ ‘When are you getting married?’ It’s easier when you’re married, right? Those who are married don’t have to deal with those hopeless people who think every human should fall in love.”


  Natora-san smiled wryly.


  “I don’t deny marriage out of love , but if you ask me, it’s basically gambling. The person you fall in love with doesn’t always have the same lifestyle as you. Look around you for example. Those who dated in middle school mostly broke up in high school, and those who dated in high school broke up in college, right? Emotions alone aren’t going to ensure that you’re going to be with your partner for the rest of your life—if you want to marry, choose someone you can get along with. Take it as an advice from someone who experienced this.”


  “You parents seem rather close, huh?”


  “Yeah. We still play MonHun together.”


  “But I feel that dad’s always getting scolded by you..”


  “That’s because he forgot to bring the large barrel bomb.”


  Gahahaha! Natora-san laughed like a pirate.


  So those who started dating in middle school broke up in high school, huh…?


  Well, that made sense. Love’s just a passing fancy. It wouldn’t decide the partner in life.


  And once married, I wouldn’t have to worry about being distracted…


  It made sense.


  Higashira and I might not be lovers, but as husband and wife, we might be able to live comfortably—I guess it’d be an undeniable fact.


  “Well…I did tell you to hurry up, but I think you need some time to think about it. You’re a high school student, still in a stage where you’ll only think with your lower body.”


  Did she think of high school kids as some lowly lifeform or something?


  “Hey, Isana.”


  “Yes~?”


  Higashira’s oyakodon was empty. She licked off the grains of rice from her lips.


  Natora-san looked at Higashira and pointed at me. He pointed at me.


  “You. Go cage this guy up.”


  “Eh~? I’d do it if I could.”


  “Whatcha said? Damn you~ why did you think I gave you those big tits for? Use them.”


  “Mom, you don’t know how iron-willed Mizuto-kun is. Your back isn’t the one hurting..”


  “Of course he’s holding back, you idiot.”


  “Ehh~?”


  “The neighbors aren’t home right? I’ll go out for a while. If you’re too scared to do anything, I’ll kill you.”


  “Ueeehh~”


  Higashira groaned in disgust.


  Well, I started to feel numb about that, but what should I even say to this mother and daughter? I felt like I was isekai’d into a world where common sense was different.


  Natora-san got up from the sofa.


  “Now then, Mizuto-kun, take your time. Our walls are rather thick, so you can make some noises.”


  “…Don’t worry about that.”


  “Don’t make me repeat myself. Of course I care, you know?”


  Natora-san smirked and actually left.


  We were left behind. For a while. We spent some time eating cookies. I felt that Higashira next to me was a little aware of me, and didn’t ask me for a lap pillow as usual.


  “… Ah… Mizuto-kun.”


  Higashira stammered as if at a loss for words.


  “You don’t have to worry about what mom said, okay?”


  “I know.”


  “She’s quick to judge everything. Once she makes up her mind, she will have order. “


  “Yeah.”


  ” …Erm… shall we return to the room?”


  I looked aside and saw Higashira looking up at me.


  Beneath my eyes, I could see the white of her T-shirt, the skin tone of her chest, and a light blue cloth at the bottom of my vision.


  “…Right.”


  —Of course he’s holding back, you idiot.


  Yeah. That’s right.


  I didn’t dump you because I didn’t find you attractive.


   


  I recalled what happened back then.


  Higashira confessed. I rejected her.


  —Sorry Higashira—I can’t have you as my girlfriend.


  When Higashira heard my answer, she just stood there in silence for a while.


  I couldn’t talk to her. I couldn’t walk away. All I could do was watch quietly, and I thought that was all I had to do.


  In fact, I already resolved myself.


  Higashira and I might not be friends forever.


  Just like Ayai back in middle school, we might end up as something beyond being just friends.


  And when that happened.… I surely would end up making a choice that Higashira would hate me for.


  I was really delighted that she was fond of me…but that seat in my heart couldn’t be given up to anyone else..


  For me, there was no doubt to my choice.


  It was either to let the person in my heart cry, or to make Higashira cry—that was my dilemma.


  Even if it meant wallowing in self-loathing, unable to forgive myself, that was the only choice I could make.


  But,


  Higashira…didn’t cry at all.


  She just stood there for a while, her head lowered—and then when she lifted her head again.


  She just showed a relaxed smile.


  —Thank you very much for listening… Let’s go home, Mizuto-kun.


  She acted as usual.


  I was stunned to see Higashira act like how she was the previous day.


  —Are you…alright?


  Higashira smiled deceptively at my stupid question.


  She grabbed her right elbow with her left hand, like she was protecting herself.


  —I can’t say…that I’m fine…I’m just scared of being alone.


  That was the first time I saw Isana Higashira look hurt.


  If it had been someone else who had hurt her. I would never forgive that. I would do anything to make the perpetrator regret it.


  And because of that.


  When I realized that I was the one who did it, I realized that I had to be punished.


  I felt I had to take responsibility for rejecting Higashira.


  So, even when she made the crazy request to go home with me right after her confession was rejected, I felt I had to go along with her no matter what.


  I left the school gate with Higashira that day.


  We stopped by a bookstore as usual. She said she wanted that new series, and we talked about the same old stuff.


  I thought it would be the best solae to her.


  And when we parted, Higashira said,


  —-Well… thank you so much for today.


  That’s when.


  For the first time, that’s when…Higashira’s voice trembled.


  It was a faint, faint tremor.


  But that said enough.


  It showed me how desperate Higashira tried to keep her emotions in check when we went back from school and browsed through light novels, and how desperate she was to keep our relationship alive—


  Maybe it’s her personality.


  Maybe it’s a trait.


  Maybe it’s because she never really interacted with others, and didn’t know how to control her weak facial muscles, that she never showed it on her face.


  But—she’s strong.


  She’s completely unlike me who threw tantrums over trivial things, the complete opposite of me who wanted to go back to the past but never tried.


  Her feeble appearance looked so glamorous to me.


  It was so precious, I wanted to protect her at all costs.


  So—before Higashira turned away.


  Before she trudged on her lonely journey home.


  I grabbed her arm.


  —Eh? 


  Higashira was startled. She looked up at me.


  The tears remained in her eyes, and shimmered faintly.


  And I told her to prevent them from flowing out.


  —What’s bad about being friends?


  —I guess lovers will break up after a few years. Like, we might not keep in touch once we enter college. Compared to that—


  —Wouldn’t friends be much better?


  It might just be me arguing semantics.


  It’s probably just a bunch of nonsense to belittle love and fluff friendship.


  But I needed an excuse.


  I needed a reason for Higashira not to cry.


  —I might not be able to kiss you, but I can hug your shoulders.


  —You may forget your makeup, and your clothes might not be cute, but I won’t get angry at that. I don’t need you to have any qualification or effort to be next to me.


  —That’s why…


  I couldn’t finish my words.


  Before I could, Higashira looked down, and tugged at the chest of my uniform.


  —-Please stop. Please. …


  —If you keep saying this…I’ll just love you more …!


  I neither denied or affirmed her words.


  It was up to Higashira herself to decide whether she should do so..


  But, I promised her one thing.


  —I’ll always be the me you’re familiar with.


  Our relationship wouldn’t change just because she confessed.


  Our relationship wouldn’t change just because I rejected her.


  It’s the only way I could make it up to her resolution that I could think of.


  A few seconds later … I thought I heard sniffling, and Higashira looked up.


  That face looked as though everything before was a dream, so carefree.


  —Now then, that’s how it is. Please continue to take care of me!


  No. Well.


  Even I was shocked, and horrified at how quickly she changed moods.


  Even I wondered if she actually forced herself to smile.


  She waved happily, and hurried back home. It was then that I understood, this was Isana Higashira.


  Surely I squinted when I watched her walk away.


  As though I had seen something dazzling.


  Ah, yeah, I wasn’t going to fool her about it.


  Because it’s not a passing fancy.


  —I believe in Isana Higashira.


  It’s not love. It’s faith.


   


  We returned to Higashira’s room, and pulled some distance between us.


  Higashira sat on her bed. I stood by the study desk.


  The bed creaked, and Higashira’s eyes clearly blatantly swimming. She fiddles with her bangs. She’s the one who told one not to take it so seriously, yet she was clearly jittery.


  “Higashira.”


  “Hyah! Hyaiiii?”


  She jumped the moment I called her, and frantically flailed her hands.


  It’s funny. Let’s continue to tease her a little.


  “You’re not going to do anything?”


  “E? …Ah, do-do I take off my clothes now?”


  “You don’t have enough cards to play.”


  Even if she wanted to capture me, that should be the last card, the trump card to be played.


  Auuu~. Higashira felt sideways on her bed, and groaned.


  “I can’t do it after all… and I was dumped because we couldn’t do it. …”


  “Don’t worry about it. Even if it’s another girl, I wouldn’t be able to do it either.”


  “Well, I guess. Maybe I hit the jackpot just by inviting you into my room, Mizuto-kun..


  Absolutely. Even when I was in a relationship, I wouldn’t have entered her room if not for the cold.


  I tried to relieve Higashira’s tension by looking at the desk. It didn’t seem appropriate for me to look around someone else’s room so carelessly, but since Higashira is always looking around every corner of my room, I guess we’re even.


  There was a tablet PC, several light novels, and a dusty headset and other things on Higashira’s desk. Clearly she wasn’t studying at all. Did she finish her assignments?


  “…Hm?”


  There’s a loose-leaf notebook buried in there.


  Her study notebook? But there’s no text on it…


  I was curious, so I moved the light novel atop it. “Ah!” Higashira suddenly blurted.


  “Wait. Mizuto-ku…that’s…!”


  Too bad for her, it’s too late.


  I saw what was drawn on that loose-leaf. 


  Yes—it was a drawing.


  It was an illustration.


  It appeared to be an illustration of the heroine of the light novel that was on the loose-leaf.


  “Hmm… I see.”


  “Arrrgh! Don’t look don’t look don’t look!”


  “Don’t be so hasty. I’ve already guessed that you’re writing illustrations and novels.”


  “Eh!? You saw what’s on the tablet?”


  “So the novel’s stored in the tablet?”


  “Argh! I dug my own grave~…!!!”


  Higashira pressed her face against the pillow and screamed in agony.


  In the meantime, I pulled out the loose-leaf and examined the illustration carefully.


  “You’re not tracing…not bad if you’re actually drawing it from scratch.?”


  “Not at all…no matter how many times I redraw, the arms, legs and face look weird…”


  “Hmmm, I can’t really tell as an amateur though.”


  At the very least, I’d say she’s at least good enough to get glances in art class.


  Higashira rolled about on the bed.


  “That’s not true at all~! I can’t draw like the godlike illustrators on social media!


  “You want to be a godlike illustrator?”


  “Of course!”


  Higashira suddenly got up and stared right at me.


  “Listen up Mizuto-kun—if I can’t draw well, I can’t draw ecchi.”


  “O-okay!.”


  “If I draw badly, it won’t be erotic! If I don’t have the skills, I can’t draw illustrations of humans getting together!”


  This underage girl’s blatantly breaking the law.


  “Why do you want to draw erotic pictures so badly…?”


  “Because I want to see the nipples of my favorite heroine! There’s not a lot of light novel fan art, so I have to draw them myself!”


  It’s rare to find a woman who’s so honest about her adolescent sexual desires.


  “Well, I couldn’t just dismiss that as a motivation though. I can’t advise you since I’m an amateur myself, but since you’ve made it this far, you should do your best.”


  “Ehh~? But I need to practice drawing and stuff if I want to be good at this.”


  “People say the basics are important in everything after all.”


  “But don’t you find it boring to draw apples and stuff? Just looking at them is boring enough.”


  “It’s not like there’s a rule that you have to draw apples when you practice. Can’t you just choose something you like and draw it instead?”


  “Mmm…, then, Mizuto-kun.”


  “Yeah…hm?”


  She said it like it’s a matter of fact, and for a moment, I couldn’t react..


  Higashira tilted her head puzzledly.


  “You said I should draw something I like, right? I’ll draw you then, Mizuto-kun. Please help me~”


  “No… well, not like you can.”


  Should I say she’s really carefree, or that she didn’t hesitate at all…whatever, I wouldn’t be able to take this if I get rattled every time Higashira did this.


  Higashira got out of her bed, and picked up a tablet PC on her desk. She’s not going to draw analog, but digital.


  “Please sit on this chair~.”


  She pulled a chair from beneath her desk, offered it to me, and returned to her bed.


  I sat down in the chair, Higashira sat in a triangle, and put her tablet on her lap.


  “Can you draw in that posture?”


  “Yep. Please don’t move too much~.”


  She picked up the stylus, glanced at me repeatedly, and began to draw.


  “I’ve never had anyone else as a model before. I’m kind of nervous.”


  “So you always draw everything in your imagination? That’s kinda impressive.”


  “Well actually, I do often draw what I see. The human body doesn’t make sense to me when I try to draw it.”


  “Ahh, so you look for model images on the Internet?”


  “Even without that, I do have my own body.”


  “Eh?”


  “Like, I pose, take photos of myself, and then look at them…do you want to look?”


  “…Not looking.”


  “Thank goodness. They’re all uncensored.”


  What the hell was she trying to draw? Speaking of which, I shouldn’t ask..


  “Back then, I used that mirror there for selfies so that I could get reference materials, but ever since Minami-san taught me, I’ve been using it more often for its original purpose.”


  How would Higashira look like on the mirror by the wall…I tried to imagine.


  She’s alone in the room, making a scandalous pose, pointing her phone at a mirror—


  —Oh goodness. Stop stop stop, don’t think anymore.


  I had a severe sense of guilt whenever I had Higashira in such imaginations—probably because I actually had the chance to do it, and I felt that I was denying myself by not choosing to do so..


  If I retracted my answer to that confession at this moment, I was sure Higashira would happily accept it.


  If that day actually came—I shouldn’t be retracting on my decision with evil intentions.


  “Nurufufufu, Mizuto-kun’s body…”


  …Well, she’s the embodiment of evil though..


  “You have a really slim and beautiful figure. Your fingers are so thin. It’s like you’re straight out of a shoujo manga.”


  “I’m just lacking in muscles. I’ll be all bare bones if I take off my clothes.”


  “Nnnnnmmm… I’ll add some onto you then.”


  “… Hey wait a sec. I’m wearing clothes, okay?”


  “It’s hard to draw clothes.”


  “Oy!”


  “It’s fine it’s fine! I’m not going to draw those stuff that requires mosaics!…it’s a different story if you’ll show me the data though.”


  “Like hell I’ll show you!”


  “Tch~.”


  Higashira clicked her tongue regretfully. She’s for real…


  Even while talking, Higashira continued to move the stylus. She seemed really happy about it. Speaking of which, Yume too was the same when she took photos of me as a model. What’s fun about having me make such poses?


  “…Y’all really have your weird fetishes…”


  I muttered away, and Higashira looked up.


  “This is my first love. I don’t know what’s so weird about that.”


  “So don’t say it outright. You’ll scare me.”


  “So, Mizuto-kun… Have you ever had a girlfriend?”


  Higashira asked in the tone of a chat between friends, and her face was already directed at the tablet screen, the stylus showed no signs of stopping.


  You don’t care? Naturally, I didn’t ask such a question, since I knew Isana Higashira wasn’t a narrow-minded person.


  “…Nope, I don’t have anyone I like.”


  “Ehh~? Why are you lying? I remember—when I confessed to you, you said. ‘There’s someone on the seat inside my heart’.”


  “…………”


  “I thought that was a weird thing to say. Doesn’t that mean you have someone you love?”


  Till this point, I never paid attention to how accurately Higashira understood my answer.


  Maybe Higashira never cared about the details; that was the faint hope I had.


  But, well… that couldn’t possibly happen.


  “…Nope, I don’t have anyone I like… right now.”


  “Right now?”


  “…Do you really want to hear about it?”


  “I want to! I’ve always been a little interested in this! “


  “A little? You should be more interested about it. I mean, you could have asked me at the confession.”


  “I wouldn’t be in the mood. I had a heartbreak right before I succeeded!”


  “No wait, that does seem to be the case…well, I shouldn’t try to buff you here. I’ll say this first though, don’t get angry, okay?”


  “Yes?”


  Higashira tilted her head, and I steeled my resolve.


  “Back in middle school—I had a girlfriend.”


  I never told anyone else of this till now.


  The fact that was sealed away came up from my mouth.


  Higashira’s stylus stopped.


  Gigigigi. She lifted her face like a cranky machine.


  “… Huh?”


  Higashira opened her mouth with a 999ms ping lag.


  “G-girlfriend?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Lover?”


  “Yeah.”


  “With Mizuto-kun?”


  “Yeah.”


  Higashira stared at me with mouth agape, like a fish.


  “Y-you’re lying!”


  Grgrgr, she retreated on the bed, and hit her back against the wall.


  “A-an o-otaku like Mizuto-kun! Actually! Go-got a girlfriend…! A girlfriend…!


  “Says the one who confessed to me.”


  “… Ah. You’re right, ….”


  Higashira calmed down at once.


  I thought she would be angry. Higashira always seemed to be on a common wavelength as me—and definitely assumed I was like her, having spent my days in middle school all alone. I never told her about this because I couldn’t bear to betray that expectation…


  “I see …I’m somewhat shocked…that you got a girlfriend, Mizuto-kun…”


  “I’m glad it’s only ‘somewhat’.”


  “I thought it would be some kind of creepy story where you’ll go all ‘I can’t forget the girl who lent me an eraser’…”


  “What do you think the guy you fell for is like?”


  Wouldn’t she be in trouble if she had such a person on a pedestal because of this little act?


  Higashira slowly continued to move her stylus.


  “So you ‘had one’…which means you broke up with her…?”


  “Yeah. When we graduated… actually, we were practically broken up half a year before then.”


  “Woah~~…it feels a little disgusting to hear that from you, Mizuto-kun.”


  “If you really hate it, I’ll stop.”


  “Yep, please stop.”


  Shouldn’t this be the part where she’d say, ‘No, it’s not.


  “Hmm… I see~… So you rejected me because of this ex-girlfriend?”


  “That’s… right, I guess.”


  “In short. You’re still thinking about your ex, aren’t you?”


  “Ugh.”


  “You still have a lot of regrets on your mind, don’t you~?”


  “…N-not at all…”


  “Really?”


  For a moment.


  Higashira’s eyes looked sad and downcast as she looked down.


  “… You really like her, huh?”


  It was obviously an envious look.


  She was envious of the person whom she didn’t know, and yearned to be such an existence too.


  “I’m sure you’re very kind and caring to her, Mizuto-kun… like a hero in a shoujo manga, always helping her out.”


  The stylus stopped again.


  She lifted her head with a nostalgic look.


  “…… ah ……”


  And she let out a sigh.


  “… It feels creepy…”


  “Oy.”


  This shouldn’t be the part where she should revisit the bitterness of her lost love.


  “But really, it’s creepy. It’s OOC for the handsome Mizuto-kun to be kind to a girl.”


  “That’s probably true looking at it now…!”


  “How about you try it on me (LOL).”


  “You’re sounding like a kid who likes to bully others!”


  Try it if you dare! Don’t end up falling in love with me again, you idiot!


  Though I was modelling, I couldn’t just remain quiet after being taunted like this. I stood up from the chair, and sat down next to Higashira on the bed.


  Higashira continued to look at her tablet, and I reached for her face, gently brushing her bangs aside.


  “…Nn…”


  ” Let me have a closer look.”


  I recalled the various events of the past and leaned my face closer to Higashira’s, making a gentle voice.


  “Well, you’re so cute and cuddly… don’t hide it so much.”


  Higashira lifted her head, looked into my eyes, and her eyes sparkled..


  And then—


  “—Pfft!”


  She burst out laughing, covering her mouth.


  “Aha! Ahahahahaha! Ahahahahahahahahahahaha!”


  “Stop laughing!


  I reached out to stop Higashira, who was rolling on the bed, cupping her belly.


  Now that I calmed down and looked at it, it all felt like a joke! I was so serious back then though! Ahhh I wanna die!


  “Hiii~…wheeze…ah~, that was funny. Please do it again (LOL).”


  “Like hell I will!”


  “I knew you’re more suited to be a dishonest character, Mizuto-kun, but that’s great for an ASMR. Please use that tone when you’re going to do ecchi things.”


  “Like hell I will!”


  Pfft, Higashira continued to wheeze as she slipped closer to me.


  She put her hand on my shoulder, her lips to my ear.


  “(…Mizuto-kun, you’re cooler than I thought, you know?)”


  “Fghhh…!”


  “Ah, did I get it right? I see. So that’s how your ex was like. It’s really a stupid conversation.”


  “Shut up! All couples are idiots!”


  “Nurufufuu, now, next up…”


  “That’s enough! It’s disgusting!”


  “Ukyaaa!”


  I pried Higashira off, grabbed her by the shoulders, and pinned her to the bed.


  “Ah!” Higashira’s eyes widened pretentiously as I pinned her.


  “Since you had a girlfriend… did you ever …?”


  “… No, I never got that far.”


  “Ah~ I see~ so that’s why you still have regrets about her…”


  “No! Look, I guess I got to explain this to you. I rejected you because I thought of every single reason, and not because I’m still in love with her—”


  “Ah?”


  Higashira turned her head to the side as if something pulled her.


  And I, who pinned her down on the bed, I looked in the same direction.


  “…………”


  The door was slightly ajar.


  Two eyes peeked quietly through the gap, while we’re on the bed.


  It was Natora-san.


  “…Well done Isana. but wear what you have to wear.”


  Natora-san said, and tossed a little box through the gap.


  That thing—to put it mildly… was a box of nighttime etiquette bags. In other words…


  “It’s too early to get pregnant, you know. So, good luck with that.”


  Natora-san said, and closed the door.


  I didn’t have the time to excuse myself.


  “Hmm. …?”


  Higashira curiously stared at the small box that was tossed in… Huh? Did she….?


  She slipped out from beneath me, crawled on the bed, and picked up that little box.


  “What’s this-… Ah!? Is this?”


  Higashira tilted her head as she inspected the small box, and happily showed it to me.


  “Look at this, Mizuto-kun! This is it! It’s the one you wear on your dick! I’ve never seen it before! Wow~. So this is what it looks like. Woah~…”


  “… I guess.”


  Higashira didn’t hear my awkward reply and started to open the box. Before I could stop her, she snapped off some of the connected square bags.


  “Mizuto-kun. Look! … Ahmm, let’s put it on the cover of the doujins~!


  “Stop it, you idiot!”


  “Owie!”


  I slapped Higashira’s head like it was fastest finger first, and the square bags slipped from her mouth.


  How many times do I have to teach you this lesson, young girl!?


   


  “See you later. Bye.”


  “You could have stayed for the night though~? That’s what my mom said.”


  “I’m not so crazy to stay at a house I’ve never been to before.”


  I said to Higashira as she walked me to her apartment entrance.


  After all that, Natora-san practically forced me to have dinner, and even got me to shower. At this rate, I wouldn’t be able to go home, so I hurriedly escaped.


  Higashira was dressed only in her nightgown and a cardigan. She rubbed his arms lightly.


  “Please come again.”


  “Yes, I will…when there’s no one else around, I hope.”


  “Eh~~. No~! You perv~!”


  “That’s a stupid embarrassed look.”


  Higashira moved her outstretched cardigan sleeve to her mouth and giggled.


  “Let’s play a game or something next time. Mom has a horror game, and I want to see you get scared, Mizuto-kun.”


  “I’m rather strong at them though.”


  “Who knows if that’s the case. Will you say the same thing when someone cuts off your arm in VR?”


  “Seriously, you have VR?…Now I’m a little interested.”


  “I have gamer parents after all. There’s no way I could have bought such expensive things with my allowance!”


  Higashira bobbed and swayed to express her excitement. Upon seeing that, my lips curled slightly.


  I guessed as long as I remained who I was, and Higashira remained as Higashira.


  Nothing would change. Whether I confessed or rejected her, whether she confessed or rejected me, nothing would nothing.


  We didn’t lose ourselves in a moment of folly.


  “Okay. Send me a LINE message when you get home.”


  “Okay. I’ll get back to you when I feel like it.”


  “You say that~, but don’t you always have a 100% reply rate~?”


  “That’s because if I don’t read your message, you’ll spam crying emojis, right?”


  Nihehe. Higashira giggled.


  That’s fine for us.


   


  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  It was around 8pm when I heard the front door open.


  Dinner was over, and I was restless in the living room all day, so I hurried out into the hallway.


  At the front door, I saw Mizuto taking off his shoes.


  “Wait!”


  “…Hm? Ah. I’m home.”


  “Welcome back …Not!”


  “What?”


  “Where have you been all this time? You said you were coming back after dinner, and mom’s just leering away, unwilling to tell me anything!”


  It’s the first time this happened to Mizuto.


