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Chapter 1: You're really an amazing person

  —Hear me out, Irido-kun! I made a friend in class!


  I didn’t know I could have such an ugly side.


  But it certainly was my history, one that remained inside me.


  —There was a girl reading a book during lunch break, and I mustered my courage to call out to her…!


  Yep yep, so I just nodded away.


  I smiled and congratulated her on her growth.


  It’s not a lie.


  Really, it’s not a lie.


  After all—you smiled so happily back then.


  And yet, why, I wonder.


  The next day, when I passed you by in the classroom and found you chatting happily with your friends, this thought crossed my mind.


   


  Ahh—so you went to that side too?


   


  That’s when a wall divided us.


  She was the only one who was on this side of the wall, and I shoved her to the other side.


  —I’m sorry, Irido-kun…! I had an appointment with a friend today…


  I knew. I had to say it.


  I should have accepted the ugly feeling of alienation, but then I told her.


  —… It’s okay, I don’t mind.


  —Eh?


  I shouldn’t have sounded so spiteful.


  I shouldn’t have turned my back on you without saying goodbye.


  I shouldn’t have concealed my feelings.


  I should have faced them head on—


  …It’s easy to talk about ideals, huh?


  But isn’t reality merely the accumulation of unfulfilled ideals?


   


  ◆Mizuto Irido◆


   


  “Ehhh… for today’s Homeroom, we will decide on the committee members for the culture festival~.”


  The homeroom teacher ordered sleepily. This teacher’s always feeling so lethargic even though the class was full of first-year students with excellent grades. Well, for someone like me, it’s nice not to be bothered with too much. Thanks to that, I was able to focus on my own job.


  “The committee members are mainly responsible for gathering the class’ opinions, and to communicate with the management.”


  The explanation fell on deaf ears to me as I stared at the few pieces of loose-leaf papers.


  At this point, the most important thing for me wasn’t the culture festival, but rather this short story that I was going to show Higashira.


  I have to finish it as soon as possible and prove to her that I wasn’t special, that she’s just just overrating me.


  I’d been struggling with this for the past few days because I never tried writing, but at this point, I was finally seeing the end. As I penned all my frustrations into the words I wrote, Homeroom continued on.


  “Yes~, I think Yume-chan will be a good choice!”


  “Eh!? Wait, Akatsuki-san…!?”


  “She’s serious, kind, she’s the right person for the job!”


  “Yay~!” “I agree!”


  “Ehhhhhhhh…？”


  Hmmm… shall I write ‘I have’ here? Or ‘I had’…?


  “Then, Irido and one more person—preferably a boy.”


  “Yes, yes, yes!” “Me! I’ll do it!”


  “Woah, your intentions are obvious.” “Boys, please” “You’ve been acting dead up till now.”


  Rhythm’s too delicate here… I’d like to add a four syllable word…Hmmm…


  “Can’t we just choose Irido? “


  “What? The little brother?”


  “Yeah, yeah. Irido wouldn’t have any ulterior motives, right? I mean, they’re family, after all~.”


  “Sure, that’s a good idea!” “Irido-kun huh~ “That’s right! He’s smart enough too.” “And he has a girlfriend, so he’ll be okay, right?”


  “Then, the male Irido, are you fine with that~?”


  “Yes… hm?”


  I answered instinctively, and then finally looked up.


  But at that moment, my name was already written on the blackboard.


  “Hmm?”


  The proceedings continued before I could object.


  “Yume-chan, congrats on being a committee member~!”


  “Th-thank, you…? I feel like I’m being forced into this…is this really fine …?”


  “Well, doesn’t everyone listen to you, Irido-chan?”


  “Yeah, yeah! Especially those damn boys, whip them hard


  Hmmm??


  “Good luck, Irido.” “It’s a shame, but I’d rather that… than have more bugs gathered around Irido-san…”


  Hmmmm???


  “Okay, next, let’s decide what we’re going to do next, Irido siblings! Irido siblings, I’ll leave the floor to you~!”


  Hmmmmmm…?????


  And before I knew it, I was standing on the podium.


  Together with Yume, facing at least thirty of my classmates.


  Amongst them, I saw Kogure Kawanami’s face.


  He was leering and holding up his thumb for some reason.


  …That guy…!


  ” (…Hey, what do we do…? Which one of us is going to talk?)”


  Yume spoke to me in a hushed voice. It’s obvious.


  “(I’ll leave it to you.)”


  “(What?)”


  I took a step back and left the proceedings to Yume.


  I’d just be the scribe. The class should be more comfortable with this arrangement.


  I picked up the chalk, and Yume glared at me resentfully for a moment, 


  “Eh-erm…if you have any ideas, of what we should do…”


  “Ehh~? What do we do? What do we do?” “It’s a standard haunted house, isn’t it~?” “Woah, that sounds like a lot of preparation~.” “I mean, what do you usually do?” “I don’t want to clash with the other classes.”


  “Ah…erm, well….”


  Even though she successfully made her high school debut, it didn’t mean her voice suddenly became louder. Yume’s soft voice wouldn’t actually reach her noisy classmates.


  We’re in for a rough ride, so I thought as I wrote ‘suggested items’ on the blackboard.


  “Hey, everyone—”


  I guess it’s Minami-san who voiced out after seeing Yume like this, and then—


  —Tap tap. I tap the blackboard lightly.


  Everyone instinctively reacted to the sound. The little break caught their attention, and I looked to Yume.


  “If-if you have an idea, please raise your hand!”


  Thanks to that, Yume’s voice finally came through, and the attention went from the sound to Yume.
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  Such an honor student that needs to be taken of, goodness?


  I sighed discreetly, and Kawanami let out a small whistle while Minami-san looked at me like, “Y-you’re good…” Thanks a lot.


   


  “Okay! A cosplay cafe!”


  Minami-san quickly raised her hand to suggest when we started to ask for ideas for this event.


  Kawanami made a dumbfounded face, 


  “You know…, isn’t that usually what a boy would say?”


  ” I want to see Yume-chan’s cosplay!”


  I wanna see! I could hear voices from all over the class, mainly the girls. The guys were strangely quiet, probably because it would be sexual harassment if they said it.


  Cosplay café huh…that’s a classic.


  “Eh, eeerrrmmm…th-that’s fine, right?”


  Yume immediately gave me a pleading look. Put some more effort into it, so I thought as I spoke to the homeroom teacher watching from the side of the podium.


  “Sensei, do you have any information about what stalls we had at the culture festival last year?”


  “Yes, I do.”


  The homeroom teacher seemed to be waiting for this moment, and took out several documents from a file under the arm. You should have showed them earlier if you had them—so I thought, but that’s just our school. They don’t give anything to the students unless they’re asked for it—or rather, they always encourage the students to take the initiative.


  I flipped through the materials and checked, 


  “…We got a cosplay cafe last year, so I don’t think it’s a no go.”


  “So you’re saying there’s a chance?”


  “Yes, but there’s also a chance that we might clash with other classes. I don’t know how they usually resolve this when that happens though…”


  I turned to the homeroom teacher, who immediately spoke up, 


  “We have a fixed number of slots for the same activity. In situations when the requests exceed the slots, we’ll narrow the list through presentations.”


  “So what’s the criteria for that?”


  “It depends on whether the students are well prepared to operate it, whether the dress code is appropriate for the school’s discipline. Of course, the appeal part is a very important factor here. Lastly, the results will be determined by how the management—that is, the student council and the PTA feel about it.”


  The teacher spoke up like a game NPC, and shut up immediately after giving only the necessary information.


  Hmm, so I pondered, 


  “So, I guess the biggest problem is whether or not we can get the cosplay outfits. If we don’t have any chance to do that, we’ll probably lose the presentation.”


  “P-presentation, huh…? So that means that’s supposed to be done by the committee members, right …?”


  “Sensei, is there any rule on who can present the presentation?”


  “It must be a student of the class. There’s nothing that says it has to be a member of the committee though.”


  That was quick. It’s always better to ask straightforward questions in such situations.


  “Well, then, I guess we should look for an expert. Let the guy who seems to be good at presenting and started it all do it.”


  “Seems to be good at presenting….ahh”


  I closed the documents, and left the rest to Yume.


  Yume turned to our classmates again, 


  “Erm…it’s possible if we can get the costumes ready.”


  “Alrighty~!”


  “But…Akatsuki-san.”


  “Hmm?”


  “If it comes down to a presentation, I’d like you to be the presenter. Since you suggested it.”


  Minami-san chuckled, 


  “Oh, you mean that. That’s fine?…How, ev, er.”


  “?”


  “I’ll leave the modelling job to you then, Yume-chan? I need a sample to do a presentation, you know?”


  “Ehhh…”


  Ohhh! The class went wild.


  Yume gave me another troubled look, but I ignored it this time. There’s no way they’ll allow any erotic looking cosplay, so there shouldn’t be any problem.


  “…I-I get it. It’s all about the presentation, right?”


  I wrote ‘Cosplay Café’ on the blackboard, with the caveat “*if costumes can be prepared” It was a modest conclusion, but in the end, the cosplay café remained the most popular idea.


   


   


  After Homeroom, Yume returned to her seat, and Minami-san and her friends gathered around her.


  “Haa~, I was so nervous~”


  “You were so cool~, Yume-chan!”


  “It was good~. You were so inspiring over there.”


  “Yes, yes! Confidence confidence~!


  “Thanks everyone…”


  Yume smiled happily…how pragmatic of her. She looked so troubled just now, but immediately got carried away the moment someone praised her. In hindsight, she acted so dignified when she was initially chosen to represent the new batch of students. Maybe this kind of thing suited her better. But back then, I just assumed that…


  “Yo Irido, good work!


  Kawanami gave me a little holler when I returned to my seat.


  “You did a good job supporting Irido-san. The other students were impressed, saying that you’re smart, just that you don’t really want to be involved with other people, you know?”


  “Souka.”


  “That’s it? You should be a little happier.”


  “…………”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “…It’s nothing.”


  I didn’t feel happy at all.


  In fact, I found myself frustrated by the possibility of more hassle.


  And again I discovered it, 


  “…I guess… I’m different after all.”


  “Haha! What are you saying? It’s too late to be a chuu2 now, you know?”


  I said goodbye to Kawanami and left the classroom.


  I couldn’t go to the library yet.


  Of course, Yume, who was supposed to go home with me, didn’t follow me.


   


   


  “I-it’s done…”


  I muttered to myself with a sense of accomplishment.


  On my desk was a stack of loose-leaf papers with a lot of words written. It’s the novel I worked so hard to finish, to be showed to Higashira.


  Results-wise…it’s not as good as a commercial work, but it’s pretty good for an amateur high school student, I guess? Hmm, initially, I wanted to write a mediocre piece at first, but I got a little carried away. Well, I couldn’t just show her something that couldn’t even be read. It’s not too bad, I guess. Yep.


  All that’s left was for me to take it to Higashira the next day—but before then.


  “…Well, I promised.”


  I haven’t forgotten.


  I made a promise to Yume that she would read a novel I wrote.


  I didn’t have an obligation to keep to it, but it would be a hassle if I got into trouble again…she could help me check for typos though, yeah. That is, if she hadn’t forgotten about the promise.


  I left the room with the loose-leaf papers in hand. I didn’t find anyone next door, so I went downstairs.


  In the living room, I spotted Yume, dad and Yuni-san. Yume was sitting on the sofa, talking to someone on her phone.


  “Yes, yes… ehh!? Amazing! Yes. Ah~, but, we can’t decide on our own, so I’d like you to put it on hold for now…”


  She sounded serious, and seemed to be busy with something.


  “Yes. Of course. We’ll decide at the next Homeroom—ah.”


  Yume noticed me enter the living room, and moved her phone away from her ear.


  “Just in time, Mizuto—kun.”


  Yume saw that Dad and the others were nearby, so she changed the way she addressed me at that moment.


  “Akatsuki-san called me. She said she might be able to get us costumes.”


  “…I see.”


  “It’s going to be a rental, so it depends on how much we can afford… At the next Homeroom, we’ll decide what exactly we’re going to use for the cosplay cafe.”


  “I guess….It’ll be easier to choose if we decide on a theme.”


  “Right. What do you think would be good?”


  “Aren’t we supposed to decide on Homeroom?”


  “Akatsuki-san says that if we decide on some things, we should be able to lay the groundwork, we can decide without getting into trouble.”


  “Laying the groundwork…is she really a first year high school student?”


  She’s acting like a politician.


  I looked at the loose-leaf papers in my hand for a moment, and changed my mind.


  “…First of all, we can’t wear costumes that are too sensational. We’ll definitely be rejected.”


  “That’s true…but how sensational is too sensational?”


  “Looking at the data, let’s cross out mini-skirts just to be safe. If we’re going to have a maid cafe, the maid uniform would be Victorian style.”


  “Victori…? I’m not really sure, but that’s pretty strict ….”


  “And now that we’ve talked about maid cafes, I think there’s a good chance we’ll get complaints if we only allow girls to cosplay. It’ll be better if the guys can cosplay too. It would be more desirable to have cosplay for boys as well. By the way, I’ll absolutely refuse the culture festival’s usual nonsense that boys should be allowed to crossdress.”


  “Well, I knew you’d say that. According to Akatsuki-san, most of the girls are like ‘let’s take the high road and not do anything funny’. They’re all pretty serious about it.”


  “High road huh…. It’s hard to think of cosplay for both boys and girls that can be accepted by both the general public and the PTA.”


  “Well, maid and butler uniforms do fit the bill, but it’s likely others will wear them.”


  “That’s true. Now if we can avoid clashing with the others and distinguish ourselves, I think we can get a bigger budget, right?”


  “Maybe…”


  Hmm, while Yume was frustrated, 


  “What are you talking about? The culture festival?”


  Dad, who was at the dining table, joined the conversation.


  Yuni-san was opposite him, opening a small bag of sweets, 


  “I heard they’re having a cosplay cafe at the culture festival. It’s youth, isn’t it~?”


  “Well, it hasn’t been decided yet. We need to get our costumes first …”


  Yume waved her hands anxiously, “I see.” , and Dad muttered,


  “In that case, why don’t you talk to Madoka-chan about it?”


  “Eh? Madoka-san?”


   


  “Yes. I think Madoka-chan’s a member of the drama club in college.”


  “Is that so?”


  Yume asked, and looked at me. I didn’t know. It’s my first time hearing that. It’s true that our cousin Madoka Tanesato-san seemed the type to be involved in cultural activities.


  So I wondered, and next to dad, Yuni-san tilted her head and said, 


  “Huh?  Isn’t she in the arts club?”


  “Hmm? Really?”


  “Hm~…I think she said she’s in the tennis club too…?”


  Why’s she so vague? Or were they all true?


  “Hahaha! At any rate, I guess there’s no doubt she’s very well known there. She’s always been a friendly girl, you know. If it’s her, I think a few costumes or so should be easy. I also remember hearing that she was a member of the school festival committee, so I’m sure she can give you some advice.”


  “If I remember correctly, Madoka-chan is attending Kyoto university, right? I guess she’s still having summer vacation, and she’s probably more than happy to help, you know?”


  While the authenticity of the information was questionable, it might be a good idea to ask her about it.


  “Then let’s do that… Akatsuki-san, did you hear that? Yeah, our relative in college has quite the connections—eh? Yeah, a girl…her breasts U, uuun…I think you shouldn’t ask…”


  …’Our relative’. I thought she’s already used to this brand new family environment, but I felt something amiss when Yume addressed Madoka-san, whom I have known for a long time, as such.


  Anyway, it seemed we settled this issue, and there’s nothing for me to do.


  But…I wasn’t done with this yet.


  I put a little pressure on the loose-leaf papers in my hand.


  “—Huh?”


  At that moment, Yume’s eyes looked at me again.


  “By the way, did you want something from me?”


  At that moment, I unwittingly hid the loose leaf papers behind my back.


  Why did I do that?


  Yume was the one who asked me to show it to her, and I just wanted to fulfil my side of the bargain. Logically, there’s no reason for me to be so timid, but…


  …No, dad and Yuni-san are still here…and we’re still a little too busy right now with the committee work, which we’re not exactly familiar with.


  “No…it’s nothing.”


  It didn’t have to be at this moment.


  I could show it to her after I showed it to Higashira…that’s all.


   


   


  It’s not loneliness, it’s not alienation.


  I just finished a novel, but I couldn’t think of the right words to describe my current mood.


  I just feel depressed and disgusted for some reason. It’s not like this. It’s not like this. It’s not like this. I felt something in me screaming, like a spoiled kid.


  I thought I had said goodbye to that me. I thought I abandoned it long ago in middle school, when I suggested to break up.


  I couldn’t validate my past self.


  If there’s a novel in which this me was the main character, I would never want to read it.


  …Ah. I’ve felt this feeling before.


  I hated myself for being jealous. I hated myself for being so prickly. That’s why—I lowered my head to her, to deny this side to me, to prove that I wasn’t that kind of person.


  And then, you said—


  —At that moment, I hated the me back then more than anything else.


  Because I,


  After I apologized, when you started accusing me of cheating on you.


  I felt disgusted—but at the same time.


  I felt…somehow relieved.


  “…I guess I don’t have the right to tell off Higashira.”


  Maybe the desire to wish for others to be like oneself—is a common desire that is rooted deep within human beings…


  I got up from the bed. I might fall asleep if I remained on the bed like this. If I wanted to sleep, I should take a bath before that.


  With that thought in mind, I left my room.


  But right after that, my feet stopped.


  Yume had just come up the stairs.


  “… Are you taking a bath now?”


  It’s a simple question, but I paused for some reason.


  “Yeah.”


  “I see.”


  It was just another casual conversation.


  That’s all we talked about. I walked past Yume, and went down the stairs.


  “Hey.”


  Yume called me from behind, and I turned around.


  “Today…”


  She didn’t look at me, and instead was looking at the floor, 


  “… Thanks.”


  The fading teeny-weeny voice got me to frown.


  “…For what?”


  “You know…when we were deciding our event…”


  “…I might be unwilling, but I’m a committee member too. I was just doing my job, you know?”


  “But … if it wasn’t for you, it probably wouldn’t have gone so well. So, thanks.”


  …Thanks, huh.


  I walked a few steps down the stairs, and looked up at Yume’s face.


  “… Since when did you become such a reliable person?”


  “eh?”


  “I mean, the you I knew wasn’t the kind of person who would just say nice things for the sake of it…”


  And then, I realized that I said too much.


  I averted my eyes awkwardly…ah whatever. I just need to walk away. I went down the stairs, one step at a time,


  “Do you think the old me was better?”


  “Huh?”


  I looked back again once again.


  Yume was looking down at me with a terse, somewhat angry expression.


  “I’m asking if you liked me better when I was weak and unreliable.”


  I was a little silent, 


  “…Maybe so. But so what?”


  “You can drown in your memories. But—”


  Yume suddenly smiled a little, and continued,


  “I can listen to your troubles now, you know?”


  “…Troubles?”


  “You look so unsure now. You’re acting like me back when I gave you that love letter.”


  At that time, you were…yep, looking like a weak wet puppy in the rain.


  “…No need for the hyperbole. I’m not at that point. I’m not even bothered.”


  “Then what?”


  “Just….”


  “Just?”


  “…I’m just a little worried about whether a certain forgetful woman will remember a promise she made with me.”


  “Ehhh?”


  She blinked away. Yep, she didn’t remember after all—


  “Are you going to show me?”


  “Eh?”


  “The novel! Hurry up and show me! I’ve already dug it out for you!”


  “You remembered …?”


  “Of course I did! You know I have a good memory, right?”


  My mind went blank for a while. As if to fill up this blank, I spoke up.


  “… You really do remember a lot of unnecessary stuff.”


  “What do you mean, ‘ unnecessary stuff ‘?”


  “Like when you once got influenced by something and changed your first person pronoun to ‘boku’—”


  “Ahh~ ahh~ ahh~! I forgot, I forgot, I forgot!”


  She shouted and covered her ears, 


  “…Anyway, you’re the one who remembers so many unnecessary things.”


  “…I guess so.”


  It’s unnecessary. Really, it’s unnecessary.


  Those were the memories of when we’re young, brash and foolish.


  “Then… after you finish your bath, come to my room.”


  “Isn’t it off-limits at night?”


  “This is an exception.”


  Yume peeked downstairs, and hushed her voice.


  “(Don’t let mom and Mineaki-san find out, okay)?”


  …Damn it.


  My heart—why do you always beat unnecessarily?


   


  After that, I read a novel that Yume had written a long time ago.


  The detective seemed to be a clone of Souhei Saikawa, spouted off random meaningless lines, and deducing stupid locked-room tricks exaggeratedly.


  “LOL.”


  “Don’t say that with a straight face!”


  “Didn’t you say this novel was like a Christie knockoff? It’s more like a Mori Hirotsugu.”


  “…T-that’s…”


  “That?”


  “That’s…what I wrote in middle school. I couldn’t find the one I wrote in elementary school…”


  “Hmmm~ so from what I see here, this detective character who’s always saying smart things and acting like a 100 yen Souhei Saikawa is….”


  I hope she didn’t use the boyfriend she was dating back then as a model.


  “…………”


  Oy, don’t look away.


  “…Y-you act like you’re the winner, but yours isn’t much better, right!?”


  “Huh? You’re kidding. It’s much better than this.”


  “The monologue is so long that I can’t understand what you’re talking about, and the metaphors don’t come across as well as they should. What do you mean by “like an overcooked curry”? Burnt and bitter?”


  “You don’t have any reading comprehension at all! That’s—”


  I explained as fervently as I could, but she couldn’t understand at all. It was a little shocking to me, since I didn’t think my writing would be that difficult to understand…


  We roasted each other’s works for quite a while, and then there was a hollow silence.


  And while our wounds were still gaping, we slowly regained composure. I read my novel, and then Yume’s, and I discovered one thing.


  “…Higashira’s pretty amazing.”


  “Eh? Higashira-san? …? She wrote a novel?


  “I heard she wrote one, but what I saw was an illustration. It wasn’t a copy or a tracing, she just thought of the entire composition by herself. The face and the limbs are decent enough that you wouldn’t think there’s anything weird about it—the way she draws things is like ‘it’s close to complete’. That’s a great talent in itself, right? That’s what I thought when I saw that.”


  “That’s true…when you think about it, your great -grandfather’s autobiography was rather complete.”


  “Well, we know what the text means after all.”


  “That’s true…”


  We were both depressed.


  It was a shock, but in a way, it gave us confidence. This might have a certain therapeutic effect on Higashira’s humbleness.


  While we’re all feeling somewhat carefree and relaxed, Yume said ambiguously.


  “…Hey, would you want to be a writer?”


  “Nope. I might have thought of it back then though.”


  There’s nothing inside me that needs to be written.


  I had no desire or conviction to do so.


  I just feel frustrated thinking that I wasn’t like this, yet I didn’t have a form I was aiming to be.


  I was hollow.


  After writing the novel, I felt even more so…


  “…I haven’t really mentioned it until now.”


  “Hmm?”


  “Actually, my dad’s a creator.”


  I slowly looked towards Yume.


  Yume had her back against the side of the bed, her knees tucked as she rested her chin on them.


  “Dad, as in your real …Yuni-san’s ex-husband, right? He’s a writer?”


  “Not a novelist, but…something like that, he’s working on the creative side. I can’t find anything related at home, and I don’t really know what he’s making…”


  “So your interests…”


  “Yes, it all started because of dad’s bookshelf.”


  With her chin resting on her propped-up knees, Yume began to speak haltingly.


  “What I vaguely remember about dad was a voice I heard from my bed…I was dozing in bed, and I heard a deep voice saying, ‘I’m home’. It came from the living room, where the light was leaking. … And then I heard mom’s voice, ‘Welcome home’. followed by, ‘Have you eaten?’, which was responded with ‘I bought it’.” “


  “Not… ‘I’ve eaten’?”


  “Yes, ‘I bought it’. Then, the sound of plastic bags rustling In the background, and mom said ‘I see…’ with disappointment…That’s pretty much what I remember about dad. When I wake up the next morning, he’s always gone. That’s why I can’t remember much of his face now. I wouldn’t even recognize him if I saw him.”


  “Well, how do I put it…”


  I could imagine that he’s a busy man.


  …But more than that…I felt that he’s rejecting his family. They lived under the same room, yet he acted like he’s living alone… from his actions, I could sense that he’s clearly rejecting them—or rather, isolating himself from them. It’s like he’s partitioning the house, or so the intention comes across.


  “Just as you didn’t have a mom from the beginning, that was the norm for me, too. He did show up at the sports festival once…but in hindsight, mom most probably yanked him over.”


  Surely Yuni-san tried to wrestle back.


  Yuni-san must have tried to prevent it, but she couldn’t bring her husband into the circle called family. That’s why she had to keep strong-arming him, for herself, her daughter—or maybe, for her husband’s sake.


  “I know mom had a hard time with it, personally, I didn’t really hate dad.”


  “That’s because… you haven’t really met him in the first place.”


  “It’s not that… it’s like, Isn’t it exciting to be a kid to have a room in your house that’s always empty but full of stuff? You can play all you want.”


  “Yeah…”


  I knew that feeling too.


  When I found my great-grandfather’s study for the first time, I clearly remember the heat that welled up deep in my chest.


  “Children always get excited when people give them fun things, right? For me, I’m rather glad that dad gave me such a fun room.”


  Really…everyone has a similar story, huh?


  “…What were we talking about again?”


  “We’re talking about our lack of talent.”


  “Oh, yes yes. Well, we’ve digressed, but what I want to say is, like…I feel like people who become creators are looking at something different. Don’t you think Higashira-san’s someone like that?”


  “…Yeah…”


  It’s true that she seemed to be at something else.


  We’re very much in tune with each other, but…sometimes, I could sense that our perspectives were in different places.


  “I wonder what that’s about…Again, I don’t think I fundamentally understand what Higashira’s actually looking at.”


  “Try to understand her already. You’re the only one who can do that.”


  “Even you don’t get it?”


  “Hm…if I think about it, maybe that’s what I’m looking at.”


  That’s.


  …I felt like I knew what that word meant, even though she didn’t explain it.


  It might be my imagination…no, it’s definitely my imagination, just a misunderstanding on my part.


  I should have asked her. At this point, I felt that I was inching closer to the truth…I didn’t know how I should ask though.


  “…I might not be able to see what Higashira’s seeing.”


  But.


  “I can hear from her what she sees though…maybe.”


  “This is where you should say you’ll definitely do it.”


  Yume giggled, as though teasing a timid little brother.


  “So? Have you gained confidence?”


  “I have. I’m very confident that I’m an ordinary person.”


  “If you’re an ordinary person, what about me?”


  At that moment.


  The words I should have said to you over a year ago, when you made a friend.


  ” You’re really an amazing person.”


  “…Ehhh?”


  Yes, let’s start by admitting it.


  You’re no longer a weakling who needs me to pull the tab of a canned juice.


  You’re amazing enough to do things I can’t.


  “Eh? Eh? H-hey what do you mean? What do you mean amazing? What’s so great about me? Tell me more!”


  “…I mean your lack of writing skills!”


  “Huh~?”


  Well…yeah.


  It’s hard to change immediately, so let’s do it bit by bit.


   


  And so, the novel I submitted was harshly rated, but it did well to cure Higashira—no, Isana’s mental state.


  But of course, there was no way I could have predicted that this would lead to the formation of such a group—


  “It’s a good thing our school is having a culture festival.”


  Saying this from the other end of the phone was Kogure Kawanami.


  “And just yesterday, you got to be a committee member with Irido-san! So now you’ll have more opportunities to work together at home and at school! Nice going, this past me!”


  “No, no, no.”


  Calmly retorting on the other end of the phone was a well recovered Isana Higashira.


  “It’s disgusting when you don’t inform them beforehand. That’s like a shipper demanding for Vtubers to collaborate with each other.”


  “Shut up! It’s my life’s work!”


  That’s quite the worrisome life’s work. That should just stay in 2-D.


  “Anyway, it’s the culture festival! It’s the most youthful event. I’m not telling you to confess to her, but you should at least get into the mood with her! Maybe she’s the one who wants to confess to you!”


  “Well, it’s common in light novels and manga during a culture festival, but does it actually happen? Especially in our school that’s a prep school?”


  “It’s because we’re a prep school that things get crazier. Look at Kyoto University’s school festival.”


  “Uggh…I didn’t think we’d refer to them.”


  Isana, who came to this prep school because she wanted to aim for Kyoto University that’s full of weirdos, was greatly hurt. My understanding of that place was mostly limited to Tomihiko Morimi’s works though.


  “Listen up, you two.”


  Kawanami said as though he’s a teacher on a school trip, giving us a warning.


  “Every year, our high school’s culture festival has a campfire in the night. Do you know that Higashira? It’s when they dance around a big fire.”


  “I know that! How oblivious do you think I am?”


  “Don’t you think they’ll be united forever if they dance together?”


  “It’s just an impression! Isn’t that just a legend going around?”


  “There’s no way it happens in a manga or something. Even if there is, it’s probably part of a romcom scene or something.”


  “…So? Do I dance? Me? With Yume?


  I interrupted the ramble and said straight to the point, to which Kawanami replied emphatically, “Yes.”


  “Well, they’re not exactly dancing, they’re just flirting around the fire. In addition, you can kill two birds with one stone by dispelling the story that you’re a couple with Higashira.”


  “In this situation, wouldn’t that mean I got dumped so quickly.”


  “Don’t worry about it. You’ll just be seen as a pathetic woman who tried to barge between the Iridos and got repelled back.”


  “That’s even worse!”


  Why do I have to do this…


  Haa, so I let out a sigh. 


  “Don’t you want to know Irido-san’s true intentions?”


  Kawanami’s voice took on a more serious tone.


  “Kawanami.”


  “If Irido-san has such intentions, you just need to set up a moment for her to approach you. if she doesn’t, your efforts will be wasted. You can relax and be her family then. Either way, you won’t be stuck in this awkward state, not knowing what’s going on. There’s no disadvantage for you. If there is, that’s—”


  “Kawanami.”


  This time, I called his name firmly.


  “You’re going too far…even I can get angry at times.”


  “… Oh, I’m sorry. It was a little tactless.”


  Well, he’s never been tactful


  Isana breathed a sigh of relief, as if she had been choking on the tension of the moment.


  “’Well, the point is, there’s no harm in it, right?”


  “… What if she wants to?”


  “Just go out with her then.”


  “You could just go out with her.”


  “Were it so easy…”


  They could say it easily because they’re uninvolved. They had no idea what it’s like to be in love in the same house.


  “If you really don’t want to do this, just dump her. You may be bothered, and you may think you’re toying with her feelings—but you need to make a stand, right? You can play dumb if she’s just an ordinary classmate, but you’re family now.”


  …What a despicable logical armament. It’s true that if she really had feelings for me, I couldn’t just play dumb. I had to settle it ASAP.


  If it’s all for nothing, so be it. I could just relax and treat her as family without having to worry about anything else—


  “… I get it….”


  “Oh?


  After much pain and anguish, I said,


  “As long as your ideas are still within the bounds of common sense, I’ll go along with them. I just don’t want to go overboard and make her think that I’ve fallen for her.”


  “Okay okay. I get it!!”


  “Even if you don’t make it, you got me as the backup. Go wildin’!”


  “You bitch! Don’t you have any shame as a woman?”


  “Not even a millimeter, you know?”


  And so, to gauge Yume’s true intentions, I had to hit on her.


  I had no choice.


  …I had no choice.

Chapter 2: You're cute

  In hindsight, that date was a perfect opportunity.


  It was right before summer vacation. I was invited out by Ayai on our rest day.


  Back then, we could somehow have a casual conversation. We basically had a verbal agreement, and really wondered how we could go back to how it was before.


  At this point, I realized that it was the last best chance.


  Ayai really put in so much effort to dress up. She was dazzling all over, and clearly she was implying that she wanted to patch up with me.


  It’s just that simple.


  What I needed to do was just that simple.


  But, why? I just couldn’t say it. I had been a natural the entire time, and at this point, there’s no need for me to be embarrassed. But…I just couldn’t voice out the words. There just happened to be something unspeakable in my heart, just preventing me from saying what I had to say with all its might.


  You’re cute.


  I just needed to say that one line.


   


  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  “We’re off!”


  “Okay~, have a good day!”


  With mom sending us off, Mizuto and I walked out the door.


  Mizuto was waiting for me at the entrance, and when he saw me lock the door, he started to walk quickly. He didn’t seem to care about me at all. How rude. Well, I expected that, so I wore shoes that were relatively easy to walk in today.


  As usual, Mizuto was dressed in a crude getup of hoodie and chinos. For me, I didn’t put much thought into my outfit, so I wore a normal blouse and a normal long skirt, with a stole draped over my shoulders because it seemed autumn was coming.


  We were both in casual clothes, out together, and it could be said that we’re on a date. There’s no need to hide it from mom and Mineaki-san this time though.


  Today, we’re going to Madoka-san’s university to check out the costumes that are to be used for the culture festival.


  I stood next to Mizuto and said,


  “Is Madoka-san’s university pretty far away?”


  “In terms of distance, it’s pretty far. But if you take the train, it won’t take too long.”


