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    Chapter 1: Surely this route will be interesting


    ~ Shape of Happiness ~


    ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆


    “Mizuto-kun–I think you have already realized what your happiness looks like, don’t you?”


    　The man, who is much more mature than I am, said this as if he could see through everything.


    “Hollywood movies end with a kiss, and RPGs end with a wedding. That is the stereotype of ‘happiness’ that many people imagine. In reality, however, happiness is not a constant, and people who are considered lonely by others may be enjoying life to a great extent, and people who are considered inept by others may be content with their current situation – they themselves may be unaware of it, looking only at the blue grass next to them and pursuing what they do not really need. Even comedies are not uncommon, in which people are pursuing something they don’t really need, without realizing it themselves.”


    　The words spun smoothly, like a clear stream.


    “You are probably more intelligent than most people. That’s why, at your age, you realized early on that your happiness was not in the form of a ‘family’.”


    　Everyone, somehow, envisions a future with a family.


    　A future with a family.


    　A partner, children, living in the same house – we envision such a future as if it were imprinted on us.


    　But is that really necessary?


    　Is it really necessary for my life?


    “If you are a junior high school student, you can remain a child without second thoughts. If you are a college student, you are expected to behave as an adult. A high school student is in between – a chrysalis-like state of being both a child and an adult. This is my theory, and I sympathize with you. You are too young and too mature to make any decisions–“


    　It’s someone else’s problem, I think.


    　Not him. It’s me.


    　Even at this point, I can’t believe it’s me.


    “Which will you be?”


    　Still, the choice is stark.


    “You can go back to being a child and make reckless choices, letting your emotions take over and praying that it will end well, like in an RPG – or you can move on to adulthood and try to be as efficient as you can be at this moment in time. Or, we can shut down our emotions and pursue our own form of happiness efficiently, as if it were an RTA.”


    　Keikoin Ryosei smiled like a game master.


    “I wish you a better choice. As the former father of your step-sibling.”


    ◆ Irito Mizuto ◆


    　It was December.


    　The autumn season is over, and winter has finally begun to show his true colors.


    　It was the best time to be in a kotatsu.


    “……Samu……”


    　When I returned home from my occasional outing, I closed the door with a shiver. I could have avoided being exposed to the cold wind, but it was freezing cold inside the house as well. If anything, it could even be colder indoors due to the lack of sunlight – I was beginning to miss the hot springs of Kobe.


    　I put on my coat and moved into the living room. Even if I turn on the heater, it will take a while for the room to warm up. Something quicker than that existed in a corner surrounded by sofas.


    　There was a kotatsu, a table with a futon covering the space under the tabletop, where a glass low table had been placed a short time before.


    　I plunged my legs into the futon. The warmth of the futon gradually permeated my cold legs. I was relieved for a short time.


    　”Muni~”.


    　–I felt something soft touch my outstretched toes.


    “…… nn……”


    　I finally realized what was happening when I heard a moan that sounded like it came from a sleeping voice.


    　A familiar woman’s face was peeking out from the futon on the left side of my head.


    　Half-reflexively, I rolled up the futon that covered my lower body. In the dimly orange light, I saw a white leg bent at the knee like a baby’s. Her long skirt was rolled up, exposing her smooth thighs. If I lowered my viewpoint a little more, I could have even seen her underpants.


    “…… mngg……”


    　After staring at her for a good ten seconds or so, the woman who had turned into a kotatsumuri shifted coldly and lifted her knees further. I almost see her buttocks, and I rush to pull down the futon.


    　The first time I saw a woman sleeping on the floor, I thought I saw her sleeping face.


    　I had a sense of déjà vu. …… The first time I went to Kobe, it was during the middle of the night.


    　I didn’t try anything at the time, but now that she was infront of me sleeping so defenselessly, I had to fight back against the urge to do something.


    　No, of course it was impossible. If there was someone in the family who peeked into the bottom half of the kotatsu, it would destroy the family, even if they were not an ex-couple.


    　I guess I should restrain myself here and quickly retreat to my room. It is hard to escape from the warmth of the kotatsu, …… but that’s just as well.


    　Tap, tap, tap.


    　Something was knocking on my knee inside the kotatsu.


    　The next thing you know, Yume’s face is out of the futon and her eyes are open.


    　I’m not sure if it’s a good idea. I’m glad I wasn’t there when she was rolling up the futon.


    　Yume, with her shoulders still in the kotatsu, stared me in the face and nudged me in the knee with her toes in the kotatsu.


    “……………………”


    “……………………”


    　For a moment, we exchange glances in silence.


    　Yume just stared at me and didn’t say anything, so I returned with silence as well.


    　At any rate, there was no sign that she was going to kick me out of the kotatsu.


    　I took off my coat and took out the book I from my bag. I placed the book ontop of the kotatsu and began flipping the pages.


    　Meanwhile, Yume kept poking me on my knee, nudge, nudge. When I glanced at her once in a while, she looked a little happy and relaxed her mouth a little.


    　Do you want my attention ……?


    　I felt somewhat aggravated to do as I thought, and as I silently pushed back my poking leg, Yuni-san came in from the doorway.


    “Ah, Mizuto-kun, welcome back.”


    　Saying that, Yuni-san comes fluttering over and notices Yui, who is also hiding under the futon.


    “Ah. Yume, you’ll catch a cold if you sleep in there.”


    “Hmm. …….”


    　Yume replies in a muffled voice, but doesn’t try to get out of the kotatsu.


    “I don’t wanna get out, …….”


    　Then, as Yuni moved away, she resumed her pecking.


    　I don’t know what she wants me to do with her appealing eyes, but it’s not in my nature to be left unattended.


    　I quickly pushed my hand under the covers and grabbed Yuni’s bare leg as it was being stretched out.


    “Nyah…….”


    　Catching her soft, slender foot, I quickly tickle the sole with my other hand.


    “Nnnn, hey …… nn~!”


    　Yume faints in agony so as not to make a sound, but without releasing her, I continue to tickle her.


    　–It was an ordinary scene in our daily life.


    　It was just a slice of everyday life that we take for granted as a family.


    　But within that lukewarm relief, there is something that irresistibly stirs my heart.


    “…… hoo …….”


    　When I finally stopped tickling her, Yume looked into my eyes resentfully with a slightly reddened face.


    　Then, with a wry smile only in her eyes, she rubbed the soles of her freed feet against my lap as if to pamper me.


    　The security of family.


    　The excitement of a man and a woman.


    　Conflicting emotions come and go with each passing moment.


    　I feel like I’m going to lose my head, like I’m going to stop being me.


    


    


    


    


    ~ A house of cards on sand ~


    ◆ Yume Irido ◆


    “Senpai!　Senpai♪”


    　Asou-senpai’s sweet voice, an octave higher than usual, echoed through the student council room.


    “Did you see the official live broadcast yesterday?　It was really cool~!　I’m looking forward to the app~♪”


    “…… oh ……”


    　Naturally, it is Hoshibe-senpai who is resting Asou-senpai’s head on his shoulder on the parlor sofa. Hoshibe-senpai glances back at her awkwardly as she gives us a phase.


    “Hey, hey, Senpai!　Can I call you tonight too?　I still have a lot left to do for the upcoming event. Please go with me on my rounds!”


    “”””……………………””””


    　Listening to a voice with 100% flirtatiousness, myself, Asuhain-san, President Suzurin, and Haba-senpai were just working in silence. Without a single conversation, the only thing that could counter the sweet voice of Asou-senpai was the sound of the keypad made by the laptop.


    “………… haa……”


    　Eventually, Hoshibe-senpai sighed and pulled Asou-senpai off of him and stood up quickly.


    “Ueh?　Senpai?”


    “Sorry, Suzurin. I’m going to stop coming to the student council room.”


    　At the sudden declaration, Asou-senpai was startled.


    “Eh~!　Why?　We’ll have less time to meet!”


    “”It’s because you won’t do your job!!!!””


    　President Suzurin and Hoshibe-senpai’s voices harmonized.


    　Having been confronted with a fair argument from both sides, her boss and his girlfriend, Asou-senpai’s lips twitched as if she was sulking, and her eyes turned away in an unintended direction.


    “It’s …… fine, just a little bit ……. We’ve just started dating, so …….”


    “It’s not good. I’m not going to show you how it’s done. The most important thing to remember is that you can’t just go out and get a job and then go out with your friends and family.


    　Hoshibe-senpai gave her a pat on the head, and Asou-senpai looked up at him with resentful eyes and replied “I see…”.


    　Then she looked up at her boyfriend with a grudging look on her face and then said in a dissatisfied tone, “I understand.


    　After seeing him off with a regretful look, Asou-senpai finally took her seat with a disappointed look on her face.


    “Haa~ ……. I can’t get enough of Senpai~…….”


    “……I’ve always thought you’d be the type to take romance over friendship and work, but it’s pretty tough when it’s shown in such a spectacular way.”


    　When President Suzurin gave her a half-lidded look, Asou-senpai said, “Eheh,” and for some reason acted all cute.


    “I’m sorry*, was it too stimulating for a single person?”


    “……………………”


    “Ouch!　Hey, Suzurin, you’re hurting me!　Don’t kick my leg!”


    　Since her trip to Kobe after starting dating Hoshibe-senpai, Asou-senpai had been taking their relationship very seriously. I had decided to let her soar for a while since she had finally realized her long-held feelings for me, but it seems that it was a mistake.


    　Suzurin looked at Asou-senpai, who flinched at the chairman’s low kick, with a glare.


    “I understand that you’re happy, but please don’t forget that the burden is on us juniors.”


    “I’m sorry about that, but come on!　When you have a boyfriend you’ll understand!I’m not the only one!”


    　Haba-senpai quickly got up from his seat, saying, “I’m going to get some materials.”


    　I think he sensed that we were about to get into girl talk. Haba-senpai often disappeared at times like this with a quickness akin to foresight.


    　After watching Haba-senpai exit the student council room, President Suzurin placed her hands on her cheeks and said.


    “You look happy, that’s fine, but maybe it’s time for you to look at reality.”


    “Shut up!　You just need to do your job!”


    “That’s one thing.”


    　President Suzurin quickly pointed at it–Ashimo-senpai’s seemingly abundantly full bosom.


    “If we’re going to go out, I don’t think we can keep fooling around forever, can we?”


    “…… ugh …….”


    　I blinked my eyes at the mouthful of Asou-senpai.


    “Eh?　…… senpai, you haven’t told him yet?”


    “It’s a dumbfounding boldness, isn’t it? After sticking together so goofily.”


    　Asuhain-san also says with an increasingly board-like jittery look.


    　Asou-senpai’s chest is piled up with pads that is roughly three sizes more in cup size. Upo until now, she made it look legit with clever techniques, but since she started dating Hoshibe-senpai, he’s gonna find out eventually.


    “Hoshibe-senpai is quite a gentleman, but he’s still a man. I wonder if he will be disappointed. If he finds out that the treasure he finally got his hands on is a pile of junk, he’ll be disappointed. ……”


    “Gah, it’s not a pile of junk!　At least it’s bigger than Akki!”


    　President Suzurin winced at the sudden statement.


    “Besides, just because the bigger size fits the clothes I like, it doesn’t mean I’m cheating ……!”


    “Then, you’re going to confess it right away, aren’t you? I don’t care if you’re disappointed when you find out ‘at that moment’.”


    “I’m not taking it off!　It’s still big!”


    　Ashuain-san’s eyes swam secretly at this straightforward statement.


    　This is not limited to this group, but girl talk about boyfriends tend to be full of dirty jokes. Although I used to have a boyfriend, I had never experienced anything in that area, so I tended to cover it up with an affectionate smile at times like this. I must be silent about the unspeakable.


    “It’s already December, you know?”


    　President Suzurin says with a dazed look on her face.


    “Christmas is less than a month away. You’re not planning to spend your first Christmas together by deceit and misdirection, are you?”


    “……, but we’ve only just started dating… …… not that soon.”


    “You’ve had a terribly long road ahead of that, you know. Besides, after Hoshibe-senpai and you started dating, he became more gentle – but I don’t think he’ll be nice to ignore the fact that you are lying to him?”


    “Hiuuu……”


    　Asou-senpai’s face turns red and she shrinks even more.


    　Christmas — huh? Well, yes. It’s generally said that lovers do such things at Christmas, though.


    “But I don’t know… ……!　How do I say it?　How do I say, ‘I’m sorry. How do I say, ‘I’m sorry, I’m actually lying to you,’ when do I say that? ……?”


    “Well, that’s …….”


    　As expected of President Suzurin, he was vague in her answer. It was a tremendous conundrum.


    “–What if we make it a little smaller?”


    　It was Asuhain-san who gave a solution to this difficult question.


    “Even if you don’t confess to being foolishly honest, if you take off the pads little by little and make them smaller in appearance step by step, you may not be noticed.”


    “Ha ……!　That’s it!”


    　The shrinking Asou-senpai suddenly regains her energy.


    “Ran-ran you genius!　How can you come up with something so clever?!”


    “Because I tried it once when I was in middle school. It became painful and I stopped. ……”


    “You don’t have to tell me that! Shut up!”


    　But Asou-senpai smiled radiantly.


    　She looks relieved from her worries, but still looked concerned.


    “It’s kind of like he’s piling on the deception on top of the deception…….”


    “Well, even if they find out, Hoshibe-senpai won’t make a huge fuss out of it…….”


    　Now I just hope senpai isn’t a big-breasted person, President Suzurin said.


    　Despite Asou-senpai’s own worries, even that seemed to be part of her happiness to me now, and I was envious of her.


    　I too will conquer Mizuto by the end of this year.


    　The first thing you need to do is to get a good idea of what you want to do.


    　I have a meeting with my biological father soon, and I invited Mizuto to it as well.


    　I could have asked mother to talk to him, but in the end I decided to do it myself. I felt that by doing so I could convey a certain resolve.


    　I don’t know how many years it has been since I last spoke directly with my father. …… I am neither good at nor bad at talking to my father, but it felt like a special ritual to talk to him now that his last name has changed. 


    　In the first place, why is the father trying to meet with Mizuto?


    　I wondered if he was curious about the kind of guy who lives with his daughter – I had thought that he wasn’t really interested in me.


    　In any case, I wanted to invite him to this greeting-like situation. I thought he might become a little more conscious of me by doing so, and it would make sense for me to tell him, since I was the one who was going out to meet him.


    　But – after all, it was like a wedding greeting, wasn’t it?


    　I’ve been holding back because of that, and I’ve been putting it off for a long time. ……


    　–No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no. It’s my fault.


    　There’s less than a month until the end of this year. There’s no time to be sanguine about it!


    　I’ll say it. I’ll say it today. I’ll tell them when I get home.


    　When I returned home after the student council meeting, I found Mizuto in the living room, already changed into his loungewear.


    “Hey–“


    　I called out to Mizuto, who was sitting on the sofa looking at his phone.


    “Just in time.”


    “What?”


    “Tomorrow–it’s Saturday–I’m going to Isana’s house from noon. Is that okay?”


    　He asked me that question out of the blue.


    　I was off to a bad start. To Higashira’s house?　Why all of a sudden – come to think of it, it seems like Higashira-san doesn’t come to our house very often these days.


    　My heart swelled with a thump, for some reason.


    “Why are you asking …… me for permission?”


    　And for some reason, I had returned such a question, somewhat quarrelsomely.


    　Mizuto looked away, tilted his head in annoyance, and said


    “…… no, …… somehow.”


    　He mumbled and got up from the couch.


    　I looked at his back as he walked away, and I remembered. I have to tell him. About my father. I call him off immediately and–


    　The living room door closes.


    　I dropped my outstretched hand, unable to speak.


    “……I missed telling you. ……”


    


    


    


    


    ~ Path to the future ~


    ◆ Isana Higashira ◆


    “Mm~n……”


    　I tilted my head in front of the messed up rough draft.


    　I started up my tablet in my room and held the pen for more than ten minutes. I couldn’t come up with a good composition, and even if I did, I didn’t know how to draw it, especially the wrinkles in the clothes. Shouldn’t I make him completely naked?


    　I was able to draw it easily when I traveled to Kobe~……. Since then, my drawings seem to be so bad. ……


    　In times like this, thinking only in my head doesn’t help. I switched my pen to my phone and moved from my desk to the mirror.


    　The mirror sits on the wall as a girl’s favorite, but recently it has been used exclusively for selfies for reference purposes. I take various poses and take pictures of myself, so to the casual observer, she is a backstage girl. I have to be careful not to let my mom or dad find out.


    “Hmmm ……”


    　I want to draw butts. I also want to draw boobs. But if I try to draw both, I have to twist off my spine. This is a conundrum. ……


    　I twist my neck while trying poses such as turning my back and sticking out my buttocks, or sitting mid-back and showing my cleavage.


    　How about making the composition as erotic as possible?　For example, yes,…… you could sit on the floor with your legs wide open and your chest between your two arms–


    “–Hey, Isana. The door was unlocked. You’re being careless–right?”


    　The door to the room opened with a clunk.


    　Mizuto-kun looked at me and froze.
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    “……Ah.”


    　I froze with my mouth open as well.


    　I was in an M-shape with my legs spread and the camera on my phone pointed at the mirror.


    　After a good ten seconds or so, time stopped.


    “………… sorry.”


    　Mizuto-kun said awkwardly and slowly closed the door.


    “Hey …… wait a minute!　It’s a misunderstanding! I was just taking photographs for my drawing references!


    ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆


    　It was not Isana Higashira who ask me to come to her house, but her mother, Nagitora. According to her, she said, ‘I have something to do with you, so come here, kid,’ but the important thing is that she is away from home for a bit.


    “Thanks to you, I came across that scene, jeez.”


    “That’s my line!”


    　Isana exclaimed, her face reddening. She was wearing only a long-sleeved, loose-fitting shirt. The hem hid her thighs like a dress, but underneath it was …….


    “…… you, come on. No matter how much it’s your room, you should at least wear your underwear. ……”


    “You’re wearing them, aren’t you? You’re wearing …… underwear. ……”


    “I’m not wearing underwear.”


    　Come to think of it, this girl was the type to only wear clothes on the top half of ger body because she couldn’t be seen when on the phone.


    　Thanks to that, I got a good look at ……. No matter how much it’s between me and this girl, things can get awkward.


    It’s been a while since we’ve seen each other on our day off.”


    　I got myself together and change the subject.


    　Isana has been dropping by my house and hanging out in the library after school less and less recently. The reason is clear. She was busy drawing.


    　Since that trip to Kobe, Isana has become more and more absorbed in her illustrations. As a result, she has been hanging around with me less and less, and nowadays we mainly communicate with each other on our phones.


    “Have you drawn anything since then?”


    “Well, speaking about that ……. Would you like to take a look?”


    “If you don’t mind.”


    　Isana takes a tablet from her desk and hands it to me. On the screen were thumbnails of image files.


    “Heh, please don’t look at anything weird!”


    “…… What’s the weird part?”


    “Well, that’s …… quite a few …… pictures like the one I was taking earlier.”


    “……………………”


    　I’ll be very careful.


    　I take the tablet and sat on the floor. Isana once sat down on the bed, but suddenly realized something and dropped her butt on the floor to sit in a girl position. I guess she thought I could see her panties from the height. 


    　I quickly checked the illustration folder. Most of the illustrations are rough drawings or sketches, and some of them are just a rough outline of a person – probably called “Atari” (TN: Atari is a drawing of only the lines of an object with no colouring), and none of them had been coloured.


    “You haven’t finished a single one of them.”


    “That’s right! I just couldn’t get any of them to look right. ……”


    　Is that what you call a slump, ……?　She was drawing such great pictures the other day. ……


    “What happened to that rough sketch you were drawing on the way back from Kobe?”


    “Ah!　I finished that one!　It’s in another folder.”


    　She held out her hand to me, asking me to lend it to her for a moment, so I gave her back the tablet. 


    “Here it is, here it is.”


    　She said, walking over on her knees and sitting back down next to me.


    　Then, my eyes were drawn to the screen of the tablet held out to me from the side.


    　A picture of a girl crying and smiling sadly.


    　With my poor powers of expression, I can only describe it in such a simple way. However, the illustration seemed to be fragrant with emotion. There was no dialogue, no caption, but a rich story overflowed from the detailed gestures, the way the artist played with the tips of her hair, and the use of color.


    　They looked comparable to the illustrations that are buzzing on social networking sites.


    　Of course, compared to the professional illustrations I usually see, it was rough, especially in the coloring, although I have the impression that the technique hasn’t caught up with what they want to do. ……


    “It looked better when it was rough – ……. Well, that happens a lot.”


    “No, but this is still good. This one’s on a different level compared to the others you showed me before.”


    “Really?　Ehehehe …….”


    　It’s frustrating that I can’t come up with the right words. It’s not like I’m good at it. It is an illustration that smells of something called ‘sense,’ which is different from a skill that can be acquired by just practicing.


    　Even I, an amateur, can feel that way at first glance, so I am convinced that Isana has a talent that will stick in the minds of many people. Now, if only she could catch up with her technique by doing more of them. …… No, she doesn’t seem to be convinced, but I think this illustration is enough to gain public recognition, don’t you think?


    “How was this illustration received?”


    “Eh?”


    　Isana tilts her head in puzzlement.


    　What’s with that reaction?


    “No, I mean how did others rate it …….”


    “Well, I guess that it is pretty good ……?　Now that Mizuto-kun praised it, so …….”


    “Hmm?”


    What?”


    　I raised my eyebrows in suspicion.


    　I didn’t think it was possible, but …….


    “……So, where do you publish your illustrations?　Twitter?”


    “What?　I’m not publishing anything.”


    “…………………….”


    　No way.


    “I’ve thought about doing it for a while, but I ended up deciding not to in the end ……. That’s why I only showed it to Mizuto-kun, right?”


    　You drew so much just for me?　That’s another talent. ……


    　But I get it.