  I initially thought he was just hanging out with Kawanami-kun, and went out for dinner, but I couldn’t shake the bad feeling.


  Mom did grin away like that after all, like there’s some meaning to that..


  Mizuto ignored my frustration and walked briskly down the hallway.


  “I went to Higashira’s house.”


  He said simply.


  … Eh?


  “I mean, that Higashira’s been hanging out at our place, and her parents said I should say hello to them. I didn’t expect them to make me eat there too,–ah, yeah.”


  While I froze, Mizuto quickly walked past me, and opened the door to the living room.


  “Yuni-san, dad, are you there?”


  “Oh, Mizuto-kun, welcome back. What’s up?”


  “Higashira’s parents want to drop by for a visit. They want to know when’s a good time.”


  “Oh! Sure. Wait a minute. Let’s see when I’m free..”


  Mom started checking her schedule on her phone, and anxiety seized my body.


  “Wha- Wha- Wha- Wha- Wha- Wha- Wha- Wha- …!”


  “Hmm?”


  I grabbed Mizuto’s shoulder from behind, and he turned around in bewilderment.


  “Wh-what are you thinking…!? Did you forget what mom thinks of Higashira-san now …?”


  They assumed that Higashira-san was Mizuto’s girlfriend.


  If that misunderstanding was to spread to Higashira-san’s family, …!


  “… Ah—!”


  Mizuto looked away as though he wanted to bluff me..


  “Actually, about that…”


  “Eh? What? What? I don’t want to hear it!”


  “Maybe it’s…a lost cause.”


  Mizuto’s tone clearly was one of resignation.


  What do you mean? I didn’t need to ask that.


  In other words, Higashira-san’s family already recognized their relationship…!


  —What’s going on!?


  Why did it seem like Higashira-san’s making further progress than the me who’s living together with him!?

Chapter 4: The Ex-Couple watches the house (―I’m a guy after all)

  ◆Akatsuki Minami◆


   


  Thirty minutes had already passed since I took a seat with Yume-chan at the family restaurant.


  “Actually….”


  “Mm-hmm.”


  “…Y-you won’t get annoyed with me, right? ”


  “It’s fine~! Don’t be shy, just talk!”


  “Erm….”


  “Yes yes!”


  “…Uuuu, it’s still embarrassing after all …”


  “Do your best, Yume-chan!”


  “D-do you really want to hear …?”


  “Of course of course!”


  I, Akatsuki Minami, love Yume-chan.


  I wanted to be with her at all times if I could. I’d like to keep her slender figure, the envy of all girls, in my sight at all times, and I’d like to download the data of her voice into my brain for looping.


  Having said that—I’ll ‘fess up.


   


  What a drag.


   


  This morning, Yume-chan contacted me to ask for advice. I was so excited to see her after so long, I left the house an hour ago. I met up with Yume-chan at the restaurant half an hour later, ” So, what do you want to discuss?” I smiled and went straight to the point..


  “What shall we discuss~…”


  And then she spaced out for the next 30 minutes, dragging on like the filler of an anime that had caught up with the original.


  If it wasn’t for Yume-chan’s cuteness, I’d have punched her three times instead of smiling away for 30 minutes straight. What do you mean, ‘what shall we discuss~’? You’re the one who called me here. Don’t you realize that you’re taking up other people’s time~?


  Well, I could understand why Yume-chan was hesitant.


  In fact, I could almost guess what Yume-chan wanted to talk about—but I didn’t want to hear it outright. That’s why I accepted the procrastination to a certain extent. In a sense, it’s natural that Yume-chan couldn’t express herself so naturally.


  You’re asking for love advice anyway, aren’t you, Yume-chan?


  I understand. You suddenly started calling Irido-kun by his first name after all.


  I noticed it a few days ago when Yume-chan sent me a message once she returned from the countryside—that was when I started to prepare myself for it.


  I knew this would happen sooner or later. I failed to woo Irido-kun, and couldn’t be Yume-chan’s girlfriend, and Higashira-san’s very happy to be friends. In fact, it took longer than I expected..


  B-but. Yeah, so that’s my situation. I see….


  I wasn’t sure if I could talk to her calmly. At this point, if only Yume-chan could just not talk until the very end—


  “—You know.”


  Yume-chan’s determined expression cut through my thoughts.


  “Actually—“


  The time has come.


  To be honest, I was so jealous that I wanted to vomit, but I wouldn’t show that. I was sad and shocked that Yume-chan was taken from me, but it didn’t mean we’re not friends. More importantly, I didn’t want to see Yume-chan crying.


  Let’s just do my best to help her.


  That’s what I decided, and I wanted to hear Yume-chan out—


   


  “Higashira-san is now Mizuto’s girlfriend.”


   


  “…………”


  Hmm?


  Hmmmmm?


  My mind went blank, I kept blinking my eyes, and Yume-chan looked at me incredulously.


  “Eh? … Ah, I’m sorry. I didn’t explain clearly.”


  She waved her hand adorably, and told me again.


  “My relatives and Higashira-san’s mom think she’s now Mizuto’s girlfriend.”


  Ah, what, a misunderstanding? Her relatives and Higashira-san’s mother? Hmm.


  …… No. Why?


   


  “That’s so cliché.”


  I was told about Isana Higashira’s daishouri, and couldn’t help but let out a dry laugh at how simple it was.


  “What is her anyway? Why’s she moving faster than when we assisted her? Desire sensor at work?”


  “Can’t say I’m not at fault for clearing mom’s misunderstanding… I used to think It’s harmless to let her assume Higashira-san’s the ex, and it’s so troublesome to explain…but I didn’t think that he actually went to Higashira-san’s house …!”


  “What’s that about? So Irido-kun’s not completely against it at all? He would have denied it outright if people assumed he’s dating someone he doesn’t like!”


  “…I guess…so…”


  “Ahh! N-normally though! I mean normally! I don’t know what Irido-kun thinks anyway!”


  Yume-chan’s clearly depressed, so I hastily followed up. If she’s going to make it this obvious, she might as well just spill the beans!


  “It’s annoying when the memes become reality, but isn’t this up to what he thinks anyway? In the end, isn’t it a matter of their feelings? If he doesn’t care, a misunderstanding wouldn’t be harmful in any way.”


  “That’s true, but…”


  “What do you want to do, Yume-chan?”


  “I’m….”


  Yume-chan’s looked so gloomy as she fiddled her fingers on the glass of orange juice.


  “It’s just that…I feel like I’m rushing to do something….but I don’t know what I’m aiming for at all…”


  “Mmm—”


  It’s hard.


  I said it’s nothing to me, but, but it’s probably a big issue for Yume-chan. Even if Yume-chan’s wish was fulfilled, as long as the misunderstanding about Higashira-san remained, Irido-kun would be thought of as ‘the two-timer scumbag who acted on his own family’..


  But in the end, the parties involved had to be willing to resolve the misunderstanding…


  “… Goodness, I hate you, Irido-kun…”


  “Eh?”


  “Yume-chan, you can only take it one step at a time. It’s not something that can be resolved immediately. First, you need to get the two of them—or at least Irido-kun, on the same page.”


  “What do you mean, ‘on the same page’?”


  “To make them think that they don’t want to be misunderstood. In other words—”


  And then… I pointed at Yume-chan’s face.


  “They need to have the same thoughts as you, Yume-chan.”


  “……Eh?”


  Yume-chan blinked repeatedly. She paused for a full ten seconds.


  “Like… me?”


  “Yeah.”


  “E-er-erm, what do you…mean by that …?”


  I chuckled.


  “That’s something you know best, Yume-chan.”


  Yume-chan’s cheeks turned red as she looked at me, and she sprawled onto the table.


  “…Uuu~~~!”


  “You don’t have to be so upset. I won’t tell anyone.”


  “H-how…? How did you know …?”


  “Maybe because you’re easy to understand, Yume-chan.”


  “No way~…!”


  Oh my god. She’s so cute~~~~~~~!!!!


  Somehow I got to see Yume-chan show such an adorable side. I can at least thank you for this, Irido-kun.


  “Anyway… What happened at the countryside? Feels like you changed a lot.”


  “Did I change that much…?”


  “It’s obvious.”


  “Nothing much…”


  Yume-chan got up, and combed her long hair unnecessarily.


  “It’s not a big deal, but …”


  “That’s not true right ~”


  “Eh~ but, really…um, well, don’t tell anyone though? Just keep it between us, okay?”


  Ah, Nebby’s out of the bag.


  I knew right away.


  Yume-chan was acting so unwilling, but she really wanted to tell others about it, and wanted to chat about her love history with a friend. At this point, I was deemed by Yume-chan as ‘the only friend who’ll listen to her talk about love’.


  Mistakes were made.


  By the time I realized it, the conversation had already started.


  “You know—”


   


  “—And then that guy had a stoic look on his face, but his heart was pounding like crazy! And he’s the one who always talked about my body!”


  “Hyaaah~!”


  Yume-chan squealed happily.


  Ah~! It feels so good to expose the tacky side of that frivolous guy!


  …Eh? Shouldn’t I be listening to Yume-chan? Why did it end up as me doing the talking instead?


  “What else? What else? Did anything else happen between you and Kawanami-kun?”


  “Eh~? Nothing really big though~”


  “That’s not true, right~?”


  “Hmm~ Lemme think ~ …”


  Yume-chan and I happily enjoyed ourselves as we recall our memories, and then I suddenly came to my senses.


  “… No, no, no! This isn’t the time to talk about memories, right!?”


  “Huh? Really?”


  “We should be talking about getting Irido-kun to clear up his misunderstanding!”


  “… Oh, yeah. I enjoyed myself so much that I forgot…”


  It was fun, and I too never had a chance to talk about love with my friends—no wait, it’s not about my love history.


  “We’re supposed to talk about what we should do?”


  “What should I do …?


  “Well, for starters, make amends. You said some terrible things to hide your embarrassment, didn’t you Yume-chan? He’s been cold to you ever since then, right?”


  “Uuu …”


  I almost died when I heard that she kissed him at the countryside festival, but when I heard that she lied once he asked why, I just had another urge to die there and then, for a different reason altogether. Why’s she so clumsy!? Yume-chan’s so cute and adorable in her clumsiness! Irido-kun oh Irido-kun! Why couldn’t you understand her!? There’s only one reason to kiss!


  “Even if you say we should patch things up… what should I do …”


  “You don’t have to think too hard. I think Irido-kun is surprisingly easygoing.”


  “Is that so~…”


  “Yeah yeah. He’ll act like it’s water under the bridge if there’s a little bonding. As for what to do, I think you know more than I do, right Yume-chan?”


  “I do?”


  “You’ve been living together for months now, and had one or two events that brought you two closer together, right?  What’s the moment when you were closest to Irido-kun?”


  “Closest… distance….”


  Yume-chan repeated my words.


  Seriously, why did she look to discuss this with me? I felt that I could understand Yume-chan’s feelings when she supported Higashira-san’s confession. It’s so contradicting, like, she wanted it to go well, and yet didn’t want it to….


  “… ah”


  “Oh. You got an idea?”


  “… Erm.”


  Yume-chan looked away, seemingly unsure.


  “You know …? When we just started to live together, it was the first time the two of us were at home alone.”


  I barely held back from coughing up blood.


   


  “Fuuuu~…”


  I looked up at the dripping wet ceiling of the bathroom, and sighed.


  Yume-chan, I hope you’re doing well~….


  I let my mouth sink into the hot water and blew bubbles. Why~ did I give her that advice? To be honest, Irido-kun’s supposedly an enemy. I felt a little nostalgic thinking about how I actually proposed to marry him back in April.


  It really pissed me off to think of what Yume-chan was probably doing to Irido-kun at this moment. But at the same time, I wanted things to work out. I couldn’t express it in mere words, and there were complicated feelings swirling around in my chest.


  It’s not that I want to be Yume-chan’s lover.


  I supposed I’d be happy to go out with her if she confessed. That’s totally fine with me. But I had a feeling there was something that preceded that.


  That’s probably… the feeling of envy.


  The idea of family—of having someone with me all the time. I was strangely envious right from the beginning. That was what I really wanted, and that’s why I couldn’t help but think ‘I can just marry Irido-kun’.


  At the time, I was still reeling from the fatal mistake I made back in middle school.


  I’d be lying…if I said I didn’t try to salvage the situation as soon as possible.


  But, at this point—


  “Oyyy, how long are you gonna stay in the bath?”


  “I’m getting out now! Shut up. Goodness.”


  I answered Kokkun’s voice, and I quickly stood up in the bathtub.


  Why don’t you let me relax a little? I know this is your house, but come on. We’re taking turns borrowing each other’s baths because it’s too much work to run hot water on days when we’re alone at home. It’s a win-win situation, right?


  Well, this kind of cooperation never started—until the study camp a month ago. It seemed our relationship was about to be rekindled, but in the end, maybe his allergy to wooing wouldn’t improve…


  “Hmm~…”


  While thinking about it as I wiped myself off in the changing room, a thought occurred to me.


  “To what extent… is he going to be okay?”


   


  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  I finished wiping my body in the changing room, and let the edge of the bath towel wrapped around my body roll tightly inwards.


  “… Good.”


  This was what I thought of when I asked Akatsuki-san for advice.


  It’s been almost five months since we started living together. When was the closest I’ve ever been to him?


  Was it when we kissed at the festival? Nope!


  That was right after we started living together—and I thought I’d tease him a little. I walked out into the living room in a bath towel—What happened then? You know what happened to us!


  —N-no…the rules…


  —It’s my loss today.


  “～～～～～～～～!!!”


  I covered my face in front of the mirror.


  It really was quite the memory, thinking back on it.


  Because, well, it was a matter of five seconds. If back then, mom and Uncle Mineaki didn’t return, we would have—goodness, that’s why I hate puberty! It hadn’t been a month since we broke up, and we’re so quick to go to horny jail!


  But… this time, I had to rely on that puberty.


  The only way to clear up the misunderstanding with Higashira-san was to ask Mizuto himself. To do that, the best way would be to seduce Mizuto. So how do I seduce a boy?


  Of course, with ero.


  It’s a simple logic.


  Everything was in place. It was as if the heavens were on my side. We learned that mom and Uncle Mineaki would be a little late. In light of the previous failure. I ascertained that they wouldn’t be back until around 10pm..


  I had to complete all missions until the time limit, and run away right when he’s on the ropes.


  It’s called “Operation Virgin Killer”.


  …I-I decided on this operation not because I didn’t have the courage to climb the stairs to adulthood. I just thought I should stop there considering there wasn’t much time. Yep, that’s all.


  —Come on!


  I walked out of the changing room bravely in a bath towel. The living room was quiet, and Mizuto was on the sofa, reading a book. He probably hadn’t left there yet.


  I opened the living room door. As expected, I see Mizuto’s back on the sofa.


  I told him.


  “I’m done.”


  “Mnn.”


  Mizuto tersely answered, and glanced at me.


  How about it?


  The last time, he spat out the tea he was drinking.


  “I’ll be there in a bit.”


  Mizuto turned his attention back to the book in his hand, still looking calm.


  … H-huh?


  Did he not notice? Maybe he didn’t see me because he just glanced at me?


  “… Phew~, it’s hot …”


  I said, and sat down on the sofa, right in Mizuto’s sights.


  How about that!? You can see clearly, right? From my thighs to the ankles!


  I folded my legs just for show.


  But Mizuto’s eyes didn’t budge from the book.


  D-damn you…! Then!


  I reached for the bottle of tea on the table—or so it seemed, and showed my bosom to Mizuto. He definitely saw them, right? He’s so curious about my breasts that he did steal my bra once …!


  “…………”


  Mizuto glanced at me.


  Alright! Get in there, you muttsuri—


  “Hmm.”


  Mizuto nudged the bottle of tea I was trying to get towards me.


  The bottle touches my hand.


  “…Oh. Thanks….”


  Droop droop droop….


  I couldn’t do anything more but to pour tea into the glass.


  Mizuto’s eyes went back to the book.


  —What’s going on?


  Back then…! Back then, he was so conscious of me! He kept glancing at me back then! And he just ignored me this time! Look at me! It’s pretty embarrassing for me to do this!


  …C-calma calma… Calm down for a moment. I drank a large gulp of tea to cool my head a little.


  I could only do this much the last time, but it’s different this time.


  I have a plan.


  Since you’re going to keep ignoring me, I’ll put you in a situation where you have to look!


  “…Hey.” I called out.


  “Hmm?” Mizuto replied.


  “Can you … help me dry my hair?”


   


  ◆Akatsuki Minami◆


   


  “Goodness, can’t you dry your own hair?”


  “That’s fine. It’s easy for you men. Just help me out once in a while.”


  Kokkun switched on the hair dryer, and a warm blast of air caressed my hair.


  I sat on the sofa while wrapped only in a bath towel, leaned my head towards the wind, and then Kokkun’s fingers ruffled my hair. His method was really crude, but it’s been a while since I dried my hair elsewhere other than a hair salon, and It felt good.


  “Say, you should at least put some clothes on. You’re in my house..”


  “It’s too hot for that though. What? Are you conscious of this?”


  “Like hell I am. I’m just scared that the towel is gonna slip off. Given your body, there’s nothing that can catch it gwargh!!”


  I jabbed an elbow into Kokkun’s flank. I was seated sideways on the sofa, my legs outstretched, while Kokkun was behind me, twisting around and holding the hair dryer to my head. In the past, Kokkun had to get down on a knee to do this, but at this point, he’s much bigger than me, and could just sit and touch my hair.


  If I fall back, Kokkun would be giving me a lap pillow. I’d like to see his reaction, but I should wait until my hair’s dry.


  I basked my hair in the warm wind and looked at my thighs stretched out from the bath towel.


  It’s true that I’m a shortie with no breasts, but actually, I’m quietly confident about my legs. Even this childhood friend with a nasty illness might get all horny looking at my legs..


  I’ve been thinking about it for a while.


  He’s allergic to romance, but what’s safe and what’s not? Of course it’s not fine if I gave off a lovey-dovey aura, but what if I unwittingly give a sexy vibe, or act like I wasn’t doing it on purpose and woo him?


  He probably had a libido. The last time we were at the pool, his heart was really pounding.


  I’d think an accidental glimpse of panties was probably safe, but would his allergy strike if I deliberately did something similar while trying to pass it off as an accident?


  I always wanted to experiment. Since we had to hang out together in the future, I needed to know where to draw the line.


  It’s not because I wanted to be seen as a woman by him again. Absolutely not.


  If it’s fine to tempt him accidentally,  I guess it’ll be fun to just stay at his place to make him horny and restless without letting him remain alone. If he really couldn’t help but act on it, I’ll destroy him by acting like I want it before I reject him outright. Such an easy job.


  “Hey~.”


  I put my hands behind my back and turned my head to look up at Kokkun behind me. As I got a little closer, my body that was wrapped only in a bath towel became more vulnerable.


  “We have the culture festival when the second semester starts, right? Do you know what it’s about?”


  I lifted my thighs like I was sitting on the floor during gym class, and gave the illusion that whatever beneath the bath towel was peeking out.


  By the way. I wasn’t wearing anything under the bath towel.


  I wouldn’t really feel anything if he saw me naked at this point. No, I’d still feel embarrassed though…but either way, I had a feeling he’s going to say it’s more erotic to wear something than to be completely naked.


  Kokkun looked at me in the eyes and said,


  “Who knows? I only heard that there’s quite a lot of freedom there.”


  “So food and drinks are all okay? What about a maid cafe?”


  “The only time I’ve ever seen a maid cafe at a culture festival is in a manga—or so I wanted to say, but I heard there was one last year. …”


  “I guess the higher the standards of a school is, the more likely it is that they’ll have fun at the festival.”


  Kokkun sounded like he’s just casually chatting with me, but my eyes caught sight of where he’s looking.
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  He probably peeked about three times already. He’s glancing at my thighs. It’s like he’s trying to be all ‘don’t look there’.


  Hmm~.


  As expected, even if I did this on purpose, I just needed to ensure that he didn’t realize it, huh?


  I mean, he’s still able to look at me like this? Hmmm.


  Well then.


  “What do you think will suit Yume-chan? I don’t want her to wear anything too revealing.”


  I continued with the conversation, and repositioned my hips. My tailbone probably hit Kokkun’s pelvis or something.


  “Of course. Only if it’s in front of Irido.”


  Kokkun’s fingers continued to dry my hair, and he seemed a little gentler than before.


  “Ah yes, the crack pairing shipper. I don’t know how many outsiders and seniors will be attending. Got to worry about her getting wooed there.”


  “Yeah, you’d better watch out too.”


  “Huh? What’s that? You want me to be on my guard too?”


  “Not really. You’re probably going to have it easy anyway. Just keep an eye out and protect Irido-san.”


  “Hey! I’ll get hit on too. Lolicons do exist after all.”


  “Don’t admit that you’re a loli!”


  The fingers stroked my left ear, and I nearly cried out… See, I got a lolicon here.


  He’s ruffling my hair, his thumb massaged the back of my ear, and then he rubbed my earlobes. You don’t want to touch my ears, right~? ? Isn’t there some other place you’d like to touch more? Just kidding.


  “—Ah!”


  He let out a little cry after enjoying this fanservice, and quickly let go of my ear. Hmm, Interesting.


  “… I guess I’m done.”


  Kokkun switched off the hair dryer. It seemed he’s at his limit.


  It’s a good reference. Next time, if I wanted to tease him, I could just play dumb and—


  “Oy.”


  “Hyaa!?”


  A low voice tickled my ear. I shuddered.


  “If you really get pursued by a lolicon, be careful.”


  “Wh-what are you serious about? I’m just kidding…”


  “That’s good.”


  Hmph. He snorted—


  —And suddenly , a breath of air was blown at my ear.


  “(Do you want me to put a hickey on you so that you won’t get wooed?)”


  A creeping sensation crawled up my neck.


  There’s a faint breath at my ear, and it slowly went lower, from the cheekbones to the neck to the collarbone—


  “A-are you an idiot!?”


  I hurriedly moved away from Kokkun, and turned around.


  “I-I can’t go to school with that thing on, let alone get wooed!”


  Kokkun smirked as he saw me press my hand to my neck where the breath struck.


  “Why so serious? It’s just a joke, you know??”


  “Ha-haaa?”


  “I just remembered you gave me a hickey back when we’re in middle school. You know how much I suffered back then? I really pulled up my collar and tried so hard to hide it, but I stood out all the more instead.”


  …Speaking of which, I did do that.


  I was so excited that I could cause a hickey, and thought that if I put it on him, he wouldn’t get any bad bugs wooing him instead.


  “I thought I’d get even somehow, but it’s pointless to do this during summer vacation. Haha!”


  … Seriously?


  Maybe you’re just horny and wanted to kiss me. Maybe you’re hungry from looking at the back of my neck, right?


  Just kidding. Of course I couldn’t say that. Kokkun did say he’s just joking after all.


  … It’s….


  Suddenly, I realize a terrifying possibility.


  If, just if, Kokkun had a sudden change of heart and wanted to woo me—


  I guess that means I have to keep pretending that I don’t care about him, since I have to worry about his allergy…


  ………….


  That‘s… hell I’m walking into…


   


  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  The warm air from the hair dryer caressed my hair.


  “Why am I doing this…”


  “It-it’s hard when my hair’s long. I just want to be lazy once in a while, okay?”


  Mizuto used his thin fingers to hold and comb the hair loosely. There’s no sense of touch in the hair, but I was strangely nervous. His touch just so happened to be unlike his words, so gentle, and that left me all the more restless.


  Ahh goodness, why am I all excited? I need to get him to be romantically aware!


  As Akatsuki-san said, no matter how aloof he might appear, his eyes would look suspicious if I showed my defenceless back to him—so it seemed. He didn’t look at me earlier, but at this point, he’s in my blind spot, so he should be looking at the nape, or the shoulders, or even the cleavage…if I could catch him at that moment, I’d seize a mental advantage.


  I sneaked a peek at Mizuto behind me.


  His eyes remained only on my hair.


  He looked so calm, and he didn’t look nervous about my bare skin at all.


  … Urge to kill, rising.


  I was already doing something I wasn’t used to, so why wouldn’t he react in any way!? I’m clearly acting unnatural, you know! You weren’t that much of an Ichika Orimura a while ago!


  In this case…!


  I loosened the knot on the bath towel, just a little.


  I-I wasn’t taking it off. Not taking it off.…. Just a little, looser, just make it look like it’s naturally disheveled….


  I left a little room between the towel and the body. I left it like that, put my towel down, and started fiddling with the phone.


  C-come on… you feel like it’s going to show, right? You’re curious, right? You can’t help but look, right?


  Mizuto’s hands remained unperturbed.


  But—I unwittingly switched on the camera function of the phone.


  And immediately, I saw Mizuto turn away.


  He saw he saw he saw!


  I got excited, immediately, and got gleeful! It’s my victory! You muttsurini! Since you’re so interested, you could have looked at me right from the beginning!


  And, I got arrogant.