  “Train…?”


  “We can use the culture festival budget to pay for transport.”


  “We’re not talking about money!”


  I was reminded of the time when we went to shop for a gift during Mother’s Day, and I was sandwiched by Mizuto on a crowded train…there would be lots of tourists in Kyoto as it’s autumn, so I assumed it’ll be crowded …


  It’s not a date.


  It’s not a date, but—I was ordered by Akatsuki-san, at least.


  —You hear me, Yume-chan? The culture festival is the perfect opportunity! You can build friendships when working during the preparation period, and then you can invite him out on a date on the day itself! In other words, …!


  —In other words?


  —There’ll be a surge in the number of girls who want to kiss Irido-kun!


  —!


  —Well, there are rumors about Higashira-san though~. That might help to deter most of them, but I’m sure there will be some girls who don’t care about that.


  —B-but…! There’s no way he would fall for a girl who just shows up…!


  —Hello? Do you remember what happened with Higashira-san?


  —Uuu…


  —Look, Yume-chan, you should take more initiative this time! Now that you’re a member of the executive committee, you can date Irido-kun without worrying about the rumors involving Higashira-san!


  —So-so how do you powder him…? Or rather, what’s this about…? Scale powder…?


  —Fufufu, I’ll tell you what this powder means.


  —That’s…?


  —Basically, you seduce him—until he goes ‘does she like me’!


  —…………What more do you want me to do when we already kissed…………?


  —For that, well~… hang in there!


  In the end, I was pretty much left to fend for myself, but Akatsuki-san did teach me her little tricks.


  For example, I walked half a step closer than usual.


  For example, I would touch his shoulder or hand casually whenever I feel like it.


  For example, I would look into his eyes the moment when I talked to him.


  It’s true that such gestures, if done by a person of the opposite sex, or someone you’re infatuated with, you might wonder if that person’s interested in you. …


  —… Hey, Akatsuki-san, don’t mind if I ask you something.


  —What~?


  —Have you…ever done this yourself?


  —…………………


  —Akatsuki-san? Hello? Earth to Akatsuki-san?


  Recently, I started to notice something.


  Akatsuki-san always advised me on this and that at every turn. Her feedback’s valuable, and I was grateful for that…but when it came to love, she’s pretty much an amateur like me, even though she basically dated her childhood friend of a neighbour while they’re very familiar with each other….


  No, well, it’s better than to believe someone who had no experience with men at all, right? But, skinship to get closer? She definitely never did it before, I guess?


  Well, I wasn’t in the position to talk about other people’s experiences. My success back in middle school was really a windfall—even till today, I wondered how my confession actually worked. Since I was intending to surpass that success, I should try everything we could.


  In any case, I tried to close the distance between us by half a step.


  “…………”


  “…………”


  I sideyed his expression, but he didn’t seem to be paying attention to me.


  Any healthy boy though will react to a girl when she’s within touching distance of your shoulder—so Akatsuki-san said.


  Thinking about it, this level of closeness didn’t really matter.


  After all, we’re already living under the same roof—I had to say that just walking shoulder to shoulder with him wasn’t really worth mentioning compared to that.


  In fact—my heart wasn’t fluttering either..


  I guess it’s not a good idea to walk too close either…


  “Haa~…”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing…just a little dizzy due to the crowd.”


  The future’s too bleak.


   


  We took the subway to Kyoto station, then took the Nara line and changed to the Keihan train at Tofukuji. A few stops on the semi-express train would bring us to the closest station to Madoka-san’s university.


  There was no way to get lost.  We left the station, turned at the corner, and the campus entrance was ahead of us.


  It was almost the middle of September, but summer vacation hadn’t ended for college students. I guess that’s why there were so few people passing by. We walked along the wall of an elementary school near the station.


  “There’s an elementary school right near the university. … It’s not affiliated to the university, right, is it?”


  “I don’t think there would be one. Maybe they aren’t related at all.”


  “I didn’t know that schools could be clustered so close to each other. …”


  “That being said, there’s a police academy right next to the campus. I believe.”


  “What? A third school?


  I’ve heard that there are many schools in Kyoto, but even I think there’s too many of them.


  The gates were open. I looked around and stepped into the campus grounds for the first time. Woah, I’m in.


  “You look suspicious. Feels like you’ll be arrested even though you didn’t do anything..”


  “B-but, I usually don’t get a chance to enter a university!”


  “It’s not like you’re enrolling. You’re just overreacting. …”


  What!? Can’t you at least be as excited as me!?


  Mizuto found a campus map and walked towards it without a care in the world. Honestly, I was more annoyed than depressed by his lack of care at all. We’re not on a date, but he’s way too uncaring!


  I gave him a resentful (hyperbole) look, and looked at the map with him. If I remembered correctly, our meeting place with Madoka-san was—


  “Ermm…ken? Shinkan? Was it?”


  “Why do these buildings have all these complicated kanji names…?”


  It didn’t really look the part, but this is a Buddhist university, and their names seemed to be derived from Buddhism. In this sense, it’s different from a middle school or a high school.


  And while we’re all cross-eyed from looking at the campus map.


  “Aah! You’re here!”


  Suddenly, I heard a familiar voice from behind,


  “Yo! You two~!”


  I was startled and turned around.


  When I turned around in surprise, I saw a girl with stylish glasses grinning mischievously.


  She was wearing a light colored blouse and a soft long skirt. The girl’s appearance could only be described as innocent looking, and her large bust was held up by her blouse breasts. Clearly she was the girl I met in the countryside a month ago.


  Madoka Tanesato-san.


  She is Mizuto’s—and my cousin.


  “It’s been a month! How have you been~?”


  “Yes, You’re still the same, Madoka-san….”


  “Yes, as usual, Yume-chan…your clothes really clash with mine!”


  “Ah.”


  I looked again, and realized that Madoka-san and I were wearing the same outfit today, almost as if we were paired up.


  “So-sorry. I forgot about ….”


  “That’s okay. You’re going to change clothes anyway. Nihihi!”


  Madoka-san was the same as usual, and her fashion style showcased her cheerful character fully. Mizuto didn’t say a word, but I would have reacted the same back in middle school.


  “It’s been a while, Mizuto-kun! How long has it been since we’ve seen each other outside the countryside?”


  “…Who knows. Wasn’t it a funeral or something? ”


  “Ah, I see, I see. Why, you’ve grown so big!”


  Madoka-san, completely unfazed by Mizuto’s salty attitude, spoke like an old granny with a smile. Her height shouldn’t have changed since our encounter a month ago though.


  “Well then, let’s get going~! The costumes are in the club room!”


  Madoka-san naturally latched herself into my bosom and wrapped her arms around me. I felt as if my arms were swallowed by her ample breasts, and even as a woman myself, I nearly screamed in my heart.


  The stiffness of her bra made my heart race. So this is the power of the F-cup…if that’s the case, how does Mizuto feel whenever Higashira-san latches her G cups onto him? How can he look so nonchalant? He doesn’t have a sex drive, does he?


  I didn’t try to shake her off, and walked through the rather empty campus. As we crossed the square where the stage and café were set up, Madoka-san brought her face towards me.


  “(Yume-chan, Yume-chan, what happened to that story?)”


  “(That story is …)”


  “(The story about how that girl called Higashira-san is Mizuto-kun’s girlfriend! The other relatives all believe it, but it’s a misunderstanding, right?)”


  “(Yes…it is, but……)”


  “(Woah, sounds like there’s another part to this story.)”


  I kept an eye on Mizuto who was silently following us, and kept it short. The story about Mizuto and Higashira-san dating had spread not only to our relatives, but also to the school, and pretty much everyone had accepted this…


  “(That’s, well, it’s kind of a…tough one.)”


  “(Really …)”


  She could only say that it’s tough.


  “(So this time, you’re going to turn the tables while preparing for the culture festival? Not bad… ♪)”


  “(W-well…it’s my friend’s idea.)”


  “(Hohoo, looks like you have a pretty smart friend. I think we might get along.)”


  It’s true that Akatsuki-san might get along well with the similarly sunny Madoka-san, but Madoka-san’s terrible at setting the mood. What’s with her confidence anyway?


  We passed through the big main gate and went outside.


  Apparently, the building where the club rooms were located was separate from the campus. We crossed the crosswalk and entered a beautiful building with a modern design.


  “Madoka-san, are you a member of the drama club? Mom didn’t make it clear.”


  “I’m not officially a member of any club. But my boyfriend is in a drama club, and I sometimes join as a helper. I guess I’m sort of an associate member?”


  “Eh? Is it okay to borrow their costume?”


  “It’s fine, it’s fine. I spoke to them. The club members are all my friends. They said it’s free as long as I return them.”


  It’s amazing. “We’re all friends.” That’s a line only a true sunny character will say.


  “Ah, but…”


  Nihihi, Madoka-san suddenly smiled and put her mouth to my ear.


  “(Don’t use it for anything naughty, okay? You’ll get the costume dirty!)”


  “(I-I wasn’t thinking of it until you mentioned…!)”


  There’s no way we can do that!…If I could solve this by cosplay, I would have…uuu.


  Madoka-san led us up some stairs.


  As I walked down the hallway, I could hear some chatter and laughter beyond many doors. It’s an unusual atmosphere for me, but Madoka-san naturally ignored it, and we walked to the drama club room—was I correct? Should it be called the theater room instead…?—either way, she let us through.


  It’s a messy room, with some manga magazines and empty plastic bottles left on the tables, and countless cardboard boxes piled up against the wall.


  Ohhh…it does look like a club room after all!


  “The costumes are in those cardboard boxes. Let’s open them and check them out.”


  “Ehhh, …? Are you sure it’s okay to store them like this?”


  “It’s probably not a good idea, but it’s very expensive to rent a closet~.”


  While saying this, Madoka-san began to open a cardboard box with the word ‘costume scrawled on it with a magic marker.


  I peeked into the box, and saw that it was filled with costumes that couldn’t just be called clothes. They’re to be used by the drama club after all, it’s expected.


  “Hmm …, I thought it would be a bit more organized, but it’s really just stuffed in there. Yume-chan, Mizuto-kun, let’s split up and open it.”


  “Yes!”


  Mizuto completely ignored my reply as he silently began to open the cardboard box. Can’t this guy be a little more sociable to his relative?


  We needed costumes so that we could host a cosplay cafe. Thus, a clear idea concept was needed to make it more appealing. The costume shouldn’t simply be unusual, it had to be easily recognized at first glance, like a flower.…


  “Oh …hihi. Yume-chan Yume-chan, how about this?”


  When I first saw the clothes Madoka-san showed me with a grin, I honestly thought, “Oh, that’s cute and adorable.”


  It was a combination of a waitress-like apron and a short-sleeved blouse, very European.


  But…on a closer look ….


  “Erm…actually…isn’t the chest too open…?”


  The collar had a rather unusual opening, and I could see the top half of the chest. …


  “Yume-chan, this dress is called Dirndl. It’s a traditional German folk costume.”


  “I-is that so…?”


  “Yes. Even now, it’s still worn at German festivals like how we wear kimonos. It’s not ecchi. It shows as much cleavage as a swimsuit, but it’s not ecchi at all.”


  “Aren’t you saying that it’s ecchi when you emphasize it like that!?”


  “Why don’t you try it on? It’s a culture festival, right? Let’s learn about German culture.”


  Madoka-san’s eyes were fixed on me, and she was shoving the Dirndl towards me. Nope! You’re clearly giving me a lewd look!


  “We can’t”


  I thought I heard a slightly stiff voice, and then Mizuto put his arm between Madoka-san and me.


  “Even if it’s traditional or ethnic, management will reject all revealing clothes. She can’t wear this.”


  Madoka-san’s eyes fluttered as Mizuto told her so, word for word.


  “…Hmm~?”


  She then gave a meaningful look, and pulled back the Dirndl.


  “Got it, got it. Let’s not do that. You certainly don’t want to show Yume-chan in such an outfit to many anonymous eyes, do you?”


  “… Please choose some clothes that won’t violate public order and morals.”


  Mizuto then went back to opening his box.


  Did he just … get a little angry?


  Did he hate… the idea of me in revealing clothing?


  Woah. I just couldn’t stop smiling…! Wait, was this another reason as to why he didn’t want me to wear anything too revealing. Was he trying to protect me? Oh my god. Woahh~!


  “Nihihi, well then, let’s find something that won’t make Mizuto-kun angry, shall we, Yume-chan?”


  “Y-yes…ah wait a minute.”


  I stopped Madoka-san’s hand from putting away the Dirndl.


  I stared at the design.


  “What’s the matter? Do you still want to wear it?”


  “No…actually…”


  I guess this would suit Higashira-san. Very well in fact.


  “…By the way.”


  “Hmm?”


  “Is it possible to borrow it for personal reasons?”


  Madoka-san tilted her head.


  “Don’t use it for anything bad, okay?”


  “I…won’t be using it!”


  There’s nothing bad about making Higashira-san wear a dress with an open cleavage! Maybe!


   


  Click, I unbuttoned my blouse.


  I felt uncomfortable taking off my clothes inside a room I entered for the first time, moreso when I remembered that Mizuto was in the room right next to me.


  “Your skin is as shiny as ever, Yume-chan. So this is a JK…”


  Madoka-san, who was inspecting me like a critic, was already in her underwear. Despite her innocent fashion, her bra and panties were lacy and red. It’s not just adult underwear, it’s basically winning underwear…


  “…Madoka-san, do you usually wear such things…?”


  Madoka-san laughed at my tentative question,


  “No, of course not! It’s not unusual for the top and bottom to be of different colors…, but I’m planning to show today.”


  “That’s….”


  Was she talking about this moment?…Or did she have any plans… after this?


  Madoka-san gave me an inscrutable smile.


  “Well? Why exactly~?”


  Without hesitation, she unhooked the front of her bra.


  We were about to try on the outfits we had found.


  The costumes weren’t something we could decide on our own anyway, so we decided to try them on, take pictures, and then decide later in a class discussion.


  I would take samples for the girls, and Mizuto would do the same for the boys.


  There was another room next to the club room, so Madoka-san and I moved to that room, while Mizuto stayed in the club room to change into his costumes.


  So why was Madoka-san changing too? “I want to try them on too~!”, because she insisted.


  What’s more, Madoka-san was holding a very revealing outfit that Mizuto and I had rejected. There was so little fabric that she couldn’t even wear a bra.


  “Hmmm …”


  Anyway, the first thing I tried on was a traditional maid’s uniform.


  The skirt was longer than the ones often seen in manga or anime, and went up to my ankles.


  Thanks to that, I wasn’t too embarrassed, but the frilly katyusha was still a bit …


  “It’s nice! It’s cutey cute! It’ll go well with Mizuto-kun!”


  “What do you mean, ‘go well’—kyaahh?”


  Madoka-san nudged me in the back to meet up with Mizuto.


  Mizuto was wearing a butler’s uniform. The black color looked nice and taut on his slim and thin body.


  “Oooohh~! Great! It’s really great!”


  Madoka-san was so excited that she started taking pictures with her phone.


  Meanwhile, I glanced over at Mizuto. He’s frowning in disapproval, but it really suited him. If he could just have a better haircut—


  —Huh!?


  Wait… wouldn’t this be a good chance to put some … put some powder on it? Maybe I could get some attention if I praise him a little here?


  A-all right…!


  “H-hey…”


  “Hm?”


  “Y-you look good in….that, don’t you?”


  I said it!


  I choked up a little, but I managed to say it! That’s pretty good for me!


  Mizuto paused to affirm what I said,


  “Thanks.”


  That’s it!?


  I spent all my efforts trying to praise you, and that’s your response!? That’s all? You should compliment me back! Can’t you just say ‘it suits you’ even if it’s just flattery!?


  Grrrr…this otaku somehow has no reaction to a maid’s outfit. …!


  “Madoka-san! Next costume!”


  “Oh, Yume-chan, you’re getting into this, aren’t you?”


  “Yes I am!”


  The next costume I wore was a Chinese dress.


  Of course, the slit on the lower half of the dress exposed a lot of leg, but Madoka-san suggested “it should be fine if you wear skin-colored tights’.


  Nevertheless.


  We naturally wouldn’t have any skin-colored tights with us, so we had to show our bare legs.


  How about this! I showed up before Mizuto, who was dressed like a suspicious Chinese sorcerer,


  “Hmph…”


  That’s it!


  Seriously! This guy!? Usually I’d be too embarrassed to show my bare legs, so I wear tights even when I’m in uniform. Now that I’m showing this much leg, that’s his reaction!? Seriously!?


  After that, I tried various costumes like Áo dài and mage, but Mizuto’s reactions were all ‘heh’, ‘hmmm’, and ‘huh’.


  “Woah, they’re all so cute!”


  Instead, Madoka-san was the one who looked most excited.


  Madoka-san was wearing a swimsuit-like costume (costume?) and a veil-like thin cloth, dressed like a dancer.


  It would be criminal if a person like Madoka-san, who has a large part of her body showing, just stepped out of the room while dressed like this, but Mizuto didn’t react at all.


  Madoka-san too was looking back at the photos she had taken with her phone while crossing her bare white thighs.


  “Speaking of costumes, the yukata you wore at the summer festival was really cute. After all, long black hair and a kimono is justice!”


  “C-classic or not, I think…Japanese-style costumes might be a good idea. It’s not too revealing.”


  “I guess. It’d be popular with the PTA. Japanese style, huh? I wonder if there are any miko outfits~…”


  Madoka-san was on all fours on the floor, rummaging through a cardboard box. Y-your butt! Watch your butt! It’s almost poking out!


  “Ah!”


  As I was blocking Mizuto’s view, Madoka-san pulled something out of the box.


  “Ah found it! Say, say, how about this?”


  “This is…?”


  It looked like a kimono…but only the top half. It was just a shirt that looked like a kimono. Madoka-san was also holding something that looked like a hakama.


  “Hm~ this is~…ah, right. I have a picture of last year’s school festival.”


  Madoka-san tapped at her phone “This this!” and showed me the screen.


  On the screen was a woman standing on the stage, wearing a gorgeous red kimono on top and dark brown hakama on the bottom—boots as shoes though?


  “So cute…!”


  “Right? I think it’s called Taisho Romantic. I like it too!”


  It’s a mix of Japanese and Western style, cute and cool at the same time. It’s not very revealing, but it really would get quite a bit of attention


  This might be the most appropriate one…management will understand, and it does have the feel of a proper cosplay. There’s a clear concept here…and most importantly, the other classes probably wouldn’t be able to prepare this..


  “But, what about the boys?”


  “The boys used this.”


  Madoka-san swiped the screen and showed me a new picture. In the photo was…


  “A scholar!”


  Kimono and hakama, school cap and gown! That’s exactly what a scholar looks like: …!


  “Isn’t it nice?”


  “It is!”


  I nodded with all my might. This costume is brimming in intelligence, and it struck my senses more than the butler’s uniform did. Good! It’s really good!


  …But the question was whether that other committee member would agree to this…?


  I looked back at Mizuto and uttered nervously,


  “…What do you think?”


  “Well…it certainly fits the criteria ….”


  Oh? That’s the most positive response I got though I couldn’t say for sure, but I guess Mizuto felt that he had found the answer.


  “Well, why don’t you try it on? You too, Mizuto-kun!”


  Eh!?


  I-I see…I had to try it on too…M-Mizuto will be dressed-up like a poor looking scholar…


  I was nervous to say the least, and got changed in the next room. It looks like a kimono, but it’s not, so it wasn’t difficult to wear it. The costume size was also adjustable.


  As I tapped my toes and checked the comfort of my boots,


  “Let me raise your hair a little.”


  Madoka-san took part of my hair, lifted it up to the back of my head and inserted a hairpin that was a prop. She too had a half-updo. Thus, in my mirror, I found myself increasingly resemblant of a prim and proper young lady from the Taisho era.


  “I love it! That’s chic!”


  Madoka-san encouraged me, and I started to feel better.


  I shook my body from side to side, and so did my hair, the sleeves and the hem of my hakama. The surreal silhouette caused me to feel that I wasn’t myself, that I was doting on a doll.


  I wasn’t as embarrassed as I was while wearing the previous costumes, and it’s not as difficult to move as it looks, probably because it’s a theatrical costume. And…most importantly, it’s cute.


  “…Madoka-san, how many of these do you have?”


  “Caught your fancy?”


  “Eh, well, yes…”


  “I guess I have about four or five. If we count the guys, I think I should have enough for the service staff.”


  It’d depend on how good the guys’ clothes looked…no, I was pretty much convinced. After all, I saw more of him than anyone else over the past six months. I could easily tell what looks good on him and what wouldn’t, even without actually seeing him.


  We knocked, and returned to the club room where Mizuto was changing—


  “────”


  “Bwoah!”
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  I nearly blurted out, but I was overwhelmed by Madoka-san’s cry that sounded like it was straight out of a battle manga.


  Mizuto had a sullen look on his face, and Madoka-san’s eyes lit up as she rushed over to him.


  “M-Mizu-Mizuto-kun! Eh!? Are you really Mizuto-kun!? That tiny, cute little Mizuto-kun!?”


  “Did your memory of me stop years ago…?”


  Mizuto gave a dumbfounded look, and he was dressed in a kimono and hakama, with a school cap on his head, just as I had seen in the picture.


  Good…


  It’s really good…


  I was right. The costume meshed really well with Mizuto’s fine features and intellectual vibe….but well, what…!


  “B-book! Mizuto-kun, tuck that book under your armpit! It’s wrapped in cotton! in the props box!…Yes yes yes! That’s the one!…Yes, but there’s something missing…”


  “G-glasses…! Madoka-san, glasses …!”


  “That’s it!!!!!”


  Madoka-san and I excitedly rummaged through the props for the date glasses and put them on Mizuto. “BWOOOOAAH~~!!” Madoka-san was blown away. I didn’t scream, but I felt the same way inside.


  Madoka-san covered her mouth with both hands and shivered.


  “So-so cute…and cool…cute…cool …. This big sister is so shocked that we have an extraordinary talent in our family, Mizuto-kun ….”


  “You are exaggerating…It is normal, no?”


  “Aaah! You’re using keigo too!”


  That’s good! I nodded vigorously in my mind.


  The previous handsome tutor style was good, but this one is also good too…! It’s really, really good…! Ahh, my vocabulary…! I don’t have enough words to describe this!


  “H-hurry up you two! Stand next to each other! Come on!”


  “Eh…!”


  Madoka-san nudged me next to Mizuto. Ah, wait g-get away from me! I’ll die! I’m going to die!


  “Ooooh, it’s great… Taisho. It’s Taisho alright! Come on, get closer, get closer!”


  Madoka-san was so excited that she took a lot of pictures.


  I stiffened up and glanced at Mizuto, who was shoulder to shoulder with me. The brim of his school cap cast a shadow on his young face, and gave him a languid vibe…


  Hiiii~~! Th-the face…! My face’s about to smile…!


  “Well, guess it’s decided now! Rakurou allows outsiders to visit during the culture festival, right? I’ll be going then! I’m definitely going!”


  After Madoka-san’s photo session was over, I finally escaped from Mizuto’s side. M-my heart nearly stopped…


  As I was puffing my chest out, Madoka-san beckoned to me. What is it? I approached her,


  “Look, look, my best shot!”


  She showed me the photo she had just taken.


  Shown on the screen was a high-collared chic maiden who was blushing and glancing at the scholar—I-I was being too obvious…!


  And I was so distracted by the weakness of my own defenses “Here, here.” that I didn’t notice something until Madoka-san told me with her finger,


  I wasn’t the only one. Mizuto was glancing at me.


  “Nihihi. He didn’t say it, but it seems he fancies your costume, you know?”


  I quickly covered my mouth with the sleeve of my kimono.


  Ugh…I couldn’t hold it in anymore. No matter how I tried…my face would always loosen up.


  “That…this photo….”


  “I know, I know. I’ll send it to you, okay?”


  I thanked her in a faint voice.


  Then I looked at Mizuto, who was making a blank face.


  He stopped me from wearing revealing clothes, and looked like that just now…


  Is it possible that…he likes me?


   


   


  I changed back into my own clothes, cleaned up the club room, “Do you want to look around the university?” and Madoka-san asked me.


  It’s not often that I get a chance like this, so I decided to take her up on his offer. Mizuto said he wanted to go home, but he still went along.


  We had a look at the gymnasium, cafeterias, lecture rooms, and libraries, and we decided to take a break at the cafe in the central plaza. I didn’t really have a lot of experience with cafes, but this university’s café was very unusual. I was basically looking around like a fish out of water until we found a seat, and I sat down opposite Madoka-san.


  “Move aside.”


  But the moment Mizuto came to sit next to me, my attention was immediately seized.


  Wh-why did he come all the way to sit next to me when there was an empty seat next to Madoka-san…!?


  No, no, calma calm, he probably felt more at ease with me, the stepsister, than his relative Madoka-san now. That’s definitely right…aaah~! But I’m curious!


  Madoka-san took the menu,


  “What do you want? We have cake. It’s at a reasonable price too! Don’t hesitate to order!”


  Hmmm…what should I order? I have dinner coming up, so I want to keep it light, but….


  “The cake and parfait look delicious. …”


  “I think I’ll just have coffee, Mizuto-kun?”


  “I’ll have tea—and this cake.”


  “Eh?”


  Mizuto pointed to the chocolate cake that I had been struggling to choose between and the parfait.


  He gave a nonchalant face,


  “I’ll order this one, and you can order that parfait. Then we can share, so you could eat both.”


  “Ah…y-yes. Of course…”


  Why’s he so sweet! What is he? A boyfriend? Wait, are we dating?


  “Hoh hoh!”


  Seeing Mizuto’s move, Madoka-san too gave him a meaningful look, her eyes sparkling. That’s right! I wasn’t mistaken, right? It’s like he’s showing affection to me!


  …No, no, no, calm down. It’s him we’re talking about. Maybe he just wants to eat the cake, right? That’s definitely the case. He wants to eat it…right?


  Soon after, a parfait was placed in front of me, and a cake before Mizuto. The parfait was small, just right for a snack. The ice cream atop it wasn’t too sweet, but there’s a slight sourness to it. Hmmm… I think I’d like it a little sweeter.


  “How does yours taste like?”


  Mizuto, who had been munching on a chocolate cake without expression, put down his fork and silently pulled the cake over to me. I took over and pulled the parfait towards Mizuto.


  “Huh? You’re not going to go all ‘ahhh~’?”


  Madoka-san grinned at me as she said this.


  … It’s true that we’d do that when sharing food…but there’s no way he would show such a soft side in public, and in front of his relative…but given how he was talking today, just maybe—


  “I don’t want to.”


  Mizuto said without hesitation.


  …I knew it. I didn’t know what I was expecting…


  “It’s not something you’d do in a public place like this.”


  At the next words, my head stopped for a moment, and Madoka-san made a puzzled face.


  “… Huh? That makes it sound like you do it in private, you know.”


  “I’ll leave that to your imagination.”


  Huh? W-why? Why didn’t you deny it clearly? Usually you would have admitted outright if you hated it, and reject it—


  “What’s the matter, Yume? Why are you spacing out”


  “Huh? Oh, no, I’m just thinking about .y-you know, the calories. I’m just worried about them!”


  He peered into my face, and I hurriedly faked a reaction.


  H-he actually showed concern for me….h-he’s so much nicer than usual after all—


  “Hmm~, so even you care about your calorie intake too, don’t you?”


  “Eh? …Wh-what do you mean, even you!?”


  “I thought you didn’t care because you always eat sweets.”


  “I- I do eat them…just a little though! I don’t garble them down!”


  You’re either being nice or sarcastic. Choose one already, goodness!


   


   


  After a quick tour of the campus, the sun was almost setting.


  We had to go home, and Madoka-san had plans later, so we decided to split up.


  We left the campus through the gate near the station, and Madoka-san checked the time on her phone,


  “I have a drinking party at Kiyamachi after this. He’s supposed to pick me up…oh, here he is.”


  A car drove up and stopped a short distance away. Madoka-san waved to the man sitting in the driver’s seat. That man is Madoka-san’s boyfriend….I couldn’t see him very well because of the distance, but he seems to be tired….


  “Bye then, both of you~! I’m looking forward to the culture festival!”


  Madoka-san ran up to the car “Thanks” she called out to the driver’s window. Then she went to the passenger seat, sat down, and waved to us from inside the car.


  The car started and disappeared down the road in a flash. I was quietly moved while I stared at the car as it disappeared, thinking that the sight of her and boyfriend driving away together was very adult-like.


  But then.


  Mizuto said suspiciously.


  “…She said she’s attending a drinking party, right?”


  “Eh? That’s what she said, right?”


  “That means her boyfriend can’t drink, right?”


  “…………”


  I was told that she likes bad boys…and that aside, she seemed to be very pushy.


  …Wait.


  I recalled the sight of Madoka-san in her underwear when she was changing her clothes.


  She didn’t want her boyfriend to drink because she wanted him take care of her—


  I imagined Madoka-san in her expensive wine red underwear, lying innocently on the bed. Begone thoughts! We’re stepfamily, but it’s kind of awkward to imagine a relative like that!


  The two high school students left behind crossed the crosswalk and walked toward the station.


  The distance between us remained the same. Even though I tried to take half a step closer, nothing much has changed, and we couldn’t discuss anything in particular.


  This day would probably end the same way it has for the past six months.


  But…but.


  I didn’t want to stay like this anymore.


  Akatsuki-san supported me, and even today, I felt…Mizuto was a little bit different from usual.


  That’s why—that’s why.


  It’s okay.


  It’s going to be okay.


  “…Hey.”


  Pressed by the occasion on this day, a voice came out from my throat.


  “I…ah, no, the dress I wore today!…Do you think it’s cute?”


  I knew I had a chance. The look he showed in the photo Madoka-san gave me already told me what Mizuto was really thinking.


  That’s why…even if Mizuto were to make a spiteful remark here—


  “…Well, it’s normal.”


  See?


  He’s never been honest with me, so—


   


  “You’re cute, normally.”


   


  —Heh?


  “Eh?”


  “…Ah.”


  Mizuto hurriedly covered his mouth,


  “Wait, wait a sec. I misspoke….”


  “…Misspoke? What?”


  “That’s—Arggh my brain short-circuited!! …I’m doing something I’m not used to. ……”


  I hurried after him, and smiled.


  I was happy.


  I was delighted.


  I was very delighted.


  And most importantly—I was completely elated the moment I heard that honest praise.


  —Hey.


  —I like you, you know?


  —I really do like you from the bottom of my heart?


  I didn’t express myself in words, and instead conveyed my thoughts through the gaze directed at his back that never turned.


  For the time being, I couldn’t convey it.


  Someday, surely…I will.


   


  ◆Mizuto Irido◆


   


  —Listen up Irido, you don’t have to act flamboyantly. Just act a little different from your usual behavior.


  After we returned from the university, I remembered what Kawanami said to me.


  I wanted to find out how Yume felt about me, so I tried to approach Yume.


  Both Kawanami and Isana had insisted that today’s outing was the perfect opportunity to do so.


  —Just a little. Just a little bit will do. Be a little bit nicer than usual! Be just a little bit more manly than usual! That’s all it takes to get her attention.


  —I understand. Especially since Mizuto-kun is usually too salty, just being a little nicer will make a big difference!


  —Goodness, you have it easy, pretty boy!


  Yep, it’s all because of those two. I didn’t approach Yume on my own.


  It’s impossible for me to like her ever again.


  —But—


   


  It’s easy, right? I’m not saying that you should praise her for being cute and adorable.


   


  ” …… I said too much …….”


  It was a grave mistake.


  I did something that I wasn’t instructed to do.


  Yes—it was a mistake.


  At this point, there’s no reason for me to say something like this now.


   


  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  “””Cute!!!”””


  The next day, when I showed the sample photos of the Taisho-roman costumes to the girls class, everyone immediately squealed.


  Akatsuki-san’s reaction in particular was amazing.


  “Cu-cut-cut–cutecutecutecutecure…!!!”


  “Akki is broken!!!”


  “Stay. Stay, Minami-chan.”


  Akatsuki-san, who was panting hard, was restrained by Maki-san and Nasuka-san. I took a step back as I sensed I was in peril.


  “It’s great~! Woah, it’s nice!” “I want to wear it too!… but I’m not sure I look as good as Irido-san…” “”That’s true!””


  I was sure it’s because of the quality of the costume, but I wasn’t surprised that people were praising it so much.


  …But I hadn’t shown them the trump card.


  There’s one more photo of the other person I hadn’t shown yet.


  “I’m not sure if there’s a guy in our class who suits this as well.” “He looks like a scholar~!?” “I don’t think there are many who look smart, cool, thing—”


  The girls started to chatter, and slowly, they turned their eyes to a single corner..


  And at where the gazes gathered.


  There, reading a book without a care in the world, was the one thin guy who had one of the highest grades in the school.


  I couldn’t stop myself from smiling, so I took a moment to show everyone the other photo of Mizuto, dressed like a scholar.


  “””BWOOAHHHH!”””


  They were all blown away.


  I was filled with a mysterious sense of superiority.


  Mizuto in turn made a bitter face at his seat.