    “You can’t complete the picture like that, can you?”


    “What …… do you mean?”


    “The point is that there is no goal, so if you stop halfway through, you won’t be a failure. If you run a marathon, you will be disqualified if you return halfway, but if you jog, no one will be angry with you if you return halfway. It’s the same thing. It’s not a failure – there’s no risk, so you can easily throw it out in the middle of the race.”


    “Oh, oh …… I see …… my ears hurt …….”


    　Isana covers both ears with a squeak. I pull one of my hands to make her open her ears.


    “Put this illustration on the internet.”


    “What?”


    　Isana jumped a little.


    “Don’t be absurd!　I can’t even make a funny, funny tweet, let alone take a picture of an original illustration!”


    “You don’t need to tweet anything. Just illustrations are fine. There are social networking sites for that (TN: Such as Pixiv). If you’re still worried about it, I can take care of the operation. I don’t want to see you get burned by careless comments.”


    “Hey, why do you have to go that far ……?　We don’t get paid, do we?”


    “That’s …….”


    　I hesitated a little, but this was no time to be shy.


    　Perhaps the fate of Isana Higashira’s talent was now in my hands.


    “–Because I fell in love with your talent.”


    “Huh?”


    　I assure Isana, looking straight at her dumbfounded face.


    “Isana, you have talent. You have talent, and it’s outstanding talent. Somehow, I was the first one to notice it. So I have a mission. I have a mission to nurture your talent appropriately and send it out into the world. I am willing to devote my entire life to this mission.


    “Hey, hey!　Stop! Stop!　Stop!


    　I stopped talking quickly as Isana’s face turned red and she pushed my shoulders back.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “Muuuu! You’re lifting me up too much. ……. I’m glad you feel that way, but I don’t have that kind of talent …….”


    “No, you do. If you’re not aware of it, I’ll say it again and again. Isana Azuma – you are absolutely a genius.”


    “…………oooo …………”


    　Isana turned her head down, cupped her mouth and fiddled with her bangs. It’s a gesture of embarrassment. I’m was pretty embarrassed too, but if I’m embarrassed too, it’s going to ruin the mood.


    　I kept staring at Isana’s face with all my heart. Isana’s eyes swept to the left and to the right as if she was trying to escape. I kept my gaze fixed on Isana’s face as if I was trying to catch her.


    “……Well, I understand. ……”


    　Eventually, Isana said, as if she had given up.


    “If Mizuto-kun can do it all for me, ……. I was interested, too, and …….”


    “Good. Then, let’s decide on the next piece we’re going to draw.”


    “Next?”


    “You’re going to end your life as an illustrator with just this one piece? You can’t get good at anything unless you do it a lot. You must be frustrated too, right?　You wish you could do it this way, but you don’t know how to do it…I can feel that from your drawings.”


    “Are you an psychic, Mizuto-kun ……?”


    　I’m just a reader. I’m confident in my reading comprehension.


    　I picked up the tablet and rummaged through the rough illustrations I had seen earlier, one by one.


    “…… this should do it. Let’s finish this rough.”


    “This one?”


    “Don’t do it randomly. Give it your all, put your head together and get it close to the ideal. You can do it at ……, but the deadline is in a week.”


    “What? I have a deadline?


    “Or else you won’t be able to finish it, will you?”


    　Isana looked at the rough draft I had specified with a pout on her lips.


    “This is it… ……”


    “You don’t like it?”


    “Because it’s not erotic.”


    “You can’t let a minor draw erotic illustrations and upload them, can you? ……”


    　If it’s a personal hobby, whatever.


    “Then let’s do this.”


    “Yes?”


    “Surely this rough sketch is not erotic. The character is fully clothed and the situation has zero eroticism. How about we try to make this completely non-erotic rough sketch look erotic?　That way it’s not against the law, and you can be creative.”


    “……Hoho?”


    　Isana’s eyes changed color.


    　This is by no means an experience, but when it comes to sexual matters, people tend to have unlimited motivation. In fact, erotic painters and manga artists are all great at drawing. Isana is the kind of person who usually spends more than 10 minutes looking at the erotic mouthpieces of light novels without a care in the world, and there are probably some things she can take advantage of from that.


    “I’m getting motivated, Mizuto-kun!　What’s wrong with something is only quaint if you can smell it secretly!　It’s like the official nipple-less pillowcases are more exciting than the doujinshi with nipples showing!”


    “I don’t think that’s true at all.”


    　If you’re willing to do it, I won’t be loud about it.


    　It was an unexpected turn of events, but strangely enough, I was also filled with motivation. This may be the first time in my life that I have ever felt so motivated to do something. Without even thinking about it, my mind was already running through various ideas of what title to give to this illustration of lost love, which would be Isana Higashigashira’s memorable first work to be released to the public.


    “…… By the way, Mizuto-kun.”


    　Isana gives me a reserved, superior look and says, “I’ll make sure to meet the deadline.”


    “If I meet the deadline properly,……, is there a reward or something,……?”


    　”Jeez, you snob! If that’s the way to get you to finish by the deadline then sure.”


    　I laughed a little and said


    “All right. Think of something.”


    “Yes!”


    　Isana jumps up and down in her seat like a child. Then, “OWWWWWWWWW!” and her eyes went black and white, and she held the bulge in her chest with both hands. Apparently, it was shaking so violently that it hurt. Idiot.


    　Once we’ve decided on it, it’s time to create a social networking account. First, let’s get a free email address and–


    “Hey, what about a pen name?”


    “Oh, right. How about ……. It should be easy to remember, right?”


    “I don’t want it to be too easy to remember, but I also don’t want it to be too hard to search for.”


    　You know, sometimes they do that. Illustrators who use common nouns as their names.


    　When we are discussing things like.


    “–Oh, hey. Hey, there.”


    　I heard such a voice, and the door opened rudely.


    　What appeared was a tall woman–Nagitora-san, Isana’s mother.


    “Oh. I didn’t know you were already here.”


    “I’m sorry to bother you.”


    　Come to think of it, I was summoned by this person in the first place.


    “I was told that you had something to do with me.”


    “You’re talking too fast. I’m sure you know about Isana’s current condition, don’t you?


    “Isana’s condition?”


    　I look next to me.


    　Is she wearing just a big shirt, this unprotected outfit?


    “She’s into drawing these days, isn’t she?”


    　Oh, you mean that one: …….


    “She’s been locking himself in his room for a while now, but lately it’s been getting worse. In the worst cases, she doesn’t even come over for dinner.”


    “……If you’re talking about getting her to stop drawing, I’d rather not.”


    “That’s not true. Don’t be alarmed. Don’t talk about me like I’m some narrow-minded educational mom. 


    　If that’s the case, I wonder what it is.


    “It’s fine that you’re into something. I’m not saying that studying and getting into a good company will guarantee you a secure future, but I did whatever I wanted when I was a student. It’s true that I paid a lot of money to send her to that school, even if it’s …….”


    　Well, it’s true, we are a private school. Me and Yume are scholarship students and are exempted from tuition fees. ……


    “Hey, Mizuto-kun. Do you know Isana’s midterm test results?”


    　Isana suddenly shrank back and hid behind me.


    　I looked back at her.


    “……I don’t know, come to think of it.”


    “Good for you. It was a disaster.”


    　Isana grunted narrowly.


    “It’s one thing to be into painting, but it’s another to flunk out or stay in school. It’s going to cost you a lot of extra money. So, Mizuto-kun, I’m appointing you as Isana’s tutor.”


    “Huh?”


    　She just assured me, this woman.


    “I’ll give you some money for your part-time job. If it’s not enough, Isana will pay you with her body.”


    “You sold your daughter! How can you even call yourself a mother!”


    “You are so noisy. You should start claiming your human rights when you get the same grades as other people.”


    　Isana was shaken by the rebuttal. It seems that Isana had gotten on the bad side of her mother.


    　So becoming her tutor, huh? ……. It’s true that Isana seems to be neglecting her studies right now–but then I would have to go to this house on a regular basis.


    　-Why are you asking me for permission?


    “How’s that?　I think I’m perfectly in charge, don’t you?”


    　Nagitora laughed as if he could see right through me when I said that.


    　Did she know that I would be managing Isana?　If I became her tutor, I could manage Isana’s painting and her studies more efficiently – surely, there was no other way to take the lead.


    　It was as I was trapped.


    　I had no choice from the beginning.


    “……I understand. I’ll take care of it, at least until the end of the term.”


    “Okay, I’m here. I don’t have any money with me right now, so you’ll have to pay for my part-time job for now.”


    “Oh no, ……!　I’m about to lose my virginity!


    “I don’t want it, I was joking.”


    　Don’t say that like you’re having fun. Don’t this mother and son have any sense of decency?


    ◆ Yume Irido ◆


    “Eh ……?”


    　I froze at the report of Mizuto’s return home from Higashira-san’s house.


    “So, I’m now a tutor apparently. Nagitora-san–Isana’s mother asked me to do it. I’m going to go to their house almost every day, at least until the end of the term.”


    　Almost every day?


    　At Higashira-san’s house?


    　Tutoring?


    　Just the two of you?!


    “She was kinda pushy, Nagitora-san. Even though she’s the a mother, she’s very different from Yuni-san. She said something like, ‘If the money for the part-time job is not enough, Isana will pay with her body…’”


    “With her body?


    “…… I told you, I refused that, didn’t I?”


    　Mizuto gives me a blank stare. I’m sure you’re right. I’m sure it’s obvious.


    　No, but wait?


    　Even if she was joking, does that mean he has her mother’s approval?


    　To begin with, you would have to trust him very much to have a man of her age tutor her precious daughter, wouldn’t you?　Does that mean you don’t care what happens to her?　Does it mean that she is ready to accept him as her family?　I mean, Nagitora!　You’re that close to Higashira-san’s mother?　You’re family members?


    　My head was about to explode.


    　At school, people think Mizuto and Higashira-san’s are dating, but if it becomes a family affair…


    “It means I’ll be home late sometimes, so I just thought I’d mention it. Well, I’ve got some research to do–“


    “–Wait, wait!”


    　I hurriedly grabbed Mizuto’s arm as he was about to turn away.


    　Mizuto looked at me suspiciously.


    　There was no turning back now.


    　If Nagitora-san was my mother, I–


    “Actually, …… there was something I had to ask you for.”


    　I don’t want to give him away.


    　Even if neither Mizuto nor Higashira-san had any intention of doing so.


    　I–my place is–


    “–My father, will you meet him?”

  


  
    Chapter 2: Fateful partner


    ~ The person who will make you the happiest ~


    ◆ Kogure Kawanami ◆


    “Family relationships are a lot more complicated than you might think.


    　Akatsuki said as she sat on my lap playing a game.


    “Parents are like a walking album. They talk about things they don’t want you to know.”


    　Akatsuki’s petite body was warm in my chest after her bath. It was a perfect source of heat to combat the cold weather, but her chest peeking out from the loose collar of her nightgown was a sight for sore eyes.


    “Ah.”


    　I said, trying to fake a smile.


    “It doesn’t really ring a bell, in my case ……. I’m not just a walking album, I’m a walking black history.”


    “Who’s black history!”


    　In protest, Akatsuki rubs the back of her head against my chin. I try to escape the scent of shampoo that helplessly fills my nostrils.


    “Why did you suddenly start talking like that?”


    “Hmm?　Well, one of my friends told me that she introduced her parents to her boyfriend.”


    “Wow, that’s heavy …….”


    “Why don’t you just say it!　I thought so too!


    “What are you going to do if she breaks up with him and gets a new boyfriend? How is she going to introduce him to her parents again?”


    “What if they say something like, ‘You seem nicer than he last guy…’?”


    “Ugh!　That’s the worst. ……”


    　”It’s horrible to imagine. What should my boyfriend look like?”


    　Akatsuki looked back at me and said


    “We’re lucky we didn’t tell our parents. 


    “That’s the only thing I can praise you for. That’s what I want to praise us for back then.


    “That’s right!”


    　We laugh. That’s why people still say to me, “You’re not still dating Akatsuki, are you?” 


    　Akatsuki leaned her back against my chest.


    “Well, you never know while you’re dating. You never know when you’re going to have to break up with someone.”


    If you knew that, you wouldn’t have started dating in the first place.”


    “I guess that’s true too. ……I wish all the couples in the world could get married.”


    “Maybe they’d get married and then get divorced.”


    “What a world!”


    　Long gone are the days when the only thing between a man and a woman was eternity.


    　Nowadays, there are so many ways to fulfill your life. If you want someone to devote himself/herself to, you can make a guess, or if you want someone’s approval, you can become a distributor.


    　Marriage is no longer an essential event in life, and love is now only a hobby for some people.


    　It’s like playing video games, a way to pass the time until you die–


    “–but maybe the person who can still believe in it will be the happiest.”


    　It is not the only one, nor is it eternal.


    　Knowing that—believing, someone who can believe.


    “…… Sometimes you sound like you know what you’re talking about, don’t you?”


    “You pretend like you don’t know too much.”


    　The first time I saw her, I thought, “Oh no, she’s not going to be able to do that. Oh, man, if you press against me that hard…


    “You know I know from the beginning, don’t you?　You dirty.”


    “……………………”


    　I looked away silently, and Akatsuki turned around to catch it.


    “(What do you do that you can’t tell your family, ……?”)


    　She whispered, seductively.


    　The answer is obvious.


    “I ain’t …… going to do it. ……”


    “Holding back is not good, okay?　Ko-kun♥”


    “I’ll end up rubbing your tits, you bitch!”


    “Oh!　You’re going to make them bigger?　Thank you~!”


    　You shouldn’t date a heavy woman lightly.


    　That much was certain.


    


    


    


    


    ~ Intangible creators ~


    ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆


    　A week after becoming Isana’s tutor, I was visiting the campus of an art college with Isana.


    “I don’t want to study!”


    　Isana exploded.


    　The illustration I posted on SNS was well received. Considering that it was her first post, I would say it was too good to be true. ISana, who wanted to feel better, was making up for the delay in her studies little by little while she completed her second work, meeting the deadline I had set for her.


    　However, it seems that it did not last that long.


    “I’m suffocating!　Such controlled days!　I want to draw pictures, read novels, play games, take naps, stay up late!


    　It seems that for Isana Higashira , who is a person of laziness, a regular life was rather toxic.


    　So, in order to give her a change of pace, we decided to go to a lecture given by a game creator at the university today.


    “I’ve never been to one of these before. What about you, Mizuto-kun?”


    “I’m not the type to go to autograph sessions either. But it’s nice once in a while, isn’t it?”


    “Yes!　I feel like I’m learning much more than reading a textbook!”


    　I happened to see information about the event online, and it seemed that the speaker at the lecture was a producer of a game that Isana was also playing, so I decided to go.


    　Although he is not an illustrator, it would be stimulating to hear from a professional in the industry. If he could refuel his motivation and use it to create and study, it would make my job a lot easier. This guy is really a handful.


    　I looked at the campus map near the entrance and headed for the lecture room where the event would be held.


    　This is the second time for me to enter the campus of a university, but it is a very strange place. It has a more lived-in feel than high school. While high school is a space tightly controlled by adults, I felt that the university is a space shaped by the individuality of the students.


    　I guess it is also because it is an art college. There were drawings and objects that looked like they were painted by students, and I don’t know what they were modeling, all over the place.


    “Woah……”


    　Isana looks around at such campus chaos with interest. If she were to go on to higher education, a university like this would certainly be a better fit than a regular university. It’s still more than two years away, but when she does, she will certainly go to a different career path than I would.


    　My first choice is Kyoto University.


    　It is a natural choice for a student who ranked at the top in his or her class at our school. I would probably pass the entrance exam if I took it. I am that proud of myself. However, I was not sure about the faculty. I was thinking of the literature department, but there was no reason beyond the fact that I like to read.


    　When Isana decides on her path, I, too, will have to decide on my future, which is still vague. ……


    “So this is it.”


    　I reached the desired lecture hall.


    　I entered through the back door and found a sparse audience seated in seats that lowered in steps toward the front where the blackboard was located. I had calculated that I would get lost on an unfamiliar campus, so I had come early, and it seemed to have paid off. A seat in the last row was available, so Isana and I sat next to each other.


    　Isana looked up at the ceiling as she let out a stupid “Heaaa” sound.


    “Mizuto-kun. There’s a monitor hanging from the ceiling.”


    “Oh, isn’t it so that the board can be seen from the seats in the back?　Or maybe it’s a slide projector.”


    “Oh, wow. It’s much bigger than a high school classroom, isn’t it?”


    　The capacity of this lecture hall is probably in the triple digits. The size of the room was an order of magnitude larger than that of a high school.


    　After waiting for a while, the seats in the lecture room gradually filled up.


    　Eventually, about 80% of the room was filled with people. The audience was a diverse mix of young people, most of whom were university students, but there were also some older men who were clearly in their fifties and sixties, as well as children of junior high school age. I had thought it would be conspicuous to have high school students mixed in with the university students, but my fears seemed unfounded.


    　Just before the lecture was to begin, a man in a suit came through the front door, accompanied by a woman who looked like a university staff member.


    　He was wearing no tie and looked more like a young businessman than a salaryman. He was probably in his forties. He was probably stylish and had a slight beard on his chin. He looked as if he might be spinning a wheel for an interview article.


    　Although I had never seen him before, I felt something stuck in my mind.


    “……Na, Isana.”


    “Yes?”


    “Have you seen that man anywhere before?”


    “Huh?　Isn’t that some kind of interview article?　I’ve seen her do interviews and dialogue often.”


    “No, it’s not that, it’s …….”


    　Somewhere, I’ve actually met …….


    　The businessman-looking man picks up the microphone on the teaching table when the time comes.


    “Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. I am honored to have you here. I am Keikoin Ryosei.” (TN: Yume’s biological father)


    　He added, “By the way, I am a real person,” which drew laughter from the audience. I wonder if he has been impersonated before.


    “I am often mistaken, but I am not ‘Suzunari’ but ‘Ryosei. When you all have children, please give them names that are easy to read.”


    　After a lighthearted delivery that loosened the air, the lecture by game creator Keikoin Ryosei began.


    　His background was that of a brilliant and successful man. Immediately after graduating from college, he launched a social gaming venture that was in its infancy at the time and became a huge hit. After growing his company as director, producer, and director, he left it to the next generation and went independent – he is currently making indie games with a small group of elite friends.


    　……Social games, huh?


    　This reminded me of Yume’s story.


    　Yume’s father was a creator of some sort. The reason I say “some kind of creator” is because there was not a single thing that her father made in her house in the past.


    　If what he made was a social game, I wouldn’t be surprised if there were no artifacts at home. After all, there’s no package like there is for consumer products–it’s not like there’s a package at all.


    “I don’t have the talent to create things. I don’t have the talent to make things, so I chose to take advantage of someone else’s talent. There are so many geniuses in the world, but many of them never see the light of day, and I want to create a place for them to show their abilities to the fullest and send them out into the sunset as users. That is my job.”


    　I, who should have been nothing more than an escort for Isana, was listening to him.


    　So it was only after the lecture was over that I realized the true nature of the niggle in my brain.


    ◆ Yume Irido ◆


    　On this holiday, I was having a study session at a coffee shop with Akatsuki, Maki, and Nasuka.


    　The second semester’s final exam is already right around the corner–there are more subjects than the midterm exam, so I need to prepare well for it. That’s why we gathered to study even on holidays when we couldn’t go into the school.


    　And, speaking for my own personal reasons, I wanted someone to be with me because I was concerned about something and it was hard to concentrate when I was …… alone.


    You’re doing it.”


    　Just as I was teaching Nasuka-san the math problem, it was President Suzurin , dressed as a waitress, who called out to me.
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    　Maki cheerfully responded to this.


    “Suzurin!　I’m doing it!”


    　She replies, “I’m doing it!


    　This coffee shop was where President Suzurin worked part-time. It was also the venue for the student council’s welcome party.


    　We were looking for a place to hold a holiday study session, and the chairman graciously offered us her part-time job place. In fact, it was much quieter than a family restaurant or food court, and a perfect place to study.


    “Well, that was unexpected!　I didn’t know the President was working part-time in such cute clothes!”


    “Hmmm. Is it?”


    　The President, in a waitress outfit that seems tailor-made for her petite body, smiles thinly and proudly.


    “Don’t talk about it too much, okay?　The more students who come in cold, the more trouble you’ll cause the master.”


    “Yes, sir!”


    　The President pours more cold water into our cups. The tea and coffee we ordered were already all empty.


    “But President, are you okay with that~?”


    　Nasuka asks in a laid-back tone.


    “I’m not studying for the test, I’m doing part-time work.”


    “I usually do that. Don’t worry about it.”


    “…… Come to think of it, I don’t think I’ve ever seen the chairman putting in so much effort before a test.”


    　I blurted out, and President Suzurin giggled mischievously.


    “I’m the type of person who plans out my summer homework.”


    　”If that’s the case, I wonder why I can’t plan out what I’m going to do with Haba-senpai–I keep my venom to myself.”


    　Gyotsuki-san giggles.


    “Please tell me the past year’s questions from last year, senpai~……. I’m at my limit~…….”


    “No, I can’t do that. Or rather, it’s pointless. I’m sure our test is well prepared for the past year’s questions.”


    “Uhe~……”


    “You’ll have to do it on your own somehow. What’s more, the reliable secretary of our student council is with you, so it’s no big deal.”


    　Saying this jokingly, the president returned to the staff area.


    　Then Maki-san looked at me with a smirk.


    “She says you’re a reliable secretary.”


    “Stop it. I’m just a note taker.”


    　I smiled vaguely and said. I also make resumes, update the website, create student council newsletters ……, and I’m told that I’ll eventually be editing the student council magazine, but that’s nothing compared to the president and Ashiro-senpai who have to deal with the committee members and the department heads.


    “No, no, it’s enough!　You’re doing the PC katakata kata!　Isn’t that cool?”