  The ancients said to tighten the cord on your helmet after victory—in this instance, my life wasn’t determined by the helmet, but by the bath towel.


  Slip….


  Suddenly, I felt liberated from my chest down.


  “…Eh?”


  The bath towel landed on the sofa.


  My body, which had been hidden under the towel, was exposed under the LED light.


  Yep.


  I just had a bath, so my skin was steaming—.


  —And I was wearing shorts for sleeping, along with a bra with no shoulder straps.


  “…Huh?”


  “………!!”


  I couldn’t say anything. I hastily lifted the towel.


  B-busted.


  More than the embarrassment of being seen in my underwear. It was the awkwardness of other issues that made me break out in a cold sweat.


  Yep—I had a safeguard on because I feared this would happen.


  He knew then that I clearly tried to seduce him.


  “…I see. I see. I see. I see. …”


  Mizuto switched off the hair dryer.


  His frigid voice struck my back.


  “That’s cheap.”


  “Ugh.”


  “It worked so well the last time, so you’re trying it again? Do you think the same move will work twice on me?”


  “Ughhhh…!”


  “I don’t know if you’re trying to make fun of me, or that you want to play that rule and order me around, but if you want to seduce me, get good. Your nervousness really reached me, and that’s worrying.”


  “Nggghhh~…!”


  Me-mercy…mercy, please…!


  I took too much damage to even argue back.


  “—Say, Yume.”


  The still-unfamiliar form of address gently grazed my ears.


  “I spent so much time with that Higasira, I managed to attain the skill of disguising myself..”


  My heart jolted.


  Th-then…. Wait, it’s not that you didn’t look, but that…


  “I’ll tell you what I always tell Higashira.”


  The voice was deeper than usual, and it pierced my brain through my ears.


  “—I’m a guy after all.”


  “Hiiiuu!”


  Wh-what was…haaa…that voice. I can’t get rid of it in my mind…!


  “I’ll go take a bath then. Better get dressed before you catch a cold.”


  Mizuto reverted to his usual mood and left the living room.


  Once he was gone from the living room, I fell sideways onto the sofa..
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  ……That’s unfair～～～～～～!!!!!!!


  ‘I’m a guy after all.’ That’s unfair~~~~~~!!! Banned!!! That’s criminal!


  Did he do that on purpose? Did he pull a ‘no u’ card on me? Because I seduced him!? That’s so  mean of him!! Ahhh seriously!!! That’s why Higashira-san likes you so much! What will happen to me when I can’t hide it anymore～～～～～!?


  And so I remained sprawled on the sofa until mom returned home.


   


  ◆Akatsuki Minami◆


   


  “Then, good night.”


  I was returned normally.


  If it were back when we were still dating, I would have gone with the flow and stayed over at his place. This time though, I was simply released and returned home. Well, our houses were just 10 seconds away from each other, so the obvious choice was to let me return home.


  Pomf! I returned to my room, and fell face first onto the bed.


  …When would his mysterious allergy be healed?


  I, being the source of it all, had turned over a new leaf, so he should be able to recover completely, right?


  Ah no, at this point, it didn’t matter whether he got completely healed. I just didn’t want him to misunderstand, get his allergy flaring up again, and cause me lots of trouble again.


  …Speaking of which, how’s Yume-chan doing?


  If it all went well, she should be with Irido-kun…


  “………”


  Time to obstruct.


  I gave her a call to play spoiler.


  I picked up the phone, dialled Yume-chan’s number, and while I was thinking that it would be sad if she were to hang up on me, the call got through.


  “Hello hello.”


  “Ah, hello Yume-chan? Are you alright now~?”


  “Yep, I am.”


  She didn’t sound anxious at all. It seemed she was spacing out alone. I heaved a little sigh of relief.


  “So how did the strategy go?”


  “Eh~? Well, hmm…ehe.”


  …Oh?


  That bashful laugh…the vague tone…that obvious ‘hurry up and ask me’ vibe…


  “D-did it go well?”


  “Hmm~…you can say that, I guess?”


  “Eh? Eh? What do you mean?”


  “Ehehe.”


  Ehehe tte nandayo!?


  Explain! I need an explanation! Not an ambiguous bashful giggle!


  “I’m telling you…he actually told me, ‘I’m a guy after all’.”


  “Hm?”


  That’s it?


  I immediately felt it was incredulous, and had a second thought about it…hmmm!?


  “Actually, well, the strategy didn’t work at all…I even showed that I did it on purpose…but he told me that it’s not that the strategy wasn’t effective, but that he’s just hiding it…so ‘I’m a guy after all, pay attention!’ that’s what he said.”


  “Eh…ehhh!? What’s that about?”


  The mere thought somehow got my heart racing.


  Eh? What’s this about? Some idol performing in a PV of a romantic movie?


  “Is Irido-kun someone fresh out of a shoujo manga or something?”


  “Right? It’s shocking how he actually said that with a serious face!”


  “It annoys me that he has such a cute face to pull this off…! As for me, guess what he said?”


  “Eh? You did that too, Akatsuki-san? To Kawanami-kun?”


  “Ah, hm, well, just a passing interest, you know? When I told him that I might get wooed, he actually said ‘Do you want me to put a hickey on you so that you won’t get wooed?’ That’s disgusting~!”


  “Ehh!? Isn’t that fine!? It’s great!”


  “Coming from you, Yume-chan?”


  “It depends on who said that to me, but I’ll be really fine with that.”


  “I see…ah, well, it’s not like I hate that anyway.”


  “You’re not honest at all~!”


  “Tell that to him! He always laughs it off to act like nothing happened!”


  I was peeved that Yume-chan got taken by Irido-kun.


  I was even forced to be a consultant. That’s hell for me


  But…on second thought, since Yume-chan’s only sharing her secrets with me, that’s fine too, right?

Chapter 5: A boy and girls commemorate (…Can’t the three of us take a photo together?)

  ◆Mizuto Irido◆


   


  The end of summer vacation loomed, and I would always end up recalling the events of that day, without fail.


  August 27th, two years ago.


  The day I received the first love letter in my life.


  That was the time when I still had some inkling of hope for love. It’s such a stupid, yet happy memory.


  And at the same time I also remembered another day.


  August 27th, last year.


  That was the day when there was no response on LINE, and that was when I realized that the happy memory the year before had already become a distant and nostalgic memory. I experienced the emptiness, the raw, lukewarm nostalgia that was devoid of sadness. That was when I realized that day had devolved into something like that.


  We were supposed to celebrate it together.


  It was supposed to be an anniversary.


  But we’re too immature, and didn’t even deserve to have an anniversary.


  Thanks to that fruitless realization. August 27th wasn’t an anniversary, but a death anniversary.


  The day I woke up from the delirium of love.


  It was the day the love inside me died.


   


  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  August 27th.


  Summer vacation was coming to an end, and so too did the date loom. I was looking at the calendar on my schedule app, reminiscing the happiest memory of my life, and also the most bitter memory of my life.


  Two years ago, I successfully confessed my love for the first time in my life; last year though, I spent a fruitless day reminiscing about it.


  But, this year’s different.


  I was no longer a cowardly woman hoping for a miracle. I learned of the concept of attacking, wouldn’t just wait for someone to help me out, and would take the initiative to strike..


  It’s our two year anniversary.


  There’s no better chance—to drive that shut-in of a guy out of the house. There’s no better time than now to ignore the fact that we’re stepsiblings for the time being!


  “…Where shall we go…?”


  I opened the web browser on my phone, and searched for suitable places to go out—nope, at this point, I’m not going to be in denial—suitable places to date. I did enjoy myself a lot during our aquarium date, but if I were to invite him out by saying ‘let’s go to the amusement park’, I couldn’t think of any outcome other than ‘huh? Don’t wanna’. A date location where Mizuto would be interested in…


  …Speaking of which, did he have no plans for that day?


  I always assumed that he never had anything going on when I planned such things, but he did have something resembling a social life at this point, and he’s not the shut-in back in middle school whom I wondered if he had any acquaintances, let alone friends. I could imagine myself being rejected by him at this point.


  First, I had to get his schedule..


  With that in mind, I started up LINE and opened the chat window with Mizuto.


  We promised if there’s anything we need, we would use LINe to chat instead of going to each other’s room. Furthermore, if I were to charge in and ask ‘are you free on August 27th?’, my intentions would be revealed…


  I thought about what to write


  “Hey. Any plans to go out?”


  …Wouldn’t that seem a little weird? Ah whatever. Send.


  A few seconds later, it was tagged as read, and a reply came shortly afterwards.


  “Yep.”


  Eh?


  My heart jumped. I typed with trepidation.


  “When?”


  “27th.”


  While I was feeling dizzy and light-headed, Mizuto’s message continued.


  “Higashira invited me to the movies.”


  A movie!?


  Since Mizuto’s interest was moderately piqued, and it did feel like a suitable place for a date…! I didn’t know such a move was possible…!


  Struck with this realization, I couldn’t help but feel impressed… but, huh, I was surpassed.


  He wasn’t…available on that day, huh?


  “I…see….”


  I felt crestfallen, lonely—ah, yeah, it’s called ‘a tragedy’, huh.


  For Mizuto—for us, August 27th was no longer an anniversary.


  It’s to be expected. We already broke up. Why would we celebrate the day we started dating?


  He didn’t have an obligation to leave the day available for me. Not anymore.


  It was a fact I’ve only just come to realize. How long did it take me to digest this fact after all these years? Even I didn’t know.


  I didn’t reply during this time. Maybe this unnatural pause  conveyed my feelings to Mizuto.


  Only in times like this was he really perceptive.


  “Should I leave time for you?”


  The moment I saw that message, I felt a bloodrush to my head.


  “Why are you asking me?”


  My fingers almost automatically replied words of indignation.


  “Didn’t you make plans with Higashira-san? It’s your decision, right? You’re just going to free up time for me just because I popped by later to ask? Wouldn’t that be rude to Higashira-san?”


  I didn’t know why I’m so mad.


  But I couldn’t let it happen. I couldn’t forgive Mizuto for being so negligent to his best friend for the sake of his mere ex, and I wouldn’t allow him to become such a man.


  That’s right…Mizuto cared about his ex-girlfriend Yume Ayai, not me.


  After a long spill of words, several minutes passed, and Mizuto replied.


  “You’re right. Sorry.”


  It’s a simple message, yet filled with great remorse.


  Phew. I sighed and cooled my head.


  …Did I make a really terrible decision?


  Mizuto might set aside his plans for me if I’d asked. Wasn’t my plan all along to invite him for a date on our anniversary.


  No…that idea was cowardly.


  I already swore to surpass my past self. I wanted him to like me now more than he did to Yume Ayai. So why was I relying on an anniversary that was already in the past?


  Mizuto made other plans on our anniversary, and it should be a good thing—it proved that the old me wasn’t such a strong presence in his life.


  …And in another sense, that left me a little frustrated.


  “A movie, huh…”


  It’s a great idea. No, well, since it’s Higashira-san, she might not really have intended to ask Mizuto out for a date—it’s most likely that she really just wanted to see a movie.


  I mean, did those two actually have a proper date before?


  It seemed like they’re always together, chatting in the library, leaving school together, and Higashira-san always hung out at our place. If we’re talking about a proper place to date though, I didn’t think they actually visited it before…


  I opened the LINE chat window with Higashira-san.


  Well. It’s her first date. As an ex-collaborator, I should at least be supportive. I was not, definitely not doing this because I was upset to be excluded!


  I sought out various excuses, and sent a message to Higashira-san.


  “I heard you’re going to the movies with Mizuto. Good luck!”


  See, I’m calm.


  To all the shitty brats who had weird thoughts when they saw their boyfriends chat with other girls, watch and learn.


  Soon after, Higashira-san replied.


  “That’s right.”


  And after that—


  She continued.


  “Do you want to come along with us, Yume-san?”


  “……………………”


  Really?


  She might not have realized this, but I couldn’t just ruin the mood by going along on someone’s first date.


  “It’s a rare opportunity! I’ll go!”


   


  ◆Mizuto Irido◆


   


  I looked up at the blue sky.


  Cars kept passing by right in front of me as I remained under the shadow of a small roof. I sat on a bench at a bus stop not far from my house.


  This was the meeting place


  I had planned to meet Higashira at a random place. But for some reason, Yume suddenly joined us, called Higashira to our house, and she threw me out.


  Really, what’s going on?


  I remembered all too well the significance of this day, but there’s no special meaning to it at this point. That was my thought when I accepted Higashira’s invitation.


  And yet—who would have thought Higashira would ask her out?


  And more surprisingly, she‘d accept the invitation.


  I heard that it was decided right after our exchange on LINE. Doesn’t she know the word ‘shameless’? She’s the one who told me to put Higashira first—no, well, Higashira was the one who invited her out anyway, so neither of us had any right to speak.


  Taking two girls to the movies, huh…


  One’s a friend and one’s family, but I wouldn’t have imagined this half a year ago.


  Well, we’re just going to check out a movie and go home. No need to get all uptight about it.


  “Kept you waiting.”


  I turned around towards the voice, and found two girls looking down at me while I was sitting on the bench.


  One of them—Yume, was dressed in pants, which was rare of her. Her long black hair was tied up in a ponytail, and she’s wearing a top with short sleeves that showed off her arms. She looked a little more adult-like compared to usual.


  The other one was Higashira, and I saw her in this outfit before. She’s wearing a loose-fitting greenish top and a loose beige skirt, a plain look reminiscent of a fantasy village girl. I only saw her in parka and pants recently, with absolutely no fashion sense, so this outfit looked really fresh.


  Higashira’s eyes were a little brighter than usual, and her lips were glittering. It was then when I understood.


  “You kicked me out to check out Higashira’s fashion?”


  “Yeah, Higashira-san would have gone out in a parka like usual if I left her be.”


  “Why not? We’re just going to watch a movie, right?”


  “No can do! It’s one thing when you’re at home, but you need to dress up well when you’re outdoors!”


  “It’s so troublesome…~”


  Higashira’s shoulders slumped. It’s tough being a girl, my sympathies. If Higashira had been born a man, people wouldn’t complain about her wearing indoor clothes while going out.


  “Wait.”


  Yume stared at me while I silently sized them up while acting like a bystander.


  “You got something to say, right?”


  Yume lightly nudged Higashira’s back.


  Higashira blinked and looked at me. She seemed befuddled. So did I.


  I had a vague feeling as to what I should be saying on such an occasion…


  “I think I told you my feelings about these clothes.”


  “Of course. I already asked, you know?”


  “I’m, asking, about, Higashira-san, today!”


  Today?


  It’s not the weather or the temperature. It’ll be crazy if a person’s appearance changes from day to day, right?


  Yume didn’t seem convinced though, so I had no choice but to look for a compliment to give Higashira.


  “I think it’s better than the usual parka.”


  “There are more ways to praise her!”


  “…ehe.”


  “Don’t be embarrassed by this praise, Higashira-san! That’s cheap of him! ”


  She’s so annoying today.


  As I was thinking that, Yume sighed sadly and glanced at me.


  “What about me?”


  “Eh?”


  “What. About. Me?”


  That was the reason she made me praise Higashira.


  Since I praised Higashira, there’s no way I could ignore Yume…dammit, that’s underhanded…


  I looked up at Yume, who was dressed more maturely, and started searching for words.


  “…The hairstyle.”


  “Huh?”


  ” Ponytail. That’s unusual of you.”


  Yume gently fiddled with the hair tied up at the back of her head .


  “Ahhh… I guess. I’ll clash with Akatsuki-san if I do it like this all the time.”


  “I see.”


  “…Do you like a ponytail?”


  The question was asked in a subdued tone, and yet I couldn’t retort immediately.


  It’s partly because I really couldn’t answer immediately, and also because, well, the way this conversation is going…


  Higashira tilted her head and asked.


  “Haruhi?”


  “…Pfft.”


  I couldn’t take it anymore, and chuckled..


  “What? Wort wort wort? What’s so funny?


  “You should start checking out the classic novels of 2000s~ pffffffttt.”


  “Pfffft! I’m also a sucker for ponytails. The nape of your neck is erotic~~! Pfff!”


  “Hey! Can you stop acting like you’re the only ones who know what’s going on?”


  Well, it’s not a foul in any case—but it suited her rather well.


  No way was I going to tell her though.


   


  The bus came, and we got on, single file.


  “Ah. There’s seats at the back.”


  “Let’s go.”


  I followed the two who boarded first, and we went to the back of the bus.


  The bench at the back was empty, and Higashira sat down, and then Yume sat next to her—or so I assumed.


  “Alright, come here.”


  She sat one seat away from Higashira, and invited me to sit in that space.


  Why did she get me to sit in the middle…so I thought, but she continued to prompt me while patting on the seat, and I really couldn’t ignore her. I sat down on the seat with Yume and Higashira on either side of me.


  “Ohhh. You’ve got a flower in each hand.”


  “Fufu…are you happy?”


  “I don’t think real flowers would call themselves flowers.”


  “Mizuto-kun, why don’t you cross your legs and make a smug face? I’ll just lean on your shoulder.”


  “Don’t try to imitate the cover of those isekai harem light novels.”


  “You understood from that alone? That’s…”


  The door closed with a whoosh, and the bus departed.


  Higashira peered over me towards Yume while the bus shook away.


  “By the way, Yume-san… How much do you know about otaku stuff? I know you don’t read a lot of light novels, but you don’t touch manga at all?”


  “I guess she really doesn’t. The most she knows of are the dialogue in Tenma Urazome.”


  “Tenma Urazome?”


  “A detective character in a mystery series, an otaku high school detective who solves murders to earn money to buy Blu-rays and anime merchandise.”


  I chimed in.” Oh,” and Higashira replied.


  “I didn’t know there was such a thing. That sounds interesting.”


  “The only difference between that and light novels is basically the lack of illustrations.”


  “Do you want to read it? I like that series.”


  “Can I? I don’t read many mysteries.”


  Both Yume and Higashira’s bodies leaned me as they talked, and then they leaned on my shoulders in the middle.


  I naturally reeled back to avoid Higashira touching my right shoulder and Yume touching my left shoulder.


  “Mysteries are always full of distinct characters, and I think you should be able to pick up on them well, Higashira-san.”


  “But people die if they are killed, don’t they?”


  “You don’t like stories where people die?”


  “No, not that I actually hate that, it’s just that I prefer happy endings. Basically. When people die, I can’t really say it’s a happy story.”


  “Ah… But there are also mysteries where people don’t die.”


  “These are daily mysteries, and most of them have bitter endings.”


  “Can’t we just revive the victim after the mystery is solved?”


  “Maybe there are so some…but can such stories really work out?”


  And then, it happened while they were talking.


  Yume, who was sitting next to me on my left, reached her right hand out quietly. She tangled her elbow with mine.


  What’s she doing?


  I wouldn’t have minded if it had been Higashira. There was no way she would engage in skinship publicly for no reason.


  I pretend not to have noticed anything and continued on..


  “There are patterns where someone isn’t actually dead, or that they can go back in time to prevent the incident from happening.”


  “Time-lapse stories! I like most of them!”


  “Oh. I like that too.”


  “Either way, I guess for light novels or mainstream literature, I guess most people like stories that end with everyone smiling.”


  On the left. Yume was already latched onto my elbow.


  She, on the opposite side, acted in Higashira’s blind spot as she got into the position Higashira joked about. Despite that, she kept her breasts away from my upper arm, and I was impressed with her dexterity…there’s a sweet smell. It seemed different from her usual shampoo. Was she wearing perfume?


  Pfft,  I thought I heard a faint giggle, and glanced aside to see Yume give me a meaningful look…what are you playing at?


  I decided to try my best to ignore Yume’s actions.


   


  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  Hmmm…It’s working. It’s working.


  He said he’s better at disguising his emotions, but if I actually observed him with this knowledge, it’s obvious how rattled he was. His eyes were shifty, and his expression was unnecessarily stiff. It clearly showed how he was feeling.


  It’s the right decision for the three of us to go out together.


  There was the matter of the failed seduction last time, and it would be awkward with just the two of us alone. Since Higashira-san’s here, I didn’t have to worry about this, and I could take advantage of Higashira-san’s unreserved behavior and take advantage of Mizuto’s weakness.


  I felt a little guilty for using Higashira-san as an excuse, but she’s the one who invited me, and she seemed to be having fun, so I guessed it’s a win-win situation.


  “What kind of movie are we watching today? I remember it’s an Anime, right?”


  “It’s coming-of-age, a little sci-fi, or something like that. It’s highly rated, and I’ve always been curious about it~.”


  While we continued with our nondescript conversation, I lightly touched Mizuto’s flank and pestered him. I felt bad for Higashira-san when I got too close to him, since it was the best that I could do, but I was amused thinking that he’s trying hard not to react.


  If it were just the two of us, he would probably retort, but there’s nothing he could do in front of Higashira-san.


  Now then, what shall I do next—so I thought.


  And the bus made a turn..


  Vrrooom, my body fell to the side.


  Before this, I barely managed to keep my chest away from him—and then it hit Mizuto’s arm.


  “～～～～!?”


  Wai…! It’s a little…I-I wasn’t planning to go that far…!


  Even when the bus turned, I couldn’t move fast enough.


  If I moved away here… I’d feel like I lost out…!


  I glanced at Mizuto’s face.


  “I’ve seen the same director’s work before, so I thought you might like this, Mizuto-kun.”


  “I don’t know much about anime directors, but thanks for the help.”


  He continued to talk to Higashira-san with a nonchalant look on his face.


  …For some reason, I felt like a loser…!


  I ended up pressing my chest onto him until the bus arrived at our destination.


   


  ◆Mizuto Irido◆


   


  …It’s just a mere bus ride, but I felt very tired.


  “Over there is Toranoana. Right opposite it is Melon Books.”


  “There’s a lot of otaku stores around here.”


  “Further down there is an arcade that somehow seems to attract the fiercest competitors.”


  “Higashira-san, are you a good gamer?”


  “Mom trained me. We have a family motto that ‘Anyone who gives up on SEKIRO halfway through will also give up on life halfway through’.”


  “Hmm…? I guess so.”


  Yume continued to chat with Higashira nonchalantly as if there’s nothing wrong, and we continued walking towards the movie theater.


  Looking at her from behind. I was secretly astonished.


  She’s actually having fun from teasing me…and she got mad at me when I did the same to her. That’s quite a double standard.


  We arrived at the cinema, received the tickets that Higashira had reserved for us, and paid for it. The price for a high school student was pretty much a tankoubon. That’s fair.


  We paid, and then Yume said,


  “I’m going to the bathroom first. Are you fine with Higashira-san?”


  “I’m fine with that. Be careful now.”


  Higashira waved at Yume.


  There’s still some time until the movie started, and I sat on a bench in the lobby. There were a few customers aside from us, some fiddling with their phones, and some just chit-chatting away.


  “Alrighty.”


  Higashira followed me and sat down next to me.


  There was a short silence.


  Higashira swayed restlessly from side to side while watching the music video playing repeatedly on the monitor, looking nonchalant. The ticketing process went smoothly, even though she didn’t seem to be the kind of the person to visit the movies..


  As I thought about this, Higashira suddenly leaned forward, peering at my face.


  “Erm…Mizuto-kun.”


  “Hmm?”


  “You seem to be in a bad mood today, aren’t you?”


  “…Huh?”


  The unexpected question took me by surprise, and I couldn’t help but make a rude gesture.


  Higashira’s face became increasingly anxious.


  “Well, erm, your face seemed kind of stiff when we were on the bus…don’t mind me if I’m mistaken though!”


  While we were on the bus… Ah. I see.


  I was trying not to react to Yume’s teasing, but I guess I appeared to be in a bad mood. My bad.


  “It’s fine. You’re mistaken. It’s just… I’m a little dizzy since I don’t take the bus very often.”


  I tried to come up with a reasonable explanation to Higashira, but the uneasiness still remained on her face.


  “I see…that’s good…I’ve never really had any experience going out with friends…I was worried what I’d do if they get bored.”


  Higashira would show such an expression from time to time.


  Whenever I thought she would act at her own pace without a care in the world, she would start peeking at other people’s faces as though she had recollected herself, and shrivel uncomfortably… This would happen about once every three days or so.


  And she’s always been like this when we first met.


  When we first met in the library, on the first day we talked, she always talked to me with fear and trepidation on her face as though her very existence was a sin…


  And because I knew of this side to her, I had to assure her clearly.


  “I’m fine.”


  I had to do it over and over again, no matter how many times I had to repeat myself..


  “No matter how bad you are at reading the mood, I won’t get angry.”


  “Eh~? I think you always flare up though…”


  “That’s not anger, that’s just scolding you.”


  “Ueeeh~”


  Higashira dejectedly lowered her shoulders, and I continued on,


  “Don’t worry. I’ll remember my promise to you.”


  I’ll always be the person you know.


  That was the promise I made when I rejected Higashira’s confession and we returned to being friends.