  It was already decided.


  So I wrote “Taisho Romantic Cafe” in the desired event column of the paper to be submitted to the management.

Chapter 3: Maybe

  I knew it, too.


  Ayai didn’t have any bad intentions. It was all caused by my petty jealousy and stubbornness.


  Still—I couldn’t stand it.


  I couldn’t allow myself to think that you looked at me that way.


  —You know, Irido-kun.


  —There’s a girl in our class who reads books. And when I told her about Irido-kun—


  Oh, come on.


  Didn’t you get mad because I had a little obligatory conversation with another girl?


  Why would you say something like that?


  Are you feeling sorry for me? Because you have a friend?


  Are you saying—that I’m pitiful?


  —Don’t do that, please.


  —I’m not interested in having friends.


  I knew, I knew.


  There’s a better way to say it.


  No matter how betrayed I felt, no matter how much I wish you hadn’t treated me that way, I shouldn’t have done that


  Ayai was being thoughtful for me in her own way.


  She felt that things went wrong because her friends were involved, and assumed that things would improve if I was included in that circle.


  I knew, I knew.


  And I also knew something else.


  I shouldn’t have flared up then, and just faked it instead.


  I should have chosen my words.


  In my head—I knew that should be the way to go.


   


  ◆Mizuto Irido◆


   


  I entered the meeting room for the first time, and found the committee members for the culture festival, selected from each class, seated in rows, divided by grade.


  The room was buzzing with chatter, and I could see people who seemed acquainted gathered together across classes and grades. The atmosphere wasn’t much different from that of a classroom during recess.


  Yume and I walked into the meeting room, blending into the relaxed atmosphere, checked our positions on the whiteboard, and sat at the seats for class 1-7.


  “(…It feels surprisingly casual.)”


  “(Well, even though it’s called a committee, it’s actually just gathering of a bunch of losers in rock-paper-scissors.)”


  “(You don’t say.)”


  It’s not like anyone would willingly volunteer to be part of the committee. It’s no wonder morale was low, especially when the teachers were nowhere to be seen. If we weren’t careful, this stagnant mood might continue on even after the meeting starts—


  —Or so I thought, until she showed up.


  The door opened.


  And then, leading a group into the meeting room was a small girl.


  That was the moment. The conversations between the second and third year students instantly quieted down, and so did the area where the first years were.


  In the rapidly tense conference room, one boy and one teacher followed her into the room. The three of them, including the first girl, settled down at a long desk in front of the whiteboard.


  Sitting in the center was the girl who had taken the lead.


  I called her a girl because of her innocent appearance. She’s shorter than Yume, and slightly taller than Minami-san. She wore the school’s cardigan instead of a blazer, and her asymmetrical hairstyle with different lengths on each side left quite the impression.


  But most importantly.


  What defined her impression was her overwhelming presence, unbefitting of her small stature. If a great genius like Osamu Dazai or Alexandre Dumas were in front of me, I might feel this way too.


  Click.


  The clock on the whiteboard pointed to the start time of the executive committee meeting. Instantly, she announced.


  “It’s time. Have a seat.”


  The girl’s voice was like a spinning bell, one that echoed proudly with vigor, and the students who had been standing around were quickly seated like a well drilled army.


  Good kids, so she seemingly implied as she smiled.


  Then, she opened her thin lips.


  “First, let me introduce myself. I’m Suzuri Kurenai from Class 2-7, vice president of the student council.  This is the treasurer, Jouji Haba. And this is the student council advisor, Arakusa-sensei..


  The boy sitting to the left of her, Suzuki Kurenai, made a small bow, and Arakusa-sensei, sitting to the right, said in a thick voice, “Nice to meet you.


  The guy who was introduced as the treasurer—Jouji Haba, was it? For a student, he had quite the faint presence, and I forgot his name over such a short time. The only thing that caught my attention was his messy hair and dull glasses. He was the opposite of the vice president.


  “Let me begin by explaining something. Every year, the culture festival is the last event of our Rakurou High School student council’s term. For this reason, the current head of the student council works behind the scenes as a handover, and it is customary for a person nominated from among the board members to take charge of the executive committee. Well—long story short, I’m (boku) going to be the head of the student council in a month. There’s no harm in remembering that, right?”


  No one responded to the light-hearted remark of the next student council president.


  Instead, the whole group—especially the freshmen, were buzzing about something else,


  “…Boku… ” “Boku?” “She said boku…”


  She addressed herself as boku, first person pronoun.


  It was the first time I met such a girl, except for Yume whenever she got carried away.


  Suzuki Kurenai’s face slowly turned toward the first-year students. That was all that was needed to calm the buzz, but the vice president smiled and said,


  “Don’t be shy just because I’m a girl. It’s just a difference in chromosomes, that’s all. Boys, girls, and everyone else, please feel free to talk to me.”


  It was a dignified thing for her to say. She didn’t have a complex about it, nor was she overly self-conscious. She simply stated that she feared no one—just from the way she stood and declared.


  It’s clear she’s not an ordinary person…so I thought, and Yume whispered to me discreetly.


  “(Kurenai-senpai is said to have been the top student for the past two years. Not only that, she might be the best student of all time.)”


  “(Of all time…wait, I’m sure there are a lot of politicians and famous scholars among our graduates, right?)”


  “(At this point, she already obtained A grades from both Tokyo University and Kyoto University.)”


  What the? That sounded like a bad joke.


  …She’s a real genius, huh?


  If I could ask her for help back then, I wouldn’t have to show Isana such a terrible novel.


  “Well. Now that we’ve introduced ourselves, let’s move on to today’s agenda. The other day, I asked all of you to submit your proposals suggestions for the festival—”


  As soon as the Vice President began to speak, the initial languid atmosphere disappeared without a trace.


  I felt inexplicably distant from her dignified demeanor…and Yume next to me seemed to have a look of admiration in her eyes.


  “I knew this would clash…”


  We’re back in the classroom, and shared the details of the committee meeting with Minami-san.


  Minami-san promised that she would present if our planned item for the festival clashed with other classes…yep, her appearance was basically confirmed.


  Vice President Suzuki Kurenai, who was also the chairman of the culture festival committee and a member of the management team, announced that this would be narrowed down to two classes depending on the presentations.


  I wasn’t really surprised since I expected it. However, the timeline to present was a little tighter than expected, so we had to hurry and finalize the content.


  “For the presentation, I just need to read the manuscript, right?”


  “We’ll decide on what’s to be presented…I guess?”


  “It’s troublesome, but it’ll be faster.”


  It would be nice if a certain person who’s very popular in class could be a little more dependable.


  “What do you think I should tell them, that Yume-chan is really cute and adorable? Or maybe~?”


  “Akatsuki-san…that’s a bit ….”


  “But In the first place, we won’t be in class since we’ll be working during CulFes. That would be false advertising.”


  “Then what do we do?”


  “Well, if we think about it normally, the first thing we need to discuss is the impact of the project… From the management’s point of view, the last thing they want is for someone to try something reckless and get everyone into trouble.”


  “That’s true, I guess…how about we keep the menu simple?”


  “That’s necessary too, but it can also be seen as simply cutting corners. That’s why I think we should push for thorough countermeasures in case of trouble.”


  Minami-san tilted her head,


  “What kind of trouble, for example?”


  “Well, there are a lot of things that can happen, and since we don’t have any experience working in a restaurant, there’s a limit to what we can expect, but … the most likely thing to happen  is for people to start wooing.”


  “Woah, now that sounds likely. It’s an invitation-only event, but outsiders will be here…alright, I’ll put up signs all over the classroom saying, ‘anyone trying to woo our staff will be killed’.”


  “That would ruin the atmosphere of the restaurant. Also, people will come up with excuses like ‘I’m not wooing, I’m just talking’.”


  “If they’re stupid enough to use that excuse, we should surround them with all the girls and intimidate them!”


  “And you’re going to explain that to the entire student council and PTA?”


  “Woah! That’s too much work!”


  In fact, the simulated store was our home court. We could use numbers to shoo out those malicious ones trying to woo our staff. The question though was whether or not this will improve management’s opinion.


  The three of us got our heads together and pondered. It’s still difficult without experiencing it…


  “Why don’t you try a simulation for now?”


  Suddenly, Kogure Kawanami, who was standing elsewhere, interrupted us.


  Was he eavesdropping on our conversation? Well, it was nothing to be surprised about at this point.


  Looking at his frivolous face, I said,


  “What, simulation?”


  “How would you react if you were actually wooed? If you try acting it out, you might come up with a better idea.”


  “What? Acting like one—”


  “Good idea! I like that!”


  Minami-san got baited, hook, line, and sinker.


  What now? She’d usually complain about everything Kawanami said, but—


  “Yume-chan, you’ve never been wooed, right? If you practice with your family, you won’t have to worry if that moment actually comes!”


  “What? What? With family….”


  “Oh, that’s right. You should practice with your family first. It’ll be easier for you, right Irido?”


  Kawanami turned on the jets, and Yume  glanced at me.


  Something strange was going on here.


  I couldn’t stop the flow of the conversation, and Minami-san nudged me forward.


  “Here, Irido-kun! Just do it! Give it a try!”


  “A try, you say—”


  Even if it’s acting, I didn’t know how to pick up girls.


  I was troubled, and Yume was in a waiting position, facing me, her hands clasped in her lap…Yeah, she went along with this way too easily! I couldn’t just boycott the event.


  Damn…woo her? How do I talk to someone? The impression I had from most manga and light novels was that most of the attempts were flirty and rude, but the ones I saw on the streets were usually polite, to the point where people use formal language…


  “…Shall we start?”


  “P-please do?”


  I was nervous as hell, and began to woo as I had imagined in my head.


  “Where are you from?”


  “Eh, ahhh….”


  “What are your hobbies?”


  “E-erm…”


  “What you’re wearing today—”


  “Is this a blind date!?”


  Minami-san stoked the flames vigorously.


  What the hell. I was acting as they wanted.


  “What’s with this weird distance when trying to woo something!? ‘Where are you from’!? What is this, a job interview?


  “Don’t they say stuff like ‘where do you live’ while wooing people?”


  “Don’t be so polite! And Yume-chan, you shouldn’t be so frightened!”


  “B-But…! If you’re so sure, Akatsuki-san, you should try it!”


  “Ehh? Me?”


  “That’s right. If you’re going to complain about it, you might as well do it yourself. Right, Kawanami?”


  “I’m playing the guy…?”


  Of course, isn’t it? Don’t you know of the rule that whoever suggests has to do it first?


  “Good grief…looks like I have no choice. Well, I’ll show you a good example. See? Look, Kawanami!”


  “Yes, yes, ….”


  Kawanami replied in an annoyed tone, but then his expression changed.


  “Hey you~! You’re so cute! Can you give me your contact information if you want?”


  “Hmm~, what should I do~? Will you ignore my messages?”


  “No, I won’t. I’m a quick responder.”


  “Huh? How many seconds is a quick response?


  “Two seconds?”


  “Two seconds? Two seconds, right? You said two seconds, right? I heard you. You have to answer me within two seconds, okay? I don’t care if you’re eating, using the bathroom, or bathing. You know, you better reply within two seconds, okay?”


  “Eh, no.”


  “I’ll keep sending messages until you reply, okay? I’ll keep going until you reply, forever and ever and ever and ever and ever and ever and ever, okay? Do you understand, right? You won’t lie to me, right? You won’t betray me, right?”


  “—Ugh.”


  Kawanami’s frivolous smile gradually turned blue, and he finally cupped a hand in his mouth.


  “Hey, are you alright?”


  “I need the toilet…”


  And then the guy acting as the one wooing, Kogure Kawanami, left the room.


  Minami-san watched him go, and pouted her lips,


  “Don’t pick up girls who don’t want to be with you, you idiot!”


  “…I’ll try not to ignore your messages…”


  “Actually, I think that might work…”


  This café might end up with a different concept coffee shop though.


   


  “If you were to be wooed, how would you get out of it?”


  It was after school. Isana (I still couldn’t get used to calling her by this name) joined me at the usual place in the library, and I asked her this question.


  Isana looked up from her book and widened her eyes,


  “What? Wooed? Can you eat that?”


  “I’m relieved that we live in a peaceful world.”


  “Jokes aside—well, I guess I’ll run. Maybe.”


  I guess so. I could imagine her wandering off in silence and then running away in a flash.


  “In a certain sense, this might be the most legitimate response. But you can’t just run away when you’re serving a customer—no…?”


  When a girl encounters a troublesome customer, it’s not a bad idea to quickly switch to a boy. But either way, the girl still has to go out there and serve…the best situation would be to avoid it altogether though.


  “In novels and manga, the main character charges to the rescue heroically. Unfortunately, there’s no such main character in my life.”


  “I don’t really like that, though. It’s like the world is made stale just to make the protagonist stand out.”


  “Isn’t it an easy event to make people feel like princes and princesses? You’re the kind of person to note how the plot unfolded so nicely, Mizuto-kun.”


  “I don’t mind if it’s to make the story more exciting, but I’ve seen too many wooing events in too many stories to get excited.”


  “That’s harsh of you. I don’t care how many times a good romcom event gets repeated, what kind of wooing isn’t cliché from your point of view, Mizuto-kun?”


  “…Wait, is that it? Actually trying it out?”


  “Ueheh, feels like we have a manzai routine.”


  I never thought I’d have to do this kind of imitation twice in one day.


  The last time I tried to act polite, I was asked if I was on a blind date. It’d be fine if the other party was soft-spoken, but this time, I should expect someone aggressive who wouldn’t care about what the other thinks and be very forceful. If that’s the case, I’ll…


  “Say.”


  “Ah, yes. Has it started?”


  “You seem free all by yourself. Come here.”


  “Eh~ I’m not bored. ……”


  “I don’t know. Don’t talk back to me.”


  “Ehh…you’re not the ore-sama type…?”


  “You saying you won’t accept my invitation?”


  “E-erm…i-it’s a little, well, inconvenient…”


  “What’s inconvenient? Tell me.”


  “…Ah! It’s different! You’re not being an ore-sama, but a power-hungry boss!”


  Isana had been fidgeting for some reason, and rapidly came to her senses.


  I did my best to retract my ore-sama vibe,


  “It’s really tough…”


  “No no no, you’ve got talent, Mizuto-kun! It’s like in the previews of romantic movies. Quickly! Hurry up!”


  “What are you going to do if you meet a nuisance?”


  I sighed as I pushed Isana away from me.


  “A real nasty customer won’t act like this…”


  “The fact that you can’t be nasty, that you’re a good person at heart, that’s a good thing for me.”


  “Thanks.”


  “I’m sure a real douche will say more sexually harassing things like, ‘Aren’t your tits super big? Can I squeeze them?’ or something like that.”


  “That’s just what you want me to say.”


  “I-I hope you can say that when we go home…”


  “Don’t start a conversation in your own brain.”


  Sexual harassment. Well, that’s certainly one of the possible troubles.


  “By the way, why are you thinking about picking up girls, are you going to date Yume-san?”


  “No, I’m not. It’s just a countermeasure of a possible situation in our mockup stall. Best case scenario is that it doesn’t happen at all.”


  “Fueehh~. You’re thinking of something tough, aren’t you?”


  “Isana, I think you’ve been living your life avoiding many things in the world…”


  “What bias do you have? What do you know about that? Well, that’s right!”


  “What is the first thing you do when you want to avoid trouble that could happen at any moment?”


  “That’s obvious.”


  “Hmm?”


  “I’ll look it up on a strategy wiki.”


  “………We’re not talking about a game, you know?”


  “I only encounter such troubles in games! I’ve never had that kind of trouble! Please don’t underestimate my lack of life experience!”


  I guess I asked the wrong question. When we think of a strategy wiki, we’d think of a site where users share their game strategy, right? In reality, there is no such thing as…


  “—……No……?”


  It’s not impossible, right…? In a culture festival, of all times…


  “……Isana, you’re my go-to character.”


  “I don’t feel like I’m being complimented much!”


  “In return, I’ll do what you asked for earlier.”


  “Eh?”


  “My turn!”


  “Hyawa!? Auauauauauauauau! “


  I got the idea. Now we just need to fortify our defenses.


   


  “Yo, Irido, I got what you wanted. Took a picture and sent it to you on LINE.”


  “Thanks. Let me see the real thing tomorrow, just in case.”


  “Sure. What are you going to use it for?


  I called Kawanami and checked the picture that was sent to me.


  It’s a photo of a general admission invitation for last year’s culture festival. And the list of visitors.


  The former belonged to some outsider who attended the culture festival last year, but the latter is supposed to be managed by the school…while I asked for it, how did he get it?


  “General visitors must present their invitation at the entrance reception and enter their name on the admission list. Am I getting this right, Kawanami?”


  “Yeah. Just to be blunt though, it’s impossible to check every name on the list. I only got this picture because one upperclassman happened to have a spare form.”


  “No, it’s fine.”


  The important thing wasn’t the name on the paper, but the note on the top of the paper.


  It stated that any trouble caused on campus was the responsibility of the student, and that the school would take photographs of its premises for the purpose of publicizing the school and proper administration. Anyone writing their names on this paper would be agreeing to these terms.


  The same statement could be found on the invitation letter. It’s unlikely that this statement will suddenly change this year.


  “Looks fine to me…”


  “What are you up to, Irido?


  “Nothing.”


  I picked up the book I was reading.


  “Just one more annoying task to complete.”


   


  It was midnight when I finished the book.


  It was almost time to brush my teeth and go to bed, so I left the room. Dad, Yuni-san, and Yume were usually already asleep. I thought I’d go down the stairs quietly so that I wouldn’t cause noise, but—


  I could see light leaking out.


  Yume’s room next door was slightly ajar…and there’s light from the room shining into the hallway.


  I was basically lured in as I peered into the door gap.


  I saw Yume looking at her desk.


  She had a serious face, and was reading a book that was neither a textbook nor a novel, but a notebook that might have something written.


  I knew immediately that those were materials she gathered…


  I was in charge of trouble-shooting, while Yume was to finalize the plan. We thought of adding some Taisho-era elements to the menu and interior to make the Taisho-Romantic Cafe more attractive, so we started investigating the customs back then.


  I knew that she found some books from the library that might be helpful.


  But…I didn’t expect her to stay up until this late at night to work on this, even though it was imposed on her.


  …It seemed a wonderful sight at first glance, but it’s not.


  It’s really an old-fashioned approach to try and get results by burning the midnight oil. I wasn’t going to overlook the fact that she failed many times because she pushed herself too hard, the physical test for example. She was going to repeat the same mistake.


  I opened the gaping door completely and knocked on it.


  “—Ah.”


  Yume noticed, and looked at me,


  “…You’re awake?”


  “Same goes for you.”


  I was quietly dismayed by her seeming lack of awareness,


  “It’s good that you’re so serious, but don’t cut back on your sleep. Don’t you remember the last time you collapsed?”


  I must have said it with utmost disdain and sarcasm, but Yume gave a faint smile.


  “What, you’re worried about me?”


  “Who do you think is going to clean up your mess?”


  “If it means more work for you, I might as well collapse.”


  What kind of physical threat is that?


  Yume giggled in a funny manner.


  “Don’t worry. I’m going to bed. I think I’m almost done here.”


  “I see.”


  “What about you? How’s it going with the troubleshooting?”


  “I’m done.”


  “Eh?”


  I looked away from Yume, who blinked at me in surprise.


  “I got all the materials. All that is left for me is to write it down.”


  “I’m jealous of you…just like when you studied for the test. I’m jealous of how decisive you are.”


  “I don’t have the time to spend on trivial school stuff after all.”


  “Isn’t that usually the other way around?”


  “No, it’s not. Not for me.”


  My life wasn’t centered on school, but on reading books. Unlike you.


  “Hmm…well, it’s good that you work fast. I wonder what kind of reaction the management people will have to your weird ideas though?”


  “I don’t care.”


  I truly felt so.


  I didn’t have any other purpose, so I turned to head for the stairs…but before I left, I remembered there was something else I had to say.


  “Say.”


  “Hmm? What?”


  “About the trouble-shooting, if it’s well received, just pretend it was your idea.”


  “…Huh?”


  Yume was surprised again, and she blinked.


  But this time, the nature of this surprise seemed a little different.


  She was doubtful—and repulsed.


  Even though I noticed it, I left Yume’s room.


  “Wa-wait a minute! What’s going on?”


  I walked down from the second floor, turned around, and put my index finger at my lips. Our parents were asleep on the first floor.


  Yume hurriedly closed her mouth, and spoke with a hushed voice this time,


  “(…… What do you mean? Why are you passing off your achievements as mine…?)”


  “(Because it’s way too troublesome.)”


  That’s all I said, and I walked down the stairs.


  Yume couldn’t follow me because she was concerned about our sleeping parents.


  And that’s how I could safely slip into the pitch-black first floor.


   


  It’s the day of the presentation. After class, Yume and I changed into the costumes we borrowed from Madoka-san, and went from our classroom to the audio-visual room with Minami-san.


  “Well~ it’s really a big hit! We can do this!”


  “…It feels surreal to have so much hype…”


  “But you’re really cute! Be confident! I’ll get angry if you don’t!”


  “Why are you angry…?”


  “Well, it’s not just Yume-chan, but Irido-kun too. That’s how good it is, though I feel conflicted about praising him so earnestly though!”


  “Thanks.”


  I really hoped she wouldn’t cause such a ruckus though; it’s obvious how many people would be looking at someone strutting around school in a hakama. The only blessing in disguise was that it was already after school when there were few people around.


  …Me aside, Yume’s appearance was decent. Objectively speaking, I felt that her long black hair, calm face, and gorgeous and delicate physique matched well with the Japanese style costume…Well, not all girls in the class look this good, so maybe it’s a bit of a hyperbole, but it should be quite impactful. And then there’s—


  “(—Minami-san.)”


  I nonchalantly whispered to Minami-san. “Hmm?” she turned around.


  “(I have a favor to ask.)”


  “(Eh? What? That’s unusual.)”


  “If anyone asks you who came up with the idea for the troubleshooting, please tell them it was Yume, not me.)”


  “(…Ehh?)”


  Same reaction as Yume. Minami-san gave me a suspicious frown, and I explained,


  “(Only if the reaction is good. If it’s not, you can pin the blame on me.)”


  “(What’s that? Are you trying to hide your competence and make others look good?)”


  “(I just don’t want to toot my own horn. I’ve already talked to Yume about it.)”


  Yume glanced back at me, as though she heard what I said.


  Well, I did tell her, but merely as a passing remark. Yume seemed unhappy about it, but anyway, I just didn’t want to openly show my accomplishments.


  “(…Well, that’s fine for me. I’ll only do it when they ask me, okay?)”


  “(Yeah. Please do.)”


  That’s fine for me. I should be able to watch the presentation as a casual observer.


  We arrived at the audio-visual room.


  We opened the door, and there was a rather strange atmosphere in the dimly lit room.


  The other classes had gathered in costumes that they would be using that day. The class that wanted to go to the haunted house was wearing make-up that resembled a zombie, and the class that wanted to do an escape game had scary masks that looked like they’re derived from Munch’s The Scream. The first thing to do was to have an impactful appearance—but I guessed everyone thought the same.


  It was the same for the other four classes who wanted to hold cosplay cafes. By looking at their appearances, we could tell what plans they came up with. Of the four classes, two were dressed as maids and butlers. As expected, there was a clash here. The other two classes were dressed like they’re straight out of a fantasy anime…and the other one is, what? Dracula? Looks like it’s a café that’s going to serve only tomato juice.


  Some classes did stuff that I didn’t expect—but we should be fine.


  As soon as Yume showed up in that gorgeous Taisho-Romantic costume, I noticed that all eyes were on her.


  As I thought, this costume really captured attention. Both guys and girls were looking at her, and I was certain we made the right choice when it came to planning this event.


  “(…Looks like I’m not the only one being watched though…)”


  “(Irido-kun is very oblivious about himself, isn’t he?)”


  With attention gathered on us, I moved to the seat assigned to me.


  I looked around, and it seemed that the judges from the student council and PTA haven’t arrived yet—


  While I was thinking that, the entrance door opened.


  Leading the way was Suzuki Kurenai, Vice President of the student council.


  The overwhelming presence didn’t just stress the atmosphere.


  Everyone gasped.


  Suzuki Kurenai, who looked like a petite girl, drew the attention of everyone.


  She was in cosplay.


  Suzuki Kurenai showed up in a military-style costume.


  A gothic lolita dress designed as a military jacket—that seemed to be tailor-made for her, with its combination of regal charisma and feminine charm.


  “(Cute…)”


  Yume mumbled to herself, she’s not easy to deal with, and thus was my reaction.


  That’s what she meant, right?


  —Folks, this is the bar you have to clear.


  With the other judges seated in the front row, only Vice President Kurenai stood at the podium in front of the screen.


  “Now then, everyone.”


  She tapped the walking stick on the podium.  She really looked like a real soldier.


  “The culture festival is one of the most important educational events at our school. Its purpose is simply to develop your abilities. What are these abilities? The answer is simple, to become what you want to be—the ability to reach for the ideal. That, I believe, is what we call human ability.”


  Her dignified speech echoed through the quiet audio-visual room.


  “You don’t have to be perfect. Show me your ideals. Show us your ideals, how wonderful your dreams are. How are you going to get there? As long as you show us the ideals you have in mind, we promise to give you our full support.”


  The Vice President proclaimed with an impish smile that one would not expect from a second year high school student..


  “—Now then, let’s get started.”


  “I don’t know much about this field, so I’m afraid this is an amateur question.”


  After the first team presented—a class that wanted to do a maid café, the Vice President immediately took the microphone.


  “You say ‘maid café’ in one breath, but what kind of maid café is this in particular?”


  “Huh?”


  “There are various kinds, from classical to Akihabara. From the description of the store’s interior, it seems that you’re inspired by Akihabara, but your choice of costume is Victorian-inspired with long skirts and few decorations, and it does give a slightly inconsistent impression. I’d think this is a matter of…having longer skirts to please the PTA….no?”


  The presenter couldn’t do anything but squirm at the rapid fire attacks.


  Woah, Minami-san moaned. This was a surprising turn of events for me too. I hadn’t expected her to go so deep into it.


  “(Hey hey, Irido-kun…! I’m starting to get scared! We’re going to be okay, right? I’ll just need to talk based on the script, right!?)”


  “(…it’s fine. It’s just a small question.)”


  But the Vice President…was really quite the tough cookie. She might expect what we’re expecting and throw out some curveballs—


  The next two classes presenting were torn to shreds by the Vice President’s barrage of questions, and finally it was our turn.


  “—Our concept is to use the café and provide an experience of the culture during the Taisho era, which is still relevant today.”


  It started off well initially.


  Minami-san’s presentation was calm, not too fast, not too slow, and her pronunciation was easy to understand, a textbook example. All the judges were taking notes with grim looks—except for the Vice President who was leering away, and the treasurer who had absolutely no presence.


  I stood together with Yume as a model, and sensed that it was working.


  The research that Yume had been doing late into the night improved the accuracy of the project by several notches, and it was a powerful weapon to show how appropriate the Taisho-Romantic cafe was for the culture festival. This woman’s diligence, which usually ended up futile, was unusually successful.


  Compared to the other class presentations, this was by far the most ‘proper’ project. Even from an outsider’s point of view, it seemed justified that our project would be accepted.


  If there were no problems, the judges would probably accept our plan.


  Right—if there weren’t any problems.


  And it was my job to resolve them this time.


  “Next—I’d like to talk about how we’ll resolve any potential trouble that may occur during our operations.”


  Minami-san said, and as soon as the slide on the screen changed, the judges’ expressions changed.


  Troubleshooting.


  Until this point, none of the presentations had delved into it.


  “We’ll have general visitors on the day of the event, and there’s a possibility where our class students will be called out excessively while serving customers. Basically, staff with part-time customer service experience will be called in to serve these customers—but the problem is that we won’t be able to know who they are. Thus, this is the system we propose.”


  The slide changed.


  The moment it appeared, the judges and students who had gathered to give their presentations began to buzz.


  “During the culture festival, we will be able to share in real time, via the cloud system, the physical appearance of visitors who caused trouble in our school, and use this information for quick response in each class. In this way, we will be able to prevent the occurrence from happening and avoid having to follow up on them.”


  It’s really a strategy wiki.


  What do the troublesome visitors look like, the location, and how to get them to behave? With modern IT technology and a smartphone that everyone has nowadays, we could easily build up a simple and free database. It wouldn’t just be for individuals or classes, but the whole school can band together to deal with individual troublemakers—this was the idea for the countermeasure inspired by Isana.


  Of course, it was a flawed idea.


  However, the success or failure of this presentation would be determined by how well we could fight on.


  “That’s it for our presentation. Do you have any questions?”


  When Minami-san said this, that person immediately moved.


  Vice President of the Student council, Suzuki Kurenai.


  The genius of the school took the microphone, and spoke to Minami-san on the stage.


  “Sharing troublemakers with the whole school in real time to prevent trouble from occurring—I see that’s a great idea, but I think there are a couple of operational concerns.”


  “What is it?”


  Minami-san quickly replied. It’s fine. She only needed to read the manuscript.


  “First, I’m worried that there will be delays in customer service. We’ll have to check if the visitor is a problematic person before we serve them, no? The more tasks we have to do, the more work we have to do on site. I’m a little hesitant to ask for that level of operation from a temporary stall that will be a little less refined than the original.”


  “Ehh, erm—”


  Minami-san flipped through the manuscript. She was looking for an answer from the list of questions I had made. Next to her, Yume watched on with an anxious look.


  “…Oh. We have countermeasures in place for that!”


  “What do you mean?”


  “We’ll cut down the number of seats by a little. That way, we can reduce the burden on the staff.”


  “Hmm. That’s a reasonable measure, but if there’s a sudden influx of visitors, there will be a long queue. What about that?”


  “We’re going to have this queue on purpose.”


  “…On purpose?”


  “By creating a queue, we can check for any person that needs watching. If the waiting line exceeds a certain number of people, we’ll set a time limit on their stay and speed up the turnover.”


  “So you’ll be killing two birds with one stone—or rather, three birds with one stone. They say queues get people interested. There is a risk in forcing customers to wait, but it’s a pretty clever idea. ……”


  The judges muttered.


  But the Vice President didn’t stop her attack.


  “Now, let me share my next concern. This idea won’t prevent the first issue, will it? Since this is a method of marking those who have caused trouble and keeping a watchful eye on them, there will always be one person who is the first to get into trouble. Is it correct to say that this is acceptable?”


  She’s going that far? Well, I guess I could oblige here.


  “…No. We have a countermeasure for that too.”


  “Hmm?”


  “In past years, general visitors were required to check in with their invitations at the entrance reception and write their names in a register. At that reception, we mark in advance those who are a little buoyant or somewhat arrogant to the receptionist.”


  “Hmm. You’ve done your research well. Indeed, we have a receptionist every year who checks the invitations. I don’t think it’s impossible—but by that standard, a large number of people would be listed as targets to watch out for. Do we really want the students to memorize these people’s looks and characteristics? It’s going to be a lot of work to fill out the database, isn’t it?”


  “No, there’s no need to memorize them or fill them out.”


  “Hm?”


  “We’ll take pictures of everyone. It’ll be a souvenir of their visit to our culture festival.”


  “…Hoh?”


  The Vice President’s eyes sharpened, and her lips were raised slightly.


  She looked as though she had found her prey.


  Minami-san was oblivious to this and continued to read out the response I had prepared.


  “We will take photos of all visitors at the reception desk, and those who seem to have behavioral problems will be sorted into a database according to their hairstyle and physique. This will allow for a quick screening process.”


  “Do I understand then that we shall trick innocent visitors into creating a blacklist?”


  “It’s not a trick.”


  “Why not?”


  “The school premises are filmed during the culture festival for the purpose of publicity and proper management of the school. The general public will agree to this by signing the form. We believe that this is not only for use in the school newspaper and website, but also as a way to make people aware of the presence of the cameras and to prevent problems from occurring. Our proposal is just an extension of that.”


  Except for the Vice President and the Treasurer, the judges widened their eyes at that answer.


  I got last year’s invitation and list through Kawanami to confirm it. Photos are the quickest way to share a person’s appearance. But taking pictures without permission would be a problem, so I wanted to have a reason to assume that we had permission.


  Looking at the website, there were plenty of pictures of people with their real faces on them, so I knew that they had to have permission from somewhere, but that was just for publicity. It didn’t justify a reason to use the photos to maintain public morals.


  The word ‘proper management’ in the admission list would thus solve that problem—and the moment I saw it, I was convinced that the idea was at least logical.


  “Hmm…that’s a sophisticated way to argue.”


  But it made sense.


  Even under the sharp gaze of the Vice President, Minami-san stood strong. She sure had a lot of guts. Thank goodness Yume wasn’t the presenter.


  “I understand what you’re saying. I see, the flaws seem to have been eliminated—but this is not a system that can be built by just one class. It’s more the domain of management—well, I don’t know if the school will give the go-ahead, but I’ll take it as an idea.”


  “Thank you very much.”


  That’s enough. It doesn’t matter if this system will actually be adopted or not. It’s important to let them know that we’re thinking this far ahead to prepare for trouble.