    “Well, my key-touch has certainly improved.”


    　I had only touched a computer in class before I joined the student council. Mizuto has his own, though: …….


    “Either way, you’re first in your grade!　Help~!”


    　Akatsuki-san, the study wraith, heaves at me next to her.


    “Yes, yes. Well then, let’s hold a mechanical pencil for now, shall we?”


    “Uee~n!　My fingers hurt~!”


    “It’s okay, it’s not shredded yet.”


    “It’s okay, it hasn’t been shredded yet.” “Haha……!　Spartan Yume-chan is good too …….”


    　Yes, yes,” I fussed once more.


    　Even as I do this, my mind is racing back and forth to the events that are coming up after finals are over.


    　A three-way meeting with my biological father, accompanied by Mizuto.


    　Mizuto surprisingly and easily agreed to the meeting, but I wonder how this event is positioned in his mind. Is it a nasty hassle?　Or is it a …….


    　Oh God!　I wish mom had come along too!　I heard that the other side said it was just me and Mizuto, because ‘it’s bad for your husband.’ ……


    　I don’t know what kind of intentions the …… father has for his father too.


    　Is the son of your ex-wife’s remarriage someone you would want to meet?　I would definitely not want to. …… I don’t know what I would look like to meet him.


    　I’m supposed to be the most important party, but I feel like I’m being left out.


    “…… haha.”


    “Yume-chan?”


    “Oh, no. Sorry, it’s nothing.”


    　I drink the cold water that the chairman poured for me and cover up my vague anxiety.


    　I inadvertently wanted to compete with Ashuin,…… but really, what kind of meeting is it going to be?


    ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆


    　The lecture was over and we left the lecture hall.


    “That was pretty interesting! I don’t play indie games much, so it was refreshing.”


    “Yes, it was.”


    　It was indeed interesting. I felt that the talk was more related to what I am trying to do now, rather than the ingenuity and fun of utilizing other people’s talents – which is a small thing.


    “Is there something you want to do with pictures in the future?　Light novels, games, ……, and maybe Vtuber design?”


    “Eh?　I don’t have a clear idea. …… Oh, but I’d like to make a sexually explicit doujinshi.”


    “You said that with no hesitation, you’re not 18 yet though.”


    “Uhehe …… I’m looking forward to two years from now, aren’t I?”


    　I don’t think this girl is seriously abiding by the eighteen ban, judging from what she usually says – I’m starting to feel like I shouldn’t mention it too much.


    “In the first place, can you be a vendor or something?”


    “Of course I’d ask someone in cosplay!”


    “I’m just saying you can’t negotiate that.”


    　I’ll probably end up doing it. I can picture that future now. Negotiating with cosplayers to sell my girlfriend’s erotic doujinshi – what kind of situation is that? First of all, the situation of having to read an erotic doujinshi drawn by a female friend gives me a headache.


    “Well, I’ll have to get better at that, and most importantly, We’ll have to get over the final exam in front of us.”


    “Ugh …… don’t remind me – …….”


    　Regardless of what kind of future Isana chooses, we can’t let her drop out of high school. The guy Keikoin, who was today’s instructor, had a pretty impressive academic background–


    “……But then again, I swear I’ve seen him somewhere ……”


    “Yes?”


    “Hey, you know. Hey, haven’t you seen that Keikoin person somewhere?”


    “Yes.　Does that mean I’ve seen him too?


    　Yes, I have. Why am I asking Isana?　Could it be that Isana was with you at the place where you saw that person ……?


    “–Hmm?”


    　It was when I went out from the building where the lecture room is located.


    　Right there, the person who had been the topic of conversation–Ryosei Keikouin–was checking something on his phone.


    　When he noticed us, he mumbled, “You guys are …….”


    “–Oh, I knew it. At the Rakulo festival.”


    　And then he said it.


    　At that moment, all my memories that had been stuck in my head started to flow.


    　Ah, yes, that’s right.


    　At the festival, when Isana and I were alone, he asked me where my class was.


    “This is a coincidence. Thank you for taking care of me back then.”


    　With a kind smile, Keikoin—san speaks to me.


    　Isana is like, “What?　Huh?” She looked confused and compared my face with Keikoin-san’s.


    “We met at the festival.”


    　I said in a controlled voice.


    “You see, he asked me for directions when we were together – he called you a ‘wonderful girlfriend’ when he left.”


    “–Oh!　That time …… ah~!”


    　Isana finally remembered and let out a clear voice.


    　Yes, it usually takes this long. It usually takes this long to remember such a trivial thing.


    “You remembered ……?　About us?”


    　When I asked that, Keikoin-san smiled cynically and cowered his shoulders.


    “I’m good at remembering people’s faces because of my job. I had noticed you during the lecture, but as soon as I saw you up close, I remembered you.”


    　That’s an amazing memory. I don’t remember people’s faces and names at all, so it even seems like a superpower.


    “You guys are high school students, right?　You’re very studious, even going to a lecture at an art college. Are you interested in being game creators?”


    “No. …… I’m just taking a break today. I’m in a testing period right now.”


    “Testing period?　…… Oh, final exams. I don’t like that. As soon as you stop being a student, you forget the habits of the time.”


    “Why did you come to our school festival back then?”


    “I got an invitation from a friend. At my age, school is a sanctuary for me. I go there whenever I have the chance to get a sense of what it’s like to be a young person. ……And I have a bit of a connection with the Rakulo…”


    　A connection?　……If you introduced me to the lecture earlier, I was from a different high school.


    “Next, it’s our turn.”


    　Before I knew it, it was our turn.


    “That’s quite a rare choice, even for a breather. I mean, there are plenty of other places to go on a date, right?　The way I see it, it’s one of you – probably her.”


    “Huh.”


    　Isana, who was half-hidden behind my back, watching the conversation, shuddered.


    “I saw that she is interested in making things. What do you think?”


    　I hesitated a little. Isana’s hobbies are not hidden from me, but they are not something I, a stranger, should reveal without her permission. Even if I asked her to make a decision, Isana would shut her mouth like a shellfish in front of someone she had never met before.


    　But my hesitation was short-lived.


    　There were two reasons. One is that he already knows most of what I have to say, even if I don’t reveal it to him. The other is–


    “–Yes, that’s right. She does illustrations. I brought her here to see if it could inspire her.”


    　My gut was telling me that this was an opportunity.


    　Judging from his background and the content of his earlier lecture, he – Keikoin Ryosei – is a professional who sees talent.


    　This is a chance to have that professional assess Isana’s talent. An opportunity like this doesn’t come along that often for a mere high school student.


    　Of course, there is a risk, but from the looks of him, he would not do anything to nip young buds in the bud. It was not a bad bet, I thought.


    “Huh?”


    　Keikoin-san’s eyes met Isana’s face, and Isana hid further behind me.


    “I see. Illustrations, huh? I’ve always been a complete klutz, and I unconditionally respect people who can draw.”


    “I think she’s pretty good for a first-year high school student.”


    “Wait, Mizuto-kun!


    　Isana’s face turned red and she tugged at the hem of my clothes. I’m sure you’re good at it, so don’t be shy.


    　Keikoin-san smiled amusedly.


    “If you don’t mind, can I see it?　I like to see young people’s work.”


    　He knows what I’m talking about. But I hope so.


    “Isana, may I?”


    “Yeah, yeah. ……?”


    “We’ve already put it up on the Internet, so one more person now won’t make a difference.”


    “It’s not the same as being seen in front of you. ……”


    “Ha ha!　There’s no need to be frightened.”


    　Keikoin-san said lightly.


    “I’m not an editor and this is not a venue to bring in. I’m not going to be so twisted in character that I’m happy to humiliate a high school girl I’ve just met for the second time.”


    　I know exactly what creators are afraid of. It seemed to me that I was not wrong.


    “You said you put your work online. May I ask what your pen name is?”


    “Isana.”


    “…… uu…… okay… ………”


    　When I told him Isana’s pen name, Keikoin-san quickly operated his phone.


    “This account, huh? ……Hmmm…….”


    　Keikoin-san’s eyes narrowed slightly.


    　There are still two illustrations up on Isana’s account. Too few for a portfolio. So this should have been nothing more than an extension of self-introduction, but the color in Keikoin-san’s eyes was serious.


    “…… I want to ask you one question, okay?”


    　Eventually, his gaze, which had fallen on his phone, quickly turned to me.


    “This …… first picture. It’s an illustration of a girl with a broken heart. …… Was it you who encouraged her to put this up on the Internet?”


    “…… I did, yes.”


    “Hmm. …… I see. You have a good eye.”


    　…… Hmmm?　Why am I being praised?


    “It’s an exciting picture. It’s still rough, but because of that, you can clearly see that there is room for growth. And yet, the sense of putting emotion into the illustrations is already clearly evident: ……. Besides, this second work is also good. There is no hesitation at all in putting one’s libido into the work. It’s a necessary quality in a creator.”


    　A mysterious moan of “uuuuuu” reached my ears. She’s embarrassed. She’s being praised, so she should be happy.


    　Keikoin-san suddenly reached into the pocket of his suit. He rummages through his inside pocket and pulls out a business card case.


    “Once again, my name is Ryosei Keikoin.”


    　What he presented to me was a business card with a stylish design on it.


    “Sorry for the delay in introducing myself. May I ask your names?”


    　I accepted the business card.


    “I’m Mizuto Irido.”


    　Then I poked Isana with my elbow.


    “Hi, I’m Isana Higashira, …….”


    　Keikoin-san seemed to have heard her faint voice.


    “Irito mizuto-kun, isana higashira …… okay, I’ll remember.”


    　He said as he tapped his own temples with a steady tap, and then said, “…… hmm?” He raises an eyebrow.


    “……Irido Mizuto…….”


    “Yes?”


    “hmm, fu fu.”


    　Keikoin-san chuckled, like a kid on the day of a video game release.


    “Strange coincidences do coincide. This is why people are so interesting.”


    　……?　What do you mean?


    “If you need any advice, please don’t hesitate to contact me at the contact address on that business card. Especially you, Mizuto-kun–I’m sure we will meet again in the not-too-distant future.”


    　Saying something strangely cynically, Keikoin Ryosei cynically laughed.


    “For some reason, I’m often told I’m cynical. Since I’m here, I’m going to play the prophet.”


    　With that, Mr. Keikoin strode off.


    　We watched his back as he walked away.


    “……Isn’t that why you say things like that, so people will smell something fishy?”


    “That’s right.”


    　I don’t know if I should trust him or not,…… I tilted my head as I looked at the business card he handed me.


    


    


    


    


    ~ Fateful partner ~


    ◆ Yume Irido ◆


    “……n. Well, it’s okay, isn’t it?”


    　I looked at Mizuto’s coordination and gave a light nod of approval.


    　A white V neck shirt and a simple jacket, casual but not too casual – it doesn’t look like I’m trying to be too tall, and I think I’m doing just fine.


    　Mizuto sighs lightly.


    “What’s with your superior attitude after making people into dress-up dolls ……?”


    “It’s your fault for not thinking, isn’t it?”


    “You just eat your food. What do you have to think about?”


    “I’m getting a reservation at a fancy restaurant, I can’t just wear a used fleece or something!”


    　The final exam went well, and the day of the meeting with my father finally arrived.


    　According to my mom’s message, we were to meet in front of the station and then he was going to take me to some fancy restaurant that adults would go to on a date. I hadn’t heard much about it before, but I wondered if my genetic father might be rich.


    　So, I prepared a winter dress with a transparent and mature look. According to my mother, she would charge my father for the cost, so it was a win-win situation for me.


    “Be careful on the way, you two.”


    　Mom says to us as we stand in the doorway.


    “Actually, I think I should go with you. ……”


    “You said, ‘It’s bad for your husband,’ didn’t you?”


    “Well, hey. He’s right, so I can’t say anything about what he says. ……”


    　Mom laughed in annoyance.


    　I can’t imagine how she could be so concerned about someone she had been married to for years. If Mizuto had a new girlfriend, would I be able to give her the same consideration? It was a complicated feeling, and it was hard for me to remain calm.


    “Well then, we’re off.”


    “Yes. I know you’ll be in trouble, Mizuto-kun, but I’m sure the food will be delicious, so enjoy yourself.”


    “Yes.”


    　The two of us leave the front door together.


    　It was still early evening, but the sky was almost black. A cold December wind stung my cheeks. I slipped up the collar of my coat over my one-piece dress and looked at Mizuto walking next to me. As usual, I don’t know what he’s thinking.


    “Are you nervous?”


    　I ask, and Mizuto replies without even looking at me.


    “How about you?”


    　Mizuto didn’t seem nervous. His complexion was normal, his voice was normal. His walking speed was the same as usual, and there was not a hint of awkwardness. I, on the other hand, was


    “Maybe I’m a little …….”


    　When was the last time I saw my father?


    　In novels and dramas, there are many fathers who meet regularly with their estranged wives and daughters. But I don’t remember having any such meetings.


    　So I assumed that my dad wasn’t interested in me.


    　And it was honestly the same on my end ……. It was so long ago that I hardly remember living in the same house with my dad anymore. Sometimes I heard stories from my mom, but it was like I was some kind of stranger.


    　I did have trouble with a homework assignment in elementary school that asked me to listen to a story from my father, but I can’t say that I have much of an attachment to my father.


    　So, to be honest, I don’t know what this day is all about.


    　What purpose does he have for me, for Mizuto, after all this time? Because I don’t know that at all, I feel strangely prepared and nervous.


    　


    　The first thing that comes to mind is the fact that the first time you see a person in the market is when they are looking for a new job.


    　The town was already in a Christmas mood, with Christmas songs blaring out of nowhere. Beyond the crowd, which seemed to be in a somewhat upbeat mood, I saw a few people killing time by looking down at their phones.


    　I was going to call them on my phone when I arrived. But before I could do that, I noticed something.


    　A man in a smart coat leaning his back against a thick silver pillar.


    　The moment I saw him, the memory came back to me.


    “Father–“


    “– Keikoin-san?”


    　Just before I called out, Mizuto called his name in a stunned manner.


    　Eh?


    　The man in the coat looks up from his phone and looks at me.


    　Then he smiled a mischievous smile.


    　My father – Keikoin Ryosei.


    “So I told you.　Mizuto-kun.”


    ◆ Yume Irido ◆


    　My father led us into a restaurant on the upper floor of a nearby building. It looked like a very Instagram-worthy restaurant with a view of the city of Kyoto and Kyoto Tower, but my head was filled with confusion.


    　How did Mizuto and my father know each other?


    　To this question, Dad answered as he took off his coat and took his place at the table.


    “I happened to meet Mizuto-kun the other day when I went to a lecture at the university. When I asked him his name, I was surprised too, because he is the same boy who became Yume’s step-sibling.”


    “The university lecture was at ……?”


    “Hmm. Oh, I guess I didn’t tell you what I do for a living. I’m a producer at a video game company. Sometimes I get requests from art universities to give lectures.”


    　Games ……. I kind of knew that she was working in some kind of content-related business. ……


    　I look at Mizuto, who is standing next to me, looking unconcerned.


    “Were you ever interested …… in games?”


    “I was just accompanying Isana, We were just taking a break from studying for a test.”


    　The first thing to do is to make sure that you have a good time.


    　What?　Wait a minute?　Does that mean that not only …… Mizuto, but also Higashira -san met with my father?　


    　For a moment, my confusion accelerated, but no, no, let’s calm down. In the first place, it doesn’t matter what your father, whom you hardly ever see, thinks of Higashira-san as Mizuto’s. 


    “That’s right, Mizuto-kun.”


    　Dad wipes his hands with a hand towel and calls out to Mizuto.


    “Oh, by the way, her third illustration is up. I can feel her drawing skills improving with each piece. It’s a great achievement even though it’s a test period–is it thanks to your management?”


    “It’s her talent. I’m just helping manage her.”


    　…… What?　What?　Management?


    “What do you mean ……?　Are you doing something with Higashira-san?”


    “It’s ……”


    “He’s supporting his friend’s creative work, you know.”


    　The moment Mizuto had spoken up, my father said.


    “If he has a sure eye for talent, his nurturing policy is also brilliant. It’s very hard to believe that you are a freshman in high school.”


    “I thought you were a …… tutor?”


    　When I stared at him, Mizuto looked away. Somehow, he looked awkward.


    “…… That’s what Nagitora asked me to do. As for the managing part, I’m doing it voluntarily.”


    “So …… that’s what it is.”


    　I knew that Higashira-san drew pictures, but I didn’t know it was that serious. Certainly, if Higashira-san was going to be doing that kind of activity, it seemed natural that she would need someone’s–Mizuto’s–support.


    　However, I could catch a glimpse of a sense of guilt toward me in Mizuto’s tone of voice and attitude. I guess he didn’t want me to know that he was engaged in such activities with Higashira-san. Why ……?


    “Well, first of all, order whatever you like. Don’t worry about the price. I brought you here today for my own reasons.”


    　Fearful of the prices on the menu, Mizuto and I finished ordering. Only Dad ordered a glass of wine.


    　As the waiter takes our order and leaves, I cut him off with a sly smile.


    “……Errrr. ……Why can I ask …… today?”


    　I felt a little lost, because it was odd to address my father as “honorific,” but I also felt like we weren’t on the same side of the table.


    　He laughed softly, not seeming to mind.


    “I guess so. Let’s talk about that first.”


    　He folded his hands loosely on the table. There were no ring marks on any of his fingers.


    “It was around April, wasn’t it? I got a report from Yuni – no, from Ms.Irido – about ger new life. It was on the heels of the story that she didn’t need child support anymore,…… and that’s when I found out that Yume had a sibling the same age. It must be an impressionable time, but they’re getting along better than I thought they would. However–“


    　Dad tilted his head lightly.


    “Let’s be honest. I am smart. I am too smart to fall for any tricks–but then I thought to myself, ‘What’s the point of having a couple of impressionable high school boys and girls living together? It’s not natural for impressionable high school boys and girls to suddenly move in together and get along right from the start.”


    　I was so flabbergasted that I stopped breathing for a brief moment.


    　Mizuto stopped blinking, too, and his lips were knotted.


    “Even if you can get along, it won’t be ‘out of the blue’ – no matter how you try to get along, the relationship will be exploratory and awkward in the beginning. However, I never heard anything like that from Irido-san. In my line of work, I automatically have a hunch about such unnaturalness – if Irido-san’s story is true, I wondered what the possibilities were. As a result, three things emerged–“


    　Holding up three fingers, Dad says.


    “One, ‘they have known each other for some time’.”


    　He breaks his ring finger.


    “Two, ‘the other boy is quite an eccentric’.”


    　He breaks his middle finger.


    “Three, ‘both of them’.”


    　Break the index finger.


    　He acted like a great mystery detective, but he was totally on the money. We had known each other for a long time, and Mizuto was quite an eccentric – which is why we were able to act as close siblings from the start.


    　I am sure that mother and Mineaki-san, who were involved, did not suspect this unnaturalness of ours out of relief. But because he was an outsider, he was able to calmly analyze the situation – there was something more than just siblings-in-law between Mizuto and me.


    　Just around this point, the waiter brought our drinks. Iced tea is placed in front of me, oolong tea in front of Mizuto, and Dad receives a glass of wine.


    　Dad lightly shakes the purple liquor poured into the glass.


    “In any case, I thought it would be interesting.”


    　He tipped the glass to wet his lips.


    “I don’t mean to play the father now, but what kind of an eccentric boy would his own daughter allow to live with him? It’s a simple interest – I was actually going to check on them a bit at the festival and get it over with, but unfortunately, it looks like they were both available when I went to class.”


    “What?　You were at the festival too ……”


    “I got an invitation from a friend. By the way, I happened to meet Mizuto-kun and Higashira-san at that time, too. I didn’t think it was the boy I was looking for, though.”


    　I looked next to him in surprise, and Mizuto said, “I didn’t think he was your father either.” With Higashira-san, I mean, when the three of us were going around together. …… There was a time when I was the only one who went to the bathroom, maybe that was it?


    “That’s why we decided to meet in person. It wasn’t easy to make time for it, though, and it took two months.”


    　……I see.


    　Somehow, it seemed to make sense.


    　Dad took another sip of wine and gave a quick glance at Mizuto, who was silently drinking oolong tea, before looking at me and smiling.


    “He’s funny, Yume. He has the calmness of a high school student, but he also has a passion that seems to contradict that. He’s a realist and a romantic – I know it’s a bit forward, but I feel like I’m close to him.”


    　I felt like that comment hit the core of Mizuto, and I also felt like he was just tracing the top of his game.


    　At least, at the time I made up my mind – that time I saw Mizuto looking up at the fireworks and crying quietly – I didn’t have that impression.


    “I can see why Irido-san is relieved. Yume must be thankful that her new family was him, right?”


    “…… yeah.”


    “Do you have any goals for the future, Yume?　I hear you’re doing very well.”


    “Well, I haven’t really decided. …… I’m enjoying student council right now.”


    “That’s good. It’s a privilege of being a student to have a wide range of choices. Enjoy it to the fullest.”


    　It’s not in his demeanor or in his voice. But somehow I know.


    　My father is still not very interested in me.


    　And it’s the same for me. I don’t feel the urge to sulk about it at all.


    　What my father is interested in is Mizuto, and what is most important to me right now is my relationship with him.


    　Really, it’s a strange story.


    　I was supposed to be the outsider, but all eyes in the room were on Mizuto.


    ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆


    “I’m going to the bathroom.”


    　After a while of conversation and eating, Yume got up from her seat.


    　I was left alone in front of Keikoin-san.


    　I was the only one left in front of Keikoin-san, which would normally have made things awkward for both of us, but Keikoin-san showed no sign of it. He was still looking at me with a smile on his face as if he could see through everything.


    　And then.


    “You seem to like Yume, don’t you?”


    　He says this as if it were a matter of course.