  Higashira fiddled with her bangs, and her tense cheeks relaxed.


  “……Ehehe.”


  “What are you laughing at?”


  “I guess you can continue to push me on forever, Mizuto-kun.”


  “Don’t think of me as an idol.”


   


  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  From afar, I saw Mizuto and Higashira-san sitting next to each other on the bench.


  Mizuto’s expression was so natural, so gentle, when he talked to Higashira-san. It was different from when he treated me like a treasure in the past when, or when he exuded hostility to me at this point—It’s a face only for Higashira-san, which he never showed to his own girlfriend, or his ex.


  To be honest. I was a little jealous.


  But at the same time, I was happy for them. I wasn’t trying to act tough. I was genuinely happy for them, from the bottom of my heart.


  Maybe it’s because Higashira-san was doing what we couldn’t do back then.


  Maybe it’s because she wasn’t troubled by unnecessary jealousy or selfishness, and just wanted to convey her emotion, that she just wanted to be with him, which I found was most wonderful…


  …………………….


  Really?


  Was this all to the reason why I felt so relieved…?


  Higashira-san’s smiling, yet I felt so relieved about this fact. Was it because only I know?


  I knew that she would smile happily when people praised her clothes.


  I knew that she was bashful when she talked about what she liked about Mizuto.


  There’s so much more to Higashira-san, who was neither eccentric nor acting at her own pace—


   


  —Was it because I knew that Higashira-san would never show such a side of herself to Mizuto?


   


  …Maybe my fears were unfounded.


  But, well, Higashira-san’s smiling so happily.


  She’s probably—not hiding anything.


  She didn’t seem like she was hiding her true self for Mizuto’s sake…


  “Hey, that’s…” “Woah! It’s true. ……!”


  Hmm?


  I thought I heard a voice, and turned around. The movie theater was packed during summer vacation though, and I could only see crowds moving about.


  ◆Mizuto Irido◆


  “Eh? You tried to book couple seats?”


  “I thought it would be a little cheaper, but then I saw it’s cheaper to get two seats at the regular high school student rate.”


  “I mean, pair seats are at the corner, and it’s hard to watch a movie from there. It’s hard to see.”


  “Are you saying that those seats are more for flirting than watching movies?”


  “They can just stay home and watch Netflix then.”


  “I guess you guys will never understand the sentiment of a movie date…”


  We chattered as we went into the darkened theatre, and looked for our seats.


  Higashira seemed to have obtained some decent seats for us. The three of us sat down side by side, right in the middle of the theater. Not too close, not too far, and we could see the screen well.


  Too bad. It was my turn to be sandwiched between the two of us again.


  “(Hey).”


  I called out quietly to Yume to my right, who had put her belongings under her seat.


  Yume looked up.


  “(What?)”


  “(Don’t mess with me while the movie is playing.)”


  “(Hmm, you can just ignore me though?)”


  “(If you mess with me, I’ll make you pay for mine…)”


  “(I-I get it! Your face is scary!)”


  This is fine.


  I slumped back in peace, and watched the trailer on the screen. I liked to watch movie trailers. They stimulate the imagination, and there’s a pleasure in inferring. It’s a pity that I was often satisfied with them and never watched the full movie—speaking of which, the ‘ding!’ sound effect of the preview seemed strangely shrill in the movies..


  “……………………”


  Hmm?


  I could sense a stare…and I looked to my left, opposite Yume.


  And there was Higashira, staring at my face.


  “……What’s wrong?”


  “No, nothing….”


  Higashira quickly looked away—or rather, she evaded my stare.


  What? Did I have something on my face? I seriously doubted so, and hastily touched my cheek, but there wasn’t anything in particular..


  I was a little curious, but before I could ask Higashira back, there was a warning about viewing etiquette on the screen. Once I heard we shouldn’t talk during the screening, I kept my mouth shut.


  I switched off my phone, saw the footage of a face-camera man being arrested, and eventually, the lights were off.


  The movie began.


  The distinctive, magnificent illustrations of a theatrical anime filled the huge screen.


  This was the one thing that I couldn’t experience in a novel. Well, there were a few novels that were unusually evocative using the power of images, but it’s still different from the visual experience.


  While I was enjoying the movie, I felt a soft hand placed upon my left hand on the armrest..


  “Ah!”


  Higashira made a small sound, and pulled her hand back in a panic.


  It’s common for hands to touch—but what’s the big deal when she usually makes me give her a lap pillow? Feeling a little curious. I glanced aside.


  “(Sorry ……)”


  Higashira’s shoulders shrivelled as she whispered.


  “(It’s fine.)”


  I replied while tilting my head, and went back to watching the movie.


  Higashira’s face seemed embarrassed just now….


  No way.


  Higashira’s not Ayai.


   


  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  “That was quite something, wasn’t it?”


  “Yes, it was. Especially after the middle part of the story. ……”


  “I wonder if that’s what they call abstract acting. It’s like I understand and yet I don’t…”


  “It really had the impact unique to an anime.”


  We exchanged our impressions and left the theater.


  The movie was quite interesting, but I was a little confused about some parts, probably because I wasn’t used to watching anime. Nevertheless, it was an interesting movie. Mizuto and Higashira-san seemed to like it, and continued to chat about this and that the entire time


  “What are you going to do after this?”


  “No plans in particular..”


  “Ah… then, dismissed, I guess?”


  “Hmm. It feels like a pity to dismiss though…since it’s about time, why don’t we go somewhere to eat?”


  “Eh? You don’t mind?


  “Nothing wrong with that. Ah, don’t forget to call home.”


  “Yes, sir!”


  Higashira-san took out her phone with strange enthusiasm.


  At that moment, Mizuto said.


  “Okay. I’m going to the toilet.”


  “Ah okay. You okay with this, Higashira-san?”


  “I’m fine~.”


  Mizuto walked off to the toilet.


  I noticed that Higashira-san was staring at Mizuto’s back with her phone in her hand.


  “…Higashira-san, is something wrong?”


  “No, it’s just that …… it’s a little too late for that. ……”


  Higashira-san giggled with a stupid smile.


  “When I looked at Mizuto-kun’s profile in the dimly lit theater…it felt like a date…”


  “Ugh.”


  It was a while since I took such damage..


  Such innocence caused my frayed heart to sizzle in smoke like a vampire in the sun.


  Compared to Higashira-san, who could be moved by something like this, I tried to flee after I tempted Mizuto and did nothing after that…


  As I squinted at the innocence I had lost, “Oh!” Higashira-san suddenly cried out and looked at me.


  “Is that what you meant when you said ‘Good luck’ on LINE, Yume-san?”


  “…That’s quite a late reaction.”


  “Ah, auuu, woah~ …! Sorry, sorry! You worried so much for me…!!!”


  “I-it’s fine, it’s fine!! I didn’t explain myself clearly after all.”


  Guilt stung my chest. How could I have used such a pure girl as an opportunity…?


  Higashira-san smiled happily while I was increasingly depressed.


  “When my confession failed. I thought, ‘Ah, I can’t go on a date with Mizuto-kun,’ but… surprisingly, I managed to.”


  “…Yeah. Anyway, what does it mean to be lovers?”


  Maybe the idea of lovers was to not allow any other girl to have him? …If that’s the case, that’s quite a small-minded relationship.


  Higashira-san said with a deer-in-the-headlights look.


  “If I may say so…I guess those that go to a hotel together are lovers, and those that don’t aren’t? ”


  “…Higashira-san, vulgarity point 1”


  “What? What’s that point about? What happens when you accumulate them?”


  If Higashira-san’s right…then maybe I was the same, that we didn’t need to be lovers, or so I thought.


   


  ◆Mizuto Irido◆


   


  “Table for three?


  We followed the waiter into the family restaurant, and sat down in a box seat.  “Please call me when you have decided your order” so we were told “Okay” and Yume answered.


  I picked up the menu at the end of the table.


  “What do you want?”


  “I think it would be nice to have something we can all pick up together.”


  “Well, pizza or fries?”


  “Pizza…”


  “You don’t mind pizza, right?”


  “I don’t, but…”


  “So you’re finally starting to care about calories?”


  “I-I’m not… and they basically go to my breasts.…”


  “You know, it’s almost the end of the phase when you could blame your weight gain on your growth spurt.”


  “Shut up! Don’t you have any sense of decency, you skinny guy!?”


  While I bickered with Yume over the menu, the girl next to me, Higashira, was fretting about something.


  “Higashira, what’s wrong?”


  “No, it’s…”


  She swayed from side to side.


  “It’s the first time I’m eating out at night with friends…I’m a little moved…”


  “Ah~. I know! It feels really strange to be eating outdoors with someone other than your family, right?”


  “Yes yes! That’s right! It’s different from just stopping by on the way home from school!”


  The two loner girls started chatting away. It’s a cheap thing to bond over, but it’s not a bad thing.


  In the end, we decided against pizza, and ordered French fries for three. I ordered the doria, Yume ordered peperoncino, and Higashira ordered hamburger steak. Of course, the drink bar was included in the set.


  We left the table, and got our drinks at the drink bar. I got tea, Yume got orange juice, and Higashira got Coke.


  “Higashira-san…are you really the type to have all the calories go to your breasts? ”


  Yume said while she stared intently at Higashira’s glass of Coke.


  “Who knows? The last time I weighed in was during the physical checkup.”


  “You don’t have a weighing scale at home?”


  “I don’t remember how many kilos I weighed before.”


  “…Looks like we need to teach you more fundamental things instead of just superficial things like how to apply makeup, stuff to get you to understand that you’re a girl…”


  That would be of great help to me too if they could.


  “Actually, it’s my first time going to a movie with others. It’s pretty fun, and also really nice to have someone to talk to after the movie ends.”


  Higashira expressed herself nonchalantly as if it’s nothing, while picking up some fries that were served earlier.


  Yume’s smile looked a little concerned.


  “I guess you’re the type of person to worry about going to the movies alone, Higashira-san…”


  “Don’t people go to movies alone?”


  “Yeah. Usually alone.”


  “Well, yeah, I guess so. It’s not that uncommon nowadays.”


  That sounded rather vague, but if we’re going out to the movies with others, we need to allocate a timeslot to watch the same thing, and that’s troublesome. I wouldn’t have come if it wasn’t Higashira who invited me.


  “If there’s another one, let’s go together.”


  “Sure. I don’t really pay attention to them. Any recommendations?”


  “I only know about anime movie news… Summer vacation is over soon, and the new movies aren’t coming out that soon, probably.”


  “Then let’s go live action next. It’s good for a change.”


  ” I guess so~. As long as it’s not a rom-com.”


  “You don’t like romantic movies?”


  “It makes me angry.”


  “I get it.


  “You do!?”


  I pulled out my phone, wondering if there’s any interesting movies going on recently.


  And then, I remembered switching it off when I watched the movies, so I could only wait for it to boot up.


  The home screen showed up, and next to me, Higashira peeked over.


  “Mizuto-kun, you’re using the default wallpaper, aren’t you?”


  “No peeking.”


  “Hmmm~… can I borrow that?”


  “Ah, oy.”


  Higashira snatched my phone, and switched on the camera.


  What’s she doing, taking my phone like that—so I grumbled, and she switched to selfie mode, putting herself next to my shoulder.


  Yume, right opposite us, had blank eyes.


  “Wait…?”


  “Here, cheese~.”


  She put my face and her own in the corners, and pressed the shutter.


  It was a two-shot.


  Higashira returned the phone to me.


  “Okay,  Here you go.”


  “What’s this?”


  “Wallpaper material.”


  “Are you my girlfriend?”


  I stared incredulously at the photo which had Higashira giving a peace sign with a blank look, and couldn’t help but retort back.


  There’s nothing sexy about her expression, but it wouldn’t be convincing to deny that we’re not a couple when we just had a two-shot of each other as our home screen.


  “Mmm. Then…”


  “Ah.”


  Higashira snatched the phone from me again, and scampered over to Yume, who’s seated opposite.


  “Ah, wait—”


  “Cheese.”


  Snap.


  She took a picture of herself with Yume, returned to me, and handed me my phone.


  “How about this!?”


  “Erm, well, I don’t know what I am supposed to do with this photo.”


  “If I had to say, you’re like a dad…?”


  “Daddyhood?”


  “”Stop!””


  Vulgarity point 2. Yume suddenly declared some mysterious point system..


  Hmmm. Higashira looked at the photo and pondered.


  “…Then….”


  She peeked at our faces, and timidly said.


  “…Can the three of us take a photo together…?”


  Yume and I tilted our heads and looked at Higashira.


  Higashira hastily waved her hand in the air.


  “Oh, no, not that. I mean! Look, it’s the first time the three of us went out together, right? I’ve been together with you two at your place! So erm…to commemorate…or something…”


  Commemorate.


  The moment we heard that word, Yume and I naturally looked at each other.


  It’s not an awkward look because we had something to hide from Higashira.


  We were simply surprised in unison, and also, we agreed with her.


  I was sure that both Yume and I had a nagging feeling in the corner of our hearts.


  We chose not to express our conflicted feelings about this day, August 27th, in front of Higashira.


  Even when we’re with Higashira, there was a little nostalgia in our head about this day, which was supposed to be an anniversary.
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  The day two years ago was the anniversary. The day last year was the death anniversary.


  In that case…maybe it’s not a bad idea to have a different anniversary.


  Maybe the bitter memories…could be overwritten by something else.


  Higashira gave us a worried look as we remained silent.


  “So… no? Is it?”


  “No, not that.”


  I assured her immediately.


  “You weren’t shy when we had the twin shot, so I’m just wondering why you’re suddenly so skittish.”


  “That’s right.”


  Yume also chuckled and said as she pulled Higashira’s hand.


  “Let’s take a picture, the three of us—as a memento.”


  And so, the three of us took a picture on the two seater, one to commemorate this.


  I looked at the picture again with me in the middle, and pondered.


  Two years ago, we made a mistake.


  Last year, we made a mistake.


  But…maybe we didn’t make a mistake this year.


  Maybe this hope could continue forever as long as we had this photo—


  And then Higashira said.


  “I feel like…someone is going to die in this photo.”


  “…… Pfft!”


  I couldn’t help but spit out.


  “Higashira-san, read the mood! The mood!”


  “Eh? But you know, it happens all the time. You know, it’s like a guy who lost his family and is looking at a family photo.”


  “Ugggh, the kind inside the locket.”


  “Yes. That’s it!”


  “I know that, but, be mindful of such things or you’ll trigger bad luck!”


  After that, we ate what we ordered and had a discussion over the theory of whether there are only photos of dead people in the locket.


   


   


  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  “I really had fun today!”


  “Yeah. Me too.”


  “I’ll call you guys again if there’s any movie that looks interesting.”


  “Yes! I’m looking forward to it! Bye~!”


  Higashira-san waved happily at us, and disappeared into the entrance of the apartments.


  While we chattered away at the family restaurant, the sun had unwittingly set, and it would be so sad to let Higashira-san walk home alone at night, so we walked her home.


  When Higashira-san’s back was out of sight, we turned away and went home.


  The vibrant lights of the streets, buildings and the passing cars shone upon the sidewalk while we walked next to each other.


  “……………………”


  “……………………”


  “……………………”


  “……………………”


  “…You’re not going to cling onto me now?”


  “…Ugh!”


  Mizuto glanced at me sideways and suddenly said so, which caused me to shudder.


  “I-I changed my mind ….”


  “Hmm~.”


  Mizuto cut his gaze to me, saying disinterestedly.


  …I couldn’t believe he would attack me like this immediately after we left Higashira-san, and it felt like he was getting rid of any hindrance, which bothered me.


  It’s true that I initially used Higashira-san as an excuse, but it’s because I took this day as ‘the anniversary of my relationship with Irido-kun’.


  But, the situation had changed..


  This day was the day that I went out with Mizuto and Higashira-san for the first time.


  So let’s just say the movie was interesting, and leave it at that.—yep.


  “Hey.”


  I called out while looking forward.


  “What?”


  Mizuto replied while he too looked forward.


  “…I’ll get angry if you make Higashira-san cry, okay?”


  “As long as you don’t do anything stupid..”


  “Well, I can’t guarantee that.”


  “…Oy.”


  Mizuto stared at me, and my shoulders shook as I giggled away.


  There’s one possibility.


  I might not be as obsessed about him as I once was.


  But still, it didn’t mean that our bond wouldn’t revert to how it was before—I felt that Higashira-san showed me that.


  So at this point, I shouldn’t have to worry..


  I could wish for Mizuto and Higashira-san to be together forever—


  “…Hm? Kawanami?”


  Mizuto took out his phone. “Hello?” he said, putting it to his ear.


  And almost simultaneously, I received a LINE notification on my phone.


  It was from Akatsuki-san.


  The message was,


  “Yume-chan, what’s going on?”


  “Why is it that the guys at school think that Irido-kun and Higashira-san are dating?”


 
Chapter 6: You’re the only one in this world

  ◆Isana Higashira◆


   


  To everyone. I’ve always been the ‘weird kid’.


  Back in kindergarten, I drew a picture of a mover’s mark instead of a drawing of my mom, and in elementary school, I wrote my dream essay, ‘I have thought about it a lot, but I don’t have anything in particular at the moment’ with quite a few pages, and everyone called me a ‘weird kid’ ever since then.


  It seemed everyone would peek at other children’s drawings and essays, and try to go along with them


  Is it true?


  In kindergarten, I was told to ‘draw whatever I like’. In elementary school, I was told to ‘write honestly’, and I was never told to write what others thought, or draw what others wanted. Did everyone really get it?


  I didn’t understand.


  Or rather, I still don’t understand. I’m not sure.


  And mom told me.


  —Weird kid? That’s good.


  —Look, Isana, you’re the only one in this world. It’s no wonder that you’re different, right?


  Then, why can’t I call other kids weird? So I asked


  —That’s because they’re scared of showing their true selves to others.


  Mom didn’t understand.


  How would she understand when she didn’t have any fears?


  And as for me, why didn’t I try to not be scared?


  Why didn’t I try to show my truest self, and let myself be hurt, without any safeguard?


  I just couldn’t hide it.


  I just couldn’t protect it.


  I just couldn’t do it.


  —That’s all it was.


   


  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  “Long time no see!” “Been a while—woah, you’re so tan!” “Did you finish your homework?”Barely…I thought I was going to die.”


  It’s been a while since I was in the classroom, and it felt so new.


  I looked around at the familiar faces of my classmates everywhere, and heard comments of ‘you’ve changed bro’ and ‘you haven’t changed’ in equal measure. This made the classroom familiar and new at the same time. It’s not like I wasn’t active on LINE during summer vacation, but it’s really a completely different impression from a face-to-face meeting after all.


  “Irido-san! It’s been a while~!”


  “Hi there, Irido-chan!”


  “Maki-san, Nasuka-san, it’s been a while—so we say, but didn’t we just meet last week?”


  I put my bag on my seat as I chatted with the usual suspects—the tall Maki Sakamizu-san (of the basketball club) with the short haircut, and the bobbed cut, always sleepy-looking Nasuka Kanai-san (from the karuta club). I put my bag down on my seat. It’s the day of the opening ceremony, so my bag is light.


  Maki-san sat in front of me without hesitation, and Nasuka-san sat  calmly next to me..


  And then a familiar ponytail jumped in and joined us.


  “Yume-chan! It’s been a while~! I’ve missed you so much!


  “Whoa! …Akatsuki-san, didn’t we just meet last week? ”


  “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen Yume-chan in uniform.”


  “So I’m a different person in every outfit…?”


  “Are you some social game character?”


  Maki-san let out a loud, hearty laugh early in the moment.


  For the time being, I pried myself away from Akatsuki-san’s embrace. It’s hot. Even though it’s September, the temperature still felt like summer.


  “But well~ summer vacation ended huh.”


  Maki-san said as she looked around the classroom, seemingly lamenting


  “Well~ it wasn’t as summer-like as I thought it would be. Not enough youth, I guess? Well, there was a study camp and club competition~, but it feels like everyone else hasn’t changed much either.”


  “I spent most of my time lounging around at home too, though I did help out at the sports clubs from time to time. The homework was too hard~.”


  “That’s true! I had no time to enjoy my youth! It’s frustrating!”


  It’s a little scary as to how Akatsuki-san could just lie and conceal the fact that she went to the pool with Kawanami-kun unflinchingly.


  “What about you, Nasucchi? Anything during summer vacation?”


  The ball was thrown onto Nasuka-san’s court, and showed a vague look a little reminiscent of Higashira-san.


  “We just had a club tournament too.”


  “Oh. We’re the same~.”


  “And I just got a boyfriend.”


  “What? A boy…eh?


  “”Ehhh!?””


  We all perked up, and looked at Nasuka-san’s vague face at once.


  “Boy…eh What? What did you say?”


  “I participated in a club tournament.”


  “Not that! Not that!”


  “Can’t you be more creative about bluffing!? We’re talking about your boyfriend here!”


  Maki-san was so upset that she didn’t bother to correct her tone, but Nasuka tilted her head in confusion.


  “About the boyfriend?”


  “Yes, yes, yes!”


  “Is it true!?”


  “Yes.”


  Nasuka-san nodded flatly.


  Haehhh~…we stared at her face in amazement.


  Nasuka-san was the type who would conserve her energy, really didn’t want any trouble, and never really showed interest in the opposite sex. She’s basically the female version of Houtarou Oreki…but I never thought there’d be such a drastic change over the summer vacation…


  “Who!?”


  Maki-san was the first to recover, and immediately leaned forward towards Nasuka-san.


  “Who is it!? Who are you dating!? From our class!?”


  “A senior in our club.”


  “Did he confess to you?”


  “No, I confessed.”


  “””Ehhh?”””


  Confessed? Love? With that dull look all year long!?


  Nasuka-san didn’t show any embarrassment at all.


  “So I told him ‘senpai. I know you’re interested in me. Let’s date if you want’.”


  “Is that really…a confession?” Maki-san said.


  “It’s not what I was expecting…” Akatsuki-san followed up.


  “But maybe it’s just like Nasuka-san to do this…” I said this.


  “It’s a waste of time to dither after all.”


  Ugh!!!


  The sharp edges of the words pierced my heart. People always had troubles when it came to that…


  “Speaking of which, it’s the first time I heard that you know about love, Nasucchi?”


  “What do you think I am?”


  “It’s true that I have an image of you going all ‘love is so annoying’ and rejecting confessions.”


  “I get you~!”


  “Senpai’s special.”


  Once we heard this sudden special dialogue, “Ooh!?” all of us immediately sat upright.


  “He buys me ice cream on the way home from club activities.”


  “That’s cheap!”


  And then we’re all deflated.


  I’ve been treating Higashira-san like a freak the entire time, but thinking about it, Nasuka-san’s pretty much the same…


  But Nasuka-san actually would go home with a senior at the club every day without us knowing, and he would buy her ice cream. That’s really his clumsy approach to romance, and she vaguely realized his goodwill—I just couldn’t help but feel my heart beat wildly when I thought about it.


  The involved party herself nonchalantly looked in a completely different direction though.


  “Speaking of romantic feelings…isn’t Irido-kun a bigger topic than me?”


  “Ah! Yes yes! I heard about that little brother Irido!”


  My heart jolted.


  Mizuto’s seat was far away from mine due to the seat change before summer vacation, and was in the middle row near the hallway. Kawanami-kun was currently sitting next to him, fending off the classmates who were itching to ask Mizuto something.


  “There’s a rumor going around, isn’t there? The Irido brother is dating that girl from Class 3! Say Irido-san, is it true?”


  “Eh~…erm…”


  I looked away and wondered how I should react, so I looked to Akatsuki-san for help.


  Akatsuki-san said.


  “Well, why don’t you just be honest?”


  She says with a light laugh.


  “Oh? What what? You know about this too Akki?”


  “Well, sorta. I did spend time with him a few times—and didn’t the four of us talk about Higashira-san a few times before?”


  “Higashira—ah, that girl.”


  Speaking of which, I remembered Nasuka-san saw them together when Mizuto had just met Higashira-san. She didn’t react much to that fact though.


  In turn, Maki-san was very curious.


  “Isn’t the Irido brother the type to not be interested in romance? I heard that since the middle of the first semester, this part of him made him so popular. That’s why this news caused quite the impact, huh~?”


  “There were rumors since study camp about a girl who’s been hanging out with Irido-kun. I’ve heard about it.”


  “There wasn’t much noise about it back then though. You see, weren’t there rumors of him being with you, Irido-san? Compared to that…”


  I looked away once again. Well, I started this rumor to begin with, so I couldn’t really defend myself against it.


  “But well, it’s a different matter when you’re seen on a date. That girl—Higashira-san, right?  I heard she was dressed really cute and adorable, and had a different vibe from when she’s at school..”


  “Ahaha.”


  Akatsuki-san gave a dry laugh. That different vibe from school was created by both Akatsuki-san and me.


  “So? What’s up? Are they dating?”