  It looks like we’ve crossed the hump…


  I took a little sigh. Thank goodness I thought this far. I had a feeling that the eccentric Vice President would go into places we wouldn’t normally think of…


  “I just have one last question—”


  It was then that I noticed that the Vice President hadn’t let go of the microphone yet.


  “—Who came up with this plan?”


  “Oh, that’s—”


  Minami-san turned her gaze to Yume. To say her name.


  That’s right. I was expecting that question, too. That’s why I nipped the bud beforehand.


  For me, the extra light was just annoying.


  I was prepared to blend into the shadows that were beneath the big light hitting Yume. The shadows were my solace.


  Right when Minami-san was about to say Yume’s name—


  Just before then,


   


  “Mizuto Irido!”


   


  Yume shouted, leaning forward.


  I was stunned and looked at Yume next to me. Yume instead nudged me in the back.


  “He—thought of it.”


  What are you …… thinking about, you!


  See? Minami-san chuckled as if to say that she knew this would happen. But why…? Why? She had a chance to take that achievement—


  There was no time to deny it.


  The Vice President’s eyes turned to me.


  “You did?”


  In that case…I had no choice but to give up.


  “…I just thought of it.”


  “I have a favorite quote.”


  I raise my eyebrows at the sudden conversation.


  “Miyamoto Shigeru of Nintendo, known as the creator of ‘Mario’—said ‘A good idea is something that does not solve just one single problem, but rather can solve multiple problems at once.’ Don’t you think that’s a pretty clear definition?”


  …What’s she saying?


  While trying to gauge her intentions, the Vice President continued.


  “Your idea solves three problems at once: poor staff skills, how to attract customers, and how to prevent problems. It needs to be tested to see if it works—but it’s definitely an idea. Do you know ……? The English word ‘idea’ can be derived into the adjective ‘ideal’.”


  …Ideals…


  “Thank you. You’ve shown me your ideals.”


  The Vice President clapped her hands.


  The other judges and students waiting for their turn began to clap as well.


  Everyone—was clapping towards me.
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  Yume and Minami-san clasped their hands happily. Ah yes. The presentation pretty much succeeded. It’s natural for them to be happy.


  But—but.


  It doesn’t resonate with me.


  It didn’t matter how much applause I got, it didn’t move me at all.


  Ideal, ideal—ideal, huh?


  I don’t see any of that, Vice President.


   


  The ones who got to run a cosplay café were us, class 1-7, and the last class that presented the maid cafe.


  Apparently, there was a fearsome maid otaku in the class who rambled about the place of maids in the history of culture, and how maid cafes were an appropriate event for a culture festival.


  “Alright!?” “Nice going!” “You beat the upperclassmen!” “Wow!”


  Our classmates showered us with praise when we returned to class with the result.


  Yume and Minami-san shyly accepted the praise and were happy to share it with everyone. Somehow, they knew that I had been praised by the Vice President, “You’re good!” “That’s great!” and I was swept away in the muddy stream of praise.


  We unite for the same purpose, and when we succeed, we rejoice hand in hand and congratulate those who have done well.


  I wonder if this was what they call youth.


  If so, then—


  After the onslaught of praise was over, Yume approached me without saying a word.


  And then, she said.


  She beamed away as though she had a secret to share.


  “It’s not so bad sometimes, is it?”


  At that moment, I remembered something from the past.


  When we were on bad terms, you tried to get closer to me, and I always answered you sarcastically.


  So—


  “…Maybe.”


  I said something completely unintentional.


  That’s how far I had grown, I guess.


   


  I finally escaped the school building and staggered towards the school gate, only to spot a girl who was leaning against a pillar. She stood uprightly, and gave me a small wave next to her chest.


  It was Isana Higashira.


  I didn’t remember making an appointment with her though…? I walked up to her, wondering why, and she looked into my face with a grin.


  “Good work, Mizuto-kun.”


  “…Didn’t I tell you to go home first?”


  “You did, but I wanted to wait for you…fufuf, do I sound like a girlfriend?”


  “I don’t think that’s appropriate from someone who’s currently trying to hook me up with another woman…”


  Kawanami’s fears might not be as far off the mark as they seem.


  Well, she’s free to have fun with this situation.


  I started walking, and Isana went alongside me. The distance between us was pretty much that of a lover, but it’s normal for us. We walk along the familiar route to school at a pace we’re both used to.


  Normally, we’d be talking about the latest book, but,


  “Mizuto-kun, I heard that you were very successful in your presentation?”


  Isana started to talk about something different than usual.


  Instantly, I found myself feeling a little disappointed.


  I had thought that Isana wanted nothing to do with the culture festival….well, there’s no way I could escape from this when the whole school’s in that mood, huh…?


  “Who told you that?”


  “It’s from Yume-san! She said you’re trying to hide your achievements and be the mastermind?”


  “…Well, yeah. I failed though.”


  I said, self-deprecatingly.


  I had done many times before though. The thing about human interaction is such that when people talk about stuff like this, the natural response is to go, ‘that’s not it’. It’s like a robot.


  —But.


  “Pfft!”


  Isana Higashira laughed exaggeratedly.


  As usual. It was like she was in quite the mood.


  “You tried to hide your abilities, but you made a mistake (LOL). You failed to be a LN protagonist (LOL).That’s so lame (LOL).”


  “…… Hey. Don’t get too excited. You’ll get struck by karma.”


  “You’re the one getting exorcised—unyyaaah!? My temples! Please don’t gouge my temples! That’s old! That’s an old-fashioned way to punish me!”


  Ahh—I really am hopeless, huh?


  I felt much more comfortable with her rubbing it in on me instead of being praised by my classmates.


  I can’t help it—I’m a youth outcast.

Chapter 4: Hello Hello

  There was the emptiness of summer vacation.


  I was looking up at the fireworks in the countryside, alone in a deserted shrine.


  The world continued to revolve without issues.


  Even though I wasn’t there, even though you weren’t here.


  It was as if—the past year had been a lie.


  I stared at the phone in my hand.


  I was sure the radio waves would easily connect me to you.


  It was probably easy to do so, just like last year.


  But I couldn’t do it.


  I felt like you were already too far away for the signal to reach.


  —I wish you’d lie to me.


  The past year, my time with you.


  I didn’t want to know that it was all coming to an end.


   


  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  Now that each class had decided on its program, preparations for the culture festival began for real.


  The class started working on the interior of the Taisho-Romantic café and practiced the menu, and in the meantime, Mizuto and I had been going around as committee members.


  In addition to being the conduit between each class and the management, our job at CulFes was to prepare invitations, posters for publicity, and other miscellaneous tasks related to the entire culture festival, such as liaising with local residents. So, even though we had planned this event on our own, we were not able to be involved in the preparations for the class.


  “(…How are you doing?)”


  “Woah?”


  While I was quietly working on my laptop, a cool voice suddenly spoke in my ear, and I sat upright.


  Upon seeing my reaction, the owner of that whisper—Vice President Suzuri Kurenai-senpai of the student council and CulFes chairperson, chuckled teasingly.


  “Senpai…what are you doing all of a sudden…?”


  “Excuse me, I was just trying not to be a hindrance.”


  That’s a lie. She’s definitely just fooling around.


  Kurenai-senpai was called the greatest genius in school history, and even the third-year students had to lower their heads towards her because of her charisma, but she’s actually surprisingly friendly. Maybe it’s because we stood out in our presentation, but I got the feeling that she’s been talking to me especially often…I might be overthinking it though, because she’s pretty much friendly with everyone.


  Kurenai-senpai bent down and peered at the PC screen while I was still working..


  “So, how’s the test going? Doing well?”


  “Oh, yes…I haven’t found any significant bugs so far.”


  I was experimenting with the trouble prevention system we had proposed during the presentation.


  Some students with distinct features were let loose into the school, and the committee members would find them, take pictures of them, and immediately record them in a database. And then, based on the database, they’ll try to predict the behavior of the students. It’s a game of tag, but it’s a good way to see if the database program actually worked, and without problems.


  I wasn’t familiar with a computer, but I was chosen to debug the behavior of the database because we were the ones who suggested doing this database experiment. At a nearby table, Mizuto was silently doing the same work.


  Kurenai-senpai looked at the screen and nodded with certainty,


  “Yeah, it looks good. Well, I wasn’t worried about it, since Joe prepared the system.”


  “Joe…?”


  “That’s our treasurer. He doesn’t have much of a presence, but he’s very capable. He’s good with computers.”


  Kurenai-senpai looked back at the boy with a pair of glasses and a dopey look at the end of the long desk in front of the whiteboard, silently tapping away at the keyboard.


  When I saw him, I finally remembered. Jouji Haba, the Treasurer.


  So she calls him ‘Joe’ because they’re always together. Are they close?


  “Do you think we’re close?”


  “Ehh?”


  She read my mind!


  Kurenai-senpai chuckled again,


  “You’re interesting because your face shows what you think. By the way, sorry to say, we’re not man and woman yet.”


  “You’re just too sharp, senpai—”


  Hm?


  Did she say…’sorry to say’, and ‘yet’?


  Eh? She’s kidding, right? That’s how it is?


  “Well, who knows?”


  Kurenai-senpai gave a cunning leer, closed one eye, “Well, I’ll see you around.” and said as she went off to the other members.


  No…what’s the answer? The conclusion?


  I can’t help but stare at senpai’s back that was inversely slim and elegant compared to her presence. It’s a very unexpected couple if true, but I felt like she was teasing me…I don’t know!


  As I was getting frustrated, “Hey.” someone called out to me,


  I turned around and before I knew it, Mizuto was standing next to me.


  “W-what?”


  “That’s the second tab. Aren’t there more typos than usual?”


  “Eh…? Hmm, guess you’re right…maybe I was being careless.”


  “The UI might be hard to understand for some. Maybe we should make it more overly obvious.”


  “Yeah, got it. I’ll get the data and report back.”


  Mizuto nodded and went back to his seat.


  …Despite his great abilities as usual, Mizuto didn’t seem interested in interacting with the other CulFes members at the moment. He only talked to me, and if I had to hazard a guess, I’d say that Kurenai-senpai would talk to him a lot.


  It’s normal that Mizuto wouldn’t fit in well with the people around him…which was a shame because so many people recognized his talents during the presentation.


   


  ◆Kogure Kawanami◆


   


  “Here, Kokkun. Ahh ♪”


  “Argh!”


  With a sweet voice, a slice of orange was shoved into my mouth, and I savored it.


  Akatsuki held the spoon and tilted her head,


  “How is it?”


  “Hmmmm…I guess it’s a little too sweet, huh?”


  “That’s just how I like it!”


  “You can’t judge this based on your preferences alone!”


  We were tasting the menu we were going to serve for our stall.


  Western food during the Taisho era consisted of curry, croquet, and pork cutlets, but this time, we’re restricted from using oil or fire, so the plan was to have a menu of simple snacks like fruit punch that was basically fruit out of a can mixed with soda water, and sandwiches with ham, lettuce, and scrambled eggs fillings that were prepared in advance.


  I looked into the fruit punch that Akatsuki had made,


  “Isn’t it weird to be eating all these? Like, if we’re talking about a café, shouldn’t we have coffee or tea as our main?”


  “I guess that’s true, Kine-san is starting to get obsessed with them. She’s been grinding beans in the home economics room the entire time.”


  “From beans…? I guess that’s to be expected from a member of the tea ceremony club, but does coffee count as tea?”


  There are people everywhere who are obsessive.


  I looked around the classroom. If the concept was going to be about Taisho-Romantic, it’s not good to have bare walls in the classroom, so I thought of putting up a cafe-style wallpaper. However, there are many types, and there’s a huge debate between the wood-grain group and the brick group.


  Looking to the front of the classroom, they were discussing the seating arrangements on the blackboard. According to Irido-san’s research, the first cafes in the Taisho era were salons where cultured people gathered. We were still trying to decide whether to style the stall a little closer to that, or keep it as a regular café.


  It’s like playing Minecraft in the classroom, which wasn’t really a bad thing, it’s not so bad. Well for me, just like love, it’s more fun to watch from the side than to be a part of it.


  While I was legitimately slacking off with a sip of the prototype fruit punch, “Ah!” Akatsuki shouted,


  “Higashira-san?”


  “Hmm?”


  I turned around to see a woman peeking out from the entrance of the classroom.


  It was none other than Isana Higashira. She turned her head around and seemed to be looking for someone. Well, it’s obvious who she’s looking for.


  We approached Higashira,


  “Irido’s not here.”


  “H-How did you know?”


  “That’s the only reason why you’d come to our class, Higashira-san.”


  Higashira straightened her back slightly, and looked over Akatsuki’s head into the classroom.


  “Where’s Mizuto-kun…if this continues, I’m sure I’ll be crushed to death by the air of the culture festival!”


  “What are you being so confident about? Shouldn’t you be helping with your class preparations?”


  “Yeah. How’s your class doing?”


  “Fufu…do you think they’ll let me do something?”


  In short, she didn’t belong in her class, and came to look for Irido, seeking attention.


  I was dumbfounded,


  “Irido’s in CulFes. He’s busier than us. Don’t bother him.”


  “…I see…too bad, I shouldn’t be troubling…”


  Higashira’s shoulders slumped, and she was clearly disappointed. Well, it’s her own fault for being unable to make friends in class. A culture festival’s a great opportunity to get closer to one’s classmates, so she shouldn’t run off.


  “Oh yeah, Higashira-san, do you want some fruit punch? I made a sample for the stall.”


  “Eh? Is that fine…?”


  “Sure, sure! I don’t need his opinion anyway.”


  “I guess so.”


  “Why are you so bossy only with me?”


  Just as Akatsuki was about to invite Higashira into the classroom,


  “…Hm? Isana?”


  “Oh, Mizuto-kun!”


  Mizuto Irido showed up on the other side of the corridor, and Higashira turned around like a dog who had found her owner.


  Higashira ran up to Irido in a hurry,


  “Weren’t you at CulFes?”


  “I’m done for the day. Was going to check on the classroom and then come get you.”


  “Oh. What a coincidence. I was just starting to feel like I didn’t belong in the classroom, and it was getting unbearable!”


  “My bad. I was late picking you up.”


  I could see her wagging her tail. She really likes him, huh? It’s like, ever since the confession incident in the classroom, she didn’t care about how others looked at her.


  I raised my hand lightly towards Irido,


  “Hey, where’s Irido-san?”


  “Who knows? Looks like she still has some work to do.”


  He sounded disinterested.”Hmm?” I thought.


  In the meantime, Irido put his hand on Higashira’s shoulder,


  “If you don’t have any work to do, let’s go home together. Library’s closing, so let’s go to my place.”


  “Sounds good! I’ll go get my stuff!”


  “I’ll follow you.”


  He turned away with Higashira, and then, as if remembering, turned back to us.


  “See you, Kawanami, Minami-san.”


  “Ah, good…work.”


  “Good work, Irido-kun.”


  Irido nodded and disappeared into the noisy hallway with Higashira.


  After watching him go, I made eye contact with Akatsuki without thinking.


  “Somehow…”


  “Yeah…”


  The plan was to shorten the distance between them by involving them in CulFes.


  But…why?


  Why did it feel like the distance between them had increased?


   


  ◆Isana Higashira◆


   


  As soon as I entered Mizuto-kun’s room, pomf. I put my butt down on the bed and took off my socks.


  Mizuto-kun was unfazed by how self-serving I was. He hung up his bag and parka and loosened his tie.


  “Fuuu…now the load’s off my shoulders.”


  “Culture festival committee member, are you that busy?”


  “It’s not much of a job, but the Vice President has been getting involved…she’s so troublesome.”


  “Eh? Vice President? As in the student council?”


  “Yeah. I’m sure she’s not a bad person, but I just can’t stand her.”


  It’s unusual for Mizuto-kun to say something like this. Usually, he wouldn’t look at anyone else other than Yume-san.


  “That must have been tough. I’m lively now since I didn’t have any work to do though.”


  “Don’t get arrogant. You have so little to do, you might get stressed out.”


  “That’s true…I feel guilty that everyone else is working hard….”


  “It’s going to be awkward for you to wear a class T-shirt when you haven’t done anything.”


  “Woooahhh!? So there’s such a thing after all!? There’s a class t-shirt culture~~~~! I thought we wouldn’t have one because we’re in a prep school~~~!”


  “We’re in a prep school, but it’s still a high school. Good thing though that we don’t have to pay because it’s from the class budget.”


  “You don’t seem like you’ll like the class T-shirts either, Mizuto-kun?”


  “Of course I don’t. It’s basically peer pressure.”


  “I understand! I don’t even recognize that I belong to a class!”


  “I don’t really care if the shirts make it seem like we’re friends or something…”


  Haa, Mizuto-kun sighed quietly. Hmmm…I could see he’s really tired, huh.


  “Mizuto-kun, Mizuto-kun, since you are tired, shall I share my energy with you?”


  “Huh? How?”


  “Over here please.”


  I called Mizuto-kun over to the side of the bed and asked him to sit with his back turned before me.


  I put my hands on Mizuto-kun’s shoulders and exerted pressure on my fingers.


  “Momi-momi~”


  “…I thought it’d be something. Just a massage though?”


  “How does it feel?”


  “Hmm…well…”


  “Doesn’t it bother you that my boobs might hit the back of your head?”


  “Talking about that? It’s too late for that now.”


  “Hoh hoh. I guess you’re tired of my boobs.”


  “You’re right in the sense that I’m tired of this overdone joke.”


  Good grief. You’re a man of luxury, aren’t you? Don’t you want to touch them at least once? When I confessed, he said that he didn’t reject me because I wasn’t unattractive.


  I obediently rubbed Mizuto-kun’s shoulders, and asked him what I presumed was a suitable topic.


  “Mizuto-kun, I heard you’re having a cosplay café at the culture festival.”


  I heard from Minami-san, that Mizuto-kun’s presentation was victorious.


  Mizuto-kun relaxed his posture,


  “I’m not the one doing it. The class I belong to is.”


  “I saw your picture~! It looks really good on you, scholar.”


  “That stuff is just exhausting. …”


  He sounded really tired. I saw that he really didn’t want the attention.


  “That’s nice. Seems like it was an interesting presentation. Our class is boring and unmotivated in general.”


  “That’s rich coming from you when you’re the least motivated.”


  “Well, that’s true. If it was such a cute and adorable cosplay, I’d be interested too~…”


  “You? Cosplay? In front of others? Maybe you should understand what you can do and can’t do.”


  “I guess it’s completely impossible for me to cosplay in public, especially if I have to serve customers…hmm.”


  I should think about it, about what I can and can’t do.


  “…Mizuto-kun.”


  I leaned forward a little and looked into Mizuto-kun’s face from above.


  “Hmm?” Mizuto-kun looks up and makes eye contact with me up close.


  “Can I try it here, cosplay?”


  “Here? …as in, what? We don’t have costumes in this room.”


  “No, no, I can just borrow what’s in the closet for a moment.”


  “Huh? In the closet?? I’m not letting you, you pervert.”


  “I’m not going to touch anything weird! I just need to borrow this! This!”


  I said, and pulled on the shirt Mizuto-kun was wearing.


  Mizuto-kun looked increasingly skeptical.


  “This? …Well, sure, there’s a spare in the closet, but…”


  “Okay, I’m going to change…don’t look at me, okay? You better not look.”


  “Sorry for being a gentleman, but I really won’t look.”


  Mizuto-kun spoke dumbfoundedly as he stood up, pulled out a book he was reading from his bag, returned to the bedside and opened it. I was really a little annoyed by how he acted disinterested. You’re still a high school boy! Why don’t you indulge in the ASMR of a JK changing clothes!


  I took off my tie and started to unbutton the shirt.


  …Ah, woah, m-my heart’s unexpectedly racing…I guess taking off my clothes next to a boy…back in summer vacation, I dozed so much that I nearly exposed my breasts, and now I’m exposing my bra in Mizuto-kun’s blind spot…it’s rather lewd…fufu…


  I pulled out my arms from the sleeves and tossed the shirt aside…ah, on Mizuto-kun’s bed! A girl had her shirt taken off! Ecchi! It’s really ecchi.


  If I could, I’d put the bra on there too, but I wasn’t going to…that was close, real close. I could’ve done it if Mizuto-kun was outside the room. Mizuto-kun almost saw me being a dumbass, taking a picture of an empty bed with my boobs exposed.


  Now, the skirt. I put my fingers on the zipper hidden within the pleats…


  At that moment, a flash of genius hit me.


  I glanced at Mizuto-kun, who was really flipping through the pages of his book, paying no attention to me. He’s actually not reading at all, and instead was listening to me. We aren’t in a relationship, but I think I should satisfy a woman’s pride once in a while.


  That’s why I went to…


  Slip, I slid my hips out of the way and put the zipper close to Mizuto-kun’s ear…


  Siiii…


  “… Oy. Why are you putting it so close?”


  “Huh? …I-I don’t know what you’re talking about~…”


  “……Oh well.”


  I managed to bluff him, but it seemed I was a little too deliberate.


  I took off my skirt, and I was completely in my underwear. Woaahh….I felt a little tempted to strike an erotic pose behind Mizuto-kun, but my self-control barely prevailed. If I’m going to do it, I’d rather do it in a more erotic underwear design.


  I put my arms through the sleeves of Mizuto-kun’s shirt that I took.


  … As I thought, the sleeves were a little too wide. Ehehe…it’s kinda big♪… Ah, I should be saying such things out loud.


  “Ehehe…it’s kinda big♪… ”


  “…………”


  He Ignored me!


  It’s fine for you to be salty all the time, Mizuto-kun, but you can be sweet to me once in a while, you know?


  I fastened the buttons, but I got stuck at the chest. How far should I fasten them…? The first button’s impossible, but I shouldn’t show my bra that easily. Hmmm, it’s hard to tell without a mirror.


  I reached into my bag next to the bed for my phone to use as a hand mirror. Right next to where Mizuto-kun was sitting—


  “Huh? Oy!


  Suddenly, Mizuto-kun let out an impatient voice and looked at me.


  Yes, he looked at me.


  Huh?


  … Did I just enter Mizuto-kun’s sight?


  I froze with my hand reaching for my bag and looked down at my chest.


  I was just about to use the camera on my phone to check if my underwear was just barely hidden …when I saw the trim of a simple pink bra through the open third button.


  “Auuu!”


  I hurriedly clutched at the shirt.


  …And when I did, the hem came up this time.


  “Nyaa!”


  I closed my thighs tightly to hold down the pants.


  
    [image: ]
  


  


  I-It’s amazing…wh-what’s with this paper-like durability of this equipment? I can only do this in front of someone you are willing to be held by!


  “You’re so noisy…didn’t you choose to wear that?”


  “B-but…my underwear isn’t very cute today…”


  “I’d be more troubled if you wore something too cute.”


  I was trying to trouble you!


  It’s true that I was rejected, and I’m rooting for you and Yume-san, but I want as many chances as I can to trouble you, Mizuto-kun!


  I fastened one more button, found a safe posture, and asked Mizuto-kun again.


  “How do you like it?”


  I slightly raised my arms extended from the sleeves, and wanted to appeal to his senses.


  Now that I have secured the hem length, I tried to loosen the defenses of my thighs.


  Mizuto-kun looked at me as though he was watching a news program after he had woken up,


  “Well, you’re cute.”


  “Oooh!? I got a compliment!”


  “I think you’re cute. I just don’t want to say it because you’d get carried away.”


  Mizuto-kun said, and turned his attention back to the book.


  …Huh? His actions didn’t seem to click with his words.


  I approached Mizuto-kun on all fours,


  “Erm… wait, is that ‘cute’, perhaps, the ‘cute’ referring to cats and dogs?”


  “Yes, but.”


  “That’s not what I want! I don’t want you to be like that…I want you to be hornier!”


  “You don’t mind if I do?”


  Mizuto-kun turned around and looked me in the eye.


  Jiiii…he didn’t even move for a second. His eyes just stared intently into mine..


  “No…ah, erm…I-I’m not prepared for that…”


  When I turned away and retreated, “hmph.” Mizuto-kun sneered, taking me for an idiot.


  “You good-for-nothing.”


  Huh? … Good-for-nothing?


  “That’s the most outrageous thing I’ve ever heard! I don’t want to be told by someone who rejects people’s confessions for incomprehensible reasons and keeps ignoring the main course!”


  “Don’t call it incomprehensible. You’re right, but.”


  Argghh! At this rate, his relationship with Yume-san will never progress!


   


  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  The preparations for the culture festival progressed steadily.


  As the actual event approached, the school atmosphere became increasingly abnormal. It seemed like the place where we studied seriously was becoming more and more colorful and vibrant, and they added color into my feelings.


  On this day, we had to make the archway at the entrance, the biggest task of CulFes in a certain sense. We moved the desks out of the conference room that was usually our work space, and spread out cardboard boxes all over the floor to paint.


  As we sat on the floor, my waist began to ache. I stretched out my back and decided to go to the restroom for a break.


  I informed some girls from the other classes whom I got acquainted with through CulFes work, and left the meeting room.


  The school building was so busy that I couldn’t believe it was after school. There were signages for the event hung up in the hallways, and many voices echoed from the classrooms in clusters. Some of the classes were somehow turning into karaoke sessions. The atmosphere seemed strange.


  I looked down through the window at the people practicing their dance in the courtyard, and went to the girls toilet nearby. Over there,


  “Yah.”


  “Ah…good work, senpai.”


  Suzuki Kurenai-senpai was at the basin.


  There was a cosmetic pouch placed on the counter, and a hair iron cord was connected to the wall socket. Maybe she’s doing makeup.


  Kurenai-senpai has a somewhat unworldly vibe to her, but I suppose she’s pretty much a normal girl after all…I was surprised by something so obvious, and went into a cubicle to do my business.


  When I returned to the sink, I found that senpai was still at the same place. She didn’t seem to be the type who would spend a lot of time applying makeup, but…I washed my hands at the next basin, wondering a little. When I looked in the mirror, I saw that my hair was a little loose after work, and took off the rubber band to retie it.


  “Do you want to use it?”


  Senpai suddenly reached a comb towards me.


  I was a little surprised, but I quickly regained my composure,


  “Thank you very much.”


  I took the comb.


  As I began to comb my own hair, senpai suddenly spoke.


  “You seem to be acquainted with the committee.”


  “Ah, yes…I’m actually a shy person, but it’s thanks to everyone that I’m able to talk freely.”


  “Glad to hear that…hopefully, the other one will be able to fit in better, too.”


  “The other one….”


  I said.


  “…You mean Mizuto?”


  “Yes yes. Your …, uh, older brother?”


  “Little brother.”


  While I wasn’t as repulsed as before, there’s no way I would want to be his little sister again… I can’t go back to calling him ‘onii-chan’ or anything like that again…! I can’t! My heart!


  “I’ve been trying to talk to him a lot, to be friends with him, but I’m finding it very difficult to do so.”


  “Eh…? E-erm, being friends…?”


  I stopped combing, and Kurenai-senpai let out a chuckle,


  “As the next head of the student council, of course. An outstanding student of his caliber is really hard to come by.”


  “I- is that so?”


  T-that shocked me…I thought she was trying to get me to react!


  “I can’t help but feel that he’s building a wall around himself, or that he’s not interested in other people…well, I can relate to that feeling…”


  “Eh?”


  “Communication with those around you will make your work easier. Yume-chan, I hope you’ll get him more involved in the circle.”


  With that, senpai held out her hand towards me. I had just finished combing my hair.


  “Your hair is so beautiful. I envy you.”


  Senpai took the comb from me and left the women’s toilet with her cosmetic pouch.


  I stared at her back, and recalled what she said.


  He’s not interested in other people—well, Mizuto certainly has that kind of vibe to him. I suppose I could empathize with Kurenai-senpai for trying to talk to an unfamiliar kouhai like me.


  …Again I was forced to think. That senpai’s very cagey.


  Get Mizuto involved in the circle, huh….


  I’m sure the guy would be annoyed, but seeing how he always hung out with Higashira-san, it’s not like he hated socializing at all.


  Besides—I remembered.


  I remember him, alone in that deserted shrine, looking up at the night sky.


  Was it loneliness? Solitude? It’s like there was something inexplicably engraved in his soul, but that’s not what he wanted.


  If that’s the case—if, through this culture festival, he could be freed from that by just a little, I’d think that’s a good thing.


  “…Alright.”


  This too must be my job as the older sister. Goodness, I have to take care of him in many ways.


   


  “Yume-chan, are you free?”


  Just as I was finishing coloring the archway, a senpai called out to me.


  It was Yasuda-senpai. She was a tall girl in her second year, bright and lively, reminding me of Akatsuki-san. She’s a very thoughtful person, and was friendly to me even as a senpai. Incidentally, she is the type of person who calls her friends by their first names 10 minutes after she befriends someone.


  “Yes, I’m free…is there something I can help you with …?”


  “I’m going to put up posters on the bulletin board, can you help me? I’m having trouble with my legs and feet.”


  “Hmmm. That’s fine—”


  As I laughed at Yasuda-senpai’s deliberate granny voice, I realized.


  This was my chance.


  When I turned around, I saw that Mizuto had just gotten out of the coloring process and was heading for the window where he had left his bag. Whoa! He’s gonna head back!


  “Uh… well senpai, do you need a guy to help?”


  “Yes, but my guys are out…”


  I hurried over to Mizuto and tapped him lightly on the shoulder.


  “…What?”


  He looked back at me with a scowl. I wasn’t going to be intimidated by this at this point though.


  “Are you done?”


  “I’m done, Just about to leave.”


  “I need your help with something. You can stay a little longer, right?”


  Mizuto looked at his watch and pretended to be concerned about the time, but I knew that was just a pose. He didn’t have anything in particular to do; he just wanted to go home earlier.


  When Mizuto saw that I didn’t show any signs of backing down, he quickly gave up.


  “… All right. I finished the work earlier than expected after all.”


  “Thanks. Come here.”


  I grabbed Mizuto by the elbow, and returned to Yasuda-senpai.


  “We’ve got our man. Sorry that he’s thin.”


  “Oh, so you’re the little brother I’ve heard so much about. Nice to meet you, I’m Yasuda!”


  Smiling, Yasuda-senpai held out her hand.


  I thought to myself, this is bad. There’s no way this recluse would shake hands with a senpai he’s never met before. I had to be prepared to follow up on this—


  “I’m Irido from class 1-7. It’s nice to meet you, Yasuda-senpai.”


  I was quietly surprised at the unexpected sight.


  He didn’t smile like Yasuda-senpai, but he said his name back softly enough, and even called her name and shook hands—we’re talking about that Mizuto!


  This is the guy who ignored even his relative, Madoka-san while looking all salty…


  The unexpected continued.


  Yasuda-senpai, who shook hands with him, suddenly put her face close to Mizuto’s.


  Ah, airspace invasion!


  Mizuto’s personal space has a radius of about 1.5 meters. It’s impossible that he, who looked a little uncomfortable even when queuing at the supermarket checkout counter, wouldn’t mind such a casual approach!


  “I’ve heard about this before, but you really do have a cute face when I look up close. I’m sure you’re popular, right~.”


  Woargh!? That’s not a good way to tease him, senpai! Mizuto really hates it!


  I thought it would be a good idea to start with someone who wouldn’t be disheartened by Mizuto’s callousness, but I didn’t expect her to close the distance so quickly. This might have the opposite effect. Mizuto might become more stubborn—


  “That’s not true.”


  Mizuto said softly, and showed a faint smile on his face.


  He showed a faint smile.


  … He showed a faint smile?


  “I’m not very talkative, so I barely have any friends. For me, a girlfriend’s a pipe dream (Yume).”


  “Eh~? But I’ve heard rumors about you, you know. You’re always with her, and you’re really close.”


  “That’s just what people say. She’s one of my few friends. My older sister there can testify.”


  They were chatting away.


  That Mizuto was chatting cordially.


  It was so shocking that Yasuda-senpai said, “That rumored girl’s not the girlfriend, Yume-chan?” When Yasuda-senpai said so, “Well, maybe…” that was the only response I could muster.


  It surprised me.


  Maybe it’s easier for Mizuto to talk to someone who would talk to him suddenly and forcefully. In hindsight, Higashira-san’s also very aggressive with Mizuto…also, I was very aggressive in talking to him when I first met him…


  Since I had mistaken Madoka-san for his first love, I couldn’t trust my analysis at all, but I could say that he had a good first impression on Yasuda-senpai. Senpai’s the mood maker of CulFes, so if she had taken a fancy to him, it was a guarantee that he’d never be alone.


  I left the meeting room with a bunch of posters, feeling a little disappointed at how easy it was to succeed. We were going to put up these posters on bulletin boards all over the school.


  All the while, Yasuda-senpai was talking to Mizuto incessantly.


  “Irido-kun, you got good grades, right? How do you study?”


  “I study in a single night. I usually just take notes.”


  “Second place in your grade with one night of studying~? Your mind is so different.”


  At first, they talked about superficial things using whatever open information she had, but gradually, they started to get into deeper things.


  “Hey hey, you’re not blood-related to Yume-chan, right? What did you think of her initially? That you would become a family with such a cute girl!?”