    　The hand holding the fork freezes for a moment, and then I return it, looking at the middle of the table.


    “……What makes you think that?”


    “I didn’t mean to pry too much, …… but I can’t help but get too glib when I’m dealing with you.”


    　Keikoin-san continues, looking troubled.


    “It’s not even a guess, it’s just speculation. ‘It’s odd that two impressionable high school boys and girls can suddenly get along so well’ — ‘Perhaps the rapport is an act?’ –If that is the case, they may not really get along so well that they need to show how well they get along. What is a relationship?”–“Do you need more?”


    “…… No.”


    　He really seems to see through everything.


    　Even my dad and Yuni, who live with us, can’t see through things that even they haven’t realized yet,…… in such a short amount of time.


    “By the looks of it, though, I see that the relationship has improved a lot now. Perhaps they have gotten back together?”


    　I quietly place the dish in my hand on the plate.


    　Perhaps the main topic of the day has begun.


    “I thought you recognized Isana as my girlfriend.”


    “I thought so when we first met. But I changed my mind when we met the other day. The way you look at her is not the way you look at women–it’s the way you look at talent. …… Or, let me put it this way. The eyes you see when you look at the Lord of your life.”


    “……………………”


    “Mizuto, you and I are very much alike. We are the same kind of people. People like us are not looking for a story in which we are the main character. They want to find someone who can be the main character and make that story as interesting as possible. For that, we don’t care about our own life – we are not self-sacrificing, we are not dependent on others, and in a sense, we are the best, the egoists.”


    “……………………”


    “You understand, don’t you?　Mizuto-kun–you are already becoming unimportant for anything other than nurturing the talents of Higashira-san, aren’t you?　Yes–even your own feelings.”


    　I want to be by Yume’s side.


    　I want Yume to be close to me.


    　I can’t do anything else. I can’t be next to anyone but you. That feeling has not changed.


    　But everything else has changed.


    　……No, no. I didn’t realize it. Until the moment I saw that picture of Isana, I didn’t realize that I, as a person, was helplessly not letting myself be seen.


    　Now I’m still shaken.


    　Isana’s produce has yet to show results. I have not tasted victory.


    　But if I knew it.


    　I won’t be able to go back.


    　Everything else will be sub-par.


    　I know that instinctively.


    “……, but from here on, it’s my own story.”


    　Keikoin-san began to speak in a sarcastic tone.


    　As if predicting my future.


    “I remember well when Yui was born – I had some work I couldn’t let go of, and I didn’t see her face directly until days after the birth.”


    　My dad had told me about that time before.


    　Yuni was anxious because her husband hadn’t come to see their child–　


    “I have some friends who got married before me, and they used to say – ‘When I see the face of my newborn child, I feel that everything in my life from here on out is for him.’ I thought that was true for a living being, and I hoped it would be true for me, too. I was – even though I was not worthy to even be present at my wife’s birth – I was hoping that I would be a normal person who could run a family.”


    　–I know what happened after that.


    　Otherwise, me and Yume would never have become lovers or a family.


    It was like I was someone else.”


    　Keikoin-san squints his eyes as if enduring the pain.


    “Only that time, …… I hated myself so much I could puke.”


    　That was the first time Keikoin-san, who always smiles as if she could see right through him, showed this raw emotion.


    “It made me think undeniably about my own personality, which is not something to be admired. Mizuto-kun–I’m sure we all have moments when we feel a sense of mission. There is a moment when you are convinced that this is the form of your happiness. …… For many people, I am sure that is the moment when a child is born.”


    　Mission. The form of happiness.


    　Simple words that outline my vague sense of what it means to be happy.


    “But for me, that moment was already over. It had been set in stone. The main story, as they say in the game. And because of that, the event of having a child was relegated to a sub-story.”


    　I guess that’s something that can’t be helped.


    　It’s not a matter of mindfulness. It had been established as that kind of person, that kind of life. I can’t control the emotions that arise based on that.


    　Of course, no one can.


    　When you have a child, you want to be a good parent.


    　It is impossible not to think about it. It’s impossible not to wish for it. No matter how bad a parent you are in reality.


    　Even if it sounds like a pathetic excuse, it’s a fact.


    “Once I realized that I was that kind of person, I tried as much as possible not to burden my family. I hired professionals to take care of my children, and I tried not to bother Yuni with even a single meal. …… But that was completely at odds with Yuni’s idea of what Yuni wanted for his family.”


    　Keikoin-san mocks himself forlornly.


    “Me and her–the form of happiness was completely different.”


    　Keikoin-san’s ideal future probably lay beyond work.


    　Yuni’s ideal future, however, was in the home.


    　One only has to look at Yuni-san at home to see that. Yuni-san is busy with her work, yet she often makes our lunches. She finds joy in such ordinary motherly things. It was the same when she was thrilled when we gave her a gift for Mother’s Day. Yuni probably had a longing for a family.


    　Keikoin-san could not live up to that longing.


    “I knew that I couldn’t let her life be a drain on me any longer. I had made up my mind early on, but it was Yuni who initiated it. I immediately accepted the divorce, but seeing me like that, Yuni looked the saddest she had ever looked. I still can’t …… get rid of the guilt.”


    　I thought back to when Yume and I had broken up.


    　We both looked relieved, as if we had unburdened each other. But somewhere inside of me, I must have been thinking. If I had been a better person, it wouldn’t have ended like this.


    “I am not qualified to call myself a father. So I decided to put Yui’s name on Yuni’s side of the family register. And I decided to solemnly pay child support. It was the least I could do to make amends for my failure to involve the girls.


    　After a moment of contemplation, Keikoin-san looked at me with serious eyes.


    　They were the eyes of an adult.


    　They were the eyes of one person confronting another.


    “This is the first time in my life that I’ve come clean so nakedly. ……Mizuto. Do you know why I’m only telling you this?”


    　I do.


    　Too much to understand.


    “If you want to stay next to Yume, there is a responsibility that comes with it. It’s a responsibility that normal high school students don’t have to think about. …… Your particular circumstances do not allow for easy forgiveness of your mistakes. Your family’s life depends on your love. So, for Yuni’s sake, I must be a heartthrob and ask you to be prepared.”


    　I didn’t want to understand.


    　I wanted to remain unaware.


    “You might make Yume suffer the same thing that Yuni did.”


    　But the moment I saw Isana Higashira’s picture, everything was decided.


    “Mizuto-kun – I think you have already realized what your form of happiness looks like, don’t you?”


    Yume Irido.


    “……………………”


    　I was listening to …… everything.


    　I came back from the bathroom, heard them talking, and quickly shut up.


    　I heard everything …….


    　I remembered that it was already half a year ago – what Akatsuki said to me when Higashira confessed his feelings for her.


    　Mizuto is not at all concerned about a relationship with a lover – so if I were to go out with someone, it would only be someone I really wanted to be with.


    　But it used to be about me.


    　It used to be about him.


    　He may not even want to be with someone anymore.


    　He told me to enjoy having a wide range of choices.


    　As if people who don’t have a wide range of choices–


    　As if there were others.


    　– as if there are others who have.


    “……………………”


    　Yeah, I’ve already proven that.


    　Only he chose to stay isolated and I chose to change.


    　I think that’s why we fought and broke up.


    　I had no idea that our happiness – our ideal future – was so clearly at odds with each other.


    　I knew that long ago. ……


    ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆


    “Well, give my regards to Irido-san. Be careful on your way home.”


    　After saying that, Keikoin-san disappeared into the night.


    　After watching his back for a while, Yume said, “Let’s go home.


    “Yeah, lets go home”


    “…… ah.”


    　We walk down the street in a Christmas mood toward the same house.


    　We are siblings-in-law.


    　Before we are man and woman, we are family living under the same roof.


    　So we can’t be thoughtless. We cannot be irrevocable children.


    　We have to think about our family, think about our future, and act accordingly.


    　I’ve been thinking about this for a long time.


    　I just didn’t have an answer.


    “…… Hey.”


    　Yume, walking a little behind me, said unexpectedly.


    “Are you thinking about what you’re going to do in the future?”


    　I glanced back.


    　Yume was looking up at me as if seeking something.


    “What’s wrong, all of a sudden?”


    “My father asked you that earlier, didn’t he? That’s why you’re here.”


    　I looked away to the side and then up at the night sky.


    　My breath was a little frozen white.


    “I don’t know.”


    　I said, looking up at my white breath melting into the night air.


    “Honestly, what I’m doing now is so much fun that I don’t really care about the future.”


    “…… what you’re doing now?”


    “Nurturing Isana’s talent.”


    　It’s as if I’ve lied about my hesitation until now.


    “Her talent is real. He’s only been doing it for about two weeks, but she’s really getting good at it. Her reputation on the Internet is slowly spreading. I’m so happy and amused by it.”


    　Seeing that she is gaining a fixed fan base on the illustration social networking site, she has already opened a Twitter account.


    　The number of followers is still tiny, but it is growing every day, and her first illustration already has more than 100 likes.


    　I felt a definite response and excitement at the visible results.


    “I’ve never felt like I wanted to do something so badly before.”


    　All my life, I’ve been reading books as if I was searching for myself.


    　But no matter how much I absorbed of someone else’s life, nothing ever came out of me.


    　This is the first desire that came out of me.


    　My heart cries out to know how far Isana Higashira can go.


    “So – I haven’t decided yet – if there is another path that will help me achieve that, I may not go to Kyoto University.”


    　I try my best to say lightly.


    “Your path is Kyoto University, right?　If you’re top of your class, and even an officer of the student council, it’s almost a foregone conclusion. At that time, maybe it will be a different university – finally, I guess.”


    　Sensing the irony, I laughed.


    　I had originally applied to high school to be in another school with Yume. That’s what happened because we were both thinking the same thing.


    　Now that we’re thinking about different things, it’s only natural that we’ll be in different schools.


    　Two years down the road, in the distant future.


    　She’s keeping her options open, and I’m making my own choices, and we can’t walk down the same path.


    　–I’m not sure I want to go down the same road.


    　It becomes clear to me, without denying it.


    　I had been convinced. I was convinced. I had come to understand that it was inevitable.


    　The clarity of my understanding proved it. What  Keikoin had said was correct.


    　The form of my happiness has already been decided.


    　I already have a mission.


    　I have feelings of love for Yume, but I have no motivation to make my family with her a success.


    　I just want to keep it that way for a little while longer.


    　Naturally, I now know why I had hoped so.


    　Because if I go any further, I realize – I can’t make Yume happy.


    　My frozen breath melts away.


    　Along with it, my childhood dreams disappear.


    　God had set a trap for us, and we were at his mercy.


    　But now, at last, it is clear.


    　We are not meant for each other.


    “No.”


    　My right hand was grabbed.


    　Cold, icy fingers held my hand like a child’s.


    “No. I don’t want you to… i don’t want you to do that.”


    　They were childish words.


    　But they were sure words.


    　Yume looked into my eyes with a desperate look on her face.


    “If you don’t stay with me,……, I won’t.”


    “…… you …….”


    　It was a definitive statement.


    　It was a statement that gave decisive meaning to what I had been joking about and misrepresenting in a suggestive way.


    　And yet, Yume shook her head.


    “I won’t say it. I won’t tell you. This time, I want to hear it from yiou”


    　Because it was her before, too.


    “So.”


    　Yume told me from close up, holding my arms as tight as she could and pouring her frozen breath into me.


    “I’ll never …… let you go.”

  


  
    Chapter 3: The war of troubles


    ~ I was ready for it long ago ~


    ◆ Asou  Ashiro ◆


    　The operation was a success.


    　Every time I met Senpai, I gradually reduced the number of pads, and finally today, I was able to reduce the number to zero.


    　I’m using a bra that pulls them up and makes them look bigger.


    　Anyway, until today, Senpai had never felt uncomfortable with the size of my breasts.


    　Then, at the end of our date at …….


    　Finally, the moment of destiny arrived.


    “……Would you like to drop by my house?”


    　Clumsy, blunt, but with obvious ulterior motives.


    　I can’t speak for others. I was too preoccupied with ulterior motives.


    “……Then, I’m sorry to bother you.”


    　The room of Senpai that I was allowed to enter was surprisingly tidy.


    　 I guess he must have been getting ready for …….


    “Isn’t it kind of a lot tidier?　That’s unusual, isn’t it?”


    “Yuck.”


    　I tease him as usual, get the usual scoffs, and giggle as usual.


    　It was embarrassing to suddenly put on an air, as if I was being stubborn. So both Senpai and I tried to act as usual.


    　We looked at the bookshelf, looked at the desk, wandered around the room, and after sitting on the bed, we both looked at the same phone and watched the same video.


    　As we did this, we gradually grew closer.


    　The hand on the bed was overlapped by Senpai’s big hand.


    “……Ah.”


    　My heart pounded loudly.


    　I leaned lightly on Senpai’s shoulder with all my courage, listening to the sound of my heart that felt like it was going to explode.


    　Then, he gently grabbed my shoulder.


    　I looked up at him in response, and our gazes entwined for a moment…


    　–Slowly, as if exploring each other, we put our lips on top of each other’s.


    “……nnn……”


    　Our first kiss had been on our first date together.


    　It was before I had talked to Suzurin and the others about Operation Pad Reduction.


    　I was teasing him like I usually do, and he took it from me like he was covering my mouth. I was still pouting when our lips parted, and Senpai said, “You like this kind of thing, don’t you,” and his eyes swam with embarrassment. You really know what you’re doing. I loved him so much that I couldn’t think straight, including the first time I felt embarrassed after doing something disturbing.


    　This kiss is the next step.


    　Allowing, acknowledging, and accepting each other’s touch, …… that kind of, ritual …….


    　The end of the long kiss was a signal that our hearts were ready.


    “……………………”


    “……………………”


    　In the silence, with only the sound of my heart beating, I swept my eyes from side to side and then managed to unbutton the top button of my blouse with my stiff, stiff hands.


    　Then I lowered my hand and surrendered my body to Senpai.


    　He understood my intention and slowly unbuttoned my blouse with his rough fingers.


    　The front of my blouse was undone, and when my bra-only upper body came into contact with Senpai’s gaze, my brain was hot and bubbling.


    　Piece by piece, Senpai’s hands removed the fabric that protected me. It seemed to me as if it was some kind of sacred work. It was like a symbolic work …… that connected the existence of me and Sempai.


    　It climaxed with the sound of the bra hooks coming off.


    　The straps slip off the shoulders, down the arms and past the elbows. I took a deep breath and shakily let go of the cups with my hands.


    　With a snap, my bra falls off and onto the bed.


    　Sempai’s eyes widened a little and she gasped.


    　I was touching her eyes, my unclothed, unadulterated figure.


    “……Ah, ah, sempai…….”


    　I was still in the middle of this phase of my life, and a bad excuse was coming out of my mouth.


    “Oh …… boobs, when you take off your bra, they look a little small, so …… that …….”


    “No.”


    　Letting an impatient denial escape my mouth, Sempai looked away as if to run away.


    “I thought it would be kind of embrassing to say …… beautiful, or something like that. …… sorry.”


    　–Oh, God, this guy.


    　The most important thing to remember is that you can’t just go out and buy a new one.


    　No matter how much I like him, he never quite catches on.


    “…… Senpai?”


    　I smiled wickedly, regaining a little bit of my composure.


    “Next, it’s your turn, sempai.　Please hail me. Hurray!”


    “You’re a kid, …….”


    　I dismissed his criticisms, which were perhaps less forceful than usual due to my nervousness, and took off Senpai’s clothes.


    　The body of Senpai, toned by club activities, was already drool-worthy and wonderful. It was hard, but had elasticity that pushed back. I never seemed to get tired of touching it no matter how much I touched it.


    　Then, of course, my attention was drawn to the one remaining pair of trunks.


    　I was still wearing only my shorts, too.


    　We made eye contact, looking up at each other.


    　I was already prepared.


    　We both took off the last pair by ourselves. We sat on the bed for several minutes staring at each other, at the image of our lovers that we could never see anywhere else.


    　Senpai, was naked.


    　I’m naked too.


    　What is this?


    　After a while, you get used to the head-numbing storm of excitement. Then, this situation became somewhat interesting.


    　I fearfully attached myself to Senpai. We touched each other in places we normally don’t touch, and it tickled and felt warm. I giggled and kissed Senpai. Senpai hugged me and I fell into his arms.


    　Then we played on the bed for a while, like children tickling each other.


    　When I came to, I was lying on my back and Senpai was covering me.


    　I was the only one in his eyes.


    　I’m sure my eyes only see Senpai, too.


    “Do you have ……, that, ……?”


    　I asked him, and he silently nodded in the affirmative and reached for the side table. From the drawer, he pulled out a small box with the lid open.


    　It’s a tool for us to connect, even though we’re not adults yet.


    　But there was one thing that bothered me.


    　Looking up at Senpai, who was rummaging around in the small box with his fingers, I couldn’t help but speak up.


    “…… it’s open …….”


    　The lid is ……. It’s my first time and it’s …….


    “Oh, …… no, this is.”


    　After making an impatient face, Sempai turns his head down awkwardly.


    “…… I was practicing, and I only used one of them.”


    　I let my mouth relax.


    “Senpai, you’re so cute.”


    “What the hell, …….”


    　Thanks to the practice, the preparations went smoothly.


    　The bedsprings squeak and creak.


    　


    “…… you’re fine, right?”


    　I didn’t need to be asked.


    “…… yes.”


    　Senpai raised his upper body.


    　I relaxed.


    　I was already prepared for this.


    “—-Migyaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”


    　But then again, what hurt was painful.


    


    


    


    


    ~ Reporting is Obligatory ~


    ◆ Yume Irido ◆


    　The final exams are over and the school has entered the make-up period. For most students, it was like a winter break, but we, the student council, still had a little bit of work to finish up before the end of the year.


    　And so, as we gathered in the student council room as usual, Asou-senpai showed up a little late.


    “Good morning, everyone.”


    　At first, I just felt that she was ‘a little more quiet than usual.


    　But gradually, everyone began to notice the glamorous atmosphere that was perfumed in her facial expressions and gestures.


    　I looked at Asuhain-san.


    　President Suzurin was staring at Asou-senpai with his eyebrows furrowed in annoyance.


    　Haba-senpai was solemnly going about his work as if he had nothing to do with it.


    　And Asou is maintaining a meaningful silence.


    “…… let’s take a short break.”


    　For an hour or so, they each silently put away their work. But the moment President Suzurin announced a break, I stood up with her.


    　Then, together with the chairman, I grabbed the arm of Asou-senpai.


    “What?　What?”


    “Hey.”


    “Gather.”


    　Dragging her along, I lead Asou-senpai out of the student council room. Behind her, Asuhain-san also chased after her.


    　We entered the women’s restroom and surrounded Asushimo-senpai in front of the washbasin.


    “If you want to say it, say it quickly. What happened with Hoshibe-senpai?”


    　The President said straightforwardly.


    　Asou-senpai said, “Eh~?” She fidgeted with the tips of his hair, looking troubled.


    “It’s nothing, ……. I don’t have to go out of my way to report it, I mean, it’s a normal thing for a girlfriend, right?”


    “What ……!”


    “No way. ……!”


    　From the way she said it, the President and I immediately understood what Asushimo-senpai was trying to say. Asuhain-san also slowly blushed red in her cheeks without saying a word.
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    　Asou-senpai smiled with a smile of reserve and said


    “Really, it’s no big deal!　Thanks to ……, though, right?　It’s because I talked to everyone about it!　From now on, I’m going to support you all!”


    “You’re suddenly looking up to me!”


    “You’re a genius at making women hate you!”


    　Asou-senpai was smirking without hiding her sense of superiority, and Asuhain-san was fainting in agony with her face turning red.


    　But still, so soon?　It hasn’t even been a month since they started dating!　It seems that the President was right when she read that the longer they had to wait, the faster the relationship would progress.


    “I said that.”


    　Tilting her head meaningfully, Ashiro-senpai says.


    “Aren’t you curious?　…… what it was like.”


    　The President and I both gasped at the same time.


    　That’s right, I’m curious. How could I not be curious?


    　But I never thought that I would be taught by Asou-senpai, who was more novice than me until just the other day–


    “I would tell you if you asked me~!　I’m embarrassed, but if you ask me to do it, I have no choice~!　I can’t believe you even asked me to do it!”


    　I can’t believe I’m being told–“……!


    “”…… please ……”””


    　Enduring the humiliation, the President and I bowed our heads.


    　Sou-senpai says, “Shitta na na na~!” She speaks up happily.


    “Well, how should I say it, …… in a word, it was warm, wasn’t it?”


    “Warm?”


    “The warmth of human skin?　My whole body was wrapped in it and ……. I felt a special feeling of being able to touch things that normally don’t touch each other.　There was a special feeling like, “I’m allowed to touch you! It’s a strange feeling, like I’m excited but also relieved. …… I’m sorry, I’m burning my face.”


    　The first thing to do is to make sure that you have a good time with your friends and family. I was unintentionally annoyed earlier, but seeing this face, I could honestly congratulate her.


    “So?”


    　The chairman says, as if rushing her.


    “You say it hurts at first, but were you okay with it?”


    “That’s the thing. —-…… it’s, you know~…….”　


    　…… things started to get strange.


    　Seeing Asou-senpai’s eyes suddenly begin to swim, Chairman Suzurin narrowed her eyes and laughed.


    “Hey Asou. We’ve been talking about this for a while now, haven’t we? Who do you think it was thanks to whom that you were able to safely go out with your senpai in Kobe?”


    “It’s thanks to ………… everyone. …………”


    “Then, don’t you have an obligation?　You know, the obligation to give an accurate report.”


    “………… uuuuuu…………”


    　Asou-senpai covered her face as if she were crying wetly.


    　Then she confessed in a voice as thin as a mosquito’s.


    “…………It hurt so much that I gave a fucking dirty scream…………”


    “””Ohhhh ……””””


    　Even Asuha-in-san’s voice is all over the place, giving off an air of ‘she’s done it, this guy’.