  “Ah~ well…”


  Akatsuki-san’s right. The rumors would get ridiculous if I tried to bluff them.


  “They’re not dating…I think.”


  “What? So it’s just fake news?”


  “That’s just the way it is. Rumors.”


  “Then, Is that fake news too? Anyway, she does have tits that would make a gravure idol blush~.”


  “”That’s true.””


  Akatsuki-san and I spoke in unison.


  “Ueehh~ really? I should have a look.”


  “I can introduce you to her though? I guess Nasuka-chan can be fast friends with her, right Yume-chan?


  “It’s true that they have the same vibe.”


  “Oy, what about me?”


  “Delinquents aren’t allowed here.”


  “Who’s the delinquent!?”


  Behind the laughter, I was secretly worried.


  Not at the fact that Higashira-san’s position was being solidified—but rather, the dramatic change in environment that would hit her.


   


   ◆Isana Higashira◆


   


  The moment I opened the classroom door. I was surprised.


  After all, before this summer break, I had spent my entire school life as if I were air. Even when I entered the classroom, nobody would greet or even glance at me, and I was already used to that.


  But at this moment—what’s with the stares piercing through me?


  I heard from Yume-san about the rumors between Mizuto-kun and me.


  I had some awareness since the study camp, but Mizuto-kun’s rather popular. Ahh, I was the first to have my eye on Mizuto-kun though.


  I shrivelled, trying to hide from the eyes, and sat at my seat. Phew~ I just felt uncomfortable, since I wasn’t used to being the center of attention. Speaking of which, the really popular Yume-san always had such looks since she entered the school. I really respected her.


  “—Say, Higashira-san…”


  While I hesitated as to whether I should sleep or read until class started, I heard a somewhat tentative voice. Ah, who’s she talking to? —Huh?  Did she just mention my name?


  “Ah…m-me?”


  “Uh, yes, that’s right..”


  I looked up to see two girls standing before my seat. They’re my classmates…their names…erm…sorry! Well, it’s safe to say Mizuto-kun doesn’t remember every classmate’s name either!


  The two of them probably never expected anyone to not know their classmate’s name heading into the second semester, and they continued on without introducing themselves.


  “Well, we heard a rumor…that you’re dating Irido-kun from Class 7. Is that true…?”


  “Date.”


  Yume-san and Akatsuki-san only told me that someone else saw Mizuto-kun and me together, so I suppose that’s why people assumed that we’re dating. In other words…I had to be sure first.


  “Erm…so, it’s about the 27th?”


  “Ah, yes yes!” “I knew it was true!”


  Eh, nope. I just wanted to be sure of the date. I hadn’t answered yet…


  I wanted to correct them, but it’s too late.


  I didn’t know if others were eavesdropping or something, but it felt like all the girls in the classroom started to gather around at this opportunity.


  “How long have you been going out with him? “You two were always together since camp, right?” “Why didn’t you tell us!?” “What’s Irido-kun really like?” “He really looks aloof!”


  Awawa. Awawa. Awawawawawawa!


  I was bombarded with the torrent of questions, and I felt like Yoshi. I couldn’t catch a word of what’s being asked, and some of them acted like old friends for some reason. I didn’t have any opportunity to ask.


  And more importantly, they thought we’re totally dating.


  Even I couldn’t help but get nervous.  After all, we’re not dating, I got dumped. It’s just their misunderstanding, and I’d feel guilty thinking that I was lying to them. I had to hurry…and deny it while I still can…!


  “E-erm…!”


  “Hey! How often did you see each other during summer vacation?”


  “Eh, about every day…”


  “Every day!?” “You two are super in love!!”


  “Oh, n-no, when Mizuto-kun returned to the countryside—”


  “She’s calling him Mizuto-kun~!” “Hey, where do you usually date at? If you meet every day, there’s not many places left to visit, right?”


  “Eh? No, well, I usually go to Mizuto-kun’s house…”


  “His house!? Every day!?” “You two are basically living together!”


  Kyaaahhh!!! The girls let out raunchy squeals.


  W-what should I do…I just answered instinctively, and missed out on the chance to deny the rumors.


  But…I was a little, happy.


  Basically living together. Basically living together…is that so…


  “What about the confession? Who confessed?”


  “Eh, ah, well, I did… ”


  I was rejected though.


  “What~? What did you say~?”


  “Well~, I guess, it’s a little…”


  “You’re embarrassed! So cute ♪!”


  “Ehe. Ehehe.”


  When was the last time I had a conversation like this with my classmates?


  It might be the first time in my life.


  Well…we’re not really dating, but I wasn’t lying…I wouldn’t suffer divine retribution if I continued to act like his girlfriend—right?


   


  The opening ceremony ended, it was after school, and I went to the library as per before summer vacation.


  Maybe it’s just my imagination, but I felt like I was being watched just walking down the hallway. I felt a mixture of superiority and unawareness, fluffy even.


  Oh no, anyway, it’s really surprising, I guess. I had been answering everything honestly, and they didn’t think otherwise. Yume-san said that we’re like lovers, and I never thought it was true.


  But still, if we caused such a scene like that in the library, I might trouble him. I should pay attention and not let others realize so.


  I felt like a celebrity as I paid attention to the surrounding stares, and entered the library.


  I went to the usual place—the corner by the window…huh?


  At this moment, I realized something. Would Mizuto-kun really be there?


  It’s true that we always met there during the first semester, but the summer vacation was just over. Mizuto-kun couldn’t possibly remain at the same place the entire time, right…?


  While feeling a little uneasy…I took a peek beyond the bookshelf.


  There was Mizuto-kun— his buttocks leaning to the air conditioner by the window.


  “…Uehehehe.”


  It was to be expected back in the first semester, but at this moment, I was strangely glad.


  It seems Mizuto-kun will be here every day for the second semester too.


  In other words…he’s keeping to that promise, right?


  “…Hm? Yo.”


  Mizuto-kun noticed me, and looked up from the book he was reading.


  I approached him, and said,


  “It’s been so long, so I thought you wouldn’t be here.”


  “Habits are hard to break, you know.”


  “What are you reading today~?”


  We talked as usual, and I put down my bag, took off my shoes and socks, and sat down on the air conditioner by the window.


  I felt a sense of security.


  There were few people in the library, and I was barefoot in a corner where no one could see me, with Mizuto-kun next to me…I felt a sense of comfort, like I was in my own room.


  Hmmm…it’s fun to be surrounded by my classmates, but I suppose it suited me more to stay here quietly. If I could take only one thing with me to a deserted island, I would take Mizuto-kun with me.


  “—H-hey…” “It’s true…”


  And,


  Suddenly, I heard the faint whispers of girls.


  I looked over, and found a few girls sitting in a chair in the reading corner, peeking at us from time to time and whispering. Huh, are there Mizuto-kun’s fans here?


  When Mizuto-kun looked at them, the girls quickly turned away.


  Seeing this, Mizuto-kun frowned lightly.


  “…Are you curious?”


  Most probably, Mizuto-kun didn’t like to be the center of attention.


  It’s only natural when I think about it. There’s no way he would be happy with how this situation had turned out.


  But Mizuto-kun didn’t answer my question.


  “I should be the one asking. Are you okay?”


  “Yeah. Well. I’m just a little flattered to be questioned by people.”


  “Don’t do that, you idiot.”


  “Auu.”


  He lightly poked on the head.


  It’s just the usual casual poke on the head.


  But at that moment, I heard a little squeal from the girls.


  “Ah…”


  Mizuto-kun hurriedly withdrew his hand.


  He fiddled with his hair with his fingertips, as though to brush off his actions, and gently sighed.


  “…What did you actually say?”


  “Eh?”


  “Your classmates did ask you, right?”


  “Well…”


  I wasn’t kidding when I said I was a little flattered, but naturally, I couldn’t say that.


  “Well, I didn’t lie to them at least~… ”


  “Now I’m curious about that comment…well, that’s fine, I guess. I’ve had no comment so far after all.”


  “Is there a problem?”


  “Of course. If you actually told others that we’re dating, and someone else actually says we aren’t, what do you think will happen?”


  “What happens?”


  “You’d be the bad person for insisting you’re in a relationship.”


  “…Woah! It’s true!”


  “You didn’t think of that, did you…?”


  I really didn’t.


  That was dangerous. If I got too cocky and bluffed away, there’s no turning back from there.


  “Well, so be it. We need to make sure we’re on the same page.”


  “Right. But it’ll be counterproductive to deny it so vigorously. I think it’s best to keep it vague …”


  “Understood…! I’ll do my best to keep it vague!”


  “It’s worrying me…haa, what a hassle.”


  Mizuto-kun gave an annoyed sigh.


  “These guys really got nothing better to do…”


  …I guess I was really happy to have my classmates actually talk to me.


  I was more of a peasant compared to Mizuto-kun, and I felt it was nice to be noticed.


  But… I didn’t want to trouble Mizuto-kun in trouble for it.


   


  ◆Kogure Kawanami◆


   


  “And so? How’s the situation over there?”


  I asked Akatsuki as I popped a pizza into my mouth.


  Akatsuki held her phone with one hand while stretching a long trail of cheese in the other.


  “It’s really a wide~spread topic amongst the first year girls, but I don’t think there’s any malice, and I don’t think it’s a problem to leave it alone.”


  “Really? There’s isn’t anyone who’ll go all ‘isn’t she getting carried away here’ or something like that?”


  “I don’t think so. Even if there is, she’ll feel like a spoilsport while everyone’s praising. Luckily the rumors spread before Irido-kun’s popularity really took off. There’s also a strange recognition that those two weirdos are a match for each other.”


  “Huh. I’m not convinced at~ all.”


  “What about the boys?”


  “There’s not much reaction amongst the boys compared to the girls. But well, maybe there’s some idiot who’ll try to mess with irido-san who’s been pretending to be a brocon so that she wouldn’t be wooed…”


  “Make sure you slaughter them, alright?”


  “What are you saying? I’m doing it even if you don’t tell me.”


  I too was on my phone.


  “…I guess we don’t have to put out the fire after all.”


  “Busybody, huh…well, Irido-kun doesn’t really care about what others think of him though.”


  “I told Irido that I could give him a hand if he found it a hassle, but he just told me not to be a busybody..”


  “Busybody, huh…well, Irido-kun doesn’t really care about what others think of him though.”


  “No…more importantly…?”


  I recalled what Irido said when I suggested spreading rumors to counteract.


  —Are you taking Higashira for an idiot?


  “What do you think?”


  “What do you think?”


  “Hmm…”


  Akatsuki frowned, and tilted her neck in annoyance.


  “…You know, Higashira-san’s really acting like a maiden when she’s with me and Yume-chan. She’s, you know. She gets embarrassed when Irido-kun praises her, and when he gets angry, she gets depressed…I feel like I’m taking care of a younger kid.”


  “Huh? So what?”


  ” I wonder if Irido-kun knows about this side to her…”


  This psycho woman showed a rare moment of worry..


  “Does he know that Higashira-san’s just a normal girl too…”


   


  ◆Isana Higashira◆


   


  “Hey, Higashira-san! Shall we have lunch together?”


  Isana Higashira’s pickup period continued the next day.


  It was the first time in my life that I could remember being invited to lunch. Even Mizuto-kun, Yume-san and Minami-san hardly met me during lunch.


  “Eh? Ah….i-if you don’t mind…”


  “Sure! Let’s go! Ah, do you have a bento? Or do we go to the shops?”


  “N-no, I do have, my, bento…!”


  Mom…thanks for making a bento for me today. Usually she would be all sleepy eyed and yawning while giving me money, I should thank the sleep gods.


  It’s going so well that I wondered if they were hiding something from me, but they were all very kind, though I couldn’t remember their names, like before…


  “Is Irido-kun a family friend of yours? Then Irido-san—ah, erm, do you know your sister-in-law well?”


  “Ah, yes…Yume-san does invite me from time to time…”


  “Ehhh~!?Really!?” “I’m jealous!”


  The mealtime topic naturally involved Mizuto-kun, and I was amazed at how many questions they asked, since it felt like it was endless. I initially suspected that they might be after Mizuto-kun, but after some interaction, I felt that they’re just curious.


  I tried to answer as much as I could, but I wouldn’t answer anything that might affect the privacy of Mizuto-kun or Yume-san. There were a few who understood the issues I had, and once they saw my reluctance in answering, they would say ‘you shouldn’t be asking this~’, and tap their friends. I could tell that they were all nice people..


  But—


  “Well~ it’s great~ Irido-kun seemed like an obedient person.” “Yeah yeah, he doesn’t look like someone who’ll fight at atll!”


  “Yes?”


  “He saved you from the delinquents, right Higashira-san?” “Oh noes! It’s like a shoujo manga! I’m so jealous~!”


  “… Yes?”


  I didn’t remember…saying anything like that at all, right?


  “I think he grabbed Higashira-san’s hand and ran away!” “Eh? Didn’t he beat up the delinquents?” “Why did I hear that he escaped while carrying her like a princess~?””


  Th-that escalated quickly! The rumors escalated quickly!


  Th-they somehow thought of Mizuto-kun as Superman…! Does he look like such a person!? Did everyone wish for him to be a prince charming!? Well I get your feelings though!


  “E-erm, that’s not—”


  “Irido-kun can cook too, right, Higashira-san?”


  Everyone immediately looked at me in unison.


  Ah…


  Their expectations were overflowing, and I could tell from their eyes that they were hoping to hear the coolest stories involving Mizuto-kun from me.


  But Mizuto-kun’s not as perfect as everyone thought. Even when I would visit him early in the morning, he would space out with sleepy eyes, and his bed hair could sometimes stay there for three days. He couldn’t even do a few push-ups, and if he actually got into a fight, his fist might hurt more than the guy he hits.


  I had to deny it…deny it—


  “—I guess…he’s decent at cooking?”


  “I knew it!” “He’s so smart, and can fight, and he’s practically invincible, right?” “And he has a cute face!” “it is!” “He’s really pretty!”


  “I know I know! That face’s really adorable!”


  I wasn’t lying! It’s true that he can cook and is cute! I just didn’t have the guts to break this mood!!


  I really…didn’t intend to bluff them.


   


  After school, there seemed to be more people in the library after school than yesterday.


  I didn’t really count the number of people every day, so maybe it’s just me, but when Mizuto-kun and I were reading at the window like usual, I could hear strange chatter.


  Maybe they weren’t talking about us..


  It might not be malicious.


  But to me, considering how quiet it was before summer vacation, it’s clearly noise to me.


  If only the library staff or the librarian could actually tell them to remain silent—ah, but if they get scolded, the ones to be scolded first would be Mizuto-kun and me.


  Mizuto-kun’s probably mindful about being watched too, and seemed to be keeping his distance away from me. Usually, he would ruffle my hair or touch my head, but he’s not doing anything of the like. I’d been secretly looking forward to it, but I was left frustrated.


  More importantly, his eyebrows were furrowed more than usual…for me, I was getting carried away, but Mizuto-kun might be more stressed out than I was…


  “Erm…shall we change locations?”


  I suggested cautiously, and Mizuto-kun smiled.


  “I’m fine. Don’t mind.”


  I’m fine. That’s what Mizuto-kun always said.


  But was it really the case? I couldn’t help him at all, and did he say this because he’s not going to talk to me even when he’s in trouble?


  Even when I confessed to him—Mizuto-kun never mentioned that he had an ex-girlfriend.


  I was too stupid and naïve, and I was too delighted to be able to remain with him even when we couldn’t be lovers, so I hadn’t realized in a long time—clearly he said that out of consideration for my feelings, so that I wouldn’t be hurt.


  Right after my confession failed, I thought I wanted to spend more time with him—and he complied silently with the ridiculous request…


  Was he really fine with that?


  Did I really—do the right thing?


  “You just need to act like it’s normal. It’s okay.”


  It’s okay. It’s okay. It’s okay.


  Yes, that’s right.


  If I could do that, I—


  “…You haven’t seen me in the classroom…”


  “Eh?”


  Huh?


  …What did I, just say?


  “Higashira…?”


  “What’s wrong, Mizuto-kun?”


  Mizuto-kun looked concerned, and I asked back in my usual tone.


  That was close, real close.


  Once again—I almost failed to read the mood again.


   


   


  It’s not like anything special happened..


  It’s just a repeat of routines, stupid unoriginal repetitions.


  I was just labelled a ‘weird kid’, and wasn’t able to correct this weirdness.


  For example, back in elementary school, two boys in my class got into a fight. I forgot the exact reason, but maybe it’s because one badmouthed the other, and the other started fighting—I guess it’s probably something like that.


  They grabbed each other and fought, were dragged apart by the teacher, and they both started crying. The teacher heard what happened, and told them off.


  —Look, both of you are in the wrong, so apologize and get along well.


  In hindsight, these words left me skeptical..


  Even if they both apologize, shouldn’t the one who fought first start? They weren’t on good terms to begin with, so how were they really supposed to get along well—?


  Did the teacher actually listen to them?


  I mean, did the teacher remember the two of them well?


  So I said what was on my mind.


  I wasn’t even a part of that fight, but I told the teacher the question on my mind.


  I vividly remember the atmosphere in the classroom at that particular moment. The teacher clammed up immediately, and my classmates looked at me as if to say, “Why did you say such unnecessary things?”. The two classmates who fought pursed their lips and stared at me, looking all red-faced.


  I remembered that in the report card for that semester, the remark given to me was ‘a little lacking in coordination’. So I looked up the meaning of the word on my phone, and was rather shocked. To be honest, the teacher hinted that I didn’t really get along with my classmates. That teacher always told all 36 students in the class to ‘everyone must get along well, okay?’


  I cried and told mom about that, and she laughed hysterically.


  —Get along!? All 36 people? No way, hahaha! There’s no way to do that, you idiot! Pfhahahahaha!


  —Oy look Isana, I got 112 friends on my gamer account, but these guys will insult me all day long the moment I make one or two mistakes! They’re still my friends in the game though! They’ll yell ‘shit’ or ‘fuck’ and all kinds of swears, but when they get something good, they’ll share, and they’ll chip one when the enemy attacks—so what if you can’t get along well? Just say what you want. It doesn’t matter if you get into a fight with them! If they’re troubled by that, it means that they’re such narrow-minded adults who can’t even take any unfiltered nephew’s words Hahahahahaha!”


  I really admired mom, and always wanted to live freely and openly like her, so I chose to believe her instead of what was written in the report.


  As a result, I never made any friends in elementary school.


  I entered middle school alone. And then—


  —Hey, Higashira-san, can’t you read the mood?


  —Everyone’s fed up with you, you know? You always say such unnecessary stuff.


  —Shut up! Everyone’s everyone right!? This is the annoying part about you!


  What did they mean by mood?


  Who’s everyone?


  Did I say anything wrong?


  —Look, Higashira, I know you got your logic, but you need to learn how to compromise. You can’t survive in society like this.


  —Do you think that’s an acceptable attitude? Think Higashira think! Use common sense!


  What’s society?


  What’s common sense?


  Why’s…everyone angry?


  I don’t understand. I don’t understand. I don’t understand.


  They’re not telling me anything. Why did they sound like I was supposed to know everything? Everyone did sing that we’re all different back in elementary school, right? Why do they get mad when I say something different? Were they telling me to be like everyone else?


  I couldn’t do it.


  I couldn’t take the initiative to talk to others like everyone else, I couldn’t borrow a textbook whenever I forgot to bring it, I couldn’t ask others to help me pick up the eraser that dropped on the floor, I couldn’t be paired with anyone in class, I couldn’t write a field trip report, I couldn’t voice out in a singing test, and I couldn’t finish the school lunch given to me.


  I couldn’t do things that everyone else could.


  Was it all because of myself? Was it my fault? Was it to be accomplished with hard work? Could I become like everyone if I worked hard? So why didn’t everyone work hard to be like me? Why did I have to do whatever I didn’t want to do?


  All of you are just saying that I’m weird.


  From my point of view, everyone is the weird one.


  I adored my mom, but I just couldn’t be like her. I couldn’t just laugh it off when others got upset with her, and I wasn’t popular enough to make friends while doing whatever I wanted.


  Nobody taught me, and I had no example to learn from. If I could be praised by the adults and get along normally in society—well, anyone would want to be such a person, right? But I just couldn’t. If I ended up like that, I might not be me..


  Where’s the world where I could live as myself like a light novel character?


  Could I do it by isekai-ing? Could I have an easier life if I reincarnate in another world?


  It’s really a silly fantasy.


  I realized then that it’s a shallow escape from reality, and couldn’t help but sigh.


  But it was the only option I had as a middle schooler.


  That’s why I decided to attend this prep high school nobody else in my school would attend.


  Because, you know, they say Kyoto University is full of freaks.


  I thought if I were to go to a place full of smart people, there would be lots of people like me. That’s when I wondered—could I be ‘everyone?’


  In the end… my situation didn’t change much.


  In the end, everyone’s still everyone, and I was just the same old me.


  —This series? You like it too?


  But then I met Mizuto-kun.


  Mizuto-kun was the only one who didn’t get mad at me.


  He didn’t tell me to read the mood, and didn’t ask me to use my common sense.


  Whenever I said anything weird, he would tell me what’s weird.


  And instead, he’s the one who said something crazier.


  He told me he’d stay by my side…


  So—yes, that’s why.


  That’s why I finally found out.


  I shouldn’t bother Mizuto-kun because of my personal reason.


   


  “Higashira-san, I heard you met Irido-kun in the library yesterday?”


  “You guys are really in love!”


  The next day at lunchtime, the same girls talked to me.


  I was glad to hear those words, really glad.


  But…I had my priorities.


  “Come on. Let’s go to lunch and chat.”


  “E-erm!”


  I mustered the courage to speak louder. Everyone stopped talking, and looked at my face.


  And then…I couldn’t help but look down. However…I still said whatever I had to.


  “I-I’m not…dating, Mizuto-kun.”


  I said.


  I said it.


  It’s the truth. I wasn’t Mizuto-kun’s girlfriend, anf far from it, I was the loser who confessed and got rejected outright.


  So…please…Please leave Mizuto-kun alone. Please leave us alone.


  There was a pause.


  They seemed to be scrutinizing what my intentions were.


  And then the classmate who always took care of me broke the silence.


  “Again with that?  You don’t have to be shy.”


  She said and put her hand on my shoulder.


  I didn’t think she meant any harm.


  To be honest, she’s so clumsy that she probably couldn’t convey her feelings properly to me.


  But I had no choice.


  I didn’t know what else I could do.


  “—I’m telling the truth!!”


  The classroom fell silent, and I felt suspicious stares piercing through my whole body.


  I…I didn’t mean to yell at all..


  I just…but…no…well.


  I’m sorry.


  I’m sorry. Sorry. Sorry. Sorry. Sorry. Sorry. Sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Sorry. Sorry.


  “…S-sorry. …”


  I mumbled in a really low voice a small part of the feelings that swirled in my chest.


  Did they hear my apology? I didn’t know. I just couldn’t, I had no idea how loud I had to be so that others could hear.


  “Ah, no…”


  The hand on my shoulder moved away awkwardly.


  “…Well…seriously?”


  The girls pulled away from me, and started muttering away.


  They’re probably saying that I couldn’t read the mood…again.


  “…”


  I sighed.


  I felt a weight lifted off my shoulders.


  And then, I hurried out of the classroom while ignoring all the intel around me.


  Mom didn’t make me lunch on this day.


   


  ◆Mizuto Irido◆


   


  “…She’s not here yet?”


  I went to the library as usual, but Higashira hadn’t showed up.


  I put my bag on the air conditioner by the window, and took out a paperback I was reading. Perhaps her class was running long, or maybe she had class duty. Well, she should be here soon.


  And I—finished my book.


  Hmm?


  I tilted my head. What’s the time? I put the finished book back into the bag, and pulled out my phone.


  …5pm?


  It’s been an hour since I arrived in the library—even classes and class duty should be long over by now.


  There’s no sign of Higashira.


  I checked LINE, and didn’t find any message from her. What’s with her? Did she catch a cold or something?


  In this quiet library, the only sound was the flipping of pages from the librarian at the counter.


  …Quiet?


  It was then that I noticed.


  The herd that had been spying on us yesterday wasn’t present.


  Did they get tired of us? So soon? If that’s the case, I should be happy—


  But what suddenly popped in my mind were the words Higashira said.


  —……You haven’t seen me in the classroom


  I’d…never seen Higashira like that.


  It’s not the…Higashira I knew.


  And then, pok, I heard a notification from the phone in my hand.


  The chat window was open. It’s moving.


  “Sorry, I won’t be going today.”


  It was a message from Higashira that came far too late.


  I quickly typed a reply.


  “What’s wrong? Caught a cold or something?”


  It’s instantly read.


  And then, a little pause later.


  “I had some business to attend to. Sorry.”


  Something seemed off.


  Did she need to spend that much time to write such a short reply?


  Why’s she sounding so cold? Usually, she would have written something like ‘are you coming to visit me’?