  “I was surprised. It was so sudden. After that, we were both too busy getting used to our new lives, so we didn’t do anything perverted.”


  “Really~? Well, I guess that’s reality for you.”


  She was better at small talk than I was.


  I’ve gotten used to it now, but initially, I had trouble answering every time someone asked me about our cohabiting relationship. He’s able to reply without hesitation though.


  It’s not that he couldn’t communicate. He just didn’t want to.


  When we were dating, his high level of communication skills helped me out so many times. In hindsight, it’s probably not so surprising that he’s able to have a friendly conversation with senpai in their first meeting.


  In fact, he started off well when he met mom for the first time…


  Since he has the ability, it would have been easy for him if he had the opportunity. If this is the case, I should have given him a chance earlier.


  …Hmm? But didn’t Kurenai-senpai say it was ‘very difficult’…?


  “A little more to the right~”


  “Here?”


  “Yes, yes. Okay!”


  While I tilted my head in response to this strange feeling that was a thorn in the corner of my head, the one putting up the poster continued without issues.


  After two posters were put up, Yasuda-senpai discreetly called out to me.


  “(Yume-chan, Yume-chan)”


  “(Yes?)”


  “(I thought little brother-kun would be hard to get along with since he always leaves so quickly, but he seems like a nice guy though? I didn’t know that. Why does he always leave so quickly?)”


  “(The reason he leaves so early is probably because…that girl friend of his is very shy and doesn’t seem to have fit in well with her class when we’re in culture festival mode. …)”


  “(You mean he’s staying with her so she doesn’t get lonely? Wow! That’s super sweet! Now I’ve a better impression of him!)”


  … I said girl friend, not girlfriend.


  Uuu…yeah, everyone would have assumed the same…


  “(We’ll have to hurry and release him soon then! Let’s get this done and over with!)”


  “(Yes…)”


  Mizuto was looking at the screen of his phone while I was overwhelmed with a sense of helplessness.


   


   


  “Good work! See you tomorrow!”


  After putting up the posters, I collected my belongings in the conference room and said goodbye to Yasuda-senpai with the other CulFes members.


  I peeked at Mizuto’s face as the CulFes members were dispersing one by one.


  “Good job, you were able to talk to Yasuda-senpai quite well, weren’t you? I’ve been wondering when you were going to say something rude.”


  Mizuto glanced at my face,


  “It’s a lot easier, because unlike some people, I didn’t have to mention my likes or dislikes.”


  “…Are you sure I’m the only one who talks about such things with you?”


  “Kawanami too.”


  Oh, I see….somehow, I was kinda hopeful.


  “I wish I could have recorded that moment of you having small talk. Higashira-san would be laughing if I showed it to her.”


  “Don’t. She’s either going to refer back to this event for the rest of my life, or she’s going to keep taunting me about it. Either way, it’s a pain in the ass.”


  “Not as much as you.”


  “Apparently, you don’t know. You don’t know what happens when a guy with no social skills loses his cool.”


  Ah, yes, yes. You’re talking about me, too.


  I had a hard time suppressing a grin. He claimed that it wasn’t just me…but this conversation wouldn’t have happened if we hadn’t broken up once. I was comfortable with that fact at this point.


  “I knew I should have recorded it. You weren’t any better than Higashira-san when you bent down and showed your belly button—”


  “Sorry. I need a minute.”


  Mizuto waved his phone at me.


  It seems he has something urgent to do, and I can’t think of anyone Mizuto would call—


  “Higashira-san?”


  “Yeah. I’m a little later than I said I’d be—”


  As he said this, Mizuto tapped at his phone and put it to his ear.


  I couldn’t see his sidelong face beneath his hand.


  Of course, I couldn’t continue with my earlier side remark.


  If he’s late…well, he didn’t have any choice. That’s his priority.


  After a while, Mizuto opened his mouth, as if Higashira-san had responded.


  “Hello hello…”


  I silently watched Mizuto talk to Higashira-san.


  It was only for about ten seconds.


  “Oh. Yeah, I’ll be right there.”


  Mizuto pulled the phone away from his ear and hung up.


  Then he turned towards


  “See you later. I’m going to make a little detour and then go home.”


  “Oh…sure. Don’t be too late. The day’s getting shorter. …”


  “Yeah. I know.”


  Mizuto said shortly, and walked off at a brisk pace. He was probably going to the library. It had nothing to do with the culture festival, so it would be easier for Higashira-san to spend time there.


  If I went home first and waited, I should be able to see Mizuto again soon.


  If there’s something we haven’t talked about, we can talk about it then.


  It should be, but—


  “Hey!”


  I called out.


  Mizuto stopped and only looked back at me.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Ehh…erm….”


  Why did I stop him?


  I didn’t even know why, and I sought out something to say,


  “O-our class T-shirts should be here tomorrow. …!”


  The sunset shone sideways, tinting Mizuto’s face half red and covering the other half with black shadows.


  “I see. Looking forward to it.”


  Once he answered so, Mizuto left.


  For a short while, I looked down the stairs where Mizuto had disappeared to.


  It had been like this for a long time.


  We were on bad terms, like it was a cold war. We exchanged barbs, like we were gutting each other—that’s how we always treated each other.


  That’s where we were.


  That’s how I liked it at this point.


  And yet—I wondered why.


  It’s the same as always.


  I probably preferred that things remained this way.


   


  But—why did I feel a wall between me and Mizuto at this point?

Chapter 5: I'm sorry

  After summer vacation, I went to the usual place, and you were there, waiting for me.


  Everything wasn’t a lie.


  The fact that you and I became lovers, the fact that we disagreed over trivial matters, the fact that we never saw each other during the summer vacation, the fact that the feelings that filled my heart on this day a year before faded badly, everything wasn’t a lie.


  … Good morning, Irido-kun.


  ─…Yeah. Good morning.


  Everything was supposed to be a lie.


  If everything was just my fantasy, an illusion… and not real… I could have tolerated my own actions.


  But you were here.


  I hadn’t seen you for over a month, and you said ‘good morning’ to me.


  Don’t you understand?


  Don’t you understand that—there’s no bigger despair than this?


  —…Erm, did you finish…your homework …?


  Even till this day, I thought I could rewind back to this moment.


  Let’s pretend that the summer vacation never happened. I thought it would have been possible to go back to the relationship we had before that…I was about to say things that would make it possible.


  But I couldn’t forgive.


  I couldn’t forgive myself.


  So…


   


  —Yeah. I had nothing to do, so I was free.


   


  You froze for a moment.


  Thus began that long, drawn-out self-torment.


   


  6:03 AM ■ Morning of the culture festival (Yume)


   


  I squinted my eyes at the morning light shining through the curtains, and slowly got out of bed.


  I wasn’t in my room. I was in the school’s nap room.


  My eyes blinked away, and I looked at the clock. It’s six in the morning. It’s been a while since I woke up this early.


  I looked around the room, and saw the girls preparing for CulFes sleeping quietly on the eight or so beds lined up in the room. Senpai and the others were considerate in letting us underclass girls sleep there when we had to finish up the work overnight. The boys, who were in the same year as us but had to sleep together in sleeping bags, booed at this treatment though.


  I had a little more time, but I didn’t feel like falling asleep again. It’s the day of the culture festival, the busiest day for the committee. I had to get into the mood.


  Anyway, I should go wash my face. I left the nap room quietly, wearing my jersey instead of sleepwear.


  Before I went to the toilet, I peeked into the meeting room next door from the corridor. The committee members were divided into two large groups, boys and girls, sleeping together in sleeping bags. The conference room was much larger than the classroom, but the room still looked packed, and I wasn’t confident that I’d be able to sleep calmly, even if I wanted to try it…


  “…Huh”


  Everyone had been noisy the previous night, and nobody had woken up. However, there was one empty sleeping bag that was left empty. Surely, the one sleeping there was…


  I washed my face at the sink in the bathroom. My face didn’t look bad. I was a little worried because I slept in an unfamiliar environment, but I seemed healthy.


  When I returned to the quiet hallway, I felt something strange. In another four hours, the school would be crowded with people, full of noise and bustle. And yet, right now, the only sound was my footsteps…


  It was the calm before the storm. I wanted to explore a little, so I decided to stroll around the school campus.


  I walked down the frigid corridors, peeked into the classrooms and looked out of the windows.


  I reached the landing of the stairs, and somehow raised my foot up. I didn’t plan on going out, and it’s an area I usually wouldn’t go to.


  I turned around at the landing, went up the stairs, and found a door.


  It was a door to the rooftop.


  I remembered it’s usually closed. I remembered a senpai said that it’s open for this particular period, so that we could put the banners on.


  Since that’s the only time I could get in, I might as well…


  I grabbed the cold knob and gave it a twist, and the door opened easily.


  “………………”


  My eyes immediately caught neither the open space nor the blue sky before me.


  Instead, I saw his familiar figure while he sat before the high wire fence.


  “…Mizuto?”


  Mizuto, wearing a jersey, was sitting with his back against the wire mesh, looking down at the ground with only his head drooping.


  When he noticed and looked at me, “you…” he turned his eyes back towards the wire mesh.


  After closing the door, I approached him and said,


  “What are you doing out here? Aren’t you cold?”


  “Yes, I am…I should have brought a jacket.”


  “How long have you been here……?”


  “About thirty minutes ago. I woke up early…”


  It’s rare for him, a night owl…I guess he couldn’t sleep well since it was so cramped there.


  “Are you okay…? If you didn’t sleep well, you can use the bed I was sleeping in…”


  “The bed you were sleeping in?”


  Mizuto gave a faint smile as though he’s making fun of me.


  “You’ve grown up, huh? Have you gotten over your shame?”


  “I-I’m fine! The bed in the nap room is shared!…And, now that I think about it, it might be a little too late for that…”


  To be honest, I wasn’t thinking. What was I thinking, letting this man sleep in the bed I had just slept in~…!


  “No thanks. I’d rather sleep in a sleeping bag than alone in a room full of girls.”


  “Y-yeah…That’s true, too.”


  I followed Mizuto’s stare as though I was intending to pass it off.


  There was nothing in particular down there, except for a bunch of empty stalls.


  “…Besides, I could have gone back anyway.”


  Mizuto suddenly mumbled.


  “But I was really uncomfortable…I just wanted a breather here. I feel more relaxed when I’m alone.”


  —What are you doing here?


  I finally realized this was the answer to my earlier question.


  A breather, huh? It’s true that he, who was usually a loner, was suddenly thrown into the preparations for the culture festival in the midst of his youth. He might be restless if he didn’t have some time alone.


  Well then, I’ll just take care of myself and get out of here—


  —Not!


  It’s my chance to get him to promise to go out with me during this culture festival! Well, we’ll be together for CulFes anyway… I’ve been putting it off for a while, but there’s no better situation than this.


  “H-Hey.”


  I stood next to the seated Mizuto and glanced at him.


  “Have you promised to go to the culture festival…with Higashira-san or anyone else?”


  “No, not really. She’s not going to be around much anyway, so she’ll probably try to hang out with me during her free time.”


  G-great…apparently he didn’t want a culture festival date.


  “Th-then…err, starting this afternoon! After we’re done with our shift at the stall!…Do you want to walk around with me? It’s CulFes after all…!—Ah, Higashira-san can come along too! “


  I was so non-committal!


  I had imagined myself being rejected because of Higashira-san, so I compromised at the very end!


  B-but…well, it’s fine! At least I got to ask him out! Let’s think positive!


  Mizuto glanced at me, 


  “…… Yeah, Isana’s going to get all weird and sneaky again if I’m busy with CulFes and she’s not doing anything. Maybe it’s better that you’re here. If we’re on our own, we’ll probably end up holed up in the library.”


  “I can imagine that…”


  I couldn’t imagine Mizuto and Higashira-san going around, visiting stalls during the culture festival alone, not at all.


  “So…it’s a promise, right?”


  “Ah….”


  Great! It’s not exactly what I imagined, but I did it!


  As soon as I felt a weight lifted from my shoulders, I felt my body shiver. Maybe I was getting a little cold.


  “Hey, shall we go back? It’s colder than expected here, isn’t it?”


  “You’d better go back. You’re too weak.”


   


  “I-I’m not as weak as I was in middle school…! I mean, what about you?”


  “I’m still fine. Don’t worry, I’ll be back before I catch a cold.”


  “I see…”


  Feeling somewhat hesitant, I went back inside, leaving Mizuto alone.


  And until I closed the door, Mizuto kept looking down at the school through the wire fence without doing anything.


   


  9:18 AM ■ You look more mature than usual.(Akatsuki)


   


  “Oooh~!”


  I clapped lightly as I stood before an embarrassed Kawanami.


  He was wearing a kimono and a hakama, and looked like a scholar. The bright hair color and the curly ends were still the same, but surprisingly, he didn’t look so bad. Unlike Irido-kun, he had the look of a dropout—well, some may like it, I guess.


  “That’s rather nice. Glad you didn’t need a buzz cut for this.”


  “Were you going to give me a buzz cut if it didn’t suit me!?”


  “Aren’t you supposed to be a scholar? I mean, a scholar’s smart, unlike you.”


  “A buzz cut won’t help with that!”


  “That’s true. If that was enough to make you smart, you’d be a skinhead every time you took an exam.”


  “Grrr…I have nussing to say.”


  I chuckled, gently lifted the sleeve lightly with my fingers, and showed my appearance to Kawanami.


  “So? What do you think?”


  Of course, I too was being Haikara-san with the boots on.


  I grinned and waited for the answer, but Kawanami gave me a blank stare, 


  “Well, I saw it when you tried it on. It’s nothing new…”


  “Compliment me as many times as you want!”


  “Say, you, isn’t that a girlfriend thing?”


  “Compliment me all you want, even if I’m not your girlfriend! Your flirty face is just for decoration!”


  “Too bad, it’s just decoration!”


  Kawanami frowned, tilted his head, and looked at my head.


  I usually had a ponytail tied high, but there’s a little difference on this day.


  “…You have a different ribbon, don’t you?”


  “Isn’t it cute? It’s Japanese style to match this costume ~♪ “


  “You look…ow! Hey, stop kicking me with your boots!”


  “Don’t act like you’re used to dealing with women again!”


  “You’re the one who’s trying to look like a woman, you idiot!”
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  I continued to deliver low kicks, “Oyyy.” and my friend Maki-chan came out through the curtain from the staff space,


  “That couple over there~. It’s almost time for the show to start, so please stop your manzai and get ready~.”


  “Who’s the couple?”


  “I’m so sad, Irido-san is popular, Akki’s having a husband and wife manzai routine, and comedy, and even Nasuka has a boyfriend. It’s like I’m the lonely one! Oy oy oy…”


  “Don’t worry, Maki-chan. You’re tall and good-looking.”


  “There’s no point in being popular with girls!”


  Maki-chan, a member of the basketball team, was tall and slender, and looked perfect in her hakama. Of course, she was a big hit with the girls. The thing though was that she wasn’t interested in the same gender.


  “I want a boyfriend too! I wonder if I’ll get wooed today?”


  “No wooing allowed.”


  Kawanami said with a dumbfounded look.


  “Besides, if you’re so quick to fall for such things, you’ll be in trouble. Don’t be so quick and end up trashy.”


  “Eh……?”


  Maki-chan opened her eyes wide, stared at Kawanami, and clutched at her chest.


  …Huh?


  “Eh? Uh oh, my heart just jumped. What’s with you Kawanami!? You’re just as frivolous as you look! Your wife’s going to be pissed!”


  “Wife? Do I look like I have one?”


  “Wahey~! We got an adulterer posing as a bachelor~!”


  “……………………………”


  I stared silently at the adulterer who was giggling along with Maki-chan.


  …What’s with you? You wouldn’t praise my cosplay, but you say nice things about Maki-chan? Hmmmm…heh~…I see…


  “(…I guess you’ll end up being wooed yourself anyway.)”


  I’m not going to help him out anymore. I’m going to let him be remembered as the weirdo who vomits.


  I turned away and tried to enter the staff area, 


  “Speaking of wooing, you should be careful, too.”


  Kawanami suddenly said to me in a slightly softer voice.


  “You’ve got a pretty face, you know. Besides, the cosplay effect makes you look more mature than you really are—”


  “Eh? Me? Mature—”


  “—In any case, the boots make you taller.”


  “………………”


  “Ouch! Don’t stomp on me with those boots! You’ll crush me!”


  I’ll crush you!


   


  9:45 A.M. ■The Savior from Taisho (Isana)


   


  And so the culture festival finally started.


  Our class, 1-3, was a little unmotivated, so we decided to set up a photo exhibition with minimal preparation and manpower so that we could enjoy the festival by fooling around with the other classes.


  Because of this, nobody blamed me for not doing much work, but I had no place to go and enjoy myself at on the day of the festival, that’s to say, this day, except to laze around in my own classroom…and then right on cue, the other girls who had too much time on their hands looked interested in something as they approached me?


  “Hey, aren’t you going out to play, Higashira-san?”


  “E-eh…well…”


  “You’re waiting for your boyfriend, right? Irido-kun won’t have much time since he’s busy with CulFes, I think?”


  “Ah, I see. Hey hey, what’s Higashira-san’s boyfriend like? I’ve never seen him before.”


  “Well, some girls say he’s …cool, though personally I prefer him to be sturdier.”


  “I didn’t ask you about your likes! Sorry Higashira-san! She has a muscle fetish! “


  “What? Do you like muscles too!?”


  “Ah-ahaha……”


  Somebody save me! I’m being used as a conversation fodder by people whose names I can’t even remember! They’re the only ones who seem to be having fun, and I can only smile!


  And then, maybe my heartfelt plea was received.


  On the opposite end of the bustling corridor that was a stark contrast to our practically empty class that had become a rest area, a visitor appeared.


  In a kimono.


  In hakama.


  He wore a haori and a school cap.


  Dressed like a scholar—


  —It was Mizuto-kun.


  “…..Hyoooeeeee.” “Hueeee……”


  As soon as Mizuto-kun walked in with his black haori fluttering, the two girls who had so animatedly talked finally stopped, and their voices were deflated.


  I was the same.


  I heard…about it. I saw a photo. But…but…!


  —What is this perfection!!??


  Is he a proper heir to some great family!? A good groom chosen by the parents!? It’s like those cases when the girl’s annoyed that the marriage partner is chosen, bumps into the guy before knowing he’s betrothed to her, goes all “I wish this guy is my fiancé ……” and it comes true! It’s him! He’s that guy!


  Th-that shocked me…I was basically a girl in dreamland..


  Mizuto-kun quickly looked around the classroom, found me, and quietly walked up to me….huh? I wasn’t dreaming? He’s really coming towards me! Ah! By the way, he’s my boyfriend!


  “Isana”.


  And ever since last time, he’s been calling me by my first name!


  “I just came to check on you…were you in the middle of something?”


  “…Ah ah ah…” “…Haaa haa…”


  Mizuto-kun looked at them with his cold eyes, and the two who had been cackling just moments ago were as speechless as I was.


  Mizuto-kun tilted his head lightly at this sight, and turned his attention back to me.


  “I’m going to make my rounds now, so I’ll come back for you at noon…They made me wear this dress for publicity, but I really want to take it off ASAP.”


  “””No way!””””


  Everyone cried in unison.


  Even I, who had only smiled at them, was in perfect harmony.


  Mizuto-kun’s eyes went blank at our sudden unity, 


  “Well, anyway, I just came to check on you. I’m glad to see you’re not in as much trouble as I thought. Well then.”


  With that, Mizuto-kun simply walked out of the classroom.


  The two of them, whose names I didn’t know of, stared off into the distance, 


  “…I guess smart-looking guys are fine too…”


  “…Right…?”


  It’s really scary…how you can change someone’s fetishes with a glance…Mizuto-kun.


   


  10:05 A.M. ■ The heart speaks louder than the mouth (Yume)


   


  “Lookie look. It’s Haikara-san~!” “Wow, it’s true! It’s cute!”


  I heard those voices again, and I felt my face heat up a little.


  I thought I wouldn’t stand out too much while walking down the corridor in hakama and boots since there were so many cosplayers everywhere during the culture festival, but I was naive. This choice of costume really made us stand out.


  “Goodness…! I’d rather serve customers than do this….”


  “Don’t say things you can’t do.”


  “Wha…! I-I can at least serve customers!”


  I protested to Mizuto, who was dressed as a scholar. Et tu Mizuto, with that innocent face!?


  Mizuto, who was wearing a cloak, had a placard hanging on his haori that read “Taisho-Romantic Cafe, Class 1-7!’. Akatsuki-san hung it on him back in the classroom before we patrolled as executive committee members. To be honest, it’s more embarrassing than the costume, so Mizuto and I swapped from time to time.


  “Take a good look at me when our shift comes up. I’m a girl who can do it!”


  “I know. I’ve heard you practicing at night.”


  “Hurrrkkk…! D-don’t eavesdrop …!”


  “Your fault for being so loud.”


  This is why living together isn’t always a good thing. What do I do for Valentine’s Day? Where am I supposed to make chocolate?


  During the culture festival, the most time would be spent on patrolling the campus. If there’s trouble, we solve it, if there are lost kids, we guide them. There’s no time for us to be shy.


  That’s also the reason why I agreed to let Higashira-san join us. Because it’s a real date! According to senpai, some people started dating after CulFes.


  I looked at my watch and said, 


  “Ah…h-hey, we should get going soon.”


  “Hmm?…Ahh, you mean check out the haunted house?”


  “Yes! We don’t want to be late! Right!?


  It is the job of the culture festival committee to check the safety of the events.


  Yep, haunted houses have poor visibility, and trouble can easily occur. The committee members will drop by beforehand to ensure safety.


  It’s our job! It’s definitely not for my personal benefit! It’s a job! I have no choice! I need to enter the haunted house alone with Mizuto…!


  “Oh, you’re here?” Are you the CulFes committee?” Wow! Your costume is pretty~!”


  We arrived at the class in particular, and found the receptionists waiting for us in front of a classroom that had been transformed into a frightening atmosphere.


  It seemed preparations were cutting it close till the last minute, so we had to check it out at this time, right before the start of the culture festival…as expected, they’re working till the last minute, and it certainly looked very intricate ….


  I was a little scared, but Mizuto spoke in a professional manner.


  “Do you mind if we check it out?”


  “Please do please do~!” “Please enter together~!!” Watch your step, and follow the path!” “… By the way, it’s very dark in there, so you won’t be noticed if you stick together for a bit.”


  Woah! They’re stirring things up! This haunted house is for couples…!


  “…Let’s go.”


  After a subtle pause that showed his indecisiveness, Mizuto put his hand on the black curtain that blocked the entrance.


  “Wa-wait a sec…!”


  I hurriedly followed him through the curtain.


  It was really dark inside. I couldn’t believe it was daytime. It was like a cave, but there was a light in the back that seemed to be guiding me… like a human soul. What’s that light? How was it made?


  “They made the path obvious, huh ….”


  Mizuto calmly got into work mode. Is this guy really okay with horror? Ah goodness, we should have gone to a haunted house at least once when we were dating!


  I took a deep, quiet breath and spoke up adamantly.


  “… Hey…can I hold your hand, please …?”


  “Huh? Why?”


  I’m the one asking ‘why’! What kind of reaction is that when someone is being cute and cuddly?


  I attacked without hesitation.


  “Look, it’s dark, you’re wearing hakama, and it’ll be troublesome if you trip and break something. So, just in case, let’s stay together…, okay?”


  “… Well, okay. I get it.”


  No sooner than when I heard that, I slid my own hand into Mizuto’s.


  His hand was thin and delicate. I could tell it’s a guy though, since there’s a bit of ruggedness…I thought it got a little bigger since middle school.
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  When I tried to interlock my fingers with his, Mizuto glanced at me. I didn’t notice though. I’m oblivious, you know. I think you’re being overly self-conscious. Then, his gaze slipped away. Fufufu.


  And so, the haunted house date began.


  Splash…we walked down the dark narrow path while hearing water sounds echoing out of nowhere, And then—from a dim light that I thought was for guidance, the first assassin appeared.


  “Huh!?”


  I really didn’t intend to, but I clung onto Mizuto’s arm, naturally.


  Within the dimly glowing curtain, a strange shadow that was clearly not a person passed through.


  Speaking of haunted houses, I was expecting to see pale hands coming out of the fusuma sliding doors., and I thought I would be safe in the middle of nowhere. However, I was immediately caught off guard.


  “…Oy….”


  As I froze in surprise and a bit of remorse, I heard a faintly quivering murmur in my ear.


  “How long are you going to cling onto me…?”


  “Ah…s- sorry…”


  No, wait. I always failed because I retreated. It’s the perfect situation for me, so why can’t I press on?


  “Can I… go on like this for a while longer? It’s…scary ….”


  “………What are you saying? Don’t you usually seek out books with dismembered bodies in them?”


  “Mystery and horror are totally different!”


  I stiffened my resolve and hugged Mizuto’s arm even tighter. Within the next three seconds—I finally realized that I was pressing my chest against his, but I lost my way to retreat. Woooahhh…it’s embarrassing, but I’d be figured out if I were to escape here…….


  —Thump…thump…thump—


  My heartbeat hastened. Did you hear it through my arm? Do you think it’s because I’m clinging onto you? Or do you think I’m just scared of a haunted house?


  “……Let’s get moving. It shouldn’t be too long.”


  Without giving me an answer, Mizuto walked off, pulling me along.


  After that, the elaborate surprise trap continued. The ghosts suddenly jumping out at me was just the prelude to it all, and before I knew it, someone was following behind me. BAM BAM BAM! There were loud footsteps passing through. The changing tricks were really scary, and I wasn’t tempted by them anymore.


  Just when I thought it was about to end, a door appeared in front of us.


  It was the sliding door of the classroom. Beyond this would be the outside.


  But—at the exit of hope was a sign blocking the peephole.


  “The monster will be defeated by the pure love of Man, and the curse on the door will be broken. You should kiss each other on the mouth. If not, embrace each other.”


  “…………”


  “…………”


  What the heck is this!?


  You mean I can’t get out unless I kiss him? What kind of haunted house is this?


  I had a bad feeling about this~….when we went inside, everyone was grinning strange for some reason….


  I whispered discreetly to Mizuto.


  “(Wh-what do we do…?)”


  “(There’s no way we can do that. If it’s a kiss, it means we’re being watched.)”


  Ri-right, of course. Thinking it over, the whole world knew that Mizuto was dating Higashira-san, and if I were to kiss, even if it’s just a pretend kiss, that information would leak out from somewhere, and it would mean that Mizuto was cheating on her…


  “Then…we have no choice. Yep, we need to do this to get out!”


  I said loudly, paused and said, I don’t wanna—


  —Gyuu.


  And then, I hugged Mizuto from the front.


  It said we could hug as an alternative. Since I couldn’t kiss him, I could only do this. We had no choice. Right?


  “O-oy…”


  “Come on, hurry up. We need to hug each other…you too.”


  “……Damn you….”


  I laughed a little. I’d never seen anyone actually say ‘onore’ before.


  —Gyuu.


  I was engulfed within Mizuto’s arms from my shoulders to my back. I felt Mizuto’s warmth all over me, and a soft, happy feeling filled my chest. I was excited, I was relieved… ahh, maybe it’s the first time I’d been hugged like this since we broke up…


  …thump, thump, thump…


  The rhythm of his heartbeat was a little different from mine. I was sure it wasn’t just me, but that heartbeat got a little faster as time went by.


  Pfft. I couldn’t help but chuckle.


  And then, I couldn’t stop the mischievous impulse rising in me.


  While our cheeks touched, I brought my lips to Mizuto’s ear.


  “(It’s been a while. Does it feel good?)”


  —THUD. That heartbeat jumped for a moment.


  No matter how blank his face might be, the heart’s always honest. I had only seen him calmly do his CulFes work recently, so the frantic heartbeat felt even more adorable.


  However, such enjoyment didn’t last long, click, for I heard the sound of the door being unlocked.


  Mizuto immediately pulled himself away from me. I tried to peek at his face, but it was too dark, and he quickly turned away, so I couldn’t be sure.


  Well…that makes two of us though, since I was glad he couldn’t see my face too.


  ~! What did I just say? Wasn’t that a little ecchi!?


  “Thank you for your hard work!”


  By the time we opened the door and walked out into the brightly lit corridor, we were subtly looking away from each other, and the mood was indescribably awkward.


  “How was our haunted house!?” “It was well done! It’s going to be a sacred place for couples!”


  As a member of the culture festival committee, I had to make a decision.


  “…Basically, it’s fine, but please remove the last sign as it disrupts the public morals..”


  “””Eeehhhhh~!”””


  The girls screamed in frustration, while the boys looked at each other like, ‘Of course’. Yep, that’s right.


  Mizuto and I left the haunted house class, and went back to patrol.


  After a while, Mizuto, who had been silent, suddenly muttered to me.


  “…That was….”


  “Huh?”


  “That was…just me being surprised that the haunted house was more authentic than I thought.”


  …Did your heart beat faster after you hugged me?


  Don’t be so boorish, 


  “You’re scared, and you put up with it? For my sake?”


  “No! I was just surprised—”


  “So you were actually trying your best to endure it? O kawaii koto~!”


  “That’s not it…argh!”


  Really, it’s only the heart that’s honest, right?


   


  10:56 A.M. ■ Can’t I do this much for you? (Mizuto)


   


  After our little (really little) blunder in the haunted house, we continued our rounds, since I wasn’t going to spare Yume after she got carried away.


  I’ve always thought that if I could eliminate one of the Three Great Desires, I‘d choose to eliminate the desire to sleep, since I could use the time to read or do other things. But at this point, I wanted to get rid of my sexual desire. It wasn’t the first time…that I was rattled by such contact. That’s a shame for an eternity.


  As I walked through the hustle and bustle of the culture festival, my mind was distracted by something else.


  Is Isana free at the moment? When I went to check on her earlier, she seemed troubled by the girls in her class talking to her—well, she’s a pro at killing time by herself, so perhaps I didn’t have to worry about her, but I’d like to pick her up earlier if possible.


  “…..!”


  I was about to pull out my phone to check the time when Yume paused for a moment…did she just wince a little, like she’s in pain or something?


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Ugh….. Nope. It’s nothing. I just tripped a bit…..”


  It’s not like I didn’t know her well enough to take her empty smile literally.


  I looked down at Yume’s booted feet and thought for a moment.


  “…..You got a blister?”


  “Eh? W-hy…”


  “You’ve been walking around in unfamiliar shoes for an hour. Of course that’s a possibility.”


  In fact, I should’ve thought of that in the first place. I hadn’t thought that far ahead…..


  “The infirmary…is a bit far, huh.”


  “I-I’m fine!”


  “Shut up. First thing we need to do is to be sure. I’m sure there’s an empty classroom nearby. Let’s go.”


  I grabbed Yume’s wrist and yanked her along, and she followed me without much resistance.


  The corridor in front of the empty classroom was deserted, as if it were an air bubble. The school building was filled with so much hustle and bustle, but my footsteps could be heard in this area.


  I opened the door and peeked inside, but there was no one in sight. I heard that every year, some students would hang out in these empty classrooms and skip the culture festival, but this one seemed to be empty for real.


  “I don’t see anyone here. Good enough. Sit in that chair for a minute.”


  “It’s nothing. I’m just a little sore…”


  “Look, It’s bad when you’re in pain. If you can’t walk, it means more work for me, understand?”


  “…You’re worried about yourself?”


  “Is that a bad thing?”


  “….Not really…”


  I bent down in front of Yume, who was sitting in a chair, “Which one?” I asked, and Yume replied, “Right…..,” so I loosened the laces on her right boot.


  After taking off the boot, I proceeded to the sock. I put my fingers on the elastic of the socks, “Wait…!” Yume anxiously watched on, but thanks to Isana, taking off a girl’s socks was pretty much easy peasy for me. Besides, didn’t Yume ask me to put her knee-highs on her before? Don’t act innocent now.


  The sock came off easily, exposing her white foot. I lifted it gently, “Mm…” and Yume let out a ticklish moan.


  “…There’s some redness on your inner ankle and around the base of your big toe…doesn’t look that bad right now.”


  “O-of course, right? I’m fine.”


  “That’s what you say now. We got our class shift after this, and given your personality, you’re going to put up with it at work even when the abrasion gets worse.”


  “…..Nnnn………”


  Yume fell silent, looking a little embarrassed.


  Since it’s already this red, I felt I should do something about it. The best thing would be to change to a pair of shoes she’s fine with, but we don’t have any on hand right now…


  “…Oh, right.”


  I remembered something, rummaged through the pocket of my hakama, and pulled out something.


  Yume raised her eyebrows lightly,


  “…Band-aid? You have one of those?”


  “Yeah, just in case a visiting kid trips over or something. You should feel a little better if you put this on for now.”


  I put the band-aid on the area that was turning red.


  Yume mumbled to herself as she saw me work.


  “You’re…surprisingly thoughtful about people, aren’t you?”


  “…Not really. It’s just that I don’t like crying kids, so that’s the first thing I thought of.”


  “The truth is, you’re sweet…Higashira-san and I are the only ones who know about this, right?”