    　Sou-senpai looked up with teary eyes.


    “It’s impossible like that!　It’s going to happen to all of us!　I’m sure of it!”


    “No matter who you take along, your memories of your first time have already been decided. Accept it.”


    “Oh no, don’t say …… ……!　I can hear your dreams breaking~……!”


    　Reality, it seems, is not quite like the teen love manga.


    　Not that I have any plans, but I’m getting a little scared too.


    “Oh dear. I’m a little relieved. It’s just as clunky as I expected.”


    “I don’t want to be told by a live girl!”


    　Chairman Suzurin’s face tightened and he clammed up. Sou-senpai, you’ve got the most powerful rebuttal word.


    　”Uee~n!” and cried out to Asuhain-san.


    “I wish I could have endured the pain so well, too!　But it really hurt~!”


    “I don’t know how bad it is, but I’m sure it will hurt even more when you give birth, senpai.”


    　Asuhoin-san’s unrelenting and righteous comment, “Uee~n!” turned into “Bie~n!” changed to “Bie~n!


    　As expected, the Chairman Suzurin, perhaps feeling sorry for her, patted her on the shoulder with a concerned look on his face.


    “But that’s good, isn’t it? Hoshibe-senpai is a gentleman. He stopped when he saw you were in pain, didn’t he?”


    “…… yeah …….”


    “That’s right,” I followed suit.” I don’t know what kind of scream you made, but Hoshibe-senpai wouldn’t hate you for that.”


    “…… yeah ……”


    　As Asou-senpai stroked Asuhain-san’s head as she hugged her petite body tightly.


    　Then she said.


    “……After that, he hugged me for about an hour and gave me a good hug. ……”


    “””……………………”””


    　The comforting mood fizzled out in an instant.


    “Yes, dismissed.”


    “It’s time to get back to work, Chairman.”


    “Please hurry up, senpai.”


    “Eh!　Everyone is suddenly cold!　Why are you being so cold?


    　After all, it’s just a joke, isn’t it?


    　Nevertheless.


    　I had a few questions I wanted to ask Ashiro-senpai.


    “…… Um, senpai.”


    “Hmm~?　What?　Yumechi?”


    　I secretly spoke to Asou-senpai, who was no longer putting on an air of composure, on my way home.


    　While confirming that no one was in the corridor, I said in a subdued voice.


    “(Senpai-senpai, there is something I wanted to ask you. ……)”


    “Hohoho?”


    　Asou-senpai’s eyes twinkle and she matches the volume of her voice to mine.


    “(…… Is it a naughty story?)”


    “(…… just in case)”


    “Say it!”


    　I hurriedly held up my index finger, “Shhh!” and held up my index finger.


    　Not one to talk on the street, we move to the far end of the hallway.


    “…… Um, right. Senpai.”


    “Mm-hmm. What?”


    　As I falter and clam up, Asou-sempai changes from before and shows her caring senior side. Encouraged by the gentle tone of her voice, I put courage into my mouth.


    “……How did you invite ……?”


    “Huh?”


    “So, with that …… Hoshibe-senpai, how did you bring …… into the flow of doing that kind of thing?”……


    “…… Fu~n?”


    　As if she had guessed everything, Asou-senpai smiled thinly.


    “You have?　You have plans?”


    “No, no, I don’t………!　I was just wondering what I should do to make the …… other person feel that way. ……”


    “I see, I see, I see.　Okay okay okay I understand completely. I know it’s complicated from a unicorn’s point of view, but it’s a request from a cute junior!”


    　Asou-senpai beamed dependably.


    “But I was asked out by senpai, you know!”


    “Ah, …….”


    “Hey, don’t be disappointed. You’re not disappointed.　I made you ask me out!”


    　Asou-senpai’s lips twitched in disapproval.


    “Senpai’s become a lot more predatory since we started dating, but even so, it would have taken him longer if I hadn’t given him an ‘okay sign’!”


    “Oh, what’s an okay sign, ……?”


    “Well, it depends on the situation at the time… …… I was doing the invitation kind of thing.”


    “So you want to ……?”


    　The word is unfamiliar to me, and I tilted my head, and Asimo-senpai growled, “How should I explain it?


    “Let me give you an example, let’s say we were walking together like this,” he said.


    “Yes.”


    　Ashiro-senpai comes to stand next to me.


    “Then you casually touch the back of my hand.”


    　The back of his hand brushed against the back of my hand.


    “What would Yumechi think if you repeated this a few times?”


    “‘Do you want to hold hands?’ I think.”


    “Yes!　This is a kind of sign. It’s a little different from going to hold hands yourself, isn’t it?”


    　Indeed, ……. It’s more of a way to get their attention or convey their intentions. Come to think of it, I may have done something similar when we were dating.


    “In essence, you say, ‘You can touch me, okay?’ and then tell them in no uncertain terms. Now that was relatively healthy because it was my hand, but if it had been the nape of my neck, or my thigh, or my breasts–“


    “That’s so erotic ……!”


    “Right?”


    　Ashiro-senpai sniffs with pride.


    “Besides the ‘may touch’ sign, there’s also the ‘may look at’ sign. It’s blatant, but you can say something like ‘hot~y’ and loosen your bosom.”


    “I’m kind of getting the idea: ……!　It means that you dare to open up the barriers that you should naturally put up as a girl!”


    “Yes, yes. You should make a difference from what you normally do. If you do it all the time, you’re just an erotic woman.”


    　I remembered something that happened right after I started living with Mizuto.


    　That time when I agitated Mizuto in my bath towel – when I think about it, I think that was the moment when we were most likely to cross the line.


    　On the other hand, when I rushed in while Mizuto was taking a bath, there were signs that he too had become stubborn. Was that too much?


    　If we could do that – if we could give them a sign, a casual but unmistakable sign.


    　If only I could do that–


    “In short, it’s just like the little devil move I mentioned before!　Do something only someone you like can do!　But this time, don’t fool around with your complexion!　Exude an aura of favoritism from your entire body!　Do you understand?”


    “Yes!　Can I ask you one thing at ……, though, senpai?”


    “Yes?”


    “What if the person is so insensitive that they don’t notice the casual signs?”


    “That’s – …….”


    　Asou-senpai lifted her hands and cowered her shoulders.


    “I guess you have to take off your clothes and push them down, don’t you?”


    


    


    


    


    ~ Attack ~


    ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆


    　–I’ll never …… let you go!


    　A day has passed since Yume’s declaration.


    　The determination in her eyes and the resolve in her voice were all so vivid that they are still burned into the back of my eyelids. On the other hand, nothing seemed to have been done after I went home, and today I was in a kind of limbo since I had to go to school in the morning for a student council meeting.


    　In this state I am in Isana’s room today.


    “I drew again, so please take a look!”


    　That’s what she called me. I can look at the illustrations on my phone, but it’s fun to see her reaction to my work up close, apparently.


    “Even so, you’re early. It’s only been two days since you drew the last one, right?”


    “Hehe. I just ended up …… with a sense of freedom after the test. I drew three pictures.”


    “Three!?”


    　You mean you drew one and a half pictures in one day?　That’s too much energy. And all of them are color illustrations. Is that physically possible?


    　Anyway, I sat down on the messy floor and looked at the tablet I had received.


    　The first picture was of a girl getting ready for the morning. She is tying her hair and looking back at me. Higashira  often draws big-breasted girls, perhaps because she uses herself as a reference material, but this girl’s breasts are unusually large and mature. Is this the viewpoint of a cat or something else?　The angle was quite low, and her underwear was glimpsed from the hem of her half pants.


    　The second illustration captures a girl in a sailor suit changing clothes. Her bottom has already been changed into half pants of her gym uniform, and her top has been slipped up to her neck by her blouse. Her white bra, which was finely drawn, was exposed.


    　The third illustration shows a girl in underwear lying on her stomach on a bed, fiddling with her phone. The fact that her school uniform is on the floor suggests that she was in the middle of changing clothes when she became annoyed. The drawings of the bra and panties are amazing. If you only look at this part, you would think she was a professional.


    “What do you think?　Aren’t they all cute?”


    　Isana asked me smiling, and I nodded my head in agreement.


    “Yes, they are. I can see why you were so horny during the test.”


    “Huh!”


    　Isana blushed, as if she knew how I knew.


    　I looked at her with half-lidded eyes.


    “You were holding back on the panties at first, but you were losing your patience more and more, weren’t you?”


    “Dattee, dattee~ …… I drew it and didn’t want to hide it with my clothes. ……”


    　When Isana draws characters, she first draws them naked, then underwear, and then clothes.


    　This in itself is not at all unnatural and is rather a basic way of drawing the human body, but Isana sometimes draws in an odd state of nudity that she does not disclose to the public. It is not only realistic because she is a girl, but also because she shows it to me and smiles, which is not good.


    　This time, she somehow managed to resist by drawing her in her underwear. …… If I open this picture with an illustration application and remove the “underwear” layer, it will probably turn into an illegal illustration with no mosaic and black nori. ……


    “…… Well, Keikoin-san said that it’s a talent to be able to put your libido into your work. Besides, aren’t you suddenly getting good at drawing underwear?”


    “I stared at my own ones and drew them!　I registered the detailed patterns on the nib, so I was able to draw them right away on the third one~.”


    　…… her own stuff, you know.


    　I look at the second one, a gorgeous floral bra.


    　Does that mean she’s wearing one of these?　After all this time, this girl has no shame.


    “Personally, I’d like to draw your attention to the crease in my pants!　The third one, the one at the butt, I actually dressed the same way, and I did my best to take a picture of it–“


    “Oh, for heaven’s sake!　I know you’re getting better at drawing underwear!”


    　This feeling of shame goes away when you get carried away. Thinking about it, this girl may have been a creator from the beginning.


    　But well, except for the image of Isana in the same outfit, this third picture of an underwear girl has a unique flavor.


    “This picture isn’t very erotic for a girl in underwear.”


    “Eh?　Is it?”


    “Before it’s erotic and not erotic, I feel a sense of life, or ……. I think it’s more like an illustration of a ‘girl’ than a ‘bishojo’ character. It’s more graphic, or …….”


    “Well, I’m actually like this, after school. I’ve taken off my school uniform and am lounging around in my underwear.”


    “You’re a model?”


    “In my case, the color of the top and bottom of my underwear is not the same. I’m more happy if they match, so I have them!　But it’s also possible that they don’t match. ……It’s a problem for me. ……”


    　Being able to model yourself is a big advantage for female writers. In this light, Isana, who has the mentality of a male otaku but is also a girl, may be said to have the strongest qualities when it comes to drawing bishojo illustrations.


    “You, you know, can you draw men properly?　So far, all of your illustrations are of beautiful girls.”


    “What?　I don’t draw them.


    　Not “I can’t,” but “I won’t.


    “I’ve never been into works with a lot of good looking guys, so I’ve never been into ……. If I were to draw them, I would need some kind of sample.


    “What’s a sample? ……”


    　Isana pointed at me with a smirk.


    “Nude sketches are indispensable to better understand the structure of the human body, aren’t they?”


    “Will you do it, idiot!　It’s no use using a poor body like mine as a model, right?”


    “Rather, it’s the other way around. It’s better to avoid having the main character, who is supposed to be a normal high school student, have a very thin macho body for some reason.”


    “That’s fine, I don’t mind if he’s separately slim and macho ……. Just like the heroine is slim for no reason.”


    “That’s fine!　I haven’t received my reward for meeting the deadline yet!”


    　Damn ……, come to think of it, there was a story like that …….


    “I’ll get permission from Yume-san sooner or later, so please do me a favor then!”


    “Why is it like she owns my body ……?”


    “If you want, I can ask Yume to be present.　…… Oh, I’m afraid that might not be possible after all. I heard that nude modeling is not good if you have a reaction.”


    What do you mean by “react”? What do you mean by ‘reaction’?


    “Well, I’ve already been to …… and I’d love it if you’d let me see it. If you could show me, I’d be so happy. ……


    “That’s so gross. …….”


    　If the genders were reversed, that’s a job-losing level of sexual harassment.


    　I, who have been living with my ex-girlfriend for more than 8 months, would never show my blunder so easily. I’m not a dummy.


    　When I returned home in the evening, I found Yume in her school uniform on the kotatsu in the living room.


    “Welcome home.


    “……I’m home.”


    　I was so surprised to see Yume in her school uniform.


    　Yume said she would not say it herself. Her intention was clear. Since when?　It’s obvious when I think back. When I was back home, during the fireworks…


    　And yet, she was warming herself with a kotatsu as if nothing had happened. I had no idea what kind of state of mind Yume was in at the moment.


    “Why are you still in uniform?”


    　When I asked her probingly, she picked up a citrus fruit in her hand.


    “The room is cold. I was thinking …… until the air conditioner came on and I couldn’t get out.”


    “That’s not an honor student comment.”


    “I can be a pain in the ass to get dressed, too.”


    　Getting dressed can be a pain in the ass …….


    　I thought back to the illustration I saw earlier of a girl in her underwear.


    “Do you want to come in too?”


    　Saying that, Yume lifted the comforter covering her legs with a jerk. There were no tights that she always wears on her legs stretching out from her skirt, but a glimpse of her white thighs. Searching, she found the tights had been removed in a mess on the couch behind her.


    “…… okay.”


    　She’s usually so neat, but today you’re rather vulnerable …….


    “I don’t even need to change.”


    “You have no concept of loungewear.”


    “What do you need to wear to go to Isana’s house? I’m wearing a shirt when I go to Isana’s house.


    “I dress like that sometimes, too. In my room.”


    　…… You’re lying, right?　This guy dresses like Isana……?


    　Yume giggled, meaningfully.


    “Do you want to come see?”


    “…… you’d be mad at me if I went.”


    　I thought I had hit back, but Yume’s smile didn’t break.


    “I don’t mind.　If it’s you.”


    　–This is a trap.


    　I don’t know what it is, but it’s definitely a trap.


    “…… Don’t sleep on the kotatsu. Like before.”


    　I chose a strategic retreat.


    　I left the living room and headed up the stairs to my room.


    　What’s up with that girl?


    　She doesn’t seem intimidated. She’s not slamming on the brakes. It’s as if she’s left his self-consciousness behind somewhere.


    　Is this what she meant yesterday when she said, ‘I won’t let you go?


    　……No, calm down. It’s the same as always anyway. There have been plenty of times like this over the past eight months – after all, it’s just a seduction game. I know better than anyone else that she doesn’t have the guts or the skill to seduce me.


    　But – why?


    　Why is my heart so nervous?


    　After finishing dinner, I checked Isana’s Twitter feed on the computer in my room. I immediately uploaded the first of three illustrations–a girl getting ready in the morning–and the numbers were higher than ever. In particular, the number of “likes” on …… has already exceeded 100. The number of followers was also increasing visibly.


    　Eroticism is strong, after all. …… It is surely suitable for Isana in terms of motivation, but if she wants to get serious about it, she has to wait for two more years because of her age.


    　At this rate, by the time she uploads her third piece, she may have quite a few more followers. How will you approach that increased number? …… Emo or erotic? If you want to meet demand, it’s erotic, but contrary to her personality, I feel that Isana can best express her sense of style in emotional illustrations–demand and qualities. It’s a vexing problem. ……


    　While I was thinking about this, I received a call on my phone.


    　Who could it be? Isana?


    　I picked it up and saw it was Yume.


    　…… hmm?　Wasn’t sheis supposed to be in the bath right now? ……


    “Yes, hello.”


    ‘You’re late.’


    　The voice sounded.


    　Why is she calling from inside the bath, this girl?


    “What do you want?”


    ‘I’m out of rinse. ……. Can you bring me a new one?”


    “Why me?　Why me?


    “Just do it!”


    　Saying that, Yume unilaterally hung up the call.


    　What in the world is this ……? I didn’t want to bother calling her back and saying no, so I’d better take it with me.


    　I went downstairs and found the rinse Yume was using on a shelf in the dressing room. She seems to need a lot of it to take care of her long fucking hair, and there’s a lot of it anyway, so I’d noticed its location before.


    　I place it in front of the polished glass door of the bathroom.


    “I’ll leave it here!”


    　I called out into the bathroom, and was just about to leave.


    　The door to the bathroom rattled open.


    　It was only about 10 centimeters wide.


    　Through the gap, Yume peeked out.


    　Her wet hair was sticking to her shoulders, which were covered with water droplets. From the shoulders down, she was hidden behind the door, her curvaceous silhouette reflected only in the polished glass.


    　Yume looks up at me, her mouth open involuntarily, and says


    “Thanks.”


    　I reached a wet hand through the crack to retrieve the bottle of rinse, and the door slammed shut with a snap. Yume’s silhouette moved away, its outline fading, and the sound of the shower water began to echo.


    　My heart was pounding.


    　It was so unexpected that my heartbeat might have been louder than when I was rushed into the bathroom while bathing.


    Be careful!　This must be an attack from an enemy stand!


    　A man shouted with an urgent expression in the anime recommended by Isana.


    　This was indeed an attack.


    　It was not obvious. Not definite. I am being attacked in a way that is not obvious.


    　It’s totally devious.


    　How rational do you think I have been in this unusual environment with my ex-girlfriend under the same roof? I am not the type of person who would be swayed by a suggestion or two. So, the reason why I am voluntarily watching anime is not because I can’t get the novel’s text out of my head.


    　I can’t make Yume happy.


    　It’s not just Yume. Fundamentally, I think I am not suited for love.


    　When I was in junior high school, it was still good.


    　I was still in junior high school, and I was still able to be sensible, still immature, and still be absorbed in romantic feelings without thinking about anything else.


    　But now, I know far more interesting things than love.


    　For this reason, there is a clear awareness that I am of a race that can easily discard other feelings of my own.


    　At the very least, if we were not step-siblings – too much for high school students – I wouldn’t have to think about the future.


    　But in reality, we are family.


    　I’m not going to stop just because I love them.


    　It also means that I will eventually reveal our relationship to my dad, and because of that, we can’t just break up like normal high school kids. We don’t even have the option of divorcing, like a couple who have never been comfortable with each other.


    　Our relationship will inevitably involve my father and Yuni-san as well.


    　If that’s going to happen again, I need to be prepared.


    　A resolve to spend the rest of our lives together, stronger than the vows we made in church, more than a marriage proposal, more than everything else.


    　When I think about it, …… I can’t trust myself.


    　I can’t trust Irido Mizuto with Irido Yume–


    “–are you awake?”


    　A knock on the door brought me out of my reverie.


    　I stopped the anime, which had long ago become the next episode, and turned around.


    “I’m awake …… but?”


    “Can I come in?”


    “No, the night is–“


    “I’ll come in.”


    　Eventually, Yume opened the door on her own.


    　She was now dressed in a familiar nightgown. Naturally, she was not dressed like Isana, as she had said she would be in the evening.


    　She entered the room and closed the door behind me with a snap, and I looked at Yume with wary eyes as I sat down in my chair.


    “I thought the rule was that you didn’t visit my room at …… night?”


    “It’s okay. I’ve told mother.”


    　She flips through a few sheets of paper and shows them to me.


    “‘I’m going to review for the final with Mizuto-kun. She said, ‘It’s so convenient to have a classmate in the family.’”


    　…… drinking …….


    　I guess that’s how much she trusts me.


    　Yume smiled at me and gave me an honor student smile.


    “Isn’t that nice?　I get to review with the top of the class.”


    “Yes, yes. I’m sorry for coming in second.”


    　I had been teaching Isana, and this time I felt like I was doing rather well in my studies, but I was once again second in my year.


    　I no longer have much of a desire to try to take the top spot, but sometimes it pisses me off a little when I get mounted like this.


    “I made a mistake in a Japanese subject. You got a perfect score this time in the Japanese subject, didn’t you?　Tell me a little about it.”


    “I thought you were going to tell me, First Spot-san. ……”


    　She seemed to be up to something, but I couldn’t think of a good reason to turn him away peacefully.


    “I guess I don’t have a choice.”


    “Gotcha.”


    　Yume said quietly, ducking away from the tower of books and dropping her bottom onto the beaded cushion. It was the one I got for my birthday.


    　Then she pulled her body to the edge of the cushion and patted the empty space.


    “Here, come on.”


    “…… you want me to sit down too?”


    “If you can get your test question paper out quickly, you can tell me from there, okay?”


    　………… sure, I don’t know where it went anymore.


    “Then why don’t you just look behind you?”


    　However, I don’t know what kind of attack Yume is going to make now.


    　I got up from my chair and tried to get behind the big beaded cushion that Yume was sitting on to bury herself in.


    　But


    “Ei!”


    “huh?”


    　As soon as I got close, my hand was yanked hard and I was dragged onto the beaded cushion.


    　I barely avoided falling on top of Yume, but I fit completely into the space left open. Yume put her hands around my shoulders as if to catch me and smiled triumphantly.


    “Flinch.”


    “…… shut up.”


    　She had no intention of letting me go.


    　I gave up, put my tugged arm back and tried to straighten my posture.


    　At that moment, I really didn’t intend to, but my bent elbow softly slid into Yume’s chest.


    “…………!”


    　I froze at the touch.


    　Isn’t this girl wearing …… underwear?


    　Is it because she’s in his nightgown?　No, Isana said there are night bras for the night.　I thought she’s not Isana, she’s the type of guy who’s solid in that area. ……


    “Hey, here it is: …….”


    　Yume, as if unaware of my astonishment or the fact that her elbow had touched my chest, gingerly touches our shoulders together and shows me the question paper for the test.


    　With all my willpower, I focused my attention on the test.


    “What’s wrong with this modern translation?”


    “Old text or ……. This place is probably–“


    　I thought to myself, how could my head and tongue turn like this?


    　Even now, I continue to be concerned about the bulge that flickers in the corner of my eye.