  And—more importantly.


  Why’s she so apologetic?


  “Did something happen in class?”


  And again, a tad later.


  “Nothing”


  “I just thought it would be better if we didn’t see each other for a while.”


  Two messages in quick succession. I frowned.


  “Did they say something to you?”


  “It’s not like you. You wouldn’t care about what others say.”


  I hastily sent these messages, and then I received instant responses.


  “It’s who I am.”


  “Sorry.”


  After that, she wouldn’t respond to my messages.


   


  I laid down on the living room sofa, and looked up at the ceiling.


  I didn’t feel like reading.


  The monotonous ‘sorry ‘ just lingered in my eyes. Even when I started to read the book, those words always ended up printed on it, and I couldn’t cram anything else into my head.


  So I could only look at the ceiling.


  All I could see was the reflection of Higashira’s ‘sorry’…


  “… Hey. You okay?”


  And then Yume’s face suddenly covered the word on the ceiling.


  She’s leaning over the backrest, holding up her long black hair as she looked at me..


  “There’s even a rumor going around about you putting on her socks, you know? I told you to at least rein it in. Anyone could have seen you in that corner of the library—”


  “Why?”


  “Woahh!”


  I jolted up, and Yume cried out as she moved her face away.


  I was enraged.


  Everything felt like an eyesore, and it’s like everything in the world was alien to me.


  “Higashira and I have been hanging out over there for a long time. Why should we run from there with our tails behind us? Hey!”


  “W-wait…what’s with you?”


  Once I saw Yume’s confused look…I realized that I was out of line.


  I let out a gulp of air, shook my head slowly. My head cooled down a bit, but the … anger simmering in my chest. It won’t go away.


  “…My bad.”


  “It’s fine, but…”


  Yume stared at my face.


  And then,


  “Just, move it.”


  “Huh?”


  “Enough already! Give me some space!”


  I did as I was told, and moved to the edge of the sofa. Yume sat hard onto the empty space with a plop.


  She put her hands on her knees, and looked straight at me.


  “Talk.”


  “About what …?”


  “What’s going on between you and Higashira-san?


  “It’s none of your business—”


  “I knew you’d say that! I even got my counterargument ready! One’s family, one’s a friend, you think that got nothing to do with me!? ”


  I shut up.


  My excuse was…unexpectedly negated.


  Yume frowned and said in a soft voice, like a mother soothing a crying child.


  “… What’s wrong? Did someone say something bad to you?”


  “No…”


  “If someone gets carried away and harasses you, I’ll do whatever I can to show them who’s boss—that’s what Akatsuki-san said.”


  “What’s she going to do…”


  Ah dammit, goodness me..


  I couldn’t let others get the wrong idea because of a misunderstanding.


  “…Well, nobody’s doing anything to me. Kawanami’s my bodyguard.”


  “I know that. That means the problem is on Higashira-san’s side?”


  “…I don’t know, either.”


  I put my fingers to my temples, and frowned hard.


  “I heard from Kawanami that Higashira’s not bullied or anything, that some girls just talked to her. Higashira herself also said something similar, but …”


  I told Yume that Higashira didn’t show up at the usual place, and showed her the LINE chat. It’s not really a scandal anyway.


  “I guess she’s worried about what I thought. She got over her failed confession, so there’s no way she cares about the people around her now.”


  “—Haaaaaaaa…”


  A long, deep sigh brimmed from Yume’s mouth.


  I tilted my head.


  “What?”


  “…Now, I’m going to say these words for the first time in my life. I know it sounds corny, but there’s no other way to describe you.”


  “Huh?”


  And…


  And then Yume pointed at me—her face raised as she gave an uppity look.


   


  “You—damn virgin!”


   


  And then.


  I was petrified.


   


  “You think she got over her failed confession? Why would she care about the people around her? You dooooonnnnnnn’t know what you’re talking about! That’s why you’re a virgin! You have too many ridiculous fantasies about girls!!”


  “No…? Huh, What fantasies—?”


  “You obviously do! Aren’t you just imposing your ideals on Higashira-san!? You’re a literary buff, so you’re probably secretly calling Higashira-san a femme fatale, aren’t you?!?”


  “I’m not!”


  Did she really think that I would call the girls around me femme fatale? What bias is that!


  “Why would she not care about what the people around her think!?”


  Yume raised her voice, seemingly not caring about escalating this squabble.


  “Myself aside—if it’s someone she loves, all the more she would care.”


  “…………”


  “You must be frustrated that they’re giving you curious looks while you’re in your personal space with Higashira-san, right? Do you dare say that you never showed it in your attitude at all? You knew what Higashira-san would think if she saw you like that, do you? That shy, timid girl might look like she can’t read the mood, but she’s sometimes able to. Can you really say she’s not scared at all?”


  Higashira…would sometimes look towards me anxiously.


  Whenever she did so, I told her every time that I was fine—I promised that I would never change myself.


  —Hmm, I don’t think I’m really the obedient type.


  —…You don’t like it?


  —You seem to be in a bad mood today, aren’t you?


  Was she really fine with all of that?


  What’s she so restless about, really?


  Did I—really understand Isana Higashira?


  “She’s really just a normal kid. She loves you. She’s just acting like a freak awkwardly because the one she likes thinks she’s someone who can’t be influenced by others. If she couldn’t do that, she probably wouldn’t be able to go back to being friends with you. She’s definitely hiding her broken heart.”


  “—Thank you. That’s enough.”


  I interrupted Yume.


  I was ashamed of my obliviousness.


  But—at that point, I would never underestimate Isana Higashira again.


  Was she just playing along with me?


  Did she hide her broken heart just so that we could go back to being friends?


  Really?


  “I get your opinion, and it’s really helpful…but I can’t believe you fully.”


  “…Why?”


  “As a hyperbole, I’m a nasty otaku for Higashira.”


  I told the doubtful looking Yume.


  “Original setting is justice.”


   


  “Hello?”


  “…Mizuto-kun?”


  “Finally picked up, huh?”


  “Sorry. I was playing a game…”


  “For four hours?”


  “That’s about right.”


  “Well, to be blunt, I’m the weirder one for trying to call you for four hours.”


  “…Yep. That’s right.”


  “It’s really late. Let’s not chat too much about the stupid stuff.”


  “That’s okay though?”


  “No, I’m going to be direct with you today. Higashira, did I misunderstand you?”


  “What do you mean…?”


  “I always thought you’re a strong girl, that even when you are hurt, you can get over it.”


  “No no no. No one is as weak as me.”


  “That’s what Yume said. You’re actually a normal kid, but it’s that you’re just trying to fit in because I think you’re weird.”


  “… Hmm. Maybe that’s part of it. I’m not sure though.”


  “That’s weird.”


  “What’s weird?”


  “You said it before, didn’t you. I remember when I talked to you about…how Yume’s behaving weird”


  “Ah…that’s when I hadn’t interacted with Yume-san and Akatsuki-san, right? I remember.”


  “Yes. At that time. You said, ‘Isn’t there some form of standard in your eyes?  And when that is under threat, well, if I have to put it, I’ll get into battle mode straight away. That’s why I’ve been told often that I can’t read the mood.”


  “…I guess I said that before. You really remembered it.”


  “That’s why, after I heard that, I assumed you were a strong person. Aren’t you quite a contradiction. Why would someone like you try to change your behavior to accommodate me?”


  “I just said it randomly though. Just copied it straight out of a light novel.”


  “Maybe, but then I did say to you ‘Reading the mood is important, but you don’t have to do so in front of me, Higashira.’”


  “…………”


  “Do you remember?”


  “…I remember.”


  “Did you forget about it? Or did you just ignore it?”


  “Who knows? It’s easy to remember now, but I might have forgotten it at times.”


  “Was it the same when you confessed?”


  “Eh?”


  “After the confession failed, when you asked me to come home with you as usual. Did you forget what I said?”


  “…………”


  “You didn’t, right?”


  “…………I remembered”


  “…………”


  “If I didn’t remember… I wouldn’t have said those things.”


  “…Honestly, I forgot about it.”


  “If that’s the case, then Mizuto-kun, you’re really that kind of person to begin with. You read the mood for me, and really cared for me.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Back then, I was really saved—and also miserable.”


  “…That’s…?”


  “Hmm. I’m surprised I said that. I see. Yeah, I was so miserable back then…”


  “Why? You were amazing back then. I…never respected a person as much as I did then.”


  “You overrate me. You’re the more amazing one for saying that, Mizuto-kun. So cool, so strong, living so boldly. I really—wanted wanted to be like you, Mizuto-kun.”


  “…………”


  “I want to be someone who’s able to live strongly on my own, without the need for friends. Such characters are cool after all. I want to live like Hachiman Hikigaya, Kiyotaka Ayanokouji, Tatsuya Shiba, invincible protagonists. If it’s possible, anyone would want to become such a person, right?”


  “…………”


  “But, I just can’t. I’m not a weird kid, nor am I a normal girl. I’m just someone who can’t read the mood.. That’s not rare or valuable, and I just look like I stand out because of my lack of ability—I don’t have the ability to conceal myself. I’m just a straggler.”


  “…………”


  “This time too, I guess I couldn’t read the mood. I said that we shouldn’t meet for the time being, but that’s not what you want, Mizuto-kun. If I think about it, I thought we’d decided to keep it vague, but then I actually told my classmates outright that we weren’t dating…Really, I repeated this over and over again. I knew what’s the right thing to do, but when it came to doing it, I always chose the wrong option.”


  “…………”


  “I’m still the same now. I don’t know why I’m talking about myself for so long, and I know I’ll regret it later, so much that I’ll be rolling on the bed, wanting to forget about it. But I always end up doing it, I can’t read the mood. I’m always by myself, and I can’t see what’s going on around me—ehehe. Actually, when people call me weird…It makes me happy. if I’m really weird, how can I possibly have such thoughts…it’s such a stupidly normal thinking.”


  “…………”


  “So, I always do things half-heartedly…whether it’s illustrating, writing novels, or trying to livestream, I would always quit right before I present. After all, that’s how it is, right? There are tens of thousands of kids out there weirder than me. Who am I compared to them?”


  “…………”


  “But you’re the real deal, Mizuto-kun. That’s why I admire you…that’s why I want to be with you…that’s why…”


  “…………”


  “……That’s why…….”


  “You like me?”


   


  “That’s not it.”


   


  “…………”


  “That’s…that’s the one thing that’s not right…maybe…”


  “…………”


  “…………”


  “…Higashira.”


  “Yes….”


  ” I’ll tell you a little bit about my past.”


  “Yes.”


  “Back in middle school, my favorite book was “Dogra Magra. As you can imagine, it’s because I thought the tagline sounded cool, that it’s ‘one of the three strangest books in Japan”. I knew very little about it though.”


  “…Woah…”


  “That’s when I got a girlfriend. She really loves mysteries, and would disparage anything that didn’t go along with Knox’s Ten Commandments.”


  “…Woah…”


  “In short. Me and her, we’re just normal middle school kids, just a normal couple. We’re so normal that it could make anyone yawn, let alone be part of a novel.”


  “…………”


  “Maybe no one’s weird, Higashira. Everyone’s normal.”


  “…Mom said the opposite to me.”


  “If everyone is weird, then the weird ones are the normal ones.”


  “Maybe…that’s right.”


  “Sometimes the people who call themselves normal high school students are actually the weirdest.”


  “Such protagonists seem commonplace.”


  “If it’s so common, then he’s normal too.”


  “All of humanity. Normal?”


  “Each person isn’t the strongest or anything. Just a normal protagonist.”


  “I’ve heard that line before.”


  “Me too. I’m normal.”


  “…………”


  “…………”


  “…I guess…you’re still weird, Mizuto-kun.”


  “If you say so. So are you.”


  “I’m not as weird as Mizuto-kun.”


  “You overestimate me.”


  “Then—why don’t you prove it?”


  “…………”


  “Then prove to me that you’re normal, Mizuto-kun…that you’re not much different from me.”


  “… Okay.”


  “If you can answer immediately, you’re obviously not normal.”


  “It’s normal.”


  “What is?”


  “That’s just reading the mood and going with the flow anyway.”


  “…Fufu.”


  “Is that funny?”


  “Nothing…I can do that at least”


   


  ◆Isana Higashira◆


   


  I hung up, and looked up at the ceiling of my room.


  …So it’s an argument?


  Did I just argue with a friend?


  I was actually happy that I argued—happy for myself even.


  I hated myself.


  Ordinary people wouldn’t be happy about such a thing, and I was definitely weird to be happy about something no ordinary person would be happy about. Yet deep within my heart, I felt so happy that I was a good kid.


  I really was sitting on the fence.


  I was really, really, soft-boiled.


  So how could this me be the same kind of person as Mizuto-kun? He’s so smart, never bothered with his surroundings, and continued to remain as himself even with the surrounding factors. He told me he wanted to prove that he’s just an ordinary person, but anyone who could say such a thing was definitely not normal.


  There are such people in the world after all..


  And I’m not one of them..


  I covered the towel blanket over myself, and shriveled on the bed.


  Even if I were to be isekai’d, I would surely be unaccomplished.


   


  The next day.


  I ate lunch alone.


  I went home immediately after school.


  I didn’t meet Mizuto-kun.


   


  The next day.


  It was a rest day.


  I lazed on bed for an entire day.


  I didn’t meet Mizuto-kun


   


  The next day.


  It was another rest day.


  I spent my day lying on the bed.


  I stared at the illustration of Mizuto-kun I drew back then.


  I didn’t meet Mizuto-kun.


   


  The next day.


  I ate lunch alone.


  I went home immediately after school.


  I didn’t meet Mizuto-kun


   


  The next day.


  I ate lunch alone.


  I went home immediately after school.


  I looked at the illustration of Mizuto-kun I drew.


  I didn’t meet Mizuto-kun


   


  The next day.


  The committee member for the culture festival was decided.


  Everyone started discussing the festival.


  Nobody was talking about Mizuto-kun and me.


   


  A week passed..


  I ate lunch alone—or so I was prepared for it.


  “Higashira.”


  But somehow I heard a voice close to me.


  “Higashira, you hear me?”


  I lifted my face in trepidation.


  I saw Mizuto-kun stand right before me..


  “I’ve come to pick you up.”


   


  I hurriedly looked around.


  It’s been a long while since I recognized this classroom, and everyone’s eyes were gathered on Mizuto-kun and me. Also, even the students from the corridor stopped to look at us.


  “It’s fine.”


  And,


  Mizuto-kun said as if everything was normal.


  “It’s true that I really don’t like to be the center of attention—”


  And then, he said, somewhat bashfully.


  “But more importantly, I hated that I lost the time to talk with you.”
 At that moment…silence filled the classroom.
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  Ah.


  Hm?


  …Ehhh!?


  It took me several seconds to realize what he said..


  At that moment—my heart nearly jumped out.


  Immediately, my cheeks heated up, and nearly burned.


  And then, the girls in the classroom let out raunchy squeals.


  “Haaaaaa…! H-he said it~” “I-I always wanted someone to say this to me once!” “Ahh, wait, I can’t take it anymore! Timeout…!”


  There was a ruckus in the classroom, and a few girls were hyperventilating, their knees wobbly.


  No, erm, aeh? Wait, that was…to me? Was he…talking to me?


  So openly in front of everyone—ahhh…


   


  I guess that’s not a normal person after all.


   


  “……………………”


  I woke up.


  I had a dream.


  A real nightmare.


  I was completely sober, terrified of the scene I had just witnessed, and hurried off the bed.


  It’s really something Mizuto-kun would do.


  And it’s something I would be happy about.


  Maybe, just maybe, there would be such a grand ending.


  Mizuto-kun would openly appear in the classroom, whisk me off, and we just ignored everyone else—


  That’s, so, cool.


  I really wanted to try it, if I could.


  But—


  But the only one capable of doing that was Mizuto-kun.


  “—Isanaaaa!!! Wake up already!!!”


  “Awawawa! I-I’m up! I’m up~!”


  Once again, I went to school on this day.


  Ordinarily, I went to school on this day.


   


  Noon break ended without anything extraordinary, and so did classes.


  …On this day, once again, I didn’t think of going to the library.


  Actually, there was once when I couldn’t help but peek over, but at that usual corner, I didn’t see Mizuto-kun over there.


  …Was there a need to be so insistent?


  At this point, nobody would actually care about us. We didn’t need to bother with keeping our distance…but why did Mizuto-kun send me that little wish of his through his phone.


  I knew. It’s because we’re friends.


  We could let the words be gone with the wind, and act as if nothing happened like before. We could meet in the library, hang out together during vacation…that’s enough for me. I just said those words in the heat of the moment…


  I discreetly pulled out the tablet from my bag, and stared at the illustration of Mizuto-kun I had drawn before.


  That was the illustration I drew of Mizuto-kun when he arrived at my place.


  He’s not wearing any clothes, and looked sturdier than his actual self…I wanted to add some erotic parts, but I was stopped by self-loathing and guilt whenever I had such sentiments, so I gave up.


  The moment I saw that illustration, I felt a sudden surge of regret.


  —I’m sorry.


  I’m sorry for saying such weird things in the heat of the moment. Please ignore that and laugh it off, please don’t take it for real.


  I’m sorry for being unable to read the mood, so can’t you just continue to ignore me like air?


  That’s more than enough for me.


  Even if he didn’t look at me, even if he didn’t have any thoughts about me, I wouldn’t ask for anything else as long as I could remain by his side—


  “……Phew”


  I let out a small sigh to shoo away the negativity in my mind.


  I erased the illustration, put my tablet back, and zipped my bag.


  Well then—let’s get out of here for today.


  I’d detour at a bookstore on the way home. Maybe there’s an early sale—


  And at that moment, I sensed there was a buzz in the classroom.


  What’s going on? So I wondered for a moment, but it got nothing to do with me anyway.


  “Higashira.”


  —I heard a voice next to me.


  Huh?


  Did I still have a lingering hallucination of the nightmare I had this morning? It would be pretty dire if I could actually hear Mizuto-kun’s voice..


  “Higashira, I know you can hear me.”


  —Hmm?


  Wait…I wasn’t hallucinating?


  I lifted my head tentatively.


  And this time, I thought I was hallucinating.


  But this time, it was reality.


  Standing in front of my seat was the real Mizuto-kun.


  “…………”


  My throat was parched.


  It’s…not a dream.


  It’s reality.


  It’s undoubtedly reality.


  “W-why …?”


  Why did you… show up?


  Why did you show up so openly, in front of everyone?


  I thought you were going to prove it?


  Weren’t you supposed to prove that… you’re just like me?


  So why did you do–something so cool?


  If that’s the case, I’d end up remembering how shallow I am!


  “…………”


  Mizuto-kun hadn’t changed.


  He’s impossibly cool.


  He’s impossibly weird.


  He’s there—just like he promised me.


  … So that’s it.


  Yeah. That’s right.


  Mizuto-kun’s a big fat liar.


  But…I love you, Mizuto-kun. I forgive you.


  That’s right.


  It’s what I loved most about Mizuto-kun.


  “…Here.”


  “Huh?”


  Mizuto-kun gently placed a few folded loose-leaf pages on my desk.


  Huh?


  What happened to ‘I’m here’?


  Where’s the ‘it’s fine’?


  Aren’t you the kind of guy who’ll say such cool things…and seize the hearts of all the girls?


  “Well then.”


  Mizuto-kun muttered to himself, and walked out of the classroom.


  It was like he was escaping from a piercing stare.


  It was nothing like the nightmare I had this morning….


  My classmates in the classroom all looked doubtful, and then started to chat about what they were discussing..


  They acted as if nothing happened.


  The only change there was the loose-leaf papers left on my desk.


  …Is this…the proof?


  He didn’t do anything over the past week. What could he prove with this stack of papers?


  I timidly opened the folded paper.


  —And then I started to read.


  “…………………………Pfft.”


  I continued to read.


  “Pfft. Aha.”


  I kept reading.


  “Ahaaa~hahahaha!”


  I finished reading.


  “Aha! Ahahahahahahahahahahaha!”


  I found myself laughing out loud.


  The classroom went silent for a moment, and there were confused eyes directed at me.


  Ah, I messed up. Speaking of which, it’s still the classroom.


  But…whatever.


  I waited to catch my breath, hugged the loose-leaf papers to my chest, strapped my bag over my shoulder, and left my seat.


  I left the classroom.


  I ran down the hallway quickly.


  I was headed to—where Mizuto-kun was.


  Classroom 1-7.


  I walked through the open door without hesitation.


  There were still many people in the classroom.


  But it didn’t matter.


  Amongst them, the only one that mattered was that Mizuto-kun was still in his seat.


  “Higashira-san-?”


  I heard Yume-san’s voice, but let’s leave it for later.


  I walked through the crowd and stood in front of Mizuto-kun’s seat.


  Just like Mizuto-kun did earlier.
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  “Mizuto-kun.”


  I called out to him, and he looked up at me.


  That cute little face seemed so unreactive…yet it seemed so funny to me at this moment.


  I slapped the loose-leaf papers on his desk.


  And then—I said what was on my mind.


   


  “That was super! Stupid!”


   


  That might be the clearest impression I had ever given in my entire life. It was a scathing review.


  Written on the few loose-leaf pages was a novel.


  That was what he personally wrote, some self-absorbed writing that was just a series of monologues with no narratives at all. It’s not even complete either. It’s a meagre novel.


  Surely it would be rejected in the first round of a competition if it had been submitted to a rookie award, and might even gain a few reviews at most on a novel submission site. There’s no doubt it’s a novel written by Mizuto-kun.


  Let’s get this straight.


  I was certain that I could write something more interesting than that.


  That really was a surprise. Mizuto-kun read so many books, but I didn’t think he would write such a typical self-indulgent novel. Wait, did he write it on purpose?


  Mizuto-kun looked away awkwardly.


  “… I knew you’d say that, but, it hurts when you tell me like that with a straight face…”


  “You’re rather self aware, aren’t you?”


  “No, well, I mean…I had a prior promise, and someone already read it before you.”


  A prior promise?


  Speaking of people who Mizuto-kun would actually show his novel to…


  I turned around to see Yume-san looking at the looseleafs papers on the desk with dumbfounded eyes. It seemed he had already received her review.


  “Just so you know. I did spend all my effort to write this. It took me a whole week to write just 2,000 words. I really admire people who post novels on novel submission sites every day.”


  “Well. Only a skilled person can take it easy.”


  “…You aren’t holding back at all…when I finished it, I thought it was so good that showing it to you would have the opposite effect. …”


  Mizuto-kun mumbled to himself. He clearly looked depressed.


  Seeing him like that, I too was relieved from the bottom of my heart.


  What mom said was wrong.


  But, she’s also right..


  Everyone’s not too different from each other.


  But everyone’s able to sense what’s weird about each person.


  That’s why they wanted to feel safe.


  They wanted to look no different from the others.


  They wanted to be someone that could be understood.


   


  The ability born out of this is ‘coordination’.


  The methodology born out of this is ‘common sense’.


  The human relationships born out of this is ‘society’.


   


  In that case, I’ll proudly give up on coordination.


  I will proudly become one without common sense.


  I will proudly deviate from society.


  I’ll—continue to be the ‘weird kid’ that everyone knows of


  That’s all I could do since I couldn’t read the mood at all.


  That’s probably fine.


  Even if I failed—I’d definitely be fine..


  After all—


  “Mizuto-kun.”


  To me, Mizuto-kun’s neither normal nor weird.


  Even if I was coordinated, lacked common sense, and deviated from society.


  I felt safe just being myself, being with someone I could understand, who was the same as me—


  “I like you, Mizuto-kun.”


   


  —He’s the only one in the world. He’s special.


   


  “That’s right.”


  Mizuto-kun chuckled softly.


  “I like you too.”


  My best friend’s more normal than me and yet weirder than me, and he said the exact same words I did.


  Yes..


  People do call all the special existence amongst all friends as best friends, right?.


   


  Mizuto-kun and I went to the library side by side..


  Some people shot glances at us, but I wasn’t bothered.


  But like before, it certainly felt great..


  How about it? He’s my best friend. You’re jealous right?


  After all, I’m vulgar after all.


  While walking down the hallway. I bent down and peered into Mizuto-kun’s face.


  “By the way, Mizuto-kun. How long are you going to call me by my family name?”


  “Huh?”


  “I think it’s about time you do the same as I do, you know ~?”


  We’re best friends, but it’s unnatural that I’m the only one calling him by his family name, while I was the one calling him Mizuto-kun, his given name.


  I’ve suggested it before, but I felt this wouldn’t change if I let this issue drag on. I wasn’t going to let him off this time..


  Mizuto-kun made a wry face.


  “…I said I won’t change, right? ”


  “You promised that you’ll continue to be the Mizuto-kun I want. The Mizuto-kun I want is that you’ll call me ‘Isana’, you know?”