  Once I was done putting on the band-aid, I picked up the sock, and stared at Yume’s bare foot.


  “Then again, so what…what’s wrong with that?”


  “You could’ve gotten to know everyone better. You’re not exactly friendly with the CulFes guys, are you?”


  “That’s true, not like I can help it.”


  I slipped the boot over her foot without looking up at Yume’s face.


  “It’s a hassle for me when people think I’m easy to get along with. For me, it’s exhausting to talk to people.”


  “What about me then?”


  “It’s really tiring.”


  “You’re my family, don’t be so harsh.”


  Yume chuckled as she said this.


  …I don’t need them.


  I’m the kind of person who doesn’t need ‘everyone’.


  I’m not like you…I’m just built different.


  I tied her laces, stood up, and Yume got up from the chair.


  “How is it?”


  Yume paced around the gap between the desks, looking at the plastered right foot.


  “…Hmmm. I think it’s fine. It doesn’t hurt anymore.”


  “Take it easy. It’s troublesome to diagnose you again.”


  “You should be more honest and gentle.”


  Yume gave a faint, weird smile, 


  “Thanks.”


  The memory of the moment when Yume nursed me back to health popped up In the back of my mind.


  Yuni-san told me to thank her in person. But—I hadn’t been able to say those words to her.


  I guess it’s easy for you to say it so easily though.


  “………Yeah.”


  I replied tersely and walked to the classroom door.


  The only thing that brimmed from my throat was emptiness.


   


  11:06 A.M. ■ For some reason, the genius classmate is gunning for my chastity (Yume)


   


  Creak…


  I left the empty classroom along with Mizuto, and just as we’re about to leave, I heard a creaking noise behind me.


  “(Wait, wait, wait!)”


  “Hmm?”


  I stopped Mizuto sharply while muffling myself, and looked back at the empty classroom I had just left.


  “(Is there anyone in the classroom…from earlier?)”


  “Huh…?”


  Mizuto furrowed his eyebrows suspiciously, and at that moment, there was another creak.


  We looked at each other.


  We crept closer and closer to the door we had just closed ourselves, and peered through the peephole.


  And then…we saw it.


  “—Well, Hahaha, that was scary.”


  “… Please give me a break, Kurenai-san…”


  A guy and a girl crawled out from under the teacher’s desk.


  “”……!?””


  They were hiding!?


  They were under the table the whole time…while I had Mizuto touch my leg!?


  Also, those two were very familiar.


  The girl with a distinct asymmetrical hairstyle was Vice President Suzuri Kurenai.


  The guy was the same guy who always accompanies her around, Treasurer Jouji Haba.


  While those two…cuddling under the cramped teacher’s desk…while we’re in the classroom…?


  “(Eh? Eh? What’s going on? Why are those two hiding…?”


  “(Isn’t that because…it would be bad if they were found…?)”


  Eh? You mean they didn’t want to be caught doing something? A guy and a girl alone together? In an empty classroom…?


  Kurenai-senpai quickly slapped the butt of her skirt, sat down at the desk by the window, and crossed her legs leisurely.


  Senpai herself was rather diminutive, and had a small bust too, but she had quite the feminine profile. In other words…well, if I had to choose my words…she’s thicc. She’s unexpectedly fleshy on the thighs, and she had her legs crossed despite her short skirt, which made it difficult for me to look at her. In fact, Haba-senpai looked away, and I too turned Mizuto’s face aside.


  Kurenai-senpai was basically seducing Haba-senpai as she put her hands behind her back, unprotected.


  “Well, Joe, now that you’ve inhaled all my scent, shall we continue?”


  “No I didn’t, and I’m not going to.”


  Haba-senpai clearly stated. I guess it’s the first time I saw him talk like this…speaking of which, what… continue? Continue what?


  Kurenai-senpai chuckled.


  “You shouldn’t lie, you know? Your nostrils were about two millimeters wide when you got down and buried your face into my chest. I’m sorry about that. I should’ve gone no bra beforehand in anticipation of that situation.”


  “That’s a super unnecessary concern…what’s so fun about seducing me?”


  “That’s a question I don’t understand. How can it not be fun to seduce a man I’m in love with?”


  Love…? You said love!? You said it, didn’t you?


  Kurenai-senpai teasingly put her finger on the ribbon.


  “Or is my virginity not worthy of yours?”


  What the—?


  “(…Oy. Is this something we should be watching?)”


  “(J-Just a little more! Just a little more!)”


  At this position, Haba-senpai had his back turned to me, and I could barely see his face, but I could barely make out his reddened ears.


  “…. I’ve told you many times, I’m the one who doesn’t deserve it. I don’t know what your whim is, but I’m not good enough for you, Kurenai-san.”


  “You can call someone’s first love a whim. As I’ve said many times, you’re not as insignificant as you think you are. After all, I’m the one who approved of you, you know?”


  “After all, I’m just a little mechanically-inclined, and nothing else—”


  “Everyone has an ideal self.”


  Suddenly, Kurenai-senpai said so.


  Strangely, those words resonate strongly enough to enter my ears even though there was a distance between us.


  “Whether you realize it or not, I think that the beauty of a person lies in the respect of those ideals Joe, your ideals are beautiful. That’s why you think you’re not so great in real life. You respect your ideals so much that you underestimate your reality. That’s the attitude that I call beautiful.”


  Haba-senpai fell silent, and next to me, Mizuto too gasped.


  The ideal, self…


  I too had one. That’s why I grew my hair long, that’s why I fixed my shyness, that’s why I made friends—that’s why I confessed my love to him.


  I wonder if Mizuto has one too.


  Back in middle school, I thought he was a hero who could do anything. Even at this moment, with his abnormally high specs and seemingly little need for human help—he too had ideals he wanted to attain, and a reality in which he couldn’t attain.


  “Even if that’s the case…”


  Haba-senpai eked out a voice he hardly used, but was strong enough.


  “The ideal me isn’t the one who loses to the lame temptations of a smart but crude classmate who becomes an animal while everyone else is working hard.”


  “…I see.”


  Kurenai-senpai tightened the loosened ribbon and hopped off the desk.


  “I read in the reference material that passion flares when we indulge in pleasure while everyone else is working, but it seems I was mistaken.”


  “Please discard that reference material ASAP.”


  “Good grief. I’ll have to think of a new situation again. It’s hard enough to fall for a guy with such lofty ideals.”


  “Please realize soon that it’s harder to be liked by a strange woman.”


  Ah, uh oh, they’re coming this way!


  We left the place while hushing our presence. Once we were far enough away to blend in with the hustle and bustle of the culture festival, we finally sighed.


  “I’m surprised…I thought those two were always together, but I guess that’s their relationship…”


  “I don’t think ‘that’s their relationship’ sums up everything…”


  That’s true. I guess even Kurenai-senpai too had a romantic side to her…though it’s kinda crude.


  “…I pity Haba-senpai.”


  Mizuto muttered to himself.


  “Eh? Why? Kurenai-senpai is definitely a bit of a weirdo, but she’s cute and nice.”


  “Too nice is also a problem, you know.”


  With that, Mizuto walked off at a brisk pace.


  Are you saying that a high lofty flower is too good for him? It’s true that she had a different presence from others, and she did say so, but.


  ….I didn’t think it had anything to do with that.


  I was able to become lovers with you back then, even though I thought that totally didn’t suit me.


   


  11:34 A.M. ■ I’m happy that he’s popular, but that doesn’t mean I’m jealous. (Akatsuki)


   


  “Ah…! You’re here!”


  I was waiting in front of the classroom, and then Yume-chan and Irido-kun finally emerged from the crowd.


  I waved to them, and they hurried towards me as they looked at the back door—where the guests would visit.


  “Sorry, we’re a little late… Hey, isn’t that quite a huge queue?”


  “Isn’t the queue like, crossing to the other class…?”


  “That’s~right~! The line was longer than expected… so we added a time limit for each visit and added more seats in a hurry, but there’s too much demand~.


  Thank goodness the class next door wasn’t using their own classroom for their item. If they had, the queues would be tangled up, and it’d be a mess.


  “Wh-why…is it so popular?”


  “It seemed word of mouth spread. The coffee that Kine-chan made was better than expected for a culture festival—and there’s the two of you walking around here and there, which made it more popular.”


  When I waved my phone in the air and showed it to Yume-chan “Eh, ehhhh…~” she groaned, looking perturbed yet delighted. Irido-kun frowned in annoyance.


  “Anyway, help us out here! We don’t have the manpower for this!”


  “O-okay!”


  I pulled Yume-chan and Irido-kun by the hand and brought them into the classroom. Then, 


  “Ah, the girl from earlier…!” “Wow! It looks so damn good on you~~~!”


  The store suddenly buzzed, and Yume-chan’s eyes went blank.


  Pffft, you have quite the low self-esteem, don’t you, Yume-chan? You should be aware that you’re super duper cute~!


  And of course, Yume-chan wasn’t the only one in the spotlight.


  The moment Irido-kun showed up in his scholar costume, his work clothes, more than 70% of the female customers in the store whispered to each other, squealed away, or immediately hushed themselves by covering their mouths and puffing their cheeks.


  Of course, Irido-kun ignored such reactions with a blank look. It’s annoying that he’s aware of his high specs, and more so for him to ignore such reactions.


  We entered the staff space separated by a curtain, Yume-chan still seemed to be having a hard time understanding the situation.


  “Ehhh…e-erm, there are surprisingly a lot of women here, aren’t there?”


  “Yes, yes. Word of mouth is spreading, especially among girls. Thanks to this, the store has become a more female-oriented space. There’s no attempt to woo our staff that we’re worried about.”


  Visitors came on an invitation basis, and the information shared by the system wasn’t as much as expected. Ultimately, it was all a futile effort on Irido-kun’s part.


  “—You’re finally here, Irido~~~…!”


  A group of boys entered the staff space, sounding vindictive. Like Irido-kun, the hall staff was serving customers in the same scholar outfit.


  “The girls who came here after seeing you looked at us and went all ‘they aren’t as perfect, right?’ ‘the one we just saw earlier was better’…!”


  “That’s right! You can’t become a scholar if you’re a normal high school boy!


  “Take responsibility! Your presence is banishing us into the shadow realm! We need to stop you before you cause us more emotional trauma!”


  So sad…


  It seemed the boys had it tougher because they couldn’t disguise themselves with pretty colors like the girls. it was supposed to be a place for our acquaintances to meet, but because the Irido siblings were such good billboards, we had unfamiliar visitors coming over.


  Kawanami, who’s becoming more popular because of how frivolous he was, smirked as he stood behind the boys crowding Irido-kun.


  “There’s a crowd waiting for you. Go ahead and be the eyecandy, Irido.”


  “…Haa….”


  Irido-kun let out a languid sigh.


  It’s not fair, I know. That looked good on him too.


  “Understood. I’ll just serve as per what’s written in the manual.”


  “That’s good enough. I think you can handle it.”


  Kawanami stepped aside for Irido-kun.


  And I too would nudge Yume-chan in the back, 


  “You too, Yume-chan! Don’t worry, I’ll follow up on you even if you make a mistake!”


  “I-I’ll do my best…!”


  I pushed the nervous looking Yume-chan together with Irido-kun, who was wearing a school cap, out into the hall.


  At the same time,


  “Yes, yes, yes!” “I’d like to make an order~!” “I’ll have another one!”


  The customers raised their hands in unison.


  Woah. It’s definitely almost a bad joke.


  The storm of orders suddenly overwhelmed them, and Yume-chan was in a panic.


  “Wh-wh-what do I do…?”
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  “Go to the nearest one and start from there! We’ll take care of the rest! Here’s the order chit!”


  I handed over the order chit and sent Yume-chan off to a nearby table. It was a group of three girls. I thought they’d be easier to deal with than boys or adults, but, 


  “Wow! It’s so pretty even up close!” “What’s with her hair? It’s so well groomed!” “Hey, can I take a photo? I want to post it on Instagram!”


  “Eh, ah, no, erm…”


  “Yes, yes! Dear customers! Please place an order quickly! One Instax shot for 100,000 yen!”


  Yumi-chan was instantly overwhelmed by the concentrated attack of the girls, so I came in to help. The girls all went, “It’s too expensive!” “It’s an acoustic guitar!” “Alright we give up~!” and laughed. We’re not running a real store, so it’s okay to treat the customers like this.


  “A-Akatsuki-san, thank you~…!”


  “You’re welcome. It’s not like you’re working at a real stall, take it easy! I’ll take care of you for a while!”


  “Uuu, it’s not worth the trouble…”


  You’re so serious. That’s what’s so cute about you!


  Meanwhile, as for Irido-kun…


  “One café au lait, one straight iced tea, is that correct?”
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  “Y-yes, of course…” “E-erm, a photo…”


  “I’m sorry, but we don’t allow photos here….”


  He said with a troubled look on his face, “Haaa…!” “N-no, it’s fine…” and the females were almost at their limits.


  It was surprising. I expected him to be expressionless and machine-like, but I didn’t expect him to give a professional smile.


  “You’re rather capable, Irido-kun. I’m not sure why you’re usually so cold to me.”


  “When it comes to work, my interpersonal skills seem to be switched on. Same thing when I’m working on CulFes. …”


  “…What’s wrong?”


  I looked at Yume-chan’s face and saw that she had a conflicted look on her face, pouting a little while the edges of her lips relaxed.


  Yume-chan covered her mouth with the order chit in embarrassment, 


  “…It’s nice to see Mizuto being recognized by other people…but, it’s a little unpleasant seeing him smile at other girls…”


  “…………”


  WHY IS THIS GIRL SO CUTE!!!!!?????


  “Oyyy Irido, come here!”


  Kawanami, who was nearby, suddenly called Irido-kun over.


  When Irido-kun came to him with a doubtful look, Kawanami stared back intently,


  “You better…serve customers more coldly.”


  “What kind of instruction is that?”


  “Shut up! Didn’t you learn in your training not to sell your smile too cheaply?”


  “It’s like Ran Ran Ru after dark.”


  At Irido-kun’s calm retort, “pfft” Yume-chan let out a small giggle.


   


  11:55 A.M. ■My working friend is completely different from usual (Isana)


   


  Here I am!


  I’m Isana Higashira.


  I heard that Mizuto-kun and Yume-san were working their shifts from this time, so I came to the rumoured Taisho-Romantic café at classroom 1-7…


  “It’s really popular…”


  There was a really long queue at the entrance! It’s like a Mister Donut sale.


  Well, I’ve never had the courage to go alone, much less to a cafe. I didn’t expect it to be so popular.


  Could they excuse me for a moment and have a peek inside through the window? There were others who saw this long queue and were interested, so I was going to blend in and have a peek…


  “…Ah…”


  I found Mizuto-kun and Yume-san!


  I did see Mizuto-kun before, but Yume-san looked really good too… haaa…. They used to date when in middle school, huh…woah, my heart’s racing for some reason.


  There you go! Y’all look so different when you’re serving customers, I guess. When I met Mizuto-kun earlier, I felt like he was just wearing a costume, but he seemed like he’s actually working…no, I don’t think a real scholar would work in a café, but,


  “Is this your entire order?”


  “Y-Yes, …!” “That’s it! Yes! Thank you very much.”


  “Please enjoy your meal.”


  …Well..


  Somehow…the vibe around Mizuto-kun is softer than usual. I’m not sure what to say.


  What is it? What’s with that smiling face!? Where’s that salty Mizuto-kun who never raises an eyebrow no matter how I talk to him!? He’s only looking so kind to the customers! It’s not fair!


  Well I guess he wouldn’t give such a look even if I asked him to…I didn’t have the courage to enter the store, and I didn’t have money, so I was just going to bite my tongue and peek. Please look at this, this is the reality of the woman who’s rumored to be Mizuto-kun’s girlfriend.


  “—Huh, Higashira-san?”


  “Unya!”


  Suddenly, Minami-san appeared in front of me. I was so surprised that I turned my head aside.


  Minami-san, like Yume-san, was wearing a hakama, with a ponytail and a big Japanese ribbon. Ohhh, it’s amazing how a different ribbon pattern can change the vibe of a person.


  “What are you doing here? Aren’t you going to go inside?”


  “I-I don’t have such guts though… There’s also a huge queue…”


  “Haha~….since it’s hard to get in alone, you’re peeking at Irido-kun through the window? So? What do you think?”


  “…I feel like I’m not looking at Mizuto-kun, and just looking at him makes me nervous. …”


  “Ohh, good response. You still have a bit of a girly streak in you, Higashira-san.”


  “I always have one. I’m just one of those girl friends who have crushes and marginalized every day!”


  “What’s the difference between that and a girlfriend…?”


  Minami-san said as she gave me a dumbfounded look of eyes half opened. The difference is that Mizuto-kun doesn’t seem to have a crush at all.


  “Do you want to come in? I’ll let you in as a friend, okay?”


  “No, no, no, it’s fine! It’s bad when other people are queuing!”


  “I see. Hmm~…ah, I see. Are you free after this?”


  “Eh? Ah, yes, until Mizuto-kun and the others are done with their work. …”


  “Good enough. I’m almost done with my shift and have some free time. Come with me!… I need you to help me with something, okay?”


  “Haaa…I don’t mind, but ….”


  What do you want me to help you with, when I’m not even helping with my class exhibition?


  “Now then, wait here for a minute, Higashira-san, I have to get changed.”


  Minami-san gave a suspicious smirk and walked away. She approached Yume-san and said something like, “Hey, let me borrow that”. The latter replied “Eh?…Ah, I see. I’ll leave it to you,” and gave me a mysterious smile.


  Ehhh…? What is it? What are you planning …?


  While I was confused, a secret voice leaked out from around me.


  “It’s Higashira…”, “Look, she’s Irido-kun’s rumored…”, “Ahh! That girl…!?”


  …Hmmm.


  I decided not to worry about my surroundings, but I was still uncomfortable. I might die if I stood up any more, so I left the window, feeling regretful, and retreated some distance away from the classroom of 1-7.


  Minami-san, what are you planning to do…? I can’t stop worrying!


   


  12:16 P.M. ■People may forget, but what goes around comes around (Mizuto)


   


  Lunch break loomed, and we had to cut the queue. Once we dealt with the current queue, we could finally have a break. I promised to walk around the culture festival with Yume and Isana. Finally, I was free from the unfamiliar sales smile.


  …Maybe not.


  At the last moment, a troublesome assassin appeared.


  “Oy, Irido. Someone called for you.


  Kawanami came to call me in the staff area with a stupefied look.


  “Called? By whom?”


  “I dunno? Some really pretty big sister with a grade school kid. I don’t really know what I should call her…but anyway, what’s the relationship?”


  Big sister.


  Of all my acquaintances, there was one such person I would call her so.


  “… Okay. I’ll go….”


  “You look like you’re really embarrassed.”


  “Of course—you’ll look like this too if your relatives came to your workplace.”


  “… Ahhh….”


  Kawanami seemed to have understood, for he took pity on me “Do your best.” and tapped me lightly on the shoulder.


  I went out onto the hall that was less frantic than before, and found that Yume had already been caught by that person.


  “—Come on, Chikuma, you have something to say to Yume, don’t you?”


  “Eh, ahh, uuu…”


  “Madoka-san, you don’t have to force him to say something like that… I’m sorry, Chikuma-kun. You don’t have to worry about it, okay?”


  Sure enough, it was Madoka-san.


  She did say she’d come, and Yume did send her an invite, but worryingly for us, she really did. And for some reason, she even brought her little brother Chikuma along. Poor little guy. He’s a shy kid, and I’m sure he wouldn’t feel comfortable at a high school culture festival.


  I reluctantly joined the fray of a high school girl and a college girl surrounding a red-faced elementary school kid, “Ohhh!” and Madoka-san looked at me.


  “Mizuto-kun! I’ve heard about your reputation~? I heard you’re the number one waiter in this restaurant~?”


  “I don’t have a reputation, and it’s only a part-time gig for CulFes.”


  “Again with that? Nihihi, I saw other girls going all kya kya at you. I’m so proud of you as a big sister.”


  It would be too much of a hassle to deal with her, so I looked towards Yume instead and said.


  “Don’t slack off for too long. There are still other customers here.”


  “You’re really unsociable. Why don’t you be more sociable with Madoka-san?…Sorry, Madoka-san, there are more customers than I expected…”


  “It’s okay. We’ll just sit here and watch! Get back to work~.”


  Yume bowed and left Madoka-san’s seat, and Chikuma followed her back with his eyes…well, in general, it’s understandable that he’d admire a relative that suddenly appeared. In general, that is.


  I too left the seats, and went to a customer who was waiting. Right at this moment, a seat was available.


  “How many people?”


  “Ah, just the two of us!”


  Maybe they’re in middle school, probably first years. They were a pair of girls who hadn’t grown tall enough yet. One of them looked friendly, but the other one was always looking diagonally downwards, seemingly distressed. I guess these were our last customers for the morning.


  As part of the ambiance, I led the middle school girls to their seats as they looked curiously at the Taisho era newspapers on the wall and the bookshelves containing the works of literary figures of the time.


  There were quite a few middle school students in attendance. They got invitations from their older siblings or seniors, and basically treated this as an open campus visit. In other words, they’re potential future juniors—but I’ll have already graduated by the time these kids are in high school.


  When I took my seat, the friendly-looking one smiled at me, just as I had expected.


  “Onii-san, you’re really cool! It really looks great on you! Hey, don’t you think so too?”


  “…………”


  For some reason, the dour-looking one was staring at my face.


  I had gotten used to the stares while dressed like this, but still, she looked at me like there was a crawfish on my face.


  What is it?


  So I wondered, 


  “…Erm…”


  The junior high school girl slowly spoke up while she stared at my face with her eyebrows raised.


  “Have we…met somewhere before?”


  “Huh?”


  I couldn’t help but break out of my sales mode and show my true nature.


  Have we met? Is that what she asked me?


  I looked at the junior high school girl’s face again. Her hair was in a two-side-up style, a combination of long hair and twin-tails, and although her innocent face was rather nice, her tsurime eyes gave a tough impression.


  I’d never been good at remembering people’s faces, but when they’re this young, it’s almost impossible to tell them apart. I just wonder why people couldn’t distinguish the faces of growing kids.


  “Sorry…but I don’t remember.”


  “Oh, I see…”


  The girl looked down with some disappointment, and the friendly-looking girl said,


  “Eh? That’s unusual! I can’t believe you’re interested in a guy! You’re always looking at the boys in your class like they’re trash~!”


  “It’s not like that…I was just mistaken…”


  “Listen to me, onii-san! When she was in fifth grade…she saw an older couple in middle school kiss! She was so traumatized by it that she ended up bad with boys!”


  “Wait…! You said too much!”


  I see. So she’s just looking wary at me, huh… though that didn’t answer my question…


  “I guess we’ll have a female staff member to serve you then. Will that be fine?”


  “T-thank you very much.”


  But the man-hating middle school girl kept staring at my face while I took her order.


  I returned to the staff area after taking their order, and Yume gave me a stern look.


  “…You talked for quite a long time, didn’t you?”


  “They’re just talkative, that’s all. Well, now that there isn’t much of a crowd, we can spend some more time, right?”


  “Hmmm…”


  Yume glanced at the two middle school girls from earlier, 


  “…They look like they’re first years.”


  “Probably about there, yeah, I guess.”


  “They’re so tiny.”


  “That’s about right for seventh graders.”


  “……You like middle schoolers?”


  “I’ll punch you.”


  It’s true that I once dated a middle school girl, but I too was in middle school back then.


  I was in no mood to handle her strange insinuations, and I forced myself to get back to work.


  “That middle school student doesn’t like boys with long hair. You should serve her instead.”


  “Hmmm…so now I have man-hating girls to deal with…”


  “That’s enough.”


  Nihihi, I turned my head to the sound of laughter and saw Madoka-san looking at me, grinning. Seriously, you should learn from Chikuma… who’s quietly cooling down his tea.


  So I thought, 


  “—Ah.”


  Chikuma, who was about to sip his drink, hit his elbow on the desk.


  The saucer slid off the desk and landed on the floor with a crash—or so I imagined, 


  “Whoa!”


  A hand quickly reached out from the side and caught the saucer.


  It was the man-hating middle school girl from the nearby seat.


  She breathed a sigh of relief and held out the saucer to Chikuma.


  “Here, take this. Be careful.”


  “Ahhh….”


  Chikuma took the saucer, and eked out a soft voice. Seeing this, Madoka-san said, “I’m sorry! Thank you! You too, Chikuma!” Chikuma looked up at the middle school girl with his face completely red to her ears from the shame of his mistake.


  “Thank you, very much….”


  “————Ugh.”


  The middle school girl flinched somewhat, but muttered coldly, “…It’s nothing,” and returned to her seat.


  Hmmm. She must be really uncomfortable with guys if she acts like that even to younger people.


  When she was in the fifth grade, she witnessed a couple kissing….since she’s in seventh grade, then two years ago—


  —Two years ago—couple—kissing—elementary school—


  “…Hmm?”


  What’s…bugging me at this point?


  “I’ve got number two! Take it, take it, take it!”


  The kitchen staff raised his voice, and the discomfort disappeared somewhere. What was that about?


   


  12:48 P.M. ■Complimenting my female friends’ looks somehow made me feel defeated (Mizuto)


   


  “Akatsuki-san?”


  It was lunchtime, and the stall was closed for the time being. The kitchen staff groaned and hurried off to the nearest supermarket because we ran out of ingredients, and in the meantime, Yume and I went to the designated changing room to take off our costumes.


  On the way, I received a mysterious message on my phone.


  Yume looked at my phone screen from the side and said, 


  ““I have Higashira-san with me. If you want her back, come over to the automatic palm reading machine next to the stage in the courtyard.” …you like that kind of thing, don’t you, Akatsuki-san?”


  “I was going to meet up with Isana anyway, so I guess that’s fine. By the way, what is an automatic palm reading machine …?”


  What’s the point of that? Or did that class have a stall that automatically dispensed them?


  Anyway, we went to the changing room, where we were finally released from our hakama.


  I put on my uniform and left the men’s changing room, and Yume came out from the women’s changing room after a little while. She was wearing her uniform pleated skirt underneath, but a yellow class t-shirt on top.


  Yume tilts her head at the sight of me.


  “Where’s your class T-shirt?”


  “I’m wearing it underneath….”


  I tugged lightly at the collar of the shirt, revealing the t-shirt I was wearing underneath.


  As I told Isana before, I didn’t really like this class T-shirt. However, its functionality was decent, and Yume loved to pester me like this, so I wore it without complaining—it’s better to keep it as an undershirt since we’re meeting someone who hates class T-shirts more than me..


  We returned the costume to the classroom, and moved to the location designated by Minami-san.


  There were orderly queues towards the stalls in the schoolyard, and beyond them was a stage for events. Plays, band performances, and other events were held here and in the gymnasium.


  However, since it was lunchtime, there was no one on the stage. I crossed the deserted spectator area and walked around to the side of the stage, where I found a stall for automatic palm reading machines that was so close to the stage that I almost missed it.


  Right next to it, blending in with the shadows of the planted trees, I saw Minami-san in a class T-shirt, along with Isana who had her back arched for some reason.


  “Kept you waiting, Akatsuki-san. You too, Higashira-san…What are you doing?”


  “…Uuu… it’s not me…Minami-san suddenly… …”


  Isana’s shoulders were shivering as she muttered away, as though talking to the tree hollow.


  I frowned and glared at Minami-san.


  “… What did you do?”


  “You’re scary! Don’t get angry, I just had her change clothes! You don’t trust me enough, do you!?”


  On the contrary, I’d ask if she ever did anything to make me trust her.


  If you ask me, Isana wasn’t wearing a uniform. Her upper body was mostly covered by a black cape, but her skirt was dark green like matcha, and there seemed to be a front cover over it. Clearly it’s more like a waitress outfit instead of a uniform….


  “Come on, come on, Higashira-san! You got changed, so let’s show them! It’s all right! It looks great on you, don’t let Yume-chan’s eyes fool you!”


  “Hyaaah!? I-I’m not ready for this. …!”


  When Isana was forced to face forward by Minami-san, “Ohhhh! Yume clasped her hands together.


  “Thank goodness it’s the right size!”


  “It’s perfect! I was worried about the chest area though!”


  It seemed my impression of her resembling a waitress wasn’t far off the mark.


  She was wearing a cape around her chest, but it looked like she was wearing a white blouse with an apron-like dress over it that was open at the chest.


  The clothes that strongly reminded me of Europe at first glance seemed familiar to me.


  “Wait…the Dirndl…?”


  It was the dress Madoka-san had wanted Yume to wear when we were looking for costumes at the university.


  As I recall, the bust area was too wide open, so I stopped her from wearing it….but…


  “………Ah, so it’s a cape.”


  “You can’t walk out in this! Those Germans are crazy!”


  Isana exclaimed, scrunching up the front of her cape to cover her chest.


  Minami-san grabbed Isana’s shoulders from behind, “Nihihi.” and started laughing ominously.


  “Don’t worry…swimsuits show much more exposure…be confident.… It’s not that you’re half erotic—nope, I’m saying you’re cute and adorable. …”


  “You’re saying it’s erotic, right!? You almost said it!”


  “Don’t you want Irido-kun to see you like that?”


  “Uuu.”


  “You’ve already awakened to that, haven’t you? To the joy of being told you’re cute by someone you like! If it’s just a friend, then he can praise you honestly without any hesitation~~~”


  “Uuuuuu…”


  “Your suggestion skills are really intimidating…”


  Yume commented with a wry smile. Always with the unnecessary stuff, huh?


  Feeling dumbfounded, I decided to help.


  “Don’t force yourself. Even if it’s the same sex, it’s sexual harassment…”


  “—Ju-Just a moment….”


  Isana said in a faint voice, glancing at me.


  “If it’s just for Mizuto-kun…then, just a little bit…w-well? Now that I think of it, I used to go out in tank tops during summer vacation. It doesn’t make much of a difference…, right?”


  “Don’t ask me…”


  She’s right in that it’s a more decent attire compared to the boyfriend shirt just days ago though.


  Isana beckoned me over to her, and when I tried to approach her, Yume pulled the sleeve of my uniform.


  “(You need to compliment her properly, okay? …You can’t stare at it for too long.)”


  So which is it?…Really, how should I respond?


  I let go of Yume’s hand and approached Isana. Minami-san too gave up Isana, leaving us alone in the shade cast by the midday sun.


  Isana kept her hands on her cape and swept her eyes from side to side, then finally looked up at me with an upturned gaze.


  “Th-then, if you’ll excuse me. …”


  Gulp, Isana untied the straps of her cape…and I couldn’t help but feel nervous when she acted so solemn. Why at this time? What are we doing at the edge of the schoolyard in broad daylight?


  While I was throwing unanswered questions into the void, Isana opened the front of her cape.


  “…………”


  “…………”


  …… This, is …….


  
    [image: ]
  


  


  I knew it, I should have. I knew the Dirndl was designed to expose lots of the chest and the shoulders, but…would this be how Isana looked whenever she’s not dressed like a high school girl?


  A white blouse trimmed with frills lifted her self-proclaimed G-cup bulge, completely exposing her cleavage. There was a small gap between her blouse and her breasts, and if I stuck my fingers in it and slid it down, the cleavage would pop out..


  If that was all, it wasn’t much different from the way she was dressed during the summer vacation when she was so careless. However, the Dirndl is often worn by fantasy village girls in manga, and it suits Isana’s simple appearance…


  “W-What do you think…?”


  Isana asked with an anxious look.


  Now, all I had in my mind was a single thought.


  Somehow—I regretted it.


  I just felt defeated that Isana, who was always dressed messily and was terrible at teasing me—would feel this way about me.


  But…if I don’t tell her properly, Isana would have worn this for nothing.


  I searched for words for a few seconds, but my lack of literary talent rendered my resistance futile.


  “…… It looks pretty good on you. I think it’s cute.”


  “Ueehh?”


  Isana blinked in surprise, and her face was gradually flushed.


  “R-really?”


  “I’m not good at social graces. You know that, right?”


  “Not ‘cute’ like a dog or a cat—”


  “No.”


  “…B-by the way… which part of it…?”


  “The whole thing. It would be weird if I talked about it in detail.”


  “………Uehe. Uehehe. Eh heh heh ……”


  Isana was embarrassed, and went on a refrain alternating from a bashful grin and an otaku leer.


  I looked away, feeling mysteriously defeated. I was glad she was happy though.


  “Heh. If it strikes Mizuto-kun’s fetishes that much, maybe I should take off the cape for a while. Eheheh! It can’t be helped, it’s Mizuto-kun’s fetishes! Ehe!”


  “… By the way, let me ask you something.”


  “Yes?”


  I confronted Isana, who had quickly gotten carried away, with the reality of the situation.


  “What’s… going on with your underwear, anyway?”


  I couldn’t see any fabric at… where the bra should be.


  Isana froze for a while with the bashful smile still plastered on her face–and then closed the front of her cape.


  “…I should keep it closed after all….”


  “You should, unless you want to end up in the student counselling office.”


  Good grief…thank goodness we stopped Madoka-san, really.


   


  01:05 P.M. ■Complex girls


   


  “Was it good, Yume-chan? I’d say it was.”