    　Yume’s nightgown was a little loose at the neckline today. From my vantage point, I could clearly see her cleavage hidden in her nightgown.


    　Although it is not noticeable because Isana is too big, Yume is also generally quite large. It really doesn’t compare to when we were dating. It was the mystery of secondary sexual characteristics.


    　According to the information I got when we went shopping for swimsuits, I believe her breast size was a C or D cup – or maybe that was a little small. So, D…… no, E cup……?


    　The fact that they flowed a little to the side when I leaned back and made a deep cleavage by themselves without being constricted by my underwear was something that I couldn’t help but notice.


    　–I’m not sure if I’m going to be able to do that, but I’m sure I’m going to be able to do it.　……Ah, I don’t know if that’s possible. I heard that nude modeling is not good if you react to it.


    　I won’t do it. I won’t do it. I’ll never do it.


    　Damn ……. I usually hang out with guys even bigger than this, so why should I be so stirred up just because I’m a tied-up woman? ……


    “That’s how it’s supposed to be ……. How can you answer that so easily?”


    “Ancient Japanese is just old Japanese. Can’t you read it somehow?”


    “I can’t read it, that’s why it’s a test.”


    　Yume stares at me with half-lidded eyes.


    “Well then, it’s your turn. Where did you make a mistake?　Math or something?”


    “Oh, …… I’m pretty sure there was a problem where I got a weird answer no matter how many times I calculated it. ……”


    “Hmmm. That’s a common occurrence on math tests. The denominator can be a ridiculous number.”


    　Which one?　Yume shows me the math question paper.


    　As she did so, I leaned in so close that my chest almost brushed her arm again.


    　I leaned back a little to avoid that, and pointed to this one, the corresponding problem.


    “Oh, this one…”


    　Yume did not return her body to its original position.


    　I had to listen to Yume’s explanation as I bent over.


    “It’s like — it’s like that. Do you understand?”


    　Her breath tickled my neck.


    　I managed to return it calmly as I endured it.


    “Okay. ……”


    “Hmm. …… each other, we’ve only made a few mistakes, so there’s not much to review.”


    　Yume finally regained her posture and flipped through the question paper.


    　It was at that very moment that I felt relieved.


    　Yume glanced at me with a sideways glance.


    　Reflexively, I thought, “Oh no.


    　I had somehow managed to keep a poker face up until now, but just for this one moment I let my guard down, and she caught me right in the act.


    　The corners of Yui’s mouth turned up with a grin.


    “Well then, well…”


    　Suddenly.


    　Yume puts her lips to my ear.


    “(– I’ll leave it at that for today.)”


    　A sweet numbness runs through my brain at the whisper of her breath.


    　As if to leave it behind, Yume rises from the cushion with a “yotto.”


    “Okay, then.”


    　She sits down on her midriff to meet my eyes as I sit down.


    “Good night.”


    　She was posed in such a way as to show off the inside of her loose collar.


    　The chest, which looked unprotected, however, was also a sharp weapon.
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    　Yume left my room with a light, slinky stride.


    　All that was left was me, unable to stand up from the beaded cushion, and the warmth of her seat.


    　–I am under attack.


    　I am definitely under attack.


    ◆ Yume Irido ◆


    “Haaaa~ ……”


    　I sighed deeply as I put on my night bra.


    　Buffly, I fall back onto the bed and press my face into the pillow.


    　I was so …… embarrassed ah～～～～!


    　Even going out in front of Mizuto in my nightgown with no bra was a big deal, but being that close to him!　Every time my breasts hit him, I felt like fire was about to erupt from my face!　I’m so glad I practiced the angle of showing my chest but not all of it!


    　The most important thing was that it was winter. Thanks to the thicker fabric of my winter nightgown, even without a bra, my …… top didn’t stand out.


    　As expected, my sense of shame would not keep me from showing that much. ……Ah, I guess I’m just thinking about this kind of thing, so I’m going to have a good day. When I was rooting for Asou-senpai, I think Suzurin-san said something like forget shame when seducing men.


    　Let’s gradually break through the limits of shame.


    　Forget shame.


    　The neat and tidy honor student is finished only in front of Mizuto. I will be a single female. I will not cease my courtship behavior until I have caged the male I want.


    　It must have worked. It must have worked.


    　If I keep going at this rate, the troubles will overflow out of that clear face.


    　Maybe he’s ruminating over and over about my chest, my touch, and my lines right now.


    “…… heh.”


    　Only half a month left until the New Year’s – I’ll do all 108 of them to me before they’re erased.


    


    


    


    


    ~ Ojamashimasu ~


    ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆


    　I have to get a strong spirit.


    　This time Yume is different from before. She has no intention of holding back at all. I flew to the Amazon to overcome the onslaught, or rather, to Kawanami’s house.


    　One reason was that I could not survive if I stayed in the same house with Yui at all hours of the day.


    　The other reason was to get tips to strengthen my spirit.


    　As far as I know, Kogure Kawanami is in the most similar position to me. Moreover, he has obviously lived in close proximity to girls for longer than me, and I thought that I could get some tips from his life.


    　And what I witnessed at Kawanami’s house was an unimaginable scene.


    “Oh?　It’s Irido-kun, isn’t it?”


    　It was Akatsuki Minami who greeted me at the entrance of the Kawanami house.


    　Seeing Minami dressed roughly in a hoodie and half pants, I involuntarily checked the room number.


    “…… Kawanami’s house, right ……?”


    “That’s right?”


    　Kawanami looks flustered from behind Minami’s tilted head.


    “Hey!　What are you doing out here without permission?


    You went to the bathroom, so I answered for you. 


    I told you to go home because Irido was coming, didn’t I!


    Wherever I spend my day off is up to me.


    It’s not up to you, this is someone else’s house!


    　The two in loungewear, arguing with each other in a familiar manner, were like a couple living together.


    　No, they were like – or rather, exactly like that.


    　I had sensed a gradual improvement in their relationship without their knowledge, but I didn’t realize it had gone this far after not seeing them for a while. ……


    “Well, well, come on in anyway, Irido-kun. We’re just out of snacks, so I can’t help you.”


    “That’s because you’re eating too much. You’re going to get fat.”


    “Too bad!　I have a high metabolism!


    “……,ojamashimasu .”


    　It was probably the first time I had ever said “Sorry to bother you” so sincerely.


    　As I moved from the entranceway to the living room, Minami-san picked up the game console on the table and plopped down on the sofa. This is exactly how I relax in my own home. I mean, not even Yume in her own home would relax like this.


    “……Maybe you’re always here?　Minami-san.”


    “This is how she always is on her days off when she’s not playing. She’s too lazy to cook her own food, so she always comes to me for help.”


    “I cook for him, too, you know?


    “He’s always asking me to cook for her ,” “What do you mean, staying next door to each other?”


    　So they are not only living together half the time, but 90% of the time.


    　And since both of their parents are away from home most of the time, they are practically living together.


    　I keep my voice down a little and say to Kawanami.


    “(……Won’t that give you a rest?)”


    “(…… I can’t be at rest, can I?)”


    　As we were talking secretly, Minami-san was playing a game.


    “Kawanami. Why don’t you at least serve some tea?　There’s still some left in the fridge.”


    “I know what you’re talking about. ……Irido, go to my room first.”


    　Kawanami said and went to the kitchen. I answered, “Okay,” and moved to Kawanami’s room for the first time.


    　Just as I closed the door with a slam, I heard a voice from the living room where I had left.


    　I heard a voice from the living room where I had left.


    “…… don’t you feel at ease?”


    “What?　What?” “Wait, I heard–“


    “In what way?　In what way?　Like this?


    “Hey, you idiot, the tea’s overflowing!”


    　Curiosity got the better of me and I opened a little gap in the door to see Minami-san in the kitchen, hanging on Kawanami’s neck and hugging her.


    　…… sorry to bother you.


    　I thought again, from the bottom of my heart.


    “Lately, I’m the one who feels safe when I’m in a row with a guy.”


    　Kawanami said as he drank down his cup of tea.


    “If I told other people about it, they would probably make fun of me for having such an extravagant problem, but I’m actually tired of being involved with girls all the time. You are the same way, aren’t you?”


    “Wouldn’t you be happier if I were getting tangled up with a couple?”


    “No, I’m not. I’m talking about the east head.


    “Oh, that one. ……. It bothered me at first, but I’ve gotten used to it.


    “Wow, you’re a ……. Have you been practicing in a temple?


    　If I had, I wouldn’t be in so much trouble now.


    “Actually, your environment is more special. My parents’ eyes are on me and Yume, so there is a certain amount of discipline, and with Isana, it would be at school or in the streets that we would meet.”


    　Let’s not mention that I’ve been in and out of the Higashira family frequently lately.


    “On that note, you guys are in the house and without parental supervision, right?　From my point of view, it seems strange to me that you can lead a normal daily life in such a state.”


    　If we were dating, it would have been rather healthy. As far as I can tell from their statements, it seems that they are not in a relationship.


    　And if they were, they would have to suppress the instincts that are unnecessarily stimulated, and–


    “The …… trick is to keep your hands to yourself.”


    　Kawanami said in a mysterious tone.


    “Once you allow yourself to be taken advantage of, the tag will come off. Once you forgive yourself, you’ll lose your grip, and that’s what they want, right?”


    “…… is this a real experience?”


    　When I asked him in a slightly subdued voice, Kawanami sniffed his nose to cover up his mistake.


    　Apparently there was. There was a time when the tag was off.


    　I looked at the door leading to the living room.


    “In your case, I think it would be fine if we got back together. I’m sure you’re sorry for what you did in the past.　For what you did in the past.”


    “Yes, but it ain’t easy.”


    　After saying this with difficulty, Kawanami looks at me with a serious atmosphere.


    “You know, Irido?　I hear there are guys out there who suddenly get in touch with their ex-girlfriends months after they’ve broken up. Why do you think that is?”


    “Did they break up with their new girlfriend?”


    “Yes. The bottom line is that he’s 100% sexually motivated. I don’t want to be that guy.”


    “……I totally agree with you.”


    　When you first start dating, it’s simple. You just have to know if you like her or not.


    　But when it comes to getting back together, it’s complicated. Once we decide to break up, we have to figure out how to make up for it.


    　Otherwise, they would just be monkeys who are uncomfortable without their mates.


    　Kawanami suddenly smiled condescendingly.


    “Well, such greed must be dissipated in a healthy way. Right?”


    “…… Don’t tell me.”


    “You’re not good at this kind of talk, are you?”


    “It’s funny to talk about it so openly, isn’t it?”


    　Kawanami, with his cheekbones in the air, asked


    “Actually, isn’t it quite difficult to have a girl you’re not dating at home?　Various things.”


    “Yume won’t pry into anything. Minami-san seems to be in trouble, though.”


    “It’s bad, ……. How many times have you had your PC password breached ……?”


    　Hacker. Who are you, Minami?


    “In the first place, you’re not even eighteen, so why do you have those images?”


    “I ain’t falsifying my age, man.　It’s just that some nice guy is an enthusiastic proselytizer on line or at discos or something.”


    　Kawanami says with a serious face. Is that what high school boys are like? I am in the same boat, but for some reason, I feel out of touch with the world. In my case, maybe it’s because it’s girls who are enthusiastic missionaries. ……


    “Well, I haven’t talked about that kind of thing with Yume.”


    　Kawanami said, “Good,” and chuckled again.


    “Well, this is a good opportunity for me to do some missionary work!”


    　Before he could stop himself, Kawanami got up and went to his desk. Taking out a dictionary from its shelf, he pulls out small folded sheets of paper one after another from between the pages.


    “What’s that?”


    “A clipping from a magazine. A photocopy of a copy of a copy of a photocopy.”


    　He unfolds the folded paper on the table. It has a large picture of a gravure idol in a revealing swimsuit.


    “I dare you to save it on paper to keep your attention on your phone or PC, man. People say that erotic books are outdated, but meta is something that goes around, whether it’s a game or anything else.”


    “That’s a shitty offense. ……”


    “This one is a clipping from a regular comic magazine, so it’s still healthy. The more amazing ones are hidden in more obscure places.”


    　Kawanami smiled wryly, “I can’t tell you that much. Not that it’s cool.


    “So?　What do you like?　Like this girl?”


    　Kawanami showed me a gravure idol with long black hair. She was wearing a white bathing suit and was posing with her breasts pulled together.


    “She’s the same neat and tidy type as Irido-san, right?”


    　Kawanami smirked at me, but I wasn’t the least bit interested.


    　Yume is prettier.


    　There is no comparison.


    “You’re not reacting well, ……. I’m not sure what to make of it, but I’m not sure what to make of it either. So you don’t think this level of stimulation is going to make her twitch?”


    “I’m not looking at Isana that way either.”


    “You’re a gentleman compared up to me, but sexual desire is something you have to tame.　It’s not something to be suppressed. If you keep trying to cover it up, it’s going to get worse.”


    　……I’m not trying to force it, though.


    “Well, …… how about two-dimensional?　How about an erotic otherworldly manga or–“


    　Kawanami, perhaps happy to be able to have a conversation with me, happily opened his collection of books.


    　One after another, he recommended erotic content that exquisitely slipped past the age limit, and then probed me for my reaction. I did not respond to any of them. Perhaps because of this, Kawanami gradually escalated, moving closer and closer to the realm of R15 to R18.


    “Look at this!　Look at this backstabbing girl!　The strongest and most beautiful big tits I’ve ever found–“


    “Wow, her tits are huge!”


    　It must have escalated too much.


    　I was also too stubborn to remain unresponsive.


    　So neither of us noticed the presence that had been looming behind us before we knew it.


    　Kawanami’s face suddenly turned blue when she saw Minami-san, who had entered the room without a sound.


    “Mi…… mina……”


    “Are you in the mood for big tits today?”


    　Minami said with a smiling smile, and then soothed and quickly leaned over Kawanami.


    “I don’t mind, you know?　But what about that picture I gave you before?”


    “The image she gave you …………?”


    　You don’t mean Minami’s own ……?


    “No, it’s not her she didn’t send me anything, it’s a misunderstanding!”


    　 Minami laughed happily. What a surprise. ……


    “Irido-kun, it’s no use trying to find a replacement for Yume-chan, okay?”


    　Minami looked at me as she wrapped her arms around Kawanami’s neck as if to catch him.


    “Because the real Yume-chan is cuter and more naughty than the magazine and manga!”


    　…… I’m very much aware of that.


    “Isn’t it a man’s shame if he doesn’t eat the set meal?　Right, Kawanami?”


    “If there’s a full house in hell, I’d be wary, usually!”


    “Hmm?　Hell?　Is it a mistake for heaven?　Amumuamu.”


    “Nggyahhh!”


    　Kawanami was bitten sweetly on the tip of the ear and rolled over in agony.


    　Minami straddled his belly, mounting him.


    “Well, Irido-kun. From the look on your face, Yume-chan is probably doing something to you, but you have to take her seriously. You know she’s not a goofball, right?”


    　I know. That’s why it’s tricky.


    　Minami turns back to me and smiles a powerful smile.


    “If you ever do anything to hurt Yume-chan, I won’t forgive you!　Just remember that!”


    “…… I’ll keep that in mind.”


    　The first thing to do is to make sure that you have a good understanding of what you’re doing and how to do it.


    　……I think it’s time for me to leave. The first thing to do is to get a good look at the pictures.


    　I got up and went to the door of my room, and as I put my hand on the knob, I turned around.


    “Thanks for the advice, Minami-san.”


    “Hmm?”


    “You’re reading it wrong. What you were likened to is not hell, but the full-blooded one.”


    　The moment hse said it, Kawanami’s face turned red.


    “…… Hee?”


    　Minami looked down at Kawanami’s face, the corners of her mouth hanging up.


    “Do you see me as a …… feast?”


    “No, no, that’s a figure of speech.


    “See you later, Kawanami.”


    “Hey, Irido!　Don’t leave!


    　I left Kawanami’s house, wishing him happiness.


    


    


    


    


    ~ Protection ~


    ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆


    　There was still some time before the sun went down, so I decided to drop by Isana’s house.


    　Isana is the type of person who forgets to eat or sleep when she concentrates. She must be absorbed in drawing pictures by now, since she avoided a red mark in the final exam. I needed to be the one to prepare it then.


    　I sent a message on my phone, and the reply was, ‘I’ll leave the door unlocked, so please come in on your own. It was a little imprudent, but I would be there soon, so it would be all right.


    　After passing through the entranceway of the Higashira family, which I could say I was already familiar with, I walked down the hallway and knocked on the door of Isana’s room.


    “Isana. I’m coming in.”


    　Since an accident had happened before, I said a few words and opened the door.


    　As I expected, Isana was curled up on her back against the desk, peering into her tablet PC as if she were covering herself.


    　The sight of Isana’s pen moving so single-mindedly seemed somewhat scary, and it was hard to touch her. But it would be dark if I waited for Isana to look up on her own, so I discreetly ask her:


    “Have you eaten lunch?”


    “No, not yet.”


    　I knew it. It’s already evening.


    　There was no sound coming from the living room, so Nagitora must not be there either. I had already gotten permission to use the kitchen, so I decided to cook something simple.


    　I was about to leave the room, but before I did, there was something that bothered me.


    　I noticed that Isana’s hair seemed to be a little sticky.


    　 This is …….


    “Have you… even taken a bath yet?”


    “Hmmm?”


    　Isana looked up and scratched her head as if she had just remembered.


    “Come to think of it, I didn’t take one yesterday.”


    “…… go take a shower. I’ll make you a meal in the meantime.”


    “Eh~?”


    　Immediately after she grumbled, there was a rumbling sound of her stomach.


    　Isana looked down at her stomach.


    “…… I can’t help it, can I? I think I’ll take a break~.”


    　After stretching her back out with a gulp, Isana finally stood up.


    　We both leave the room, Isana goes into the bathroom, and I go into the living/dining room.


    　I open the refrigerator in the kitchen and find what looks like leftover rice for one person. There were eggs and green onions, so I decided to make fried rice.


    　I put some oil in a frying pan, heat the eggs and green onions, and then add the rice and stir-fry. Then just add soy sauce, salt and pepper to taste and it’s done.


    “–Mizuto kun ……”


    　As I was transferring the simple fried rice to a plate, I heard a cry from the bathroom.


    “Mizuto-kun~n…… come here for a minute~ …….”


    　I went over and found Isana peeking out of the door of the wash and undress room in front of the bathroom, her face only peeking out.



    “What?　What’s wrong?”


    “A change of clothes, I forgot to bring them in with me. ……”


    　…… Come to think of it, she went into the bath completely empty-handed, this girl.


    “I usually change in my room, so I accidentally ……”


    　So does that mean this guy is completely naked now?　I can only see his face and shoulders. ……


    　I quickly break off my train of thought as I am reminded of the last time I saw a woman tied up.


    “Okay, okay, okay. Just get it for me, will you?”


    “Please …….”


    　I looked up suddenly from Isana’s apologetic face and froze there.


    　At the back of the changing room, there is a washbasin.


    　Because there is a washbasin, of course there is a mirror.


    　In that mirror, I saw the reflection of a completely naked woman’s back.


    　She had just taken a shower and was slightly reddish, with a fleshy backside, buttocks, thighs, and…
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    “Mizuto-kun?”


    “…… Oh, yeah. I’ll get it right away.”


    　I hurriedly break eye contact and head to Isana’s room.


    　Damn. She’s really not very bright, this girl. I’d better give her a good education sooner or later.


    　I go through the chest of drawers in Isana’s room and find some appropriate loungewear. Normally, I would have provided her with underwear, but in my current mood, I felt it was too dangerous.


    　I handed over the change of clothes through the small door of the wash and undress room, and I moved to the living room first.


    　Just as I brought a plate of fried rice to the table, Isana appeared from the hallway, dressed in a slouchy winter shirt and half pants, her hair damp and wet.


    “Oh~, it smells so good.”


    　Sitting down in front of the fried rice on the table, Isana says, “Itadakimasu,” and picks up her spoon. Isana seemed to be quite hungry and started eating at a very fast pace, so I went to the refrigerator and got a water purification pot. I poured a glass of water and set it down, and Isana drank it down in one gulp.


    “How are you doing?”


    　I asked Isana as I sat down opposite her and leaned on my cheekbone.


    　Isana poured more water from the water purification pot.


    “I’ve been wanting to get a computer.”


    “A computer?　Why?”


    “I can draw pictures on a tablet, but if I want to use 3D or something, I think I should get a computer with higher specs. Besides, it has a big screen.”


    “A screen, huh? That sure looks big. ……”


    　I have my dad’s hand-me-down laptop, but with specs like that, it’s not much different from a tablet. However, a desktop – even a high-performance one – would be too pricey for a high school student to buy.


    “I don’t have a byte ……. It’s a real downer, and I’ll have less time to paint. Eventually, though, I might be able to earn some income with a paid plan on a creator site …….”


    “Paid plan!　Sounds sweet. ……”


    “Surprising. Were you interested in money?”


    “Paid plans are the modern sack of shit!　It’s a peach of a place where only those who overcome the hurdle of paying can see …… dreams abound. ……”


    　You don’t know anything about modern or ancient sackcloth, this guy. You’re being influenced by the old internet guys again.


    “Let’s do it, Mizuto-kun!　So let’s publish that naked drawing!”


    “Of course not, you’re a minor.”


    “Buh buh buh.”


    　We may eventually look into it, but for now, we should still focus on Isana’s own growth and increasing her fan base. Thinking about monetization can come after that.


    “How do you use 3D?”


    “Basically, it’s backgrounds – I pop in some 3D material, compose it, trace it, etc. Some people also use 3D dolls to create the bite of the characters.”


    “I see. ……. If you use 3D, your drawing will never go wrong.”


    “If you start using it from the beginning, you might get into weird habits, but I think it’s okay after you get somewhat good at it. And I won’t have to take selfies!”


    “You’re using yourself as a posing doll, aren’t you?”