  “Damn…you’re stupidly quick-witted when it comes to this…”


  Mizuto-kun opened his mouth, closed it, averted his eyes…and then muttered with a teeny-weeny voice.


  “I…sana.”


  “One more time!”


  “Isa…na!”


  “I can’t hear you! ”


  “Isana! Fine, that’s what you want, right? Isana! No complaints now, Isana?”


  “Aba-ba-ba-ba-ba! W-wait, that’s an oversupply…!”


  Mizuto-kun saw that I was flailing away because of the sudden counterattack, snorted proudly, and averted his eyes somewhat bashfully..


  And immediately, I chuckled at an idea that flashed through my brain.


  He’s the one who always caused me to panic—so he shouldn’t have any complaints if I was the one who shocked him, right?


  “Mizuto-kun, there’s something I’ve been keeping quiet about since I’ve been reading the mood.”


  “Read the mood? You?”


   


  “Your ex-girlfriend is Yume-san, right?”


   


  Mizuto-kun stopped in his tracks, and his expression froze.


  “H-huh?”


  I saw it, and grinned away.


  “Mizuto-kun—please don’t underestimate me too much.”


  I said, and skipped off happily without looking back.


  I heard Mizuto-kun’s footsteps as he hurriedly chased after me.


  “No, you, when—?”


  “Who knows? I’ll leave it to your imagination.”


  Both Mizuto-kun and Yume-san seemed dumber than me.


  Even I wouldn’t be so oblivious until someone else actually revealed this to them.

Chapter 7: The Ex-Couple discusses

  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  At this point, the rumors about Mizuto and Higashira-san had escalated and overheated.


  However, it is not so much that the rumors were just rumors—but that the relationship between those two had been widely accepted. According to Akatsuki-san, it’s only a matter of time until their relationship stopped being a topic, and would be ingrained into everyone’s hearts instead.


  It’s delightful that there’s an end to this turmoil, but personally, the matter hasn’t ended. Starting from mom’s misunderstanding to Mizuto and Higashira-san’s frantic actions—nobody got a chance to resolve this misunderstanding, and already the school’s on fire. In other words, I didn’t have any room to intervene…


  As for both Mizuto and Higashira-san, they chose to half-ignore their surroundings and the situation.


  But I couldn’t do that.


  Unlike those two who drifted beyond this society called school, I had my own standing, my social image. In other words, I had to act exemplary—if word got out that I was trying to woo Mizuto, ignore my surroundings, and steal him from Higashira-san, there’s no doubt my route leads to doom.


  …And furthermore.


  The fact was that Mizuto, who’s so proud as Everest, actually got down to writing a novel he wouldn’t even write, and went to Higashira-san’s classroom just to show her the novel he wrote to calm her down..


  And most importantly—


  —I like you too.


  He said those words in public!


  No. I know. I know! I know it’s not that kind of like!


  But, maybe…I just couldn’t suppress this uneasiness within me.


  Did he…really have feelings for Higashira-san…?


  He rejected her confession, but that was in the past. The bond between Mizuto and Higashira-san is unquestionable, and there’s already some budding romance—I couldn’t help but sense that they’re so close to each other that the confession part was unnecessary to them.


  They might not think it’s love…but that would mean I didn’t have any room to interfere, right?


  ………………Well, needless to say. I was the one who nudged him in the back.


  Huhhhh~…? That’s strange….why did it feel like I was shooting myself in the foot ever since I made up my mind…?


  “Uuunn…”


  Why did this happen?


  Seriously, why did this happen?


  I was lounging on the living room sofa, groaning, and heard the front door open. Someone’s home.


  I got up to find Mizuto in his uniform walking into the living room.


  “Welcome back. You’re late.”


  “I’m home. Isana and I took a little detour.”


  “Hmm.”


  Mizuto took some barley tea from the fridge, drank it, sat down to rest, left the living room, and walked up the stairs.


  Either way, it’s good that things were back to normal after all.


  —Hmm?


  Isana?


  “…………………”


  I took out my phone with trembling hands and called Akatsuki-san.


  “A-Akatsuki-san Akatsuki-san! Mizuto. Mizuto, he……!”


  “Eh!? What’s wrong with you, Yume-chan!? What’s going on!?”


  “M-Mizuto. That Mizuto! Mizuto actually…!”


  “Stop repeating this name without going anywhere, it’s hard for me to play dumb! I’m really going to retort at you for calling his name so suddenly!”


  “Yes, he just called by name!”


  “Ehh? I’ve known that for quite a while…?”


  “Eh? It already started for a long time? Did you know that Mizuto already called Higashira-san by her given name…?”


  “…Hm? Eh? What?”


  “Mizuto just called Higashira-san by her given name…”


  “No no no I don’t know that at all really really!”


  “He just called her ‘Isana’…”


  “Ehhh~~…seriously? That Irido-kun called a girl by her name…”


  He never called me by my name back when we’re dating!!


  “So after the family, the school recognized them as that, and then they changed how they addressed each other, huh…?”


  “What am I supposed to do…! Akatsuki-san, you got some idea, right—”


  “Yume-chan.”


  “Yes!”


  “The opponent’s too strong.”


  “Don’t abandon me!”


   


  ◆Mizuto Irido◆


   


  I entered my room, took out my phone without taking off my uniform, and entered the voice channel of the group chat app that I had been told about.


  “Hello. I just got home.”


  “What the hell? Why are you able to time my jump off the ledge so well!? We’re online!”


  “The ping doesn’t matter when your movements are this easy to read~ Here we go, you’re jumping again!”


  “Woooaarrrrghhh!?”


  “…What game are you guys playing?”


  I could hear Higashira going all ‘zakko zakko’ with the cheap taunts, and the other one gritting his teeth away was Kogure Kawanami.


  After a quick meeting at school, I went straight home, but it seemed they were earlier than me. Maybe it’s because they had nothing to do. One side was taunting away while they quarrelled with each other–probably.


  As for the reason to this unusual voice chat between the three of us,


  “Oy Irido, you don’t have to rely on this low-life bitch! You got me to talk about love with, right!?”


  “I don’t remember asking you for advice. That’s what Isana wanted.”


  “Huh!? What’s with her crazy idea!? Some woman who got dumped by you is asking for love consultation? It’s obviously backstabbing!”


  “I can’t possibly have such a smart brain! There’s no way a woman who can’t really think fast can do this!”


  “Don’t you feel sad when you say it yourself?”


  “Then give a few reasons then. What’s the benefit of you helping Irido with his love life? What’s the benefit?”


  “Instead of benefit…just think about it. When we’re together, he would suddenly look away. Obviously I would be curious too!”


  “Ah, that’s definitely true.”


  “………………”


  Did I show such a face?


  “So you either hurry up and patch up, or you just break up entirely! Don’t make me worry already!”


  “Were you always so worried about me…?”


  “So you say, but you’re just taking advantage of this love consultation to gain the upper hand, right? Woah, this coming from such an honest faced girl.”


  “That’s why I invited you too, frivolous guy. Now Yume-san won’t get the wrong idea!”


  “I don’t know. There are so many ways to do this, you know? For example—”


  “Mizuto-kun…can I be your kissing partner?”


  “Oy damn it you bitch!”


  “I thought it would be for show.”


  Isana simply ignores Kawanami’s delinquent-like ruckus. She really feared him when they talked face to face, but she’s doing whatever she wanted over the phone.


  “Regardless of me.” Isana went back to the topic at hand.


  “What does Yume-san actually think? Does she too have any lingering thoughts like Mizuto-kun?”


  “I don’t have such thoughts.”


  ““You’re joking again.””


  “Why are you two so united when it comes to this…?”


  Haa, I let out a long sigh…and expressed my true opinion.


  “…Look, I don’t know. She looks like she’s interested in me, or that she just wants to toy with me, or maybe it’s just me overthinking it. At this point, she’s way too different from what I knew about her that I don’t know…I really don’t get her.”


  “I think there’s a lot going on. Well. I can only say this because I’m on the outside looking in.”


  “Hmm…it might be inappropriate for me to say this, but it doesn’t really matter what Yume-san thinks, right?


  ““Huh?””


  The sudden words had Kawanami and I blurting out in unison, and Isana’s tone sounded so confident, I could practically see her gleeful expression in front of me.


  “Like, who cares if there’s no chance now? Just tell her you ‘like’ her! There’s no room for hesitation!”


  There was a pause.


  Her opinion was too…outrageous for me…and I couldn’t even digest it right away.


  Eventually.


  “—Ha! Hahahahaha! Phahahahahah!”


  Kawanami burst out laughing.


  “I see! I see! You’re right, it doesn’t matter! You got checkmated there, Irido! Pfhahahaha!”


  “No…no no no, it’s not that simple—”


  “Don’t worry! This Isana Higashira-san is a pro at getting Mizuto-kun mesmerized! I’ll produce the strongest Mizuto-kun who can get Yume-san head over heels for him! No need to worry after that! We can go out and play together after this then!”


  “Like you got anything to do with them patching up, you idiot.”


  “Mizuto-kun’s not as narrow-minded as you~ fool.”


  “Say what!?”


  “What!?”


  The two of them started bickering over the phone, and I let out a long sigh, muttering.


  “More than this love, you guys are the biggest pain in the ass…”

Afterword

  The afterword is supposed to be a supplement to the main story─like a game guide, or a general literature commentary, but it’s really difficult to write one this time, so difficult for me to write that I wanted to write that a supplementary reading. It’s all the fault of the troublesome woman named Isana Higashira,


  Back in the second volume, there was an idea plan was to include monologues from Isana’s point of view in between the stories, but that idea was rejected because we wanted her to remain a mystery─a mixture between the ideal and the unknown. When we turn the unknown into the known, the process can’t be reversed. It’s like how a simple accident or a fine trick can become a fascinating locked-room murder, there’s a brilliance to an unknown, moreso for others who assumed they knew her─I guess this was why Mizuto was so stunned by it, and why I tried not to write from Isana’s point of view because I wanted the readers to be in the same state of mind as him.


  To be honest, even I didn’t understand her.


  As I’ve said several times before, I don’t exactly have a concrete plan in might on how this story’s going to develop─I won’t know what the characters are thinking, or what logic drives them to act until I actually write them. That’s the case for Isana in this volume. When I looked at the manuscript I wrote, I just went all “No, that’s not quite right” and denied what I was thinking.


  To those who have read the main story, you might have Isana’s ‘nightmare’ was actually the climax of the first draft. I worked so hard to submit the script before the deadline for the special edition, and then the editor-in-charge told me “This is only the ●●th page’ and how many pages needed. And then Isana said to me, “Something’s not right.”


  I definitely messed up somewhere.


  So the editor told me, I don’t understand, even if you just say it’s different, what’s different? Be specific about what you want to rewrite. What day is it now? There’s only three days left until the deadline!


  I thought about the plot at home until I felt like I was going to throw up, and somehow the editor agreed to let it pass. It seems Mizuto’s heroic move to solve the issue was somehow misinterpreted.


  I’d like to thank the illustrator TakayaKi-sensei, the manga artist Kusakabe Rei-sensei, the people in charge at Kadokawa Sneaker Bunko, the cast of the drama CD, and everyone who worked on this book. And as for the ongoing pandemic, damn you.


  This is ’My Stepsister is my Ex-Girlfriend volume 5 – You’re the only one in this world’. Anyway, why did Yume somehow end up as the losing heroine on her own?


Drama CD
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Main Story: Ex-Couple observation record – the Iridos’ Summer Vacation Edition

  

  Kogure: Yo.
 Mizuto: You’re here?
 Kogure: Don’t look so annoyed man. We promised, didn’t we?
 Mizuto: If possible, please spare me already.
 Kogure: Pardon my intrusion!
 (Door closes, Kogure enters)
 Kogure: Oh dear, I don’t know where to begin with. My assignments shall be in your care today!
 Mizuto: I’m not showing you. Three questions at most.
 Kogure: The asking is more troublesome than the assignments…eh, not in the living room?
 Mizuto: Due to some reasons, we’ll use my room today.
 Kogure: Hmm~?……anyway, where’s Irido-san?
 Mizuto: She’s not here now, but she’ll be back soon.
 Kogure: You two sure have it good, huh? You can look at each other’s assignments whenever you want.
 Mizuto: You think we’ll actually do that?
 Kogure: Of course. Every night, you two flirt around at the same desk.
 Mizuto: (sigh) Don’t you do the same with Minami-san?
 Kogure: You think we’ll actually do that?
 Mizuto: Who knows, huh?
 (They go to Mizuto’s room)
 Kogure: Room’s as messy as always, huh? Hahahahaha!
 Mizuto: Is this the attitude you should have to someone you’re asking for help? I do usually clean up.
 Kogure: It’s just books everywhere. There’s no mood even if you bring a girl here…aaayyyyyy.
 Mizuto: No need for such a mood. What’ll I do if Higashira gets any weird thoughts?
 Kogure: Does she usually pop by here?
 Mizuto: Sorta.
 Kogure: Can I check your trash?
 Mizuto: Nope. That’s disgusting.
 Kogure: You aren’t hiding any evidence of two-timing, right?
 Mizuto: Absolutely disgusting!………Besides, I’m not even dating her anyway. I’m not cheating on her even if I did anything to Higashira, right?
 Kogure: Oho~! I never mentioned anything about Irido-san, did I?
 Mizuto: Sigh…anyway, let’s get started.
 Kogure: Oy, at least act like you’re trying to hide your embarrassment. I’ll be hurt if you sigh at me like this.
 (Door opens downstairs)
 Akatsuki: Pardon my intrusion!
 Yume: Mom and the others aren’t here. Enjoy yourselves a little. Ah, Higashira-san, your shoes.
 Isana: Ah, sorry. I’ll arrange them now.
 Akatsuki: Ahaha! Are you a mom? Mommy, headpats please~
 Yume: Yes yes.
 (Door closes, beat)
 Kogure: Hm? I think I heard this voice elsewhere before.
 Mizuto: I guess so. (sarcastically)
 Akatsuki: It’s been a while since I’ve visited Yume-chan’s room.
 Isana: I don’t think I’ve been here before. 
 Akatsuki: Don’t you visit this house all the time?
 Isana: I know every corner of Mizuto-kun’s room, you know.
 Akatsuki: Really? Tell me where his porn mags are.
 Isana: But his computer is too encrypted.
 Yume: Hey, the next door can hear you.
 Kogure: …So this is what they mean by fate, huh?
 Yume: (knocks door) You in?
 Mizuto: Yep.
 Yume: (opens door) Ah, Kawanami-kun! Welcome!
 Kogure: Ah, pardon my intrusion~
 Akatsuki: Geh…!
 Isana: Ueehhh…!?
 Kogure: What?… those two at the back, why are you reacting like you saw a bug?
 Akatsuki: Why are you here?
 Isana: Right when I’m not around…! We got a boytoy…! A boytoy…!
 Kogure: I’m just here to do homework…that’s too much.
 Isana: I’m coming over too…gueehhh!
 Yume: (menacingly) Over here, Higashira-san… Sorry Kawanami-kun! Please enjoy yourself!
 Kogure: Usu!
 (Door closes, girls leave)
 Isana: Uuuu…let go of me~~~~~~~!!! Mizuto-kun will be a NTR victim of that frivolous guy~~~~~!!!!!
 Yume: NT…!? Don’t say such lewd words so openly!
 Isana: (Makes Aqua noises)
 Kogure: So those girls came by today…?
 Mizuto: That’s why I hope that you’ll spare me, if possible.
 Kogure: You could have told me the reason!
 Mizuto: With those two around, I guess you won’t be able to press me for weird things.
 Kogure: Grrr…! And I wanted to ask what happened between you and Irido-san when you went to the countryside.
 Mizuto: If you understand, let’s hurry and start. I’ll just read away here, you got to focus.
 Kogure: How do you expect me to focus here!?
 (Studying)
 (Studying)
 Mizuto: Didn’t expect you to be so focused.
 (Still Studying)
 Akatsuki: I wonder if Yume-chan has a measuring tape.,
 Isana: We can find one if we look around.
 Akatsuki: Eh? Can we really find one? Eh? Ehhh? Really?
 Isana: Doesn’t feel like this can work. Let’s not.
 Mizuto: Somehow he’s able to calm down after hearing Minami-san’s voice next door…and these two are neighbors…let’s prepare some drinks for them then.
 Akatsuki: Kukuku. Time for me to (stretches tape) measure them today!!!!
 Isana: O-owowowow! It’s wrapping me up! The tape’s wrapping me up!
 Akatsuki: Woah!……9-90!?
 Mizuto: What are they doing? (walks down the stairs) I remember there’s some apple juice in the fridge. (goes to kitchen, opens door)
 Yume: Ah.
 Mizuto: Hm? You’re here?
 Yume: Can’t I?
 Mizuto: Don’t question me back….sigh…you’re preparing drinks too?
 Yume: Well, sorta. I’m preparing tea.
 Mizuto: Hmmm?…(walks to fridge)…not much juice left. Do we still have more of what we bought the last time?
 Yume: Don’t seem like it. We need to go buy some.
 Mizuto: Anyway, we should have enough for today. 
 (Closes cupboard)
 Yume: Is Kawanami-kun doing his assignments? It’s noisy, isn’t it?
 Mizuto: Nope, he’s unexpectedly focused. Most probably due to Minami-san.
 Yume: Ehhh~?
 Mizuto: Don’t smirk away.
 Yume: But that’s because…fufu, I see. No well, they’re neighbors after all. They usually can hear each other through the wall.
 Mizuto: It’s not exactly a good life though.
 Yume: Well, it’s true that they can’t calm down…they can hear the voice of the one they like through the wall every day.
 Mizuto: You sound like you empathize with them.
 Yume: Eh…? Th-that’s not true at all.
 Mizuto: Hmph. It’s fine if they’re just restless.
 Yume: What do you mean?
 Mizuto: If you can hear the neighbor’s voice, that means the neighbor can hear your voice.
 Yume: Ah!
 Mizuto: In other words, the neighbor can hear your groan when you wake up, or your anxious voice when you can’t deal with your messy hair.
 Yume: Wai-wai-wai-wai-wait a sec…!!!
 Mizuto: And also a loud sigh after getting home, and the sound of the uniform just thrown around.
 Yume: STOP! STOP!
 Mizuto: And also, every night, when you giggle away while calling for a certain person’s name.
 Yume: (Bakaguya noises)
 Mizuto: All these can be heard. Do you understand?
 Yume: (whimpering noises) Y-you heard them?
 Mizuto: What do you mean?
 Yume: Th-that’s…what you just talked about.
 Mizuto: Just raising some examples.
 Yume: Just…!
 Mizuto: What?…you’re the type of person who doesn’t understand that these are just examples?
 Yume: Uu! Oooooffff course not! I know that! These are just examples! That’s all, right?
 Mizuto: Yep. If there’s a certain woman in the next room who’s actually giggling while calling someone else’s name…(slight inhale) she’s basically a yokai, isn’t she?
 Yume: Yokai…!?
 Mizuto: What? Just listing an example.
 Yume: Grrrr… uuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuu…(kettle whistles like Yume’s face)
 Mizuto: Water’s boiling.
 Yume: Be careful tonight.
 Mizuto: Yeah, I need to worry about being attacked by a yokai.
 Yume: Hope you get a good night sleep!
 (Studying)
 (Studying)
 (Studying)
 Kogure: (stretches) Unnnnnn! Woah it’s already an hour huh?
 Mizuto: You’re rather focused.
 Kogure: Shit, I feel like I’m being watched when I hear her voice next door.
 Mizuto: Man you’re domesticated by her.
 Kogure: That’s not funny at all. (cracks bones, sighs)…sorry, can I borrow the toilet?
 Mizuto: Down the stairs, on your left, the door near the entrance.
 Kogure: Thank you.
 (Door opens, Kogure leaves)
 Isana: Yume-san Yume-san, I really recommend this book, you know?
 Yume: Eh, what kind of book is it?
 Isana: Somebody dies.
 Yume: I-I’m not really that fond of stories where people die though…
 Kogure: They still got stuff to talk about, huh?
 Isana: Look at how this person dies here.
 Yume: As I said, I don’t really…hm? This is decent.
 Kogure: (walks down) To the left, door near the entrance…This? (Opens door)
 Akatsuki: Heh?
 Kogure: Heh?
 (Drum beats, guitar riffs)
 Akatsuki: W-w-wait, what are you doing!?
 Kogure: N-no, why didn’t you lock the door!?
 Akatsuki: You should have knocked!
 Kogure: Who normally would? I practically live alone!
 Akatsuki: Like that gives you any right!…or rather……hu-hurry up and close the door.
 Kogure: S-sorry
 (Other girls walk by)
 Yume: There should be some in the fridge
 Isana: Okay~~~!
 Kogure: This is bad! That Higashira’s here while we’re chatting! (closes door…with the two of them inside)
 Akatsuki: …Hey…………why did you come in?
 Kogure: …I don’t know either.
 Akatsuki: Are you an idiot, you perv…(Kogure covers her mouth) mggghhhh!!
 Kogure: (Quiet! Higashira’s coming over!)
 Isana: (walking over) Juice~! Juice~! 
 Akatsuki: (Cat breathing) (Did she just go to the living room? You can leave now, right?)
 Kogure: (No, that boobzilla hasn’t closed the door yet. I’ll wait for her to return to the room.)
 Akatsuki: (Uuu~ this is terrible…! Uuhuuu…!?)
 Kogure: (What? Why are you shivering?)
 Akatsuki: (Grr…uuggh…isn’t it your fault!? I was only halfway done!)
 Kogure: (Huh!?)
 Akatsuki: (I can’t hold it anymore…close your eyes!) 
 Kogure: (No…are you s-seriously…?)
 Akatsuki: (I-I’ll cover…your…ears!)
 Kogure: (Is she really doing this…right now….!?)
 She did it.
 Akatsuki: (Haaaaaaaaaa…ah, what do I do now? I need paper)
 Kogure: (Hey…can I open my eyes now?)
 Akatsuki: (Of course not! I’m not done clean…!)
 Isana: (walking over) Ah, let’s go to the toilet in the meantime.
 Kogure ♡ Akatsuki: Haaaaa!?
 Akatsuki: Did Higashira-san forget I was in here?!?!
 Kogure: That idiot’s…really an idiot!!!
 Akatsuki: Hey…did you lock the door!?!?
 Kogure: Ah, crap! 
 Akatsuki: Lock it! Lock it!
 Isana: (turns door knob)…Huh? I can’t open it.
 Akatsuki: H-Higashira-san~! Sorry, I’m using it!
 Isana: Ah okay. Sorry about that Minami-san, I forgot.
 Akatsuki: It’s fine it’s fine! I’ll be out in a while. Please return to the room for now!
 Isana: Understood~ (leaves)
 Kogure ♡ Akatsuki: Haaaaa!!?
 Kogure: That was close!
 Akatsuki: Y-you’re really an idiot! It’s Yume-chan’s house! Don’t do this at anyone else’s place! Ahhh, seriously, you, you’re…
 Kogure: That’s a no go at our own place too.
 Akatsuki: Of course! I’ll kill you if there’s a next time! I’m serious!
 Kogure: You don’t have to be so angry. Didn’t we go pee together when we were younger? In a corner of the park?
 Akatsuki: How long ago was that, you idiot!? Scram!!! 
 Kogure: Woargh!!…(stumbles)…dammit, you don’t have to shove me out…well, better scram before her mood worsens. Hm? Speaking of which, didn’t I come here to use the toilet too?
 (Flushes, Akatsuki leaves the toilet)
 Akatsuki: What are you doing?
 Kogure: Queuing up.
 Akatsuki: Wait, did you awaken to some weird fetish!?
 Kogure: Sorry, I really can’t hold it anymore!
 Akatsuki: Hey! You alright!? Don’t install a voice recorder in the toilet!
 Kogure: You’re the only one who doesn’t have the right to call me that, you criminal scum!!! (Slams door)