  I stared at Higashira-san who had regained her senses and put her cape back on, and Mizuto who was giving a dumbfounded smile when Akatsuki-san discreetly asked me.


  I showed a vague smile.


  “Isn’t that fine? It’s probably already too late for those two.”


  “Well, I guess so. Their affection levels are already maxed”


  It’s a strange and complicated feeling that I’ve experienced many times before.


  Seeing Higashira-san looking so happy made me happy too…but at the same time, I felt my heart tingling with envy, or even jealousy. God I wished that was me…


  It would be really unpleasant if I was still unsure of my feelings and stance…But at this point, I had a clear idea of what I wanted, and could accept those mixed feelings. After all, it’s proof that I had come to like him again.


  “… You’ve grown up, Yume-chan. I can’t believe you’re the same girl who was upset and cried when you called Irido-kun’s name.”


  “No, well, I’m still anxious though.”


  It’s just that I figured out how not to be bogged down by that. I just told myself that it’s alright.


  For example, just now, you know, I was told I’m cute too. It seemed the Taisho-Romantic outfit really was within Mizuto’s strikezone. It’s fine after all. We’re evenly matched.


  “Then, can you handle the rest from now on?”


  Akatsuki-san said with a teasing smile, like she’s talking to a kid.


  I feel like a kid even though I’m bigger than you—I swallowed the words and nodded back.


  “Yeah, I’m okay… why don’t you go to Kawanami-kun?”


  “Why would I do that? That cheerful guy’s playing with his other friends anyway!”


  I tried to retaliate with some teasing, but she replied in a very stubborn and sulky manner. While she always acted like a guardian when it came to me, she’s jelly when it’s about herself…


  “Good luck, the culture festival is still a long way from ending.”


  “What are you trying to do?…Well, if I happen to see you, I might give you a little poke.”


  Akatsuki-san turned her head away and waved her ponytail like a dog’s tail.


   


  01:10 P.M. ■You can’t imitate a Natural little devil (Yume)       


   


  After seeing Akatsuki-san off, the three of us decided to have lunch first.


  “We’re closed now, but the food carts are still open, right?”


  “I guess…. It’s not very cosy, but what can we do? We haven’t had lunch today.”


  “Oh, …! C-can we go then? Can we? I want to eat takoyaki!”


  Higashira-san seemed to like food stalls more than I thought. She’s so shy though that she can’t go around by herself…I know that feeling…


  We went to a takoyaki shop and bought one serving for each person. It’s more expensive than frozen food, but we got enough money for today, so we should use it.


  “It’s hot. Be careful.”


  “Yes! Fu-fu…nom nom.”


  Higashira-san’s a little taller than me, but the way she chewed on the hot takoyaki was kinda cute; she’s like a squirrel.


  I guess I don’t have enough of this kind of cuteness in me right now…alright…


  “…Nom!”


  I covered my mouth with my hand as I took a bite of the takoyaki without letting it cool down.


  Mizuto looked at me with flabbergasted eyes.


  “You completely ignored your own warning.”


  “Affuu…i-it’s hotter than I thought!”


  I was trying to show that I’m not as dumb as he thought, but it was really too hot. My mouth might have been burned.


  Mogu mogu, Higashira-san swallowed down the takoyaki as she put her hand over her mouth.


  “I think I might have burned my tongue…”


  “Oy oy. Are you okay?”


  “Look at this~ …”


  Mmm, she said.


  Higashira-san suddenly opened her mouth and showed Mizuto her pink tongue.


  Ehh? Th-that’s…! Eh? She’s not ashamed?


  Mizuto peeked at Higashira-san’s tongue with an unconcerned expression on his face, 


  “It’s definitely a little burnt. Cool it down with some cold juice or something.”


  “Please~….”


  It’s definitely cute and cuddly, but…that really surprised me…th-the…tongue….


  “Mi-Mizuto…”


  “Hmm?”


  I tugged at the hem of Mizuto’s uniform.


  All I had to do was open my mouth…and stick out my…tongue…..


  “…I-it’s nothing.”


  “Really? I’ll buy drinks, you can have this.”


  Mizuto hands me a tray of takoyaki and heads for a nearby drink stall.


  I was quietly disappointed, holding the tray in both hands.


  …I can’t do this…I’m not Higashira-san…


  “What’s the matter, Yume-san, nom nom?”


  “Higashira-san…how are you so shameless?”


  “Huh? Am I being criticized harshly by any chance?”


   


  01:18 P.M. ■I’ve got nothing to do with this. (Akatsuki)


   


  “Ahhh, this is boring.”


  Maki-chan said unhappily as we walked down the crowded hallway.


  “What happened to our friendship? Irido-san has to work, so I can’t blame her, but that Nasuka, she put her boyfriend before us!”


  “It can’t be helped though~. They just started dating, you know. You shouldn’t butt in while they’re enjoying themselves to the fullest.”


  “She doesn’t seem to be having fun at all though!”


  It’s true that Nasuka-chan, who was going to meet her boyfriend, had the same expressionless face as usual.


  “But it’d be cute if she’s actually fidgeting inside despite the expressionless face.”


  “Ugh! That’s a sweet and sour thing to say! You’re making me want a boyfriend~!”


  “Okay okay. Calm down, I’ll accompany you.”


  “Uuu…I can’t get a boyfriend, but I can get a girlfriend. Let’s flirt with each other, Akki…”


  “Yes, yes. Flirt, huh.”


  I petted and comforted Maki-chan, who hugged me like a big dog. I know what it’s like to miss a friend. However, Nasuka-chan—and Yume-chan for that matter—weren’t the kind of girls who would forget about their friends just because they got boyfriends, so we should support them without being selfish.


  We went around the culture festival. We laughed at Maki-chan as she gobbled up frankfurters from the food stalls, and then moved to the gym where there were band performances and skits going on.


  “My senpai from the basketball team is going to play in a band~”


  “Do you like him?”


  “Not really. But since everyone around us is crowing about it, I feel like I’ll be left behind if I don’t watch.”


  “Oh, I see. I guess he’s a very handsome and popular guy.”


  “Nope, a female senpai.”


  “Oof.”


  I thought a basketball team and a band would be quite the chimera of all the popular elements, but it’s crazier than I thought.


  The inside of the gym was dimly lit, and only the stage shone brightly. A large crowd of spectators was packed in.


  “Unnu…I can’t see…”


  “Do you want me to hold you?”


  As I tried to tiptoe and look around, Maki-chan took my arm without asking my permission. Damn her—…she’s just flaunting her height! But thanks to her, I could see the stage. Some class or club was dancing.


  And then, 


  “…?”


  I thought I saw a familiar head in the sea of spectators.


  …No, I wasn’t mistaken. The way he fiddled with his hair…it’s definitely Kawanami.


  And next to him—


  “…………”


  No, it didn’t matter.


  It had nothing to do with me at all.


  I didn’t know that he’s in there with Nishimura-san, who I often hung out with in class.


  “Ahh, my arms are getting tired! Let me off!.”


  Maki-chan lowered me to the floor and looked into my face.


  “What’s wrong? You look so unhappy.”


  “…Nothing, nothing at all.”


  “Are you upset that I raised you so high without permission? If so, I’m sorry! I know you’re worried about your small stature. But I think your smallness is cute too!”


  “Don’t comfort me like that! I don’t care about it!”


  Indeed, I somehow knew that Nishimura-san seemed to be interested in him.


  He often went to the bathroom while talking with Nishimura-san. That meant that he felt…her affection, and the allergy occured.


  Wouldn’t he usually hate her for giving him rashes just by talking to him? I’d be sick of it. That’s why I’ve been trying to take care of him, but—


  When the music ended, a portion of the audience broke apart and moved toward the exit.” Whoa, move move,” Maki-chan said, pulling me along to make way for the exiting crowd.


  A wave of people flowed out of the building, and among them was the head I had seen earlier.


  “Huh, Kawanami—and Nishimura?”


  Kawanami said something, and Nishimura-san shrugged with a smile. He’s probably talking nonsense again. It’s the same kind of thing he would say to me—


  “Wow, I knew that they’re close, but when did they—”


  “…………”


  “—Hee?…A-Akki? You’re scaring me…?”


  “…No, I’m not.”


  “Of course you are!”


  It had nothing to do with me. I always knew he’s popular…and for a long time, that he’s a liar.


  It’s not surprising at all that he’s quietly having a culture festival date while saying that love isn’t something he wanted to do, but to watch.


  “There are fewer people now, Maki-chan, let’s go to the front while we still can.”


  “Y-yeah…I can’t be cheering for senpai’s band like this flow ….”


  I pulled Maki-chan’s hand and tried to move closer to the –and right on cue.


  I heard a voice from outside the gym.


  “Ah, they’re here! Kawanami~!”


  “Oy~, you guys! Don’t get separated!”


  “It can’t be helped in a crowd like that!”


  I turned around and saw a group of about five classmates including Kawanami and Nishimura-san gathering near the entrance of the gym.


  The group, a mixture of guys and girls, was noisily joking around as they left the gym.


  “…Akki?”


  Maki-chan, who was also watching them, looked into my face, 


  “Thank goodness it’s not a date.”


  “…It doesn’t even matter.”


  “Ah ahh, guess I’m the only one who doesn’t get to enjoy my youth…”


  “I said it doesn’t even matter!”


   


  02:35 P.M. ■Past and Present. (Mizuto)


   


  “Ahh, thank goodness we escaped safely. That was fun!”


  “Yeah. I was really surprised when I realized the answers given so far were the hints for the final riddle.”


  “Well, I guess it’s a common template, but how are we supposed to think of something like that?”


  We walked out of the puzzle escape game class and shared our impressions. The three of us had been through a lot, but that escape game was outstanding. Maybe it’s because it suited our tastes, and also because it wasn’t just a cultural festival with its own internal flirting, it was an entertaining game with a lot of thought put into every detail.


  “I’m really glad that Mizuto-kun and Yume-san were there! I definitely wouldn’t have been able to get in alone.”


  “Goodness me, I too underestimated the culture festival. I didn’t think there was a class that could make something that good.”


  “Right? I thought it was just an event where sunny characters just air out useless performances and cover them up with tension to make it more interesting for the audience.”


  “Wait a sec, don’t you have a bad perception of culture festivals?”


  I think it’s normal.


  I walked along, and found myself in the courtyard. The seniors were performing, and a girl was singing some anime theme song with a powerful voice. With that as background music, Yume opened the brochure for the culture festival.


  “Where should we go next? Many classes have already started their afternoon sessions.”


  Isana tilted her head and looked up into the air.


  “Hmm~… I’m a little burned out from earlier, so…”


  “Yeah, I guess so. Maybe we should take a little break?”


  “I see. Well, we’ve been walking around for a while after all…ah, I think I’ll go to the bathroom then. Are you okay, Higashira-san?”


  “I’m fine~. Go ahead~”


  “I’ll be right back, so wait around here, okay?”


  Yume walked back into the school building. After watching her go, we leaned our backs against the corridor pillars and watched the seniors sing enthusiastically.


  As we did so,


  “Mizuto-kun, Mizuto-kun.”


  “Hmm?”


  At that moment, she turned around.


  “Peek.”


  Isana tugged at the collar of the cape that covered her chest, and showed a large glimpse of the cleavage on the Dirndl.


  “…You’re into that?”


  “Isn’t it erotic? I’m only showing it to you in public with many people, Mizuto-.”


  “Looks like you’ve developed an unnecessary fetish…”


  I shouldn’t have lavished praise on her so easily.


  Isana seemed to be enjoying the situation rather than trying to outright seduce me, “Kufufu” laughed discreetly while covering her mouth.


  “You can do what I just did, Mizuto-kun, against Yume-san.”


  “Unfortunately, I have nothing to show.”


  “No, no no, you don’t understand, Mizuto-kun. Both girls and boys get excited when they see breasts, you know.”


  “I’m not excited.”


  “Fufufu. Let’s put it that way then, for the sake of our friendship.”


  She’s really annoying whenever she gets carried away.


  “Well, even if you don’t, don’t you think you’re being a little too aloof? It’s a culture festival, aren’t you trying to win Yume-san over?”


  “No, not at all…CulFes has been busier than I expected. I don’t want to get in her way…especially since the chairman seems to have taken a liking to her.”


  “I think that’s an excuse…or maybe not. Well, I don’t think Yume-san feels you’ll be in her way though.”


  “It doesn’t matter what I think.”


  What should one focus on now…that’s not something that could be decided by a person’s feelings…


  “Mmm.”


  Isana stared at my face, her lips pursed in anger.


  “Mizuto-kun, are you thinking of something stupid again?”


  “I don’t think it’s as bad as you did the last time”


  “The fact that you can understand me accurately means that you have a more troublesome personality than that!”


  …Honestly, it’s hard to argue with that.


  “You’re smart, Mizuto-kun, and you’re probably being considerate to those around you, but shouldn’t you care for yourself first? Everything else can wait, right?”


  “I guess…you’re right, more or less.”


  But…that’s merely a human way for those who had an ego.


  That was merely a human way for people to believe in themselves.


  I couldn’t bring myself to muster this nostalgic feeling inside me.


  Because—you know what?


  This was the memory of an inevitable failure.


  “Hey, Isana, just take this as a joke.”


  “Yes.”


  “I’m telling you—maybe I really should have accepted your confession.”


  “I’d be angry.”


  “…I guess so.”


  I raised the edge of my mouth in self-mockery. There’s no way such an easy way out would have come to pass—


  “But.”


  Isana continued to stare into my eyes.


  “Instead, I’ll gladly accept if you confess to me, Mizuto-kun.”


  I opened my eyes in surprise and stared back into Isana’s eyes.


  “What’s…the difference does that make …?”


  “Well…I guess it’s the difference between past and present?”


  “…Past, and present?”


  “There’s a difference between regretting past choices, save scumming as if nothing ever happened, and looking at me in the present and making new choices—I’m sure.”


  …Ahh, I see.


  Her words were very logical and easy to understand.


  “I’ve changed quite a bit since I met you, you know, Mizuto-kun? And I prefer the person I’ve become since I met you. So, if you choose me, I will be happy to be your girlfriend or wife, and I will bring you into my home and do something naughty with you that day.”


  “Your horniness is just blatant.”


  “It’s important to me. Is it different for you, Mizuto-kun?”


  It’s different.


  What’s important to me—


  —Ah, here we go again.


  I knew that it’s different, but whenever I thought about it…I couldn’t think of anything.


  “Hmm~…speaking of which, Mizuto-kun—”


  “—Excuse me.”


  Just as Isana was about to ask something, a low voice interrupted her.


  Looking ahead, she saw a man in a jacket standing in front of her. He was probably in his forties…,and he had the air of a successful businessman. Was he someone’s parent?


  “I’d like to ask for directions. …is it fine?”


  “Ah, sure.”


  I was wearing a CulFes armband on my upper arm. He must have spotted it, and wanted to talk.


  As Isana’s presence faded rapidly, the businessman-looking man said


  “Where is class 1-7?”


  Our class?


  Feeling surprised by this, I answered solemently as a member of the committee.


  “It’s on the second floor of the school building over there. Once you go up the stairs, it’s the third classroom.”


  “I see. Thank you for your help.”


  The man then looked at Isana, who was cowering next to me, and smiled.


  “You have a wonderful girlfriend. You should take good care of her.”


  “Heiiee!”


  Isana let out a small shirek and grabbed my clothes, probably scared by the sudden splash on her face.


  “Well then. Thank you so much.”


  The man disappeared into the school building.


  I wondered if he was the father of someone in our class. He was a very friendly man, though.


  “…Ehe. Ehe…he called me a wonderful girlfriend, Mizuto-kun!”


  “Good for you.”


  “Yes!…wait, that’s one line you’re not allowed to say, Mizuto-kun!”


  I soothed the peeved Isana by taming her like a dog.


  …You should take good care of her, huh.


  It’s not as easy as it sounds.


   


  03:45 P.M. ■. There are two kinds of people in this world. (Yume)


   


  After a restroom break, I visited some events with Mizuto and Higashira-san.


  Time passed quickly as we watched a band play in the gym and the authentic maid cafe that we contested against during the presentation.


  Noticing that it was now the time when classes usually ended, I said to Mizuto.


  “Shouldn’t we be getting ready for the night party soon?”


  “Ahh—it’s about time, huh?”


  Mizuto too looked at the time on his phone and muttered to himself.


  The after-party. The campfire. Tomorrow would be the clean up, and for us culture festival committee members, the preparation was the last leg for the day.


  Upon hearing this, Higashira-san was clearly disappointed.


  “I see…. I can’t blame you if it’s work…”


  “What are you going to do after this, Higashira-san? A class party?”


  “I don’t think our class has anything like that, and even if we did, I’d never go.”


  Never? Is that something you say with confidence?


  “Hmm…the after party is free to join, right? I’d like to see a bonfire though…”


  Campfires are big.


  “Since you’re here, why don’t you watch it until the end? It’s not like you have to dance.”


  “But if Mizuto-kun and the others aren’t there, it won’t be any fun. … I think there’s an 80% chance I’ll go home straight away.”


  “Then I’ll go with you.”


  The moment Mizuto said that, “What? I turned around.


  Higashira-san’s face lit up,


  “Are you sure?”


  “Once I’m done preparing, I won’t have any more work to do.”


  “Then I won’t leave! Please contact me later~!”


  Higashira-san said happily, and went back to her class.


  I gave a puzzled look to Mizuto, who saw her off with a nonchalant face.


  “Why did you make such a promise to…?”


  “What?”


  “Because—there’s the CulFes after party after the festival!”


  Yes. It was always decided that there’d be an after party to celebrate the successful completion of the culture festival. It was the last event for the committee members who had worked so hard over the past few weeks to celebrate each other’s success.


  There’s no way Mizuto didn’t know about this. I told him, “got it” and he nodded. I was relieved that he was willing to join the after party of the festival. And yet—


  “There’s a class party after CulFes…and you contributed heavily. So why— “


  “Is that work?”


  There was emptiness.


  Mizuto was looking at me with empty eyes of emptiness.


  “Is that after party work?”


  “Eh…no…it’s…not…”


  “Then I’m free to go.”


  “B-but!”


  I found myself grabbing Mizuto’s uniform.


  As if to hold him back.


  As if to catch him.


  “The senpais who took care of us…and we need to greet them, right…?”


  “We can do that much tomorrow when we finish the cleanup and disperse.”


  “B-but, all the time you spent to familiarize yourself with everyone will be for naught, right? You’ll be thought of as the guy who doesn’t get along with others. Is that what you want…?”


  “What’s the problem with that?”


  He wasn’t rattled in the slightest.


  Mizuto’s eyes didn’t seem to sway emotionally, not at all.


  “My CulFes work is done. It doesn’t matter what they think, right?”


  “You’re making it sound like…you’re only getting along for work.”


  “No, you’re right, it’s normal. I’m not that inexperienced to know that I need to show some familiarity, I won’t be able to do the work required…”


  What the hell is this guy talking about?


  Mizuto seemingly saw through my thoughts as he frowned.


  “Let go…of my clothes. We don’t have time.”


  “…Yeah. Sorry.”


  I let go of Mizuto’s clothes.


  At the same time, I felt as if his very existence had left me.


  We would meet each other once we got home. We have classes in the same classroom every day.


  But on this night, I’d be at the CulFes after party, and he’d be spending time with Higashira-san.


  That’s it—I felt like it would be the end.


  I felt like an insurmountable wall would be built between me and him.


  “…Speaking of clothes.”


  Mizuto tugged at the collar of his uniform and looked down at the yellow class T-shirt he wore inside.


  “…Where am I supposed to return this T-shirt?”


  “…….You can take it back home.”


  That’s my immediate thought…usually.


  “Oh…that’s right.”


  After all these years, I understand now.


  There are two kinds of people in this world.


  Those who cherish the culture festival as a memory and those who pass it off as a troublesome event.


  He and I were these two different kinds of people.


  “…I’m sorry.”


  I thought I heard such a voice.


  I was certain it was an auditory hallucination.


  After that, we walked in silence, grimly, to get the job done.

Chapter 6: Thank you

  During the last culture festival of junior high school, you were laughing happily with your friends.


  I ran to the rooftop to escape. I looked down at the bustling festival, while the noise and commotion faded away, the buzz in my chest finally subsided.


  This is fine.


  This is fine for me.


  It’s okay for us to be this way.


  Everything that had happened up until now was a mistake. It’s just a duck and a swan being together as kids.


  Yes, of course I’m the swan. You’ll say it’s you, though.


  That’s why this is fine.


  How can we stay together if we can’t even share this beauty?


  …I’m sorry, Ayai, I’m really sorry.


  I could only apologize in my heart.


  I knew that I should have said something else to you.


   


  From a year ago until now, I’ve been trying to define myself.


  I knew there was a gap between me and her, so why did I drag out the breakup until graduation?


  Why did the words and gestures that I used to like suddenly become so alien to me?


  There must have been a coexistence of fondness and dislike in me. It was true that I liked you, and it was also true that I disliked you, and though contradictory, they were both right.


  It was painful. It was suffering. It made me sad.


  The friction created by the contradictions grinded at my spirit for a long time…


  That’s why I was so delighted when I finally said goodbye.


  If we weren’t lovers anymore,


  I would suppose that meant I didn’t like her.


  The contradiction was gone, and so was the conflict.


  That’s why, compared to before, it was easier for us to accept the fact that we became stepsiblings.


  There is no contradiction between being family and hating each other.


  ‘I broke up with her because I disliked her. I didn’t doubt the decision I made.


  ……Supposedly.


   


   


  That summer day, everything went wrong.


  Your face was lit up by fireworks, and distorted that definition of mine.


   


  Please tell me it’s all a lie. Please tell me it’s just a dream.


  Otherwise, what was the point of our breakup?


  What was the point of all that suffering, pain, and sorrow?


  We broke up because we hated each other, right?


  Why does your face burn so brightly in my mind—


   


   ◆Kogure Kawanami◆


   


  “This concludes the Rakurou High School culture festival for this year. Thank you for coming.”


  The moment I heard the school announcement, “Haa…” I let out a deep sigh of relief.


  We ran out of food, tea leaves, beans, and time, and the busy culture festival is finally over.


  I felt like I was working part-time. Well, it wasn’t so bad, just because I didn’t have a boss or a senpai to worry about.


  “Good work.”


  I was sitting idly at a table with no customers, and felt a cold can against my cheek.


  I turned around to see Akatsuki in a class T-shirt.


  The little girl sat down in front of me and opened her own can. Orange juice. She handed me a can of coffee.


  “…I’ve been grinding coffee beans all day, and now I have to drink canned coffee?”


  “I thought you might want some.”


  “Thanks.”


  She really understood me well. I opened the pull tab of the canned coffee.


  I let the bitter and sour taste, which wasn’t really high class, linger on my tongue. Akatsuki and Irido-san, who often hang out with Sakamizu, showed up with convenience store bags full of juice and snacks, and were handing them out to their classmates. This canned coffee must have been part of those supplies.


  “How was the culture festival?”


  Akatsuki’s voice reached me, mixed with the voices of her classmates who were in high spirits.


  The familiar voice I had heard since childhood just resounded in any environment for some strange reason.


  “It was fun. The escape game by the second years in particular was a masterpiece.”


  “Oh, you went there? I too went with Maki-chan. We ran out of time though.”


  “Huh. I guess the brain’s as tiny as the height huh. We cleared it.”


  “What does that mean, small face? You had five people, we had two.”


  “…? Did I say there were five of us?”


  “Ah.”


  Akatsuki awkwardly averted her eyes. We must have crossed paths at some point.


  “I wonder what happened to Irido and the others. I’ve been so busy preparing for the stall that I haven’t been able to talk much.”


  “You didn’t have much to say. They went on a date…with Higashira-san though.”


  “Huh? What’s with her!? That’s not a date, is it!?”


  “It can’t be helped. That overprotective Irido-kun wouldn’t just leave Higashira-san alone.”


  “That’s true, but…”


  “It seems like they had some alone time while patrolling for CulFes, so that’s fine, right?”


  It’s really frustrating, but I guess that kind of squirming is one of the best parts of love.


  “… Well, there’s still the after party, and Higashira’s probably going home soon anyway.”


  “I guess~. Well, I don’t think he’ll be working on CulFes much longer. …”


  …After-party.


  What would I do—


  “—Say. “


  Akatsuki said, as if she had just seen the passing thought in my mind.


  “Do you have an appointment with…anyone?”


  “…Nope?”


  “And you call yourself popular, right? Did anyone ask you out?…Like Nishimura-san?”


  “Are you trying to pick a fight with me? If she’d confessed to me like that, I’d be lying in the infirmary right now.”


  “Then…I’ll go with you.”


  Akatsuki—Acchan.


  She said that with the sunset shining on her back through the window.


  The backlit, shadowy eyes stared at me as if they were trying to figure out what I was looking at.


  The skin of my arm tingled with fear.


  It’s like a confession—


  “And then you won’t have to puke, right?”


  “…Huh?”


  “As a childhood friend, I’m offering to keep you safe from women. I’ll take that much responsibility since I’m the cause of your condition…Huh?”


  Akatsuki tilted her head to the side and grinned at me, who had looked back at her.


  “Did you think I was going to confess?”


  “…Of course not.”


  “You’re really overly self-conscious huh. That’s disgusting.”


  “I told you there’s no way!”


  Kukuku. Akatsuki giggled victoriously.


  …Who’s the overly self-conscious one? Dammit.


   


  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  “This concludes the Rakurou High School culture festival for this year. Thank you for coming.”


  The announcement echoed in the evening sky, and the visitors streamed out of the main gate.


  I saw that there was a phone notification, “I’m going home soon! It was fun~!” and saw the LINE message from Madoka-san.


  With that as the backdrop, the preparations for the night party proceeded in a lively fashion.


  Some of the stalls were removed to make room in the schoolyard, and large pieces of wood were piled up.


  Mizuto, though not at the center, was among them…but I was the only one who knew that his smile wasn’t genuine.


  I might have been overconfident.


  I gained a little understanding during summer vacation, at the countryside…and because of that, I got arrogant, thinking that I could help him…


  I didn’t realize that he wasn’t asking for help.


  I didn’t realize that it was… just a unilateral wish on my part.


  I just felt good that the one I loved, my family, my ex, was accepted by others… I was just using him to satisfy my stupid need for approval.


  Up until now, he’s been there for me.


  He was trying to save face and keep me from making waves at CulFes. He was putting himself down for my sake.


  At this point, I realized.


  That’s why he always finished his work early. That’s why he went to meet Higashira-san even though he was busy. It wasn’t because he was concerned about Higashira-san who had nowhere to belong to.


  It was because he could be his true self in front of Higashira-san.


  It’s because he didn’t have to worry about anyone else.


  …He wouldn’t even show that to me, who’s supposedly family…to Mizuto I wasn’t someone he could talk to unless he put on a mask…


  I felt nauseous at my own folly. I felt it would be embarrassing to even shed tears at this moment.


  He’s so far away.


  The man I once felt had reached me was so far away.


  I felt it was reckless to even fall in love with him—


   


  ◆Mizuto Irido◆


   


  “I’m so embarrassed. …”


  Isana, who had joined us after the preparations for the night festival, was red-faced and shivering for some reason.


  She was holding a paper bag in her chest. She’s back in her uniform, so it’s probably the Dirndl that Minami-san dressed her in—


  “…Wait, did you go back to the classroom in that outfit …?”


  “I forgot about it! I realized it when my classmates told me…’it’s cute and adorable’, ‘looks good on you’, ‘boyfriend’s hobby’? I was teased a lot. …”


  “That’s just a compliment—no, wait. They’re not coming after me, right?”


  In this SNS era, she somehow started unnecessary rumors again—ahh, forget it.


  Isana shoved the paper bag at me.


  “Please return these clothes to Yume-san…. I was going to wash them and return them, but I don’t know how to…”


  “Okay, got it.”


  “Please don’t sniff it too much.”


  “I won’t. I’m not like you.”


  “Hiiee…I-I don’t know what you’re talking about~…”


  You’re saying that now when you had once buried your face into someone’s pillow?


  “Let’s go then.”


  “Yes~. I’ve never been to a campfire before…are you going to dance?”


  “I’m sure there will be guys who’ll do that. You aren’t one, but I think just looking at the big fire will be worth it. It’s like a bonfire.”


  “That’s right! I’m sure you’ll be very excited to see a big fire~!”


  “…I think it’s best not to give you any fire abilities.”


  I grabbed Isana’s arm as she walked toward the stairs.


  “Wait. Not that way.”


  “Huh? Aren’t we going to the… schoolyard?”


  “There’s a better place for us.”


  I smiled at Isana, who blinked at me.


  We’ve worked so hard. We should be rewarded this much at least.


   


  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  “So, as the chairperson, I’d like to say—good job everyone!”


  “””Good job!””””


  With Kurenai-senpai’s voice leading the way, the sound of clinking glasses echoed in the background.


  We’re in the conference room used as the main base for the CulFes committee, and sweets and juice bought by the seniors were passed around. It felt like the launch of some nice little party, but they were planning to book out a restaurant for an after party after the festival. So this was just a prelude.


  “Why, Yume-chan~! I went to the Taisho-Romantic cafe! It was so good!”


  “T-thank you so much.”


  “Huh? What happened to your brother~?”


  “Ehh…well, he had other things to do.”


  “Eh~? I see. That’s too bad…I wanted to talk to him a little more.”


  Some girls led by Yasuda-senpai talked to me, and although I didn’t become a wallflower, there was a gaping hole in my heart.


  A year ago, I wouldn’t have been able to talk to the seniors like this during a party, and I would be too busy looking for a place to settle down.


  This was supposedly growth.


  I’ve become stronger. I’ve gotten better. I’ve improved…at living like a human.


  …But why do I feel so empty?


  I was surrounded by so many people, and yet the void of just one person was so big.


  “Ahh, Yume-kun, good work.”


  “Ahh…chairman. Good work.”


  Kurenai-senpai came and sat down next to me. The suddenness of the situation made me nervous.


  There were plenty of people to talk to, so why did she sit next to me?


  Senpai paid no heed to the sweets before her, and looked right at me, smiling.


  “The ‘chairman’ part is almost over though.”


  “Ahh…so ‘Vice President’?”


  “That, too, will soon be over. You can call me ‘President’ in the coming days.”


  The incoming student council president Suzuri joked.


  It’s amazing…she’s not nervous about becoming the president in the slightest. I wanted to be somebody confident like her…there’s no way I could be like her just by learning on the fly.


  Once CulFes ends, I wouldn’t interact with Kurenai-senpai at all. I’d just be one student looking up to her. And when I thought of that, I felt sad.


  “By the way, it seems like your brother hasn’t come.”


  Kurenai-senpai said, looking next to me.


  “Oh, yes. He’s—”


  I opened my mouth to give the same explanation again, 


  “—I knew it, he’s that type.”


  I shut my mouth once senpai muttered to herself.


  What? That type of ….


  “I suppose I should be sorry about this. I had considered that possibility—but either way, I thought it would be better than leaving it alone.”


  “Wa-wait a sec. I don’t know what you’re talking about. …”


  “Ahh, sorry, sorry. I was talking about how I tried to involve him.”


  Senpai said, still unperturbed.


  “I knew from his presentation that he didn’t like to fit in with the group. Nevertheless, it’s hard to be efficient without trying to negotiate with him, and I couldn’t leave someone as talented as him floating around, so I asked you to be the conduit—It was possible that he was lonely, but as most of us expected, he seems to be the type who gets stressed when surrounded by people. I failed by forcing him into an environment that he didn’t fit into without a tangible reward.”


  “Senpai, did you know…? From the beginning ….”


  I…was oblivious. I didn’t…realize that I was lonely inside, and I only thought it was convenient. And yet, senpai—


  “No, I wasn’t the one who realized.”


  “Eh?”


  Kurenai-senpai smiled in self-mockery.


  “I might have been a bit arrogant. I don’t really understand other people—I’m the type of person who thinks that everything will go faster if I do it myself. I have this self awareness, but I just couldn’t fix it.”


  “Haa…”


  “That’s why I left that part for Joe to handle. The analysis of your brother was done by Joe, not me.”


  Joe…as in the Treasurer, Haba-senpai?


  The unusually absent right hand of the Vice President was currently sitting alone in a corner of the conference room, sipping on a glass of juice.


  Kurenai-senpai continued, her gaze fixed on that side.


  “His conversational skills have degenerated to the point where one wouldn’t expect him to be civilized, but he does have good insight. He’s a master at observing people. If you ask him to look for the best in others, there’s nobody who can match him.”


  She sounded a little boastful.


  Kurenai-senpai continued to speak fluently, leaving no room for me to interrupt her.


  “That’s probably why he has extremely low self-esteem. His description of Mizuto Irido-kun was basically ‘I’m annoyed that I’m looking at a superior version of myself’, but I don’t think so at all.”


  No, Mizuto is definitely cooler.


  That thought came instinctively, but I didn’t say it out loud. It was social etiquette.