    “When I can’t think of a character to draw, I copy a selfie.”


    “That’s interesting. That feels like a modern painter.”


    “That’s funny I’ve been a digital artist almost from the beginning. ……”


    “What’s it like?　What’s it like to make a copy?


    “What?”


    　Isana looked surprised for some reason.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “Eh…… well, should I show you?　The copy……”


    “?　Well, if you can.”


    　Personal Interest.


    “Woo …… well, Mizuto, you can go to …….”


    　Is she embarrassed to show people something she hasn’t drawn as a work of art? Isana took out her phone in embarrassment. She must be sharing data with her tablet. Popping and operating the phone, she stares at the screen for a while and begins to blush in some way.


    “–Oh, dishes!　I’m going to go wash the dishes!”


    　And suddenly, she disappears into the kitchen, holding the empty fried rice dish.


    　What’s going on?


    　I look at the phone left on the table, suspicious. The screen was dark, so I couldn’t see what was on the screen.


    　And then – the phone reacted to something.


    　Whether it was a reaction to a vibration or some kind of malfunction, I don’t know. All we know for sure now is the fact that Isana’s phone screen lit up and restored what had been displayed just before.


    　Namely.


    　An illustration of a mostly skin-colored, familiarly styled female body.


    　The face was flabby. But, yes, Kawanami said. Not many people, even magazine models, have Isana’s style. Her breasts are ample yet beautifully rounded, her waist is tight, and her buttocks are fascinatingly firm.


    “—-!”


    　So I immediately reached over and turned off that screen.


    　Then I finally remembered.


    　When Isana first showed me the illustration on the tablet, she had said, ‘Don’t look at anything weird.


    “…… You don’t think she’s drawing myself naked. ……”


    　I understand that nude drawings are valid. I get it, but you don’t have to save it–not really.


    　The real Isana’s back, which I saw through the mirror earlier, complements the drawing that was burned into my eyes in an instant. Front and back, filling in each other’s blind spots, a 3D doll is being drawn in my brain.


    　I don’t see Isana in that way.


    　I don’t look at her, but when she shows me, it’s hard not to think about her.


    　Maybe in this little phone, there’s a real naked person, not a copy, but a real naked person, too–


    “Thank you very much! It was delicious!”


    “…… Oh, yeah.”


    　I tried not to think about it any further.


    　I knew immediately that this was a dream.


    　”–……Mizuto.”


    　Lying on the bed was a skin-exposed Isana. Her fleshy body was swaying invitingly, and her expression was that of a beseeching one. My blood rushed through my body at an extraordinary speed, depriving me of normal thought.


    　I stepped out, like a moth lured by the light. I know that if I touch it, I will burn, but I cannot stop myself from approaching it.


    　I gently touch the bulge in her chest, which points toward the ceiling as if to offer it to me.


    　”–nkk……Mizuto……”


    　Then it instantly became a yujo.


    　My fingers were buried deep into Yume’s body. At the feel of it, the dam of desire was broken. I drowned in the soft flesh that accepted me, held her, stroked her, rubbed her, melted into her.


    　–Just before my consciousness was about to be consumed by desire, I woke up.


    　The ceiling of my room is blurry and hazy. As I stared up at it in a daze, I felt a slow discomfort rising up from deep within my chest.


    　It was the worst feeling.


    　It made me want to resent the fact that I was born a man.


    “…… Oh, are you awake?”


    　What a bad time.


    　The voice came at a time when I wanted to say something like that.


    “Mom’s going to make lunch, so I had to wake you up.”


    　Yume’s face appears in front of the ceiling.


    　She’s still cute and beautiful, and I want to look at it forever. There may be nothing in this world that I could love more. And yet…


    　My eyes were drawn to the bulge of her breast under her face.


    “…… got it. …….”


    　I finally answer in a hushed voice, covering my eyes with my arms.


    “Can you eat in your sleep?”


    　I was driven to violence by Yume, who asked me without knowing what I was talking about.


    “All right, …… get out of here.”


    　Rough words.


    　Really, I hate it.


    　I curl up in my futon to block everything out. As long as I do this, no one will ever know about my sludgy desires.


    　–You have to tame your sexual desires, right?　It is not something to be suppressed.


    　Kawanami’s words flashed through my mind.


    　Perhaps that is the condition for a person to be a human being.


    ◆ Yume Irido ◆


    　With the closing ceremony just around the corner, today was finally the last day of student council activities for this year.


    　It has been about two and a half months since I took the plunge with courage. I’m not sure if I’m doing well in the Student Council, but I’m doing well in the Student Council.


    　I was able to do well in the student council. ……


    　The most important thing to remember is that you can’t be too careful when it comes to your own health and wellbeing.


    　I’d be perfect if only I could seduce Mizuto…


    “On December 25th, we will hold the Christmas Girls’ Party.”


    　President Suzurin declared at the conclusion of this year’s student council meeting.


    “The place is my house. All of you should finish your business with men on Christmas Eve!”


    　Christmas Eve–December 24.


    　In Japan, it is the day of the lovers’ festival.


    　My most recent memories of Christmas date back to two years ago, when Mizuto came to my house secretly at night. No other Christmas has ever made me so happy. Even after the long period of arguing that followed, it still shines brightly.


    　But this year, we are going to surpass that Christmas.


    　I have a present in mind. I’ve put everything I’m feeling into it. If this doesn’t convey my feelings, then there’s nothing I can do.


    　I have a promise I made to myself.


    　I will seduce Mizuto by the end of this year – if I can’t, I will confess to him myself.


    　But I had a feeling that the situation was changing. If I can’t get him by the end of this year, I may not be able to get him anymore. If it comes to next year, he may turn around and not come back.


    　I’ll get him.


    　I will definately get him.


    　I will never …… give him away.


    　–So, today, let’s continue our aggressive attack!


    　Living in the same house has its inconveniences, but it’s definitely a big advantage not having to worry about contacts even during school vacations. You can make any number of approaches that are not afraid to be seen, as long as you time it right. Let’s not let our guard down tonight, and let’s keep the goodwill flowing. ……!


    “I’m home!”


    　I said at the door, but there was no answer. There was no light on in the living room either.


    　Both mom and Mineaki-san are still at work at this hour, but I wonder if Mizuto is out too. Since the beginning of this month, he seems to be going out more than before.


    　After going up the stairs, I went to Mizuto’s room and said “I’m home” again. Then a voice came back from the other side of the door saying, “Welcome home.


    　There he was.


    　When I opened the door, he was working on something on his computer. I wondered if it might be something related to Higashira-san.


    　Once I returned to my room, I changed from my uniform into my loungewear. Today, I decided to look vulnerable. I put on a loose-fitting shirt and a culotte skirt and left the room.


    　Then I went downstairs and boiled some water to make a pot of tea. I put the pot on a tray and knock on Mizuto’s room.


    “I made some tea, would you like a cup?”


    　Of course, this is for a good cause. The main purpose is to get into Mizuto’s room.


    “Mmm. …….”


    　I took that as an OK and successfully entered.


    　Mizuto did not look back. He was staring at his laptop, thinking about something. I had no intention of interrupting him. It would have been a complete disaster if he got annoyed with me for trying to get involved with him.


    　I put the tray next to the computer and poured tea into cups for both of us. Then I picked up my own cup and moved to sit on the bed, letting it cool down.


    　I sipped the hot tea and stared at the back of Mizuto’s head.


    　I don’t talk to him, nor do I go to touch him. My purpose today is just to be here.


    　It’s all about playing the girlfriend card.


    　If I stay here with a face as if it is natural for me to be here, Mizuto will gradually become interested in me. I’ve been living with him while maintaining a certain level of distance, and now it’s starting to pay off. If I had spent as much time as Higashira-san, this would not have been an approach to anything.


    　I finished my cup of tea, got up from the bed and put it back on the tray. Then I casually looked over at the bookshelf and pulled out one of the books as if it were a matter of course.


    　With the book in hand, I plopped down on the bed.


    　I chose a loose-fitting shirt and culotte skirt as my loungewear for this occasion. I read on the Internet that the unprotected feeling of something peeking out from the hem of the culottes should be irresistible.


    　I read a book while lounging around.


    “……………………”


    “……………………”


    　Come to think of it, I’ve probably been longing for this kind of relationship since middle school.


    　I liked cuddling and flirting at all hours of the day, but I also liked this kind of painless, happy time of silence. Maybe the reason I was so sensitive about the relationship between Mizuto and Higashira-san was because those two spent a lot of time together like this.


    　I like him a lot – that kind of time doesn’t last.


    　I know from experience. Humans are creatures that get used to it. Even the most desirable happiness becomes familiar over time, and its value fades away.


    　I somehow thought that I might still want something that lasts. A relationship that can continue to make us happy even when we no longer feel the thrill, even when we no longer feel the thrill.


    　Something we couldn’t do before.


    　For that reason, right now, I want to speed up Mizuto’s heartbeat as much as possible.


    　Before I knew it, I realized that I was lifting my knees. Mizuto is on my butt side. If he turned around now, I might be able to see a little of his buttocks through the hem that slid up my thighs.


    　As a girl’s preference, I would normally correct my posture immediately. I dare to pretend I didn’t notice it, even though it’s …….


    　You can look at it. If that’s how you’re going to catch a water fight – as much as you want, I want you to look at it.


    　……Ah, I’ve become so naughty, haven’t I? I’m not sure who’s to blame for that.


    　I’m not sure how much responsibility I’m going to have to take.


    “Hey!”


    　I look up a little when he calls out to me, and over my chest, I look at Mizuto, who looks back at me.


    “I’ll put the pot and cup away, but you’re not going to drink anymore, are you?”


    “Oh, yeah. It’s okay …….”


    　Mizuto takes the tray and leaves the room.


    　Looking at the door that slammed shut, I tilted my head, “Huh?” I tilted my head.


    　I didn’t feel any eyes on me at all. ……


    　The appearance of Mizuto was also very unconcerned, which was very different from when I asked him to bring a rinse to the bathroom or when I approached him in clothes that showed my cleavage.


    　Was …… stimulation not enough?　Does Mizuto, who is always playing with Higashira, no longer have any thrill left for ‘having the opposite sex in the room’?


    　If so, then ……!　How about this!


    　With a clang, the door opens and Mizuto returns.


    　By then I was curled up on the bed, pretending to be asleep.


    　I open my eyes thinly to check on Mizuto. Mizuto glanced at me and muttered, “Don’t sleep in someone’s room.” Good. Just as planned. Now all I have to do is go to my desk and before I turn my back on him–


    “…… nn…….”


    　I pretended to turn over and at the same time – put my hand into the hem of my shirt.


    　Then I lifted my shirt up like I would if the heat was on too high.


    　This is ……!　That’s plenty of stimulation!　You can’t help but be aware of it!


    　Too much and it would be too much. Show your belly, show your ribs – and keep it where you can see your bra or not.


    　How about that!　How can a girl who doesn’t like you be so vulnerable!


    　I thinly open my eyelids again, which had been closed from nervousness.


    　Well, what do you think? What kind of face did Mizuto make of my lasciviousness–?


    “……………………”


    　What I saw with my dim eyes was Mizuto’s back.


    　It was the back of Mizuto, who was facing the computer without paying attention to me.


    “……………………”


    　Why?


    　Just a few days ago, he looked like he was working like that–


    　The way he looked reminded me of when I was cheering for Higashira-san’s attack on Mizuto.


    　The nonchalance with which I pointed out to  Higashira , whose underwear was showing, ‘You’re showing your pants.


    　It was as if she had turned off the switch to see me as a girl.


    　–I guess you’ll just have to take off your clothes and push him down, won’t you?


    　Asou-senpai’s voice refrained in my mind.


    


    


    


    


    ~ I love you too much to confess ~


    ◆ Irito Mizuto ◆


    　I have succeeded in taming my sexual desire.


    　More precisely, I should say that I adapted to the state of excitement – I trained myself so that even when I was having inferior feelings, they did not appear in my gaze or other actions.


    　Mainly using image searches on the Internet, I got my eyes used to the female body anyway. The goal was not to become less aroused by it, but to get used to being aroused and to be able to control it.


    　It was a kind of comforting training, but it seemed to be good for self-suggestion. As a result, I am now able to repel from my sight any temptation that Yui may offer me.


    　I’m sure the most direct effect was that moment when I was disgusted with myself for having unconcious complexes for Yume, even though I couldn’t even be responsible for them.


    　As a side effect, I became much more discerning in looking at sexy illustrations.


    “Maybe a little more humidity would be better.　For this situation. You know, make it easy to understand, make the sweat make the steam stand up.”


    “Hoho. Is wet transparency not enough? Mizuto, you have been trained well, haven’t you?”


    　When I met with Isana, I was not distracted by miscellaneous thoughts.


    　Nagitora, for example, would unceremoniously peek into the trash can in Isana’s room and say.


    “Come on, hold me. You’re so creepy!”


    　But it is not healthy to be in a relationship with someone who produces.


    　After surviving the attacks of the girls, I finally arrived at this day – December 24th.


    “Wow …… mom, what’s this cake?”


    　When the cake Yuni-san had bought was unveiled on the table, Yume peeked at it with a curious look. Then Yuni-san smiled wickedly and said


    “It’s a little adult cake.”


    “A grown-up cake?”


    “It has alcohol in it.”


    　Yume is surprised and moves a little away from the yellow sponge cake.


    “Are you sure it’s okay?　We ate it and ……”


    “It’s okay, it’s okay!　Legally speaking, no problem!　And there’s not even that much alcohol in it!”


    　Really?　I looked it up on my phone and found that Japanese law defines “alcohol” as “beverages” that contain alcohol. That means cakes and chocolates, which are food, are not included. It smells a bit like subterfuge. ……


    “It’s a test. Just try not to eat too much. I’ve already bought some regular cake.”


    　Dad said so, and Yume agreed, “Hmmm, a little bit …… then.” Well, it’s definitely better to try it under parental supervision than to have your first alcoholic drink at a college drinking party or something.


    “Well then, Merikuri~!”


    　And so Christmas Eve passed peacefully in the Irido household.


    　On the way, Yuni-san, who still thinks Isana is my girlfriend, asked, “How is Higashira-san?　I was used to it by now, and just dismissed it as “she doesn’t have a sense of the season”.


    　After finishing the cake and supper, I moved from the dining room table to the kotatsu (table over the kotatsu) and read a book with the Christmas special on TV as background music.


    　Perhaps it was because I had eaten the cake with alcohol in it, but my body felt vaguely warm, and my mood was a little more liberated. It was not a bad idea to soak in this comfort for a while.


    　Yume was talking with dad and Yuni at the table. I’m glad the honor student has so much to talk about with her family.


    　But after a while, dad went to clean the bathtub and Yuni started washing dishes in the kitchen. Leaving Yume alone.


    “How are you feeling?”


    　She came toward me and put her legs under the kotatsu.


    　I was a little wary, but with Yuni in the kitchen, I couldn’t do anything rash.


    “What do you mean?”


    “Sake cake. You ate quite a bit, didn’t you?


    “Not much. I just feel a little hotter.


    “I see. ……”


    　Her voice sounded strangely squishy.


    　Just as I was thinking this, Yume rolled over and layed down on her side.


    　The first time I saw her, she was lying on her side, and her head was resting on my thigh like a cat that was playing with me.


    “Hey, ……!”


    “Nn~…… really, it’s warm…….”


    　With the kotatsu against the wall, Yuni-san in the kitchen couldn’t see Yume, who was lying down.


    　That said, it was too daring of a crime.


    　Yume would never have taken such a risk. What in the world–?


    “…… heh heh heh ……”


    　I noticed that Yume’s face was blushing.


    　Could it be–drunk?　With that liquor cake?


    　She was talking so clearly just a few minutes ago. The moment she came to my side, she seemed to lose her mind…


    “……Hey. Don’t sleep here. Go to your room.”


    “N……ya. I’m going to take a bath. ……”


    “Right. Take a bath. Then wake up.”


    “…… right, mizuuto?”


    “Yeah?”


    “Wanna go to your room?”


    　I froze at the one word she said in a sweet tone.


    “I …… have something I want to give you,……. I can’t give you a Christmas present …… in front of mom, so I can’t give it to you. ……”


    　…… Christmas presents.


    　I can’t help but think of the feather necklace I got two years ago.


    “……I haven’t prepared anything for you though.”


    “That’s okay. …… I just want to give it to you.”


    　Clutching and clinging, Yume grabs my trousers.


    “Isn’t that …… enough?”


    　I couldn’t say no.


    　I liked her too much to reject her so clearly.


    “Okay, I get it. …… but only after you take a bath and sober up.”


    “Yeah ……. I see. That’s better …….”


    　Just then, Dad returned, “I’m done cleaning the bath.”


    　Yume gets up and declares, “I’m going in. Then she quickly left the living room and went up the stairs to get ready.


    “…… haaaaah.”


    　No way, I can’t believe she got drunk with that little alcohol. Is she genetically weak?　No, but I’ve never seen Yuni-san drunken and crushed. Besides–


    “……………………”


    　– is that what you mean?


    　Yume eventually visited my room after the whole family had taken a bath and Dad and Yuni had retreated to the bedroom.


    “Thanks for the …….”


    　I couldn’t detect the fluffy atmosphere from Yume in her nightgown as she came in saying that.


    “Are you sober now?”


    “Yes. Thanks to you.”


    “You were just pretending, weren’t you?”


    　Yume froze for a moment at the words I unexpectedly threw in.


    “They say that the strength of one’s drinking is determined by heredity, right?　In that respect, Yuni-san went along with us at my relative’s countryside drinking party without a care in the world, and Keikoin-san drank wine, but he didn’t change his color at all – there’s no way that you, their biological child, is that weak.”


    　It wasn’t definite, of course, but the reaction just now made it clear.


    　Yume was pretending to be drunk – probably to get the present out of the way.


    “…… There’s no delicacy. You were just pretending ot be drunk.”


    “I’m sorry. I’ll be careful not to get caught for fraud in the future.”


    　I sit down on the bed and looked at Yume who had a resentful look


    “So?　What gift did you want to give me that badly?”


    　I don’t set the mood. I asked her as bluntly as I could.


    　Yume nodded her head “Yes, ……” and then she walked up to me and sat down right next to me.


    “Hey …….”


    　I tried to distance myself, but before I could do so, Yume’s hand grabbed my arm.


    “No. Don’t  run away.”


    　She looked at me appealingly with her big eyes.


    “I’m still …… being very, very brave.”


    　It seems that she had the upper hand in creating the atmosphere of the room.


    　I was not expecting her seriousness so I wasn’t able to tease her.


    　Yume rummaged in her pocket and pulled out a small, palm-sized gift box.


    “Open this …….”


    　I take it. It appears to be sealed with a ribbon, but it seems to be just a pattern. To open it, all I had to do was take the lid off.


    　I once moistened my dry throat with my saliva. I was nervous because I had a gut feeling that if I took off the lid, something crucial would change at that moment.


    　I clenched my hands tightly to stop them from shaking.


    　There were no more pros and cons.


    　With a nervous hand, I slowly removed the lid of the gift box.


    “…………, ah …….”


    　My instincts were right.


    　In the gift box was a silver ring with a design that resembled wings.


    　–It was a ring.


    “Two years ago, I gave you a necklace with a feather ornament, remember?”


    　Yume says to me as I freeze looking at the ring.


    “This year, I decided to go beyond that and …… made it wings. …… and so–“


    　”Fu fu fu”, she giggled as the bedsprings creaked softly.


    “– Actually, it’s going to be a pair.”


    　Yume’s voice was filled with determination.


    “Only when the two wings are combined, it will be completed …… that way, a pairing.”


    　–The words “bird with two wings” passed through my mind.


    　A bird with only one wing can fly only when a male and female pair up–an analogy for the deep bond between a man and a woman.


    “The other one, I didn’t buy. I want …… you to buy it and give it to me as a gift, …….”


    　…… This is so unfair.


    　You really don’t intend to tell me.


    　You really don’t want to say it yourself, do you?


    　You are going to let me decide.


    　And yet you insist so much except in words.


    　I’m …… suffering so much, and yet you’re so straight like that.


    　–It’s not fair.


    　I, too, wanted to live honestly with my feelings, like you.


    “……, this is ……, ……, …….”


    　My parched throat choked repeatedly.


    　As if trying to dam up the words I was about to say.


    “I can’t accept ………… this.”


    　I quietly close the lid of the gift box.


    “I… can’t……, I can’t be your, …… wing, …….”


    　I was really, really sad.


    　But it was true.


    　We know. We know it better than anyone.


    　Confession is just the beginning of the collapse.


    　No matter how much you love them, those feelings will fade away, and they will even get in the way, and eventually, it will be all about you.


    　And then it becomes all about you, and then you end up like Yume’s father and Yuni-san.


    　I know how much that hurts you. I matched my last name for Yuni-san and Yume. I even moved to a house with my ex-girlfriend. I don’t want to see you destroy the family that you went to such lengths to protect.


    　I wish I had never cared about you at all.


    　If the events of junior high school had never happened, if we had become a family and never talked, if I had never known anything about you, if I had never had any feelings for you, then I would have been able to be true to my desires without thinking about anything important.


    　I have too much on my mind about you for me to have these feelings for you.


    　To confess–I love you too much.


    　So–


    “–No.”


    　A voice rang in my ear, as if to cut me off.


    　The next moment, my body was pushed down by a sudden pressure, and I was pinned down on the bed.


    　On my stomach, Yume straddled me.


    　Like a chain.


    　Like a weight.


    “I told you …… that I would never let you go.”


    　Yume secured my arms with her knees, completely depriving my upper body of freedom.


    　Then, she put her hands on the hem of her nightgown.


    “Whoa …… hey!　What are you doing ……!”


    “Shut up. Be quiet ……. Our parents can hear you.”


    　Despite the gender difference, I couldn’t resist the power of her legs with my arms.


    　With no way to do anything, I watched Yume vigorously roll up the hem of her nightgown with her own hands.


    　As if to thrust her, the bulge of her breast supported by her pale pink bra was exposed before my eyes. The intricate lace pattern adorned her skin like white peaches. I can only watch with bated breath as the overflowing fruit rises and falls in time with my breathing.
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    　Yume had not stopped yet. She put her other hand on the elastic of her pants and pulled them down. The shorts, the same color as the bra and decorated with small ribbons, were unreliably covering her crotch, which was distinctly different from the man’s. I felt dizzy and giddy.


    　I feel dizzy.


    　I had seen her in a bath towel, and I had seen her in a bra, but this was the first time I had seen her in her underwear. When it was not by chance, but with a clear intention to show it to me, the images on the Internet that I used to get my eyes used to it did not count as a thing.


    “Look at …….”


    　Yume’s face was bright red up to her ears.


    　Still, she doesn’t look away from me.


    “I’ve grown …… more than I did in middle school, haven’t you?　Aren’t you excited ……?”


    　She puts her hand on my shoulder, as if to catch me.


    “No, I know ……. You get excited for me, properly. And I saw it when I was in the bath …….”


    　Leaning her upper body forward, trapping my face in her long hair.


    “So you can’t …… escape. You can’t fool me. No matter how much you pretend you don’t care, …… I’m the only one who can’t be fooled.”


    　Gently, she caresses my cheek lovingly.


    “Or …… should I take off my bra, too?”


    　Without waiting for an answer, Yume’s other hand went behind my back.


    　That’s when I finally pulled out my right hand, which was wedged between my knees.


    　I grabbed Yume’s hand as she tried to unhook her backside.


    “…… stop, give me …….”


    　Then, as if squeezing, I said.


    “Why ……?”


    “I don’t want …… you, I don’t want …… 　I don’t want to see you as such an object of desire only……!”


    “…………!”


    　Yume’s eyes widened faintly.


    “Why don’t you understand……!　I’ve been mustering up the courage for so long ……!　Why are you so thoughtless……!”


    　I want to hug her right now.


    　I want to hold her think waist, her white shoulders, with all my might.


    　But such desires lead to nothing in the future.


    “You should think a little too, ……!　How long are you going to remain dreamy!　How can you still be so innocent ……, after having suffered such a painful experience in junior high school!”


    　It’s not fair.


    　It’s not fair at all.


    　How can you only think about the love in front of you?


    “My head has been a mess all along. ……!　I want to know what’s right, but I can’t seem to find it!　If only…”


    　If only it were this way.


    “I wish we’d never become a family.”


    　I know.


    　It’s all because of that.


    　If only I had ended it all gracefully on the day we graduated from junior high school, none of this would have happened.


    　I would have responded to Isana’s confession, and all I could think about now was spreading her illustrations. I could have been able to pursue what I wanted to do right now, like a normal high school student, while venting my desires moderately, without accumulating them in a strange way.


    　Don’t make me have a family or a life.


    　I’m just a high school student. I’m just a 16-year-old. I just happen to be in a unique environment.


    　This–this is too heavy for me. ……


    “…………, sorry …….”


    　Yume muttered in a small voice.


    　I realized then that I had said something I shouldn’t have.


    “…………Sorry ……. I didn’t think anything of it. …… I just didn’t want to see Mizuto …… go away. …………”


    　No, no, no, no.


    　No, no, no, no.


    　I didn’t want to make you cry.


    “……Sorry …….”


    　Yume backed away from me and fixed her half-removed nightgown.


    “……I’m really, …… sorry …….”


    　Yume then leaves the room at a trot.


    　I can’t move an inch.


    　I just stared dumbfounded at the ceiling, which was illuminated by the electric light.


    　–Ah.


    　–haaah. ……


    　


    “—-!!!!”


    　I hit the bed with everything I had.


    　Nothing was going to happen.

  


  
    Chapter 4: The End of the Old Days


    ~ Determination, Courage, and… ~


    ◆ Hoshibe Tohru ◆


    　Until now, Christmas has been a completely strange thing to me.


    　Well, it’s the birthday of a great man, of a religion I have no connection to, so I guess it’s only natural that it should be a stranger to me, but for me, it was just a strange date that made those with lovers get excited and those without lovers start to make a strange fuss.


    　Until a month ago, I had never dreamed that I would be walking the streets with my girlfriend on Christmas Day.


    　Things change, don’t they? Last year it was someone else’s problem, but this year it feels as if it is for us.


    “Hah~…… it’s already dark.”


    　Aisa says, looking up at the night sky.


    　It’s already the middle of winter. I’m sure the night came hours ago, but while we were watching the lights and eating dinner, we didn’t even have time to look at the sky.


    Aisa Asou is such an eye-catcher.


    　But that’s all the time I have today. Let’s take her home before it gets too late. I thought about that, but I didn’t say anything.


    　Are you feeling sorry for yourself?　That’s very auspicious. It doesn’t suit this figure.


    　Even if I showed my sadness, there was nothing more to do. I’ve already done everything that is Christmas. If there’s anything left to do…


    “…… Hey, Senpai.”


    　Aisa pulled her joined hands a little bit.


    “There’s a place …… I’d like to go.”


    　Now?


    　As I looked to the side with such a question ready, I saw a woman there with a scarf covering her mouth and a reddened face.


    　Her expression was filled with all of her intentions.


    　The determination, the courage, and the–


    “–Revenge ……, won’t you let me?”


    ◆ Yume Irido ◆


    　As one might imagine, President Suzurin’s house was a mansion, just like the ones shown on TV.


    　It was three stories high, had room for three cars in the garage, and


    “It’s my parents’ house. It’s not something I’d be praised for, but …… fortunately, the living room is huge.”


    　I had no idea how many tatami mats the living room was anymore.


    　Having lived in an apartment all my life, I had a bit of a culture shock when I moved into the Irido house. But this was something else. I guess it’s called LDK, but L, D, and K are about twice as large as the Irido’s. –The size of the room was large enough to hold a home party for about 20 people.


    　No wonder they said – you can bring your friends.


    “Ah ha ha ha!　It’s too big for the grass!”


    “This is America. ……. This is America!”


    “How do you see America?”


    　Akatsuki-san is excited, Maki-san is astonished, and Nasuka-san plunges in.


    　I couldn’t bear to put the student council first until Christmas, so I invited my usual friends. I wondered if it would be okay to invite three people, but my fears were completely unfounded.


    　As Maki had said, there were women who seemed to be friends of Suzurin and Asou-san in the spacious living room, which looked like an American house. I was shocked to know that Asou had friends of the same sex, but what was more amazing was the number of friends that President Suzurin had. Six?　Seven?　Eight?　Some of them were high school students, some were college students, and some of them were foreign-looking women.


    　Among them, there was one petite girl who looked out of place.


    “Good evening, Asuhain-san.”


    “Ah, Irido-san, …… good evening.”


    　Asuhain-san looked at me and looked a little relieved.


    　I couldn’t bear to be bothered with the chairman going around greeting all the friends she had invited, and since I didn’t know anyone else, I was sure he must have been feeling a bit nervous.


    　In that respect, we are in the same grade, and since she should have already met Akatsuki-san, it would be somewhat easier for us to get used to each other.


    “What about Asou-senpai?　I can’t see her, but she’s at …….”


    “I heard she overslept. I’m not sure if she’s going to make it just in time.”


    “Sleeping in? ……”


    　It’s already evening. I wonder what time she went to bed.


    “Ah, let me introduce you, Asuhain-san. This way is–“


    　I introduced Asuhain-san to Maki and Nasuka. Maki looked at Asuha-in-san’s breasts and said, “Is there some kind of factor that attracts big tits in Irido-san?” What a thing to say, but they are both good-natured types, so they would get along well with Asuhain-san, who can be a bit on the difficult side.


    　As soon as the banter including Asuhain got going, I suddenly felt a sudden heaviness in my chest.


    　–You should think a little bit too ……!


    　Like that.


    　I had never seen Mizuto in such a weak and angry way before.


    　To me, he had always been the ideal boyfriend, the irreconcilable nemesis, the dependable family member.


    　I had never seen him like that, screaming like a child.


     He was so…… distressed.


    　The poker face is so peeled off. He couldn’t maintain his usual composure.


    　I …… thought nothing of it.


    　Like a junior high school student, I admired the romance around me and floated …… in a dreamed up relationship.


    　Mizuto is right – as long as we weren’t family, it would have been fine.


    　That’s normal, high school romance.


    　Maybe I was subconsciously trying not to see that reality.


    　But somewhere inside of me, I was aware of it.


    　Otherwise, I would have–


    　–I would have stayed like this for just a little while longer.


    　I–I would never have thought of something like that.


    　Futile procrastination.


    　A cowardly moratorium.


    　Knowing that, I didn’t think of a way to make this moratorium permanent.


    　I tried to get Mizuto – to think about it.


    　It was more than procrastination, more than putting it off, …… even though that was the most cowardly thing I could have done.


    “–Aaah~!　Sorry I’m late!”


    　Just as we were about to make a toast, Asou-senpai finally showed up.


    　But what’s wrong? Her voice was …….


    　I approached Asou-senpai and called out to her.


    “Senpai, what’s wrong?　Your voice is rattling, but …….”


    “Oh, Yumechi ……. This is, well, never mind ……. I just got a little too excited. ……”


    　Did they karaoke all night long?


    　Then President Suzurin came out of her army of friends.


    “Hey Aisa. I heard that you fell asleep just a little while ago. What’s new is that it’s Christmas in bed, not New Year’s in bed.”


    “I couldn’t sleep much last night~……. I went back to sleep and it was this time …….”


    “–Hoho?”


    　Before I knew it, Akatsuki-san, who was behind me, smiled condescendingly and her eyes lit up.


    “Not much?　That you couldn’t sleep?　On Christmas Eve?　Hohohoho ……”


    　Oh–eh.


    　No way.


    　President Suzurin and I looked at Asou-senpai all at once.


    “Nah, what?　Already …….”


    　As if pushed, Asou-senpai took a step back. At that time, neither the chairman nor I missed the fact that senpai held the collar of her blouse and made a gesture as if to cover her neck with it.


    　The chairman chuckled thinly.


    “Looks like you had a good time last night, didn’t you?”


    “…… Ehi. Sort of.”


    　As if in contemplation, Asou-senpai beamed with embarrassment.


    　Then.


    “It was tough~!　I didn’t expect a Christmas love hotel to be so crowded!　But it was really fun, there are so many things you can’t find in a regular hotel!　You should all go there at least once!”


    　She started to mount a furious attack.


    　The chairman stopped her with a peck on the forehead, and I smiled vaguely to cover it up. It seems that Asou-senpai will not change just because she climbed the stairs to adulthood.


    　But, oh well, last night …….


    　Around the time I was showing off my underwear to Mizuto, senpai was with Hoshibe-senpai until her voice died …….


    　…… Wow~! Wow~!


    　Unearned embarrassment and unearned frustration hit me at the same time, and my mind went into a whirl. After that, as if as a reaction – why am I not doing well while Ashiro-senpai is doing so well – my feelings sank down.


    “…… Yumechi?　Yumechi?”


    　When I realized that I was being peeked at from in front of me by Asou-senpai’s cute face, I panicked and turned my head.


    “What’s wrong?　You look kind of buoyant.”


    “…… eh?…….”


    　When I was unable to answer, Asou-senpai immediately seemed to have guessed something.


    　She moved closer to me and whispered in a small voice.


    “(Perhaps that thing I said before …… failed?)”


    “(…… yes).”


    　When I hesitantly affirmed, Ashiro-senpai said as if taking a breath, “I see. ……”


    “(Well, it’s okay, it’s okay!)”


    　She said in a cheerful voice while hugging my shoulder tightly.


    “(One or two failed attempts at seduction won’t end anything!　Look at that girl genius right there!　How many times do you think she’s refused to be set down by Joe?”)


    　…………………….


    “(Surely ……)”


    “(Right?)”


    “…… I think I heard some kind of unpleasant conversation.”


    　The chairman, who was talking with another friend, turned around with a raised eyebrow.


    　Oh man,” muttered Asou-senpai, falsely claiming that it was nothing.


    “(Even I’ve been without one for over a year!　I made a big turnaround from that, yesterday …… yesterday …… uhehehehe ……).”


    　A nerdy laugh reminiscent of Higashira ‘s leaked out from Asimo-senpai.


    　I smiled weakly, and


    “(You had a lot of fun yesterday, didn’t you?)”


    “(…… yeah. It was …… amazing ……♥)”


    　Her eyes seemed to be turning into hearts.


    　I wonder if Ashiro-senpai is only thinking about Hoshibe-senpai right now.


    “(–Ha!　…… Well anyway, don’t worry about it!　If you don’t get scared and keep attacking him, he’ll eventually come to his senses!”)”


    “(…… but …………)”


    　They’re probably already in the mood for it.


    　But right now we are not qualified to put that inclination into action.


    　We are not ready – not ready.


    “(…… hmmm. Well, I don’t know what the problem is).”


    　As if to cheer me up, Ashiro-senpai put a lot of pressure on my shoulders.


    “(If you talk to them properly, you know, try to get to know them better, you can get by pretty well. You told me to do that when I was …… in Kobe, didn’t you?”)


    “(……Ah ……)”


    　Yes, I did.


    　I would have thought. At that time, seeing my senpai crying after being rejected.


    　I thought, “I should return seriousness with seriousness.


    　And then, Asou-senpai seriously faced Hoshibe-senpai.


    　Hoshibe responded to his seriousness.


    　Wasn’t I encouraged by her attitude, and now I am doing this?


    　–If that’s the case, then I am too.


    　Shouldn’t I be serious about what Mizuto is seriously thinking?


    “–Well. Let’s have a toast now!”


    　President Suzurin said, holding a bottle of non-alcoholic sparkling wine in her hand.


    “Then, let’s celebrate the holy night where Aisa Asou who became a woman!”


    “”””Kanpai!”””


    “Wait, that’s embarrassing!　Shame on you, Suzurin!


    　Maybe it’s not the woman I should be.


    　I am the one person who has faced Irido more than anyone else.


    ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆


    “Hey, Irido. Are you alive?”


    　Kawanami, who had returned, called out to me as I lay prone on the floor in an appropriate tone.


    　I barely lift my hand and Kawanami starts rummaging through the plastic bags on the table.


    “I bought some random food. Which would you prefer, fried chicken lunch or a bowl of hot pepper paste?”


    “……Ma-bo-don……”


    “You’re surprisingly a spicy person, aren’t you?”


    　Here you go,” he said, placing a heated bowl of hot hot bean paste on the table beside me.


    　I slowly got up, removed the plate containing the hot bean paste from the bowl, and carefully poured the red liquid mixed with tofu over the white rice.


    　On the other side of the table, Kawanami was in the process of removing the plastic from his lunch box and breaking the disposable chopsticks.


    “It’s not so bad sometimes, is it? It’s not bad to have a Christmas meal at a convenience store. When you said you wanted to stay over, I wondered what was going on. ……”


    　This is Kawanami’s room at his house.


    　As soon as I woke up from a shallow sleep today, I contacted Kawanami and went into his house to escape.


    “Well, you can use it as a shelter as much as you want, man. Because we all have times when we feel like running away from women.”


    “Thanks for the …….”


    “You’re so honest.”


    　Kawanami didn’t try to get any details out of me. It was quite different from the usual debauching of a debauching turtle. Perhaps his painful experiences with women overlapped with my current situation.


    　Unlike him, I was not averse to being touched by a woman. Rather, I was comfortable with it, and I almost let myself be swept away by the comfort. I didn’t want to be like that.


    　I was afraid that if Yume came on to me again, I would do that again.


    　And this time, I was afraid that I would do something that I couldn’t take back.


    　I know that running away like this won’t solve anything.


    　Shoving the spicy junk of a bowl of mapo-don into my mouth without drinking water was like self-inflicted wounds. At the same time, I could also observe my simple self, whose spirit calmed down a little as my stomach was filled.


    　-It’s like I’m a stranger.


    　Even in this situation, I am looking at myself as if I were someone else.


    “If you’ve got the energy to get up again, why don’t you play a game with me?”


    　After cleaning up the trash after we finished eating, Kawanami sat down in front of the TV and picked up the controller.


    　He presses it into my hand and I say slowly.


    “I’m not used to this, man. To the game.”


    “Everybody ain’t used to it at first. When we played in Kobe, I thought you are the type of person who has a good sense of how to play, you know.”


    　Kawanami takes his own controller and turns on the game console.


    　Games, or …….


    　Come to think of it, I don’t know what kind of game Keikoin-san is making right now.


    　Kawanami selected the appropriate software from the menu screen and said, “Try getting used to the controls by yourself for now.” The screen transitioned to training mode, and I moved the sticks and buttons in order. This one jumps, this one attacks–


    “I knew you were smart. I can’t believe you’re a guy who’s never held a controller before.”


    “That has nothing to do with it. It’s got nothing to do with the game or how smart you are.


    “Not really.　It’s not uncommon for pro gamers to be incredibly educated. People who are good at games are good at figuring out how to be good at games. They know how to get the right answer by feel. ……”


    “You mean they know how to think?”


    “Yes, yes. Accuracy of operation and reflexes are important, but you can only get the top with that among your friends at best. You know?　In FPS competitions, there are analysts who specialize in analyzing the enemy team.


    “Heh, ……. It’s true, games have a limited scope of what you can do. ……”


    “Hmm?　What do you mean?”


    “For example, it’s fixed how fast this punch by this character is going to be, and no matter how hard you try, you won’t be able to move it. You might be able to punch faster in a real sport, but not in a game – as long as there is a definite limit in terms of simple physicality, you’ll have to make up the rest with your thoughts.”


    “Oh, that’s it, that’s it. That’s what I mean about you being smart. Normal people can’t come to that level of understanding in an instant.”


    　……I hope that if I’m really smart, I’ll be able to figure out what’s going on with Yume in an instant.


    　I’ve got a general idea of how to operate it, so I started to play against Kawanami. I was not sure if I was going to win at all at first, but as I got used to the controls, I began to think I was going to win. But as I got used to the controls, it gradually started to feel like a match.


    “–Noooo!　That’s it right there!”


    “I knew you’d come to that.”


    “Seriously, ……. I’ve been touching the controller for two hours and I can read each other. ……”


    　Punches don’t suddenly speed up. Then you have to make your opponent act in such a way that the punch will go through. I see, this is a mental sport.


    “I’ll put up the next main. You’re right, I can’t lose to a beginner!”


    　I thought we were going to have a good match, but Kawanami decided one strong combo after another without much popularity and beat me to a pulp. I see, it seems that knowledge is also necessary.


    “Wait a minute. I’ll look into it.”


    “You’re stumped, ……. I’ve never seen a guy start looking up wikis while playing a game at a friend’s house.”


    　And so we spent idle time just beating each other up on the screen.


    　I feel like I’ve been starting a lot of new things lately, like producing Isana and playing games with Kawanami. I have been spending my time in a fixed schedule for a long time. I go to school, read books, and sleep. For a short time, I spent some time with my girlfriend, but it did not change my essential way of spending time.


    　Do I think that I must change?


    　Like Yume, I do not approve of twisting myself to accommodate my surroundings. I think that calling it growth is too heavy-handed and too logical for society’s convenience.


    　What I am achieving now is probably a different kind of change. I don’t want to be accepted. I don’t want to fit in. I am discovering what was already in me and changing myself to accept it – a transformation of the self for the sake of the self.


    　I must be an empty egoist. I qdon’t have a self, but I can only think of myself. So, when confronted with the choice between myself or my conjugation, I never gave a second thought to the option of sacrificing myself. I could only face the one and only choice from the beginning, saying, “I can’t help it, I can only choose this way.


    　I know how you think, Kawanami said. I knew how to think, Kawanami said, and I went ahead with the shortest route. I went down the shortest route, without wasting any time at all. Without knowing who I was leaving behind.


    　It’s not funny because I ended up at a cul-de-sac.


    “–Games are great, aren’t they?”


    　Kawanami said abruptly, as if nothing but the sound of the controller drifted through the air for a while.


    “No matter how much you don’t talk, I feel like I can get along with you when we play games. The controller’s personality, which you don’t express in words, is reflected in your game play.


    “…… I guess so.”


    “If you have a bad personality, you can see it in your game. They laugh at the beginner’s game and get a kick out of it. It’s easy to see who you really are.”


    “So, my true nature is just now coming to the surface?”


    “You’re–yes, you’r eserious.”


    I’m not serious.


    “No, I’m not. I don’t get too proud when I have the upper hand. If I don’t know how my opponent is going to play it, I will carefully measure the time. This is the fighting style of a person who has respect for his opponent. This is a virtue, you know?　If you go online for a while, you will understand. There are a lot of people who disrespect their opponents and practice bad manners.”


    　Besides,” Kawanami continues.


    “They are polite in their attitude toward the game. You are trying to increase what you can do, one by one, as if you aretrying to cross a stone bridge. You are always calmly measuring your abilities and ……”


    “……………………”


    　I felt like I was being seen through. I wonder if I, who am objectifying myself as if I were someone else, can emerge so straightforwardly.


    “You’re probably like this in your real-life relationships. You’re respectful of the other person, and you’re sure of yourself–it’s a serious, sincere way to live, I think. I think it’s so hard for you.”


    “Don’t start giving me life advice on your own. It’s just a game.”


    Then we must talk about it properly.”


    　Kawanami avoided my attack and landed a powerful blow.


    “You and I can’t understand each other in a game, can we?”


    　With that, I ran out of my remaining power and Kawanami decided to win.


    　Kawanami looked at me and grinned as if he was proud of his victory. Seeing his expression, I said with a sigh.


    “Don’t take pleasure in hunting beginners, you have a bad character.”


    “I don’t consider myself a beginner.”


    　–Yes, I’