  Mizuto: (Opens fridge door) Ah, we don’t have any juice left. (Closes) we don’t have anything left from what Yume said we bought. I thought we’d have enough today.
 Akatsuki: And then, do you know what he said?
 Yume: Ehh~ what did he say? Anyway, is this really fine when Kawanami-kun’s next door?
 Akatsuki: It’s fine, it’s fine. I tell you, he got that proud look on his face when he…
 Kogure: Shut up! Don’t badmouth me right when I can hear you!!!!!
 Mizuto: (peaces out) We got a lot of guests today. No wonder we finished the juice faster than expected. No choice, time to go to the convenience store. (Walks out of the door, closes door, typical summer BGM). It’s hot…I’m going to be roasted all over. I guess it’s better to just buy some for myself.(crosses road, enters convenience store) Now then, drinks, drinks, what shall I buy? Shall I ask what they want to drink first? Ah whatever., If they got any comments, they can just come by instead.
 Isana: (Drops item) Ahhhh~
 Mizuto: Hm? Something rolled over.
 Isana: Oh, t-th-tha-thanks…huh? 
 Mizuto: Higashira?
 Isana: What? Isn’t this Mizuto-kun? And I was so nervous for nothing. Ehehehe.
 Mizuto: What are you doing? Why are you carrying so much juice?
 Isana: We played rock-paper-scissors. I lost, so I came here. My psychological tricks couldn’t work on MInami-san.
 Mizuto: You know how to read people’s hearts?
 Isana: Why are you saying that, Mizuto-kun? I’m not some cruel, heartless killing machine
 Mizuto: How in the world does Minami-san view you?
 Isana: Everyone’s cruel to me. Even I do cry once in a while when I receive love from family, or warmth from other people, you know?
 Mizuto: Once in a while, you say.
 Isana: Basically, I like scenes where the skins of pretty girls are exposed or blood splatters everywhere.
 Mizuto: Isn’t that some cruel sex violence robot or something?
 Isana: So wouldn’t that refer to some combat robot that provides love services at night?…haa, that sounds good, a pretty girl robot who buries her enemies mercilessly in the day, and at night, with those hands that slaughters her enemies… 
 Mizuto: What are you rambling about so openly in a convenience store during the day?
 Isana: There’s no shelf with any porn mags lying around, so it’s fine for me to say some dirty words, right?
 Mizuto: We’re talking about a whole different problem here.(Picks up a drink) is this fine?
 Isana: Oh, that’s what Yume-san likes.
 Mizuto: Let’s buy something else after all.
 Isana: Eh, why?
 Mizuto: I don’t want others to think that I’m familiar with her likes.
 Isana: Heehhh~ I won’t get jealous just because of this little thing.
 Mizuto: I wasn’t worried for your sake…besides, I’ve been wondering recently what will actually cause you to be jealous.
 Isana: Hmm~ I probably will get jealous if you invite any friend other than me into your room.
 Mizuto: I’d feel better if you can just be jealous of me interacting with females.
 Isana: I can’t just let you return to that frivolous guy like that. Elope with me!
 Mizuto: Yeah, I’ll think about it when Kawanami goes back.
 Isana: So you’re basically rejecting me…ahh, yeah, I got to buy snacks.
 Mizuto: Use a basket. You’re holding so many drinks in your hands.
 Isana: Sorry, my breasts are suitable tools to help me carry them.
 Mizuto: Stop flaunting your boobs to guys.
 Isana: Do you have anything else you want to put?
 Mizuto: What do you mean?
 Isana: Well, of course, that, ehehehh, ehehehehehe.
 Mizuto: Don’t get horny by yourself while finishing off your words there, you idiot.
 Isana: Ow!
 Mizuto: Wait, I’ll bring a basket.
 Isana: Ah, I’ll go too. (unloads the cargo) ahhh, my breasts feel a lot more relieved. Well, they’re still heavy even without the items.
 Mizuto: I’ll carry them for you.
 Isana: Eh, my breasts?
 Mizuto: The drinks. They’re rather heavy right?
 Isana: Nope, my breasts are heavier.
 Mizuto: You’re rather riled up today.
 Isana: Eh? My breasts?
 Mizuto: Not at all…well, sorta, but it’s not directly because of that though.
 Isana: We got a girls gathering after all. I do understand that flaunting boobs to other girls will garner some unhappiness.
 Mizuto: You say that, but don’t do the same thing to boys.
 Isana: I won’t do that to any boy other than you, Mizuto-kun.
 Mizuto: She actually said such a thing…that trust’s so heavy, it’s unbearable.
 Isana: What’s the matter, Mizuto-kun?…Wait a minute, did you see my bra?
 Mizuto: Nope, and no plans to.
 Isana: Actually, my bra’s a little visible because I’ve been sweating.
 Mizuto: I wasn’t asking! I wouldn’t have bothered if you hadn’t mentioned it.
 Isana: I’m wearing a somewhat visible color today. Tell me if you notice.
 Mizuto: Understood. Guess it’s better than you making a fool of yourself in public.
 Isana: Oh! …Uhuhuhuhuhu…!
 Mizuto: What is it?
 Isana: I feel like I triggered your possessiveness…uhehe, is this how it feels to be a girlfriend?
 Mizuto: You better not be doing this on purpose.
 Isana: What do you mean on purpose?
 Mizuto: Sigh…nothing at all. What snacks do you want?
 Isana: Ah yeah yeah, hear me out~.
 Mizuto: Okay okay, what is it?
 Isana: Yume-san and Minami-san are both bamboo shoots chocolate lovers. It’s unbelievable, isn’t it?
 Mizuto: What? That’s it? 
 Isana: That’s a huge problem!
 Mizuto: You understand if you calm down and think.
 Isana: Ayy?
 Mizuto: If they take the stem of the mushroom chocolates, they won’t dirty their hands. They don’t understand such convenience?
 Isana: As expected, you’re the most reliable after all, Mizuto-kun! Let’s buy some mushroom chocolates and go back.
 Mizuto: Yeah, let’s educate the heretics who prefer bamboo shoot chocolates 
 (Both leave the convenience store)
 Isana: It’s so hot! I’m sweating like crazy. Ahh, I miss the air conditioning.
 Mizuto: Where’s the parka you usually wear?
 Isana: It’s so hot out here. Why should I wear a parka?
 Mizuto: Did you apply enough suntan? Otherwise you’ll leave tan marks of your tank top.
 Isana: Ehh, it doesn’t matter, right? Looks like a swimsuit tan anyway.
 Mizuto: Your skin will peel.
 Isana: You don’t really like tan skin, Mizuto-kun? 
 Mizuto: It’s not a case of liking or not. 
 Isana: Well, if Mizuto-kun has a tan skin fetish, maybe I can do a ‘summer night mistake’ with you or something
 Mizuto: You sure you’ll be happy with just a single mistake?
 Isana: Don’t you look forward to it? 
 Mizuto: Don’t look forward to mistakes.
 Isana: Well, even if it’s one, it’s enough for me.
 Mizuto: That’s honest of you.
 Isana: Yume-san and Minami-san occasionally talk about the guys they used to date. It’s just instinctive of me. I too want to share some with others. Are you willing to be the protagonist of this love history? 
 Mizuto: You don’t have to commit some ‘summer night mistake’ for that.
 Isana: Ehh~? Then what do I do?
 Mizuto: Like, for example. Oh yeah…
 (Bicycle bell as someone passes by)
 Mizuto: Oh!
 Isana: Woah!
 Mizuto: Be careful! It nearly crashed into you.
 Isana: Erm, Mizuto-kun…
 Mizuto: Huh?
 Isana: Well, now I’m a little…sweaty…can you please…don’t…erm, grab my shoulders?
 Mizuto: It’s better than you getting hurt.
 Isana: Woah, are you a genius at getting me excited? Watch your words, I’m a woman after all!
 Mizuto: Typically, it’s the guy who says this…….ah, Higashira.
 Isana: Huh?
 Mizuto: Your bra is showing.
 Isana: !?!?!?!?!?!?
 Mizuto: You’re the one who told me to tell you, right? 
 Isana: That’s right…luckily we’re on the street, Mizuto-kun. If we had been in a locked room with nobody else around, your v-card is at risk.
 Mizuto: Thank goodness for that.
 Isana: Yes…just to note, did I wear the right color?
 Mizuto: Like hell I know.
 (Opens door)
 Isana: Ahh, we’re finally back.
 Mizuto: You didn’t hold anything though.
 Isana: No no, I was trying my best to endure your temptation, Mizuto-kun.
 Mizuto: I feel like I’m the one being tempted by you.
 Isana: I’ll go reveal this to Yume-san and Minami-san immediately.
 Mizuto: Whatever you want.
 Isana: Okie~
 (FBI open up)
 Akatsuki: Ah, you’re back. Welcome~ Eh? You were with Irido-kun?
 Isana: We met at the convenience store.
 Akatsuki: Hmmm? A secret date?
 Isana: Not at all. We just chatted about some sex robots…and also about how to use my boobs.
 Akatsuki: So openly in the day? Do that when nobody else’s around!
 Isana: And then he hugged me while people were passing by.
 Akatsuki: On the road!?
 Mizuto: I just pulled her over by the shoulder. That’s a bad way of describing it…(pulls out from bag) here, this should be enough, right?
 Akatsuki: Oh, thank you~ Oh? Mushroom chocolates? No bamboo shoots
 Mizuto: Use this chance to turn away from heresy and turn to salvation.
 Isana: If you change your ways, God can still forgive you
 Akatsuki: You guys are the heretics alright, but whatever. Huh? Yume-chan? What are you doing, poking your head out from the room?
 Yume: Nothing.
 Akatsuki: Higashira-san and Irido-kun bought some drinks and snacks back together.
 Yume: Hooooo….?
 Akatsuki: And they openly chatted about dirty topics in broad daylight, and also about Higashira-san’s boobs, and they even hugged~
 Yume: Whatever…! (slams door)
 Akatsuki: Uhuhuhuhuhu.
 Mizuto: Oy, don’t spread misunderstandings in front of the involved parties with a gleeful look.
 Akatsuki: But it’s all true though… Right, Higashira-san?
 Isana: Of course~ ah, I haven’t talked about how Mizuto-kun saw my bra that was showing.
 Akatsuki: Ahh…too bad! I really want to talk about that!
 Mizuto: What are you planning anyway?
 Akatsuki: Irido-kun, actually, I really am annoyed with you. That’s because…you’re the target of my envy. If there’s any chance I can cause trouble for you, I’m not letting it slip!
 Mizuto: First time I’m seeing such honest malice.
 Akatsuki: Anyway, try to make her happy then. Just take it as the price for fooling around from Higashira-san
 Isana: Eh? Were we fooling around?
 Mizuto: Don’t be fooled. Minami-san’s trying to ruin my reputation.
 Akatsuki: Ahh~ this is the part I dislike about you.
 (Inside Yume’s room, where she’s all jelly)
 Yume: …He really vexes me! What was that all about, seriously…! Anyway, he’s always acting high and mighty, pinpointing my faults, saying this and that. What’s at all about! Can he not be so uppity all the time!?
 Mizuto: (next door) Haaaaa…
 Akatsuki: Ah, that’s too much
 Kogure: (next door) Hey, did you do something to Irido-san?
 Mizuto: Not really.
 Yume: (Back to Yume’s room) He’s always~~ like this! Always acting so aloof, never considerate to me!
 Akatsuki: Yep yep, You’re right.
 Yume: Maybe he’s right, but there are some things that can’t be resolved emotionally through logic alone!
 Akatsuki: I get that I get that!
 Kogure: I’m just hearing them badmouth you from the next door.
 Mizuto: So what?
 Kogure: Your mental fortitude sure is hard as a rock.
 Mizuto: Right now, I’m in no mood to play along with her foul temper.
 Kogure: I think this is where you should improve.
 Mizuto: How so?
 Kogure: The part where you keep thinking that you’re correct and unwilling to compromise.
 Mizuto: But that’s to be expected, right?
 Kogure: Look, there are so many moments where things will get easier if you apologize first, even if you think you’re not at fault at all.
 Mizuto: Looks like you’re very good at this.
 Kogure: Of course. How many times do you think I’ve been insincere about this? What, ‘do you know why I’m angry’, that idiot! And then I never got to understand why, that idiot!
 Akatsuki: I heard that, you bastard!
 Yume: That’s harsh of you, Kawanami-kun! Apologize!
 Kogure: Ugh! A tag team attack unique to girls!
 Mizuto: Hmph, just because they have more comrades, it doesn’t mean that they’re right. Those shallow people.
 Kogure: Your mental fortitude really isn’t for show.
 (Door opens)
 Kogure: Woah!
 Isana: Hello there!!
 Kogure: Oh, so it’s you boobzilla.
 Isana: What do you mean ‘so it’s you’, boytoy.
 Kogure: I thought they were the ones who showed up.
 Isana: Are you scared~? Well, they often do act like that
 Kogure: Airing the dirty laundry?
 Isana: 9 times out of 10, girls end up badmouthing others when chatting. I’m a girl, so I know. Eh? Is it that you don’t know that I’m one?
 Kogure: Stop flaunting! I’m not a girl anyway!
 Mizuto: Higashira, why are you carrying that snack?
 Isana: Ah, this is for you. I bought a little too much, and the others didn’t dare to eat because they saw the calories.
 Kogure: Ah thank you, I just so happened to be a little hungry.
 Isana: None for you.
 Kogure: WHY!?
 Isana: Ask your own chest. Ah, but you don’t have any to touch.
 Kogure: I said I’m not a girl!
 Mizuto: Oh, so you’re trying to show superiority by bust size? Amazing that you could figure this out.
 Isana: Wait! Don’t say this Mizuto-kun! You’re making it sound like this frivolous guy too can understand how I’m playing the fool. No thank you if I have to be coupled with this guy.
 Kogure: …Yeah, like anyone wants to be with a plain girl like you.
 Mizuto: Ohh, that’s a standard reply for a couple who end up together in the end of a shoujo story.
 Isana: Uuu…Mizuto-kun isn’t jealous at all.
 Kogure: Yay, you loser heroine without any EQ.
 Isana: Loser heroines are more popular, so I’m willing to be one~!
 Kogure: Argh, you just sat next to Irido!?
 Isana: A determined girl who continues to have lingering thoughts even if her feelings aren’t reciprocated. That’s cute isn’t it, Mizuto-kun?
 Mizuto: Well, not that I dislike it. Anyway, even if your feelings really don’t get reciprocated…
 Isana: Okay, ahh…(Feeds)
 Mizuto: Ummm…… (Chomps)!
 Kogure: WHAT!?
 Isana: Delicious right~? Am I adorable~?
 Mizuto: It is, but you’re too forceful.
 Kogure: You sure are bold to be flirting here with Irido.
 Isana: Hm hm hm, rub rub~!
 Kogure: LAP PILLOW!?
 Isana: Well you can’t do that right? I’m the only one who can have lap pillows from Mizuto-kun.
 Mizuto: You’re the one who just went on me. I don’t remember letting you do it.
 Kogure: Grr! A female friend really wouldn’t hold back in such situations…! It’s true that Irido-san can’t do it. If she actually did it, I’ll die of excitement!
 Mizuto: Listen to me already.
 Isana: Mizuto-kun, let’s play pocky.
 Mizuto: Don’t bite on the biscuit while facing up. It’s dangerous. I’ve never done that before.
 Isana: Nghhh the chocolate fell off the pocky…nom nom!
 Kogure: Damn you! Stop acting as you please! Pocky in mouth and a lap pillow!? That’s basically seduction! It’s basically what a pet parrot will do when mating! Don’t just do something that jelly Irido-san couldn’t do~~!!!!!! 
 (Slams door open)
 Yume: (Wheezes)
 Mizuto: Ah?
 Kogure: Hm?
 Isana: Yume-san?
 Yume: Wh-why can’t I do it!? 
 Mizuto: Huh?
 Yume: I-I’m not jelly! Of course I can give a lap pillow or play a pokey game or something!
 Akatsuki: Y-Yume-chan? Stay stay!! Calm down!
 Yume: I AM CALM!
 Mizuto: Another troublesome one.
 Isana: Do you want to play too, Yume-san?
 Mizuto ♡ Yume: Eh??
 Isana: (Gets up, moves away) Alrighty…over here.
 Yume: Eh? Eh??
 Isana: Here’s the pocky.
 Yume: Eh? I, erm, well…
 Mizuto: That expression clearly shows that she doesn’t know what to do when faced with this unexpected development, huh? Ah whatever, I’ll just pull a fast one…
 Kogure: Yeah! Get on with it!
 Mizuto: Ah?
 Kogure: Now that we’re gone this far, you got to show us. Show us whether the sibling bond is stronger than that of a female friend’s! Either way, you spent more time together with Irido-san, right~?
 Akatsuki: Huuuh seriously, always with unnecessary words.
 Mizuto: This guy’s just sneering away and stoking the flames!
 Yume: E-erm…ermmmmmmm…
 Isana: What’s the matter, Yume-san? Mizuto-kun’s waiting for you.
 Mizuto: No I wasn’t.
 Yume: I-I……I get it. (gets up)……ex-excuse me…(lies down) nnnghhh.
 Isana: How does it feel to lie down there?
 Yume: Not very good.
 Isana: I guess so. Mizuto-kun doesn’t have much flesh.
 Mizuto: If you don’t like it, hurry and get up.
 Yume: You wouldn’t say that to Higashira-san though.
 Mizuto: Are you an idiot?
 Yume: Hmph!
 Mizuto: Ow ow! Stop pinching me! 
 Kogure: Oy! Where did the pocky go?
 Akatsuki: Stop stoking the flames!
 Yume: I-I understand….(puts pocky in mouth)…mmm…mmm……hey, hurry up!
 Mizuto: Erm, what am I supposed to do?
 Akatsuki: …What’s with this scene in front of me?
 Kogure: Of course you eat it. Don’t get cold feet now! You’ll be a spoilsport!
 Akatsuki: You’re the only one getting excited, okay!?
 Mizuto: Haa…I get it, I just need to bite, right?
 Kogure: Woooahhh!?
 Yume: (Whimpers) A-ar-are we really…eating the chocolate?
 Mizuto: (Dead inside) let’s go…….hmmm, mnn, mmmm…!
 Kogure: Woooahhh!?……hm?
 Mizuto: Nghhhhh, uggghhhh (tries to stretch).
 Akatsuki: Huh?
 Mizuto: Nghhhhh, uggghhhh (continues to stretch to no avail).
 Isana: Ehh…?
 Mizuto: Gah, haaa, haaa (gasping for breath after overexerting)
 Yume: H-heeyyy………the chocolate…
 Mizuto: Sorry, this is the lowest I can go.
 Yume: Grrr….go out and exercise (spits pocky)!!!
 Mizuto: Woah! Don’t spit the pocky at me!!
 Akatsuki: What’s with this skit before me?
 Kogure: Oy Irido, come here! I’ll get that stiff body of yours to relax!
 Isana: Looks like I need to go by the front if I want to play the pocky game with Mizuto-kun~. Let’s write it down on the Mizuto-kun conquest wiki. 
 Mizuto: Goodness, are you an idiot? You went all ‘You wouldn’t say that to Higashira-san though.’…there’s no way you’re the same as Higashira alright?
 (A lot later)
 Kogure: Ahh, a lot of things happened, but I finally got some progress in my assignments. All thanks to you, Irido!
 Mizuto: Yeah. Try and figure out the rest yourself.
 Kogure: Got it. (leaves room)
 Yume: Ah, Kawanami-kun, you’re going back too?
 Kogure: Oh, those two as well?
 Akatsuki: Did you manage to finish your assignments?
 Kogure: Sorta, I should be able to make it in time.
 Akatsuki: Don’t cry and beg me for help at the last minute. I did help you out a lot last year.
 Kogure: Last year’s last year.
 Isana: Mizuto-kun, lend me a new series the next time I visit~
 Mizuto: Sure.
 Isana: I’ve been wanting to read romcoms recently, so romcoms then. Lend me one that suits a guy’s tastes.
 Mizuto: Don’t say that to a guy.
 (Goes down to entrance)
 Akatsuki: Bye then, Yume-chan!
 Isana: I enjoyed myself.
 Kogure: I’ll repay you next time.
 Mizuto: I’ll remember that.
 Yume: Bye then, everyone. 
 (Door closes)
 Kogure: Speaking of which, I don’t think we have anything in the fridge. Let’s buy dinner on the way back then. 
 Akatsuki: Oh yeah, what do you want to eat?
 Isana: Eh? What’s with your conversation? Are you two living together?
 Kogure: Like anyone’s going to live with her!
 Akatsuki: (Hyperventilates)
 Yume: Feels a little lonely now. Everyone has returned home. If only they can stay for a little longer.
 Mizuto: Who knows? I can’t tell since I don’t have friends.
 Yume: Hmph, I guess so…now then, time to clean up my room.
 Mizuto: Do your best.
 Yume: …You’re not helping me?
 Mizuto: You sure you’re fine with me going to your room, cleaning up and yet turning everything upside down?
 Yume: N-Nevermind then. (walks off)…what shall we have for dinner?
 Mizuto: Dad and Yuni-san might be late. Let’s cook first.
 Yume: Are there still ingredients in the fridge?
 Mizuto: Dunno. I’ll go buy if there aren’t any.
 Yume: Is the supermarket even open now?…(opens door). I’ll go once I’m done packing. I’ll leave dinner to you. No lazing.
 Mizuto: I know.
 Yume: (closes door)
 (Hours later)


  Mizuto: Haa, done with bath. Now to sleep…I’ll finish the book I’ve been reading before I sleep then. 
 Yume: (closes door)
 Mizuto: Oh? Looks like she’s done bathing too.
 Yume: Uuu… phew, hm hm, done.
 Mizuto: That’s quite loud from her. Even though I don’t want to hear her. No choice but to wear earphones like usual.
 Yume: …Mizuto.
 Mizuto: Eh…?
 Yume: Mizuto….Mizuto…Mizuto…kukuku…Mizuto.
 Mizuto: Did she forget about what I mentioned to her in the day?
 Yume: Mizuto~ Mi~zu~to~
 Mizuto: Well, she just started addressing me like this. Probably practicing. It’s pointless when the person himself hears this, right?
 Yume: Like…
 Mizuto: Huh…!?
 Yume: Like…like…I like Mizuto ♡
 Mizuto: Eh…oy, oyoyoy…!! You idiot, I can hear you..!!
 Yume: Kuku…just joking~…
 Mizuto: Eh…?
 Yume: Have a good night sleep!! Nights!
 Mizuto: I…I’VE BEEN HAD!!!!!!!!!!!!!


  (Today’s battle result: Yume Irido’s victory)


  Bonus Track: Heroine Voice for Study purpose 1 – The ex sits next to you “You can still read your book even though I’m next to you, right?


  Yume: Ah, you’re here?
 Yume: Never mind, you can remain seated there
 Yume: So you’re that embarrassed when I sit next to you?
 Yume: What? It’s okay to read in the living room once in a while, right?
 Yume: Just do your own thing. Don’t mind me.
 Yume: (Yume doing Yume things for 45 seconds)
 Yume: Ugh…toilet.
 Yume: Ah, yes.
 Yume: Found it, found it
 Yume: I have cookies. Want some? You sure?…I see.
 Yume: Nn, delicious.
 Yume: What? You look like you want some.
 Yume: Not at all? Acting tough again, aren’t you?
 Yume: Here, ahhh~
 Yume: Nfufu, such a stubborn fellow. Welcome to the dark side
 Yume: Hm?…Ah…hmmm…(more noises)…(chimes), ah, I got a message.
 Yume: Say, when was that? That English presentation assignment…yes yes, the one we need to submit…Thursday? Thanks. 
 Yume: (Sighs)
 Yume: You interested? It’s not like I can’t lend it to you…it’s your turn to wash the bathroom today then.


  Bonus Track: Heroine Voice for Study purpose 2 – Isana Higashira lazes around “I guess this place is practically my house.”


  Isana: What are you doing~? Hello hello?
 Isana: Look at me for a moment. Alrighty.
 Isana: Eh, it’s fine, just let me have a lap pillow. (hums)
 Isana: Ahh, feels so-so to sleep like this~ow! Ehehe.
 Isana: I’ll be reading my book like this. Don’t mind me.
 Isana: Eh? It’s fine. I won’t do anything.
 Isana: Ah, but don’t go about touching my breasts whenever you want. Owie!
 Isana: Seriously, stop hitting me all the time~! Ehehe.
 Isana: Now then…(Isana noises)
 Isana: Woah!! Ecchi!
 Isana: Eh? I’m just reading the color illustrations? I like them though. Color illustrations make a light novel after all. I’m almost done, now starting with the main story.
 Isana: Wooaarrgh!! Owie…! I rolled over.
 Isana: Yes, I’m fine. My breasts were a cushion.
 Isana: Why do you look like you worried for nothing?…goodness.
 Isana: It’s fine, I won’t fall over the next time.
 Isana: If you’re worried, pat my head…ufufu, yes yes, I won’t fall over now.
 Isana: Does my hair feel good to touch?…I don’t mind.
 Isana: Huh? Don’t make any weird noises? I wasn’t! You’re the one who thought I was making weird noises, right?
 Isana: Hm? You’re not touching? I don’t mind though. 
 Isana: (stretches)
 Isana: Ouch! What was that for? I’m just enjoying the touch of my buttcrack.
 Isana: Ah! You hit me again! Hmph, I’ll get angry! Take this! Take this!
 Isana: You’re actually playing dumb.
 Isana: In that case, I’ll play dumb. I won’t notice what you do to me, or where you’re touching.
 Isana: (Glances)
 Isana: You actually ignored the seduction after I mustered so much courage!
 Isana: Goodness, there has to be a limit as to how dense you can be as a protagonist.
 Isana: Otherwise I’ll just step on the brakes.
 Isana: Speaking of which, your hands never moved at all the entire time.
 Isana: What is it?
 Isana: Ow!
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