  “Maybe that’s why he told me to let him get along with the other CulFes members. Joe is the ‘really lonely’ type of person, and maybe he felt sympathetic for Mizuto-kun… I thought it was unusual for Joe to be mistaken, but I thought he was the same type of person as me, so—”


  As I listened, I wondered if it was possible.


  It was Haba-senpai who, through me, had tried to bring the other CulFes and Mizuto closer together. If that was a rare mistake for Haba-senpai, then—


  “Could it be… that?”


  “Hmm?”


  “Was he trying to pull Mizuto away from you, Kurenai-senpai…you’ve been talking to Mizuto a lot.”


  “…Hmm?”


  Kurenai-senpai looked puzzled, and tilted her head. I’d never seen her face like this before.


  “He wanted to pull apart…? Between who?”


  “Mizuto and senpai…I think.”


  “Hmm????”


  I-I didn’t want to have to go into more detail, but …!


  “So …Haba-senpai said that Mizuto was like a superior version of himself, right? I think he was worried because a guy like that suddenly showed up, and you were actively trying to get him involved, Kurenai-senpai …”


  “Worried? Why?”


  “No, because he’s jealous!”


  Argh goodness! I’m so embarrassed!


  Kurenai-senpai kept her head tilted, 


  “Wait…jealous …?”


  “Y-yes.”


  “Joe…at me?”


  “Yes, I think so. …”


  “……No, hahahaha. No way, that’s ridiculous.”


  I’m so embarrassed~~~~~~~~!!!!


  “I’m sure he’s jealous! It is true that Haba-senpai’s the expressionless type, but in that empty classroom, his ears were red!


  “—Hmm?…Wa-wait a minute.”


  “Eh? Yes.”


  “Did you… see that? In the empty classroom. …”


  “…Ah.”


  Uh oh. I just blurted …!


  “I-I’m sorry. …! After I left the classroom, I heard the two of you talking. …!”


  Kurenai-senpai turned away and hid her face from me.


  “…No, don’t worry about it. It’s our fault for hiding in the first place.”


  She then said that in a normal voice—but I noticed that her ears were turning red, just like Haba-senpai’s at the time.


  “I’ll say this though! I’m not such a slutty woman by nature, you know!…It’s just that Joe doesn’t seem to get along with me….”


  …Well you’re a girl…


  Actually, it’s obvious now, but even someone so intelligent to be known as a genius would turn red when embarrassed—or rather, she realized how embarrassing that exchange with Haba-senpai in the empty classroom was.


  …Does that mean she’s only playing that character in front of Haba-senpai?


  “Erm…if you don’t mind.”


  “…Eh?”


  “Why do you like Haba-senpai?”


  Kurenai-senpai turned around, her face still faintly red.


  “…But I didn’t say I liked him, did I?”


  “Erm…how did you come to be with him then?”


  No, you said you were ‘in love’ with him in the empty classroom, I thought, but it was best not to go into that.


  In that empty classroom, she explained what ideals were.


  But if that was a persona made for Haba-senpai…there must be a more genuine, real reason.


  Did she want to escape from reality…I really had the urge to hear such stories.


  Senpai lightly shook her glass of melting ice.


  “…There wasn’t really a trigger. There was just a boy with no presence, and a girl who happened to notice his capabilities. That ‘accident’ misled the immature and arrogant girl. That’s all I’m saying.”


  … Immature, arrogant.


  It’s just like me right now.


  “Back when I was in middle school, I made a big mistake because I thought I was perfect and right. It’s a common adolescent thing, an inflated ego. That’s why I was looking for someone who could complement my shortcomings. It was that that moment…that a gloomy loner who had been paying attention to me said,”


  —You’re being harsh with me. Everyone but you knows that I should be left alone. You can study, but how can you not know that much?


  “I thought that I was the only one who understood, but I was told that I was the only one who didn’t understand. I was shocked…this fact alone was more shocking than anything else. I felt something pierce a deep, soft part of my heart…”


  “… Still, you didn’t distance yourself from him, did you?”


  “Of course not. It makes me angry! He couldn’t even talk to people properly, and yet he retorted at me!… At the same time, I realized this classmate was the one I was looking for. So, I tried to get him by any means possible, even if it meant using erotic tricks…”


  Kurenai-senpai’s eyes moved.


  Haba-senpai, who has no sense of presence, was easily lost in a crowded place like this.


  But Kurenai-senpai wouldn’t be. She never looked to stand out.


  Her presence just stood out immediately, as it has done so many times before.


  No matter how many hundreds or thousands of people there are, there was no mistaking that face.


  “…Really, it makes me angry. He is the only one who is so oblivious to my gaze.”


  I smiled at her sultry words.


  It wasn’t senpai, it wasn’t a genius, it was just a girl who was confused by her first love.


  “Ahhh goodness! I just told an embarrassing story to my kouhai!”


  I said to senpai, who started gulping down the juice in her hand.


  “There’s nothing to be ashamed of. It happens to everyone, everywhere.”


  “…If that’s the case, I really respect the entire human race.”


  It’s true. Goodness.


  Even the smartest person in the world couldn’t handle it—there’s probably no one in the world who could handle it perfectly well.


  Even if the other party was an ex.


  “Whoa! It’s about to start!”


  Someone said, looking out the window. That caused people to either gather around the window or hurry out of the meeting room quickly.


  The windows facing the schoolyard were faintly dyed red. The campfire had been lit.


  Looking over at it, I said to senpai,


  “Why don’t you go with Haba-senpai, senpai? You’re actually lonely, aren’t you …?”


  “…Yume-kun, you’re suddenly starting to look down on me, aren’t you?”


  “I’d prefer to say that I’m starting to get to know you.”


  With a sigh, Kurenai-senpai stood up.


  “Well…, it’s okay to have at least one kouhai like that.”


  “Yes?”


  “I didn’t talk to you about this kind of love story, you know.”


  Looking at me with serious eyes as I sat down, senpai said.


  “Yume-kun, as the next head of the student council, I have a favor to ask of you.”


  When I heard this request, I knew that my fate had already changed.


   


  ◆Mizuto Irido◆


   


  “Oh~…”


  As soon as she walked through the door, Isana looked around and then looked up at the night sky.


  The autumn night breeze blew quietly through the air. It was a place far away from the hustle and bustle, the lights, and the presence of humans.


  It was the rooftop of the school building.


  “I’ve never been on the rooftop before. I didn’t know it was open~.”


  “I heard it’s usually closed, but it’s only open during CulFes. I came here this morning, and I thought I could see the campfire from here.”


  As we approached the wire fence, we could look down on the large bonfire set up in the middle of the schoolyard.


  The fire was just lit up, and the red flames cackled away.


  “It might look smaller than up close, but it’s nice and quiet here, too. Besides, we won’t be the target of unnecessary rumors.”


  “That’s true. I feel more at ease here. Fufufu! Those people look like trash!”


  “You’re getting excited, huh?”


  It’s nice and quiet, but it’s chilly. “Here,” I handed Isana a can of hot milk tea from the vending machine, “Thank you,” Isana opened the tab, covered her hands onto the can and started to sip.


  I open my own can of coffee, sip it, and look down at the schoolyard. A crowd of people had gathered around the campfire. They weren’t…garbage, but it’s hard to tell from here.


  “The culture festival was pretty fun. It’s probably the first time I’ve enjoyed myself’.”


  “What do you mean, “I enjoyed myself’?


  “I don’t know how to express it, I guess. Just observing this atmosphere from outside is quite interesting, isn’t it? Even when I’m not the one participating.”


  “…We really get along, you know.”


  Personally, I didn’t mind culture festivals as long as I wasn’t forced to participate. It’s interesting to observe the school while it’s in an extraordinary state. I felt like an observer, watching animals, and it’s not something to be admired by the world.


  “How did you spend your culture festival in middle school?”


  “Basically, I spent the time reading light novels in class. What about you, Mizuto-kun?”


  “I also spent my time reading novels in the classroom. I think it was a work by Yumeno Kyūsaku.”


  “For me, the novel wasn’t published in book form last year.”


  “So that’s also a light novel to you?”


  “I guess~ culture festival makes me want to reread novels I like rather than ones I’ve never read. I wonder why though?”


  “…Who knows? Maybe it’s because you don’t want to lose yourself in the mood of a culture festival.”


  “And then, I find myself wanting to read something a little edgier, a little more minor. Why do you think that is?”


  “How would I know? It’s just you wanting to assert yourself, isn’t it?”


  “It’s weird, isn’t it, when you’re reading a web novel on your phone and the person beside you can’t even see what you’re doing~…”


  I racked up my memory. When was the last time I read a novel by Yumeno Kyūsaku at a culture festival?


  Last year was different. At any rate, I probably misread the author’s name.


  Back then…I was sure I didn’t want to encounter the name ‘Yume’ again in that situation.


  So, yes, even a year before that.


  It was during my second year of middle school—right after I started going out with her.


  We decided to hide the fact that we were dating from everyone, so of course we didn’t even think about going to the culture festival together.


  But…it would be a lie to say that I wasn’t looking forward to spending the culture festival with my first girlfriend.


  Inside, I really yearned for it.


  So, maybe…it might have been a small, self-assertion.


  Back then, she held a book with the words ‘Yumeno Kyūsaku’ printed on the cover.


  “By the way, Mizuto-kun…”


  Isana’s voice and gaze broke me out of my reverie, 


  “When is Yume-san coming?”


  The question that followed practically froze me.


  I didn’t know why exactly…ahh yeah, it’s not a strange question from Isana’s point of view. I didn’t say it was just the two of us, and it’s only natural to assume that Yume would be with us, given the way we went around the culture festival.


  So, why did I feel as if she hit a sore spot?


  “I forgot to tell you….she’s not coming, She got the CulFes party to attend to.”


  “I see…hmmm….”


  Isana looked down at the can of milk tea and growled as if she wanted to say something, but … eventually kept her mouth shut.


  I could easily see what she had swallowed.


  “Didn’t… I tell you that I’m not attending the party?”


  “You did… if I were in your position, Mizuto-kun, I wouldn’t attend. It doesn’t sound very interesting.”


  …I knew she understood me after all.


  I was really grateful with the fact that Isana’s attending this school, and that we got to know each other even though we are in different classes. That’s probably one of the greatest blessings in my life—


  “….But”


  And at the same time.


  “Yume-san must be lonely.”


  It’s one of the greatest trials of my life.


  She’s the only one who understood me better than anyone else, who empathized with me better than anyone else. It’s way too easy for her to dig out the things…that I had been hiding from myself.


  I’m not sure if she’d have gone this far if it had been a while ago.


  But, just the other day, I proved it myself. You and I, we’re still the same. So, there’s no need to be reserved.


  “I was sure you’d be doing well for CulFes thanks to Yume-san. That’s why I was sure she would enjoy herself at the party…but she’d feel really lonely when the person she wants to be with isn’t with her.”


  “…And that would be me?”


  “You know that, don’t you? You just can’t admit it.”


  Maybe I do.


  Maybe not.


  But.


  “So, you want me to go to a meeting I don’t want to attend? And send you home alone?”


  “You don’t want to … do you?”


  “Of course not. Let me tell you, I care about you a lot.”


  “…Hehe. I’m glad to hear that.”


  Isana put her lips to the milk tea can.


  “But I think…Yume-san wanted to be with you, Mizuto-kun, since you two had been working hard together for the past few weeks. Maybe it’s just my imagination though.”


  “… Even if that’s the case.”


  The black of the night sky was vaguely illuminated by the red of the flames.


  “I’m sure…she should be able to get over that loneliness.”


   


  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  I followed the other CulFes committee members, and went out to the schoolyard alone.


  Red flames arose up the middle of the schoolyard, twinkling like stars and sending sparks of fire into the night sky.


  I silently looked up from behind the crowd, and in the corner of my eye, I spotted someone familiar.


  It was Akatsuki-san.


  I opened my mouth, wanting to call out to her.


  “Ah…”


  But I soon realized.


  Next to her was Kawanami-kun.


  The two of them were standing next to each other, discussing something. They weren’t holding hands, but they were just close enough that they could faintly feel each other’s breath and body heat.


  They looked at each other when they talked. Once they were done, they turned to look at the flames again.


  But I, the only one watching from the side, noticed it.


  When Kawanami-kun was looking at the flame, Akatsuki-san was looking at Kawanami-kun.


  When Akatsuki-san was looking at the flame, Kawanami-kun was looking at Akatsuki-san.


  They were looking at each other’s profile, illuminated by the flame.


   


  ◆Mizuto Irido◆


   


  “Do you think that would be good for Yume-san, Mizuto-kun?”


  I couldn’t help but nod firmly at Isana’s direct and straightforward statement.


  “She’s fundamentally different from me.”


  As I watched the sparks of fire fly up and disappear, 


  “We always seemed to be on the same page, but only apparently. We had very different tastes, even though we were book lovers. I like to be alone, but she was alone. It’s no wonder that she drifted away to a different community when she upgraded her skills. We were just two people who happened to be in the same place at one time or another.”


  I was certain I knew that a year ago.


  I didn’t want to admit it. I wanted to drag my feet on this.


  But no matter how difficult it was, I couldn’t bring myself to change.


  “In novels, there are protagonists who grow up, right? A loner somehow ends up making many friends, or a human dismissed as incompetent rise to the top. I’ve always been unable to sympathize with such protagonists though. Because what they call growth is unmistakably self-destruction. Do they want to destroy themselves just because they want to have friends? Do they want to get to the top? If that’s what growth is, then what am I, a person who is satisfied with having no friends? What is it about me that doesn’t mind being at the bottom—do humans have to ‘grow up’ so much?”


  I have no ego to destroy.


  I have no status to grow.


  I always wonder. I have no ideal. All I have is a sense of discomfort that I’m not like this, and no ideal of what I should be like. Even though I read so many novels, I have no desire to write something like this. There is nothing that comes out of me.


  Everything is a patchwork.


  I’ve stolen these elements from the novels I’ve read, from other people’s lives, and I’m grafting these humans together.


  A person who has no levels will never level up. There are many novels that depict growth, but those people never actually grow. The novels never depict people who don’t have the talent to grow.


  They say that anyone can become like this.


  They don’t understand that there are people who are not included in that ‘anyone’.


  “I’ve always been that kind of person. I can improve, but I can’t grow. I can’t change who I am, no matter what. I don’t think it’s wrong. It took me six months to realize that I was born that way…”


  Even on my birthday, on Christmas, on Valentine’s.


  I understood that something had fallen from my grasp…when I somehow felt okay about not doing anything.


  Ayai and I are different people.


  “I don’t think that’s bad. I don’t think either of us are inferior. We’re just different…do you understand, Isana? There are such humans. Such humans are fundamentally incapable of understanding those who are different.”


  “…Yes. I understand.”


  Isana affirmed without hesitation. That was a great relief for me.


  “I was hurt a lot, too. I was also hurt a lot by the fact that I was ‘different’…and that people didn’t understand that I was ‘different’, until I met you, Mizuto-kun…”


  “I know. That’s why—”


  “But…but what?”


  Isana stared intently into my eyes.


  It’s like the words never came out.


  “Indeed, I think that Mizuto-kun and Yume-san are ‘different’ people, in the way you think, live and perceive, completely different. If you follow Mom’s words that you should marry someone who is right for you, I don’t think you should marry…but it doesn’t mean that you shouldn’t fall in love with someone like that, right?”


  “…Why do you say so?”


  “I don’t think it’ll work out if Mizuto-kun or Yume-san are dismissive and can’t understand people who are different. But, for example, a heterosexual person and a homosexual person can be friends. They may not be able to empathize with each other, but they can show understanding. Isn’t that right?”


  “……I guess so.”


  As another example—I don’t like mystery novels as much as Yume does.


  But I can listen to Yume talk about mystery novels. I can’t relate to all of the fun she felt— but, that time’s never…


  “If you look further into this, aren’t there many people of different heritages, environments and thought processes who end up liking each other? You’ve read plenty of novels, haven’t you, Mizuto-kun? Why do you think you can’t do it?”


  “……………………”


  Yeah, Isana—you’re right.


  To a certain extent, I understood that she’s really the daughter of that Natora-san—your words were painfully on the mark.


  But…that’s why I understand.


  I knew I was twisted to an extent that I couldn’t be convinced by logical arguments..


  “—Hey, Isana, what is ‘love’?”


  That’s probably the question I’ve been hiding from myself.


  “You say that different people can like each other—but is that the case of those people who don’t know what ‘like’ is?”


   


  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  I watched from a bench at the edge of the schoolyard as the students spent their own time around the campfire.


  Akatsuki-san and Kawanami-kun were there.


  Kurenai-senpai and Haba-senpai were also there.


  They were making noise, talking, and staring.


  At the rising flames.


  At the person standing next to them.


   


  ◆Mizuto Irido◆


   


  It’s not a lie.


  The time I spent with Ayai. The feelings I had for her. All of it should not have been a lie.


  But…it was enough.


  It was enough to make me lose track of it.


  I was irritated by the person I was supposed to love. It became painful to even look at each other.


  Those six months were…enough to make me completely unaware of the feelings I once knew for sure.


  I looked down at the blazing bonfire beyond the wire mesh.


  I looked down at the students gathered around it.


  “…I guess you don’t understand this, huh? I felt like a fool. I felt like all the things I’ve done up to this point…were so stupid. And when that happened, it’s too late for me. I couldn’t take anything seriously. I could only doubt. I just kept wondering if these feelings were real—or if they’re just a passing fancy.”


  The more I thought about it, the less I understood.


  The more I kept going, the more I didn’t understand.


  I wasn’t talking about understanding or being understood.


  It’s just that I didn’t understand myself.


  “Can you answer me, Isana…? Can you explain—what is this ‘like’ that everyone in the world talks about?”


  There’s no way you can do that. I was basically implying so.


  But Isana looked up at the night sky, “Hmmm.” She murmured.


  I guess I forgot about it after all.


  She’s similar to me…but we’re by no means the same.


  “So, let’s talk about me.”


  “…Huh?”


  “This is the story of when I realized that I liked Mizuto-kun. … By the way, it’s pretty embarrassing, so don’t ask me too many questions.”


  I kept my mouth shut.


  Isana, looking up at the night sky, began to speak calmly.


  “To tell you the truth, it was only when Yume-san and Minami-san pointed it out to me that I noticed it clearly. I wanted to date and do ecchi with Mizuto-kun, if you know what I mean…but when I thought about it more, something crossed my mind at that time.”


  “….”


  “It was…your face, your sidelong face. When we were reading books together in the library, when we were returning home from school together—to my surprise, I recognized your sidelong face. That’s how much I was looking at your face, even though you weren’t looking at me.”


  —When she looked so nervous at the phone lens while dressed in the Taisho-Romantic costume that suited her.


  —When she stayed up late at night at her desk going over material for our class plans.


  “That’s why…it might be that simple.”


  —When she stared at the computer data with a serious face.


  —When she chatted with the senpai while I carried the poster.


  —When she held my hand and giggled impishly.


  —When she stopped for a moment, and her face twisted in agony.


  “I think the person you like is the sidelong face of the person you’ve seen the most.”


   


  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  —We looked down at the schoolyard through the wire fence, not doing anything.


  —My ears were red even though it was dark and hard to see.


  One by one, I remember.


  Today, I was able to see Mizuto’s sidelong face.


  —He calmly diagnosed my blistered foot.


  —He was serving customers with a professional smile belying his normal demeanour.


  It may not have been the right thing to do.


  But these happened today.


  And then—


  —He scowled when Madoka-san got involved with me.


  —He looked a little remorseful when he saw Higashira-san’s cosplay.


  —He pondered with a cool, collected expression when he saw the questions posed by the escape game.


   


  ◆Mizuto Irido◆


   


  —She was very busy, but she took her work very seriously.


  —She looked at Chikuma, whom Madoka-san had brought to her, as if she were Chikuma’s own sister.


  —She stared at the questions of the escape game, and frowned at the difficulty.


  Memories came to me like a raging tide.


  I remember. I remember. I remember.


  I didn’t try to remember it, but I still did.


  I didn’t feel like I was watching, but I did.


  Selfishly. Unilaterally. Unnecessarily.


  I was—looking at her so much.


  I felt dizzy.


  My vision darkened.


  What should I do?


  Ah—what should I do? What should I do? I don’t know what to do.


  I didn’t know what to do.


  Because, after all,


  I…didn’t do anything.


  “By the way, Mizuto-kun…there’s something I didn’t ask you earlier.”


  Isana said absentmindedly as she leaned her back against the wire fence.


  “Who confessed in middle school, Mizuto-kun or Yume-san?”


  I sneered at myself.


  “…Do I look like I’ll ever confess?”


  “So who asked you out for your first date?”


  “…She did.”


  “What about your first kiss?


  “……The one who set the mood? She did.”


  “The first ecc—”


  “I told you I didn’t do it.”


  Well, to be precise—I tried, but I failed.


  I was the one who set up the situation…and did nothing.


  “……I was the passive one the whole time.”


  The words that came out of my mouth were basically a confession of my sins.


  “I didn’t take the initiative to do anything. I just enjoyed her efforts. I just enjoyed the situations that occurred. When things got bad, she always tried to do something about it until the very last minute…but I didn’t do anything.”


  It was a long, long period of self-harm.


  I couldn’t admit that I was like this. I couldn’t allow myself to be like this. And I couldn’t forgive myself for dragging her into my self-loathing.


  Now that I think about it, I was being spoiled.


  I was spoiled by her hard work. I was spoiled by her kindness. That’s why I couldn’t accept the fact that she started interacting with other people even though they were just friends.


  I hadn’t accomplished a single thing during the year and a half that I was Yume Ayai’s boyfriend.


  “Hmmm…then, excuse me, can I say one more thing?”


  Isana said like a detective in a drama.


   


  “Which one of you—was the first to talk?”


   


  ─Do you like detective novels too?


  I remember.


  There’s no way I could forget.


  “……ugh…….”


  For me, it’s the biggest taboo of a memory—and yet the one memory I couldn’t rid myself of.


  A trap set by God.


  This is the moment when fate bared its fangs—and showed me a dream.


  “…………Uuu…………!”


  That’s right.


  That’s right.


  That’s right.


  Even if it all started by chance—


   


  “————…………………me…………”


   


  It was …… me.


  That was the one thing……I did.


  I, who wasn’t able to do anything else…did that one thing alone.


  “Uehehe…I guess it was the same case with me, wasn’t it?”


  Isana smiled happily for some reason.


  “It’s a shame then. If you hadn’t met Yume-san first, you might have gone out with me.”


  I chowed down on something rising up from the back of my throat.


  For a long time—a really, really, really long time, I thought it was a failure.


  I thought the past year and a half was a failure on my part.


  Yume mustered her courage to confess. She grew, she got happiness…but I thought it was a failure on my part because of my trivial possessiveness.


  But,


  If it weren’t for that one comment, I wouldn’t be here now.


  I’d never have entered this school, and I’d never have met Isana.


  We would have become stepsiblings without knowing anything about each other.


  That didn’t happen.


  At this point, the reason why I was so touched by my friend’s kindness, why I remembered her sidelong face, why I was so elated and joyous.


  It’s because I—talked to her.


   


  That’s the least I could do.


   


  I swallowed down my swelling emotions, and looked through the wire mesh.


  There must be hundreds of these students. There’s no way I could tell them apart.


  But I spotted the sidelong face—of the one person I knew most in this world.


  “…Isana”


  Thus, that’s what I said to my best friend.


  “I’ll make it up to you next time.”


  “Hehe~♪ I’m looking forward to it!”


  Then I left the rooftop.


  It’s not—that I couldn’t say it then.


  It’s that I want to say these words to her now.


   


  ◆Yume Irido◆


   


  The flames that were so big were finally burning out.


  It was the end of the culture festival.


  The weeks of preparation were really over.


  Thinking about it, this may be the first time in my life that I have accomplished such a large task… I felt the tension relieved from me when I thought about it.


  We have to clean up tomorrow, and then there’s the after party. It’s still too early to lose myself in this sense of accomplishment though…


  Now then, I changed my mind.


  If I stayed here alone any longer, my body would only get colder. I need to get to the others before I was late—


  So I thought…and then I heard footsteps.


  They slowly came to a stop next to me…and that person sat down on the same bench as me, about two palms apart.


  And then he put his hand next to me, as if to fill the gap.


  I put my hand next to his.


  Our hands would cover each other if we reached out. But since we didn’t, we only felt the cold surface.


  In hindsight, we always had this distance between us.


  I had thought that we would stay like this forever.


  But—but.


  It was the tip of my pinkie.


  There was too little contact for me to feel his warmth, but there was contact.


  Even so—neither of us could escape, and our fingertips were certainly touching.


  “…You’re late. The fire’s going out, you know?”


  I said as I stared at the fading bonfire.


  “There’s nothing interesting about watching fire… I’m just here to get my homework done.”


  As usual, he said curly.


  I’m not sure if that’s a persona he made for my sake just to settle himself down.


  If that’s the case…it really was crude.


  “Thanks.”


  Mizuto said.


  He said a line that he usually never said honestly.


  “…For what?”


  “For everything. You’ve taken care of me at CulFes, and I’m sure you’ll take care of me at home too—Yuni-san told me.”


  “By mom?”


  “I caught a cold last time. She said I should thank you for taking care of me.”


  I blinked and turned to look towards him.


  Mizuto’s sidelong face was once again covered by the expanding darkness of the night.


  “Wasn’t that…more than a month ago?”


  “My bad.”


  “How reluctant were you to thank me…”


  One word. Six letters.


  …I didn’t know how much resolve it took him to say that much.


  “Were you depressed that you made me worry during the CulFes meeting?”


  “Either way, for now…I think I spent far too long on deciding to say this…I thought.”


  On the other hand,


  He missed the chance to say this for more than a month, but he managed it at least.


  He made up his mind and came to say it.


  For that alone—yeah. Wasn’t that something worth celebrating?


  “I should thank you too. You helped me a lot during the CulFes preparation…and also when I caught a cold during the first semester. We’re even, right?”


  “Yeah…so…from here on out, I don’t think I missed anything.”


  At that moment…I realized something.


  I’ve seen a lot of Mizuto’s sidelong face, so I noticed.


  His lips were tense, just a little—that Mizuto was being nervous.


  “Can I be selfish about one thing …?”


  The tips of his pinkie wrapped over mine slightly.


  “Sure… what is it?”


  “After this….”


  Mizuto gulped and licked his parched lips.


  He turned his head slightly…and eked out this voice.


   


  “… After this, instead of going to the after party, please come home with me.”


   


  I couldn’t help but smile.


  I didn’t know why exactly.


  But I thought this was something to be very happy about.


  In fact, I wanted to cheer so loudly, I thought it was a big deal.


  But, yes…as an adult, I should know better.


  The creases on my lips were replaced by a relaxed smile.


  “Looks like I don’t have a choice now. Just this once, okay?”


  Then, Mizuto took a small breath.


  His terse lips relaxed in relief.


  Then, looking back at me for the first time, he said again.


  
    [image: ]
  


  


  “…Thank you.”


  This day wasn’t just a day for the school’s culture festival.


  I thought that it was also another very, very special anniversary, one that was difficult to name.


   


  ◆Mizuto Irido◆


   


  The lights of a passing car cast a shadow over us both.


  The familiar route to school felt like a different entity at night…everything looked so new to me for some reason, probably because of this, or something else? It’s a very common phenomenon.


  “It was hard work, but it was fun.”


  Yume muttered like she had let out a sigh after a full meal.


  “We all worked together…I haven’t joined a club, somehow, but I wonder if that’s what club activities are like.”


  “Who knows? I’m just tired.”


  “Good work. From now on, you can enjoy being alone as much as you want, okay?”


  I looked at Yume’s face from the side as she giggled and teased me.


  The hair hanging down from her temples cast a shadow on her cheeks. Even though she had been working all day, there was no hint of fatigue on her face.


  For some time, I had thought that I was supposed to peek at her sidelong face from afar.


  I had built a non-existent wall between me and that sidelong face from afar.


  But


  At this moment—I knew that if I reached out my hand to her, I could touch her.


  “—Nneh?”


  Surprised by the suddenness of the situation, Yume looked down at her left hand.


  My right hand grabbed her left hand.


  “Eh? Eh?…Wh-what?”


  “…It’s already dark. I thought you might get lost.”


  “That’s for when you’re in a crowd, isn’t it!?”


  She said that, but Yume didn’t try to wave her hand away.


  That’s all.


  It’s just a small, insignificant matter…yet I felt so relieved that I wanted to shout.


  I was sick and tired of this person called me. I never thought I was such a weak person.


  But—at this moment, I’m not afraid anymore.


  I’m ready to fight against myself.


  “…Say.”


  “Hmm?”


  We walked for a while, still holding hands, and Yume said, giving me a peek.


  “Can I discuss something with you?”


  “… What?”


  “Well…Kurenai-senpai asked me for a favor.”


  “A favor?”


  “Yeah.”


  I listened to Yume’s words, feeling the determination in her voice, even though it sounded like nothing.


  Yume looked up at the familiar night sky and told me a definitive fact that proved our ‘difference’.


   


  “—She asked if I could join the student council.”


   


  …Aaah.


  Surprisingly, I agreed.


  The term for the current student council will end after this culture festival. I heard that Vice President Kurenai-Senpai’s role as the chairman of the culture festival was a kind of training for the next president.


  If that is the case…it’s no wonder that she was evaluating potential new student council members from the CulFes committee.


  Yume too would suit those glasses well.


  “…What do you think?”


  The answer was already written in Yume’s eyes as she looked at me.


  In that case, I was just going to nudge her from behind.


  “You want to try it out, don’t you?”


  Yume paused for a moment.


  “…Yes.”


  “Then just do it. There’s no need to hesitate.”


  “Yeah….”


  Yume gently moved her gaze forward again.


  “By the way…have you been invited too?”


  “No, I haven’t. It’s not for me.”


  After all, there’s already that Kurenai-senpai…she’s just hiding it well, but she definitely had the same personality as Isana and I’m sure she wanted her successor to be different from her.


  “I see…”


  The sigh in her voice made me a little happier.


  I thought that she might have had a similar problem to mine…I might be mistaken, but that was fine.


  So, I held her hand and said,


  “Are you worried about me not being here?”


  I teased her with a smile.


  Just as she’s been doing since the festival.


  Yume glanced at me and pursed her lips in a sultry pout.


  “…I’m not a kid. It’s true that I didn’t know what I was doing at CulFes because it was all new to me, but I’m fine now.”


  “Hmm, I hope you’re right.”


  “I’m fine though!”


  Yep, she’s fine.


  Because I knew that if I reached out to her,


  She too could reach out to me.


  Even though we’re different people, with different ways of thinking, different ways of living, different ways of perceiving things, and even if our lives go in completely different directions.


  I’m not letting go of this hand that I’m holding.


  I don’t want to.

Afterword

  I’d like to believe that the understanding of ‘differences’—in other words, the understanding of diversity—is becoming more widespread every year. However, social anxiety still remains mostly treated as a lack of communication skills, and not as a matter of individuality.


  Well, it’s true that social anxiety remains a problem for many, and for society, there are many practical issues if you don’t have the communicative ability, so maybe it can’t be helped—even an author, probably a job that requires the least communicative ability in this world, needs to be able to write “Thank you for your help” at the beginning of an email.


  So it’s true that with a certain level of communicative ability, life will be rather convenient to some extent, even if one is shy—but it’s only a matter of skill, technical growth, improvement, and proficiency. In a way, it’s the same as “being able to write difficult kanji” or “being able to use a computer”, and can’t be regarded as human growth by itself.


  So what is ‘growth’?


  In fiction, growing up means getting better at fighting and making friends, but this is a deformed form of entertainment. Of course, there are people who get a sense of satisfaction from this; taking this work as an example, Yume is one of them. Mizuto on the other hand doesn’t, and this is the biggest problem in this volume.


  Ideals—as expressed in the story, are things that lie beyond ‘growth’—the image of oneself to be eventually attained—and when there’s a discrepancy between you and that image, even if it seems fine at first, there will always be friction arising somewhere. After all, it means that there is a discrepancy in what’s good and what’s bad, even ethically.


  My job in this volume was to give Mizuto the courage and greed to overcome the differences. It’s necessary to make him recognize himself, rather than simply destroying and changing his rigid self-consciousness.


  It doesn’t mean that he’ll become stronger or have more friends. It’s just that he’ll accept himself for who he is—and not deny what he had been, but to accept it—well, you get the idea, but it’s hard to express ‘the feeling of wanting to make someone yours’ unless you think you’re good at it to begin with.


  That’s why I had a very hard time this time, too. But now that we’ve gotten over the hump, I’d like to move on to the next volume. You’re asking me if it wasn’t a two-sided love story until now? They really hated each other in the first volume. Didn’t you know that?


  I’d like to thank the illustrator TakayaKi-sensei, the manga artist Kusakabe Rei-sensei, the people at Kadokawa Sneaker Bunko, and everyone who worked on this book. I’ve been cutting it close to the deadline recently, and it’s something I really want to fix.


  This is Kyousuke Kamishiro’s ‘My Stepsister is my Ex-Girlfriend volume 6 – The six things I couldn’t say back then’. I haven’t decided on the remaining members of the student council!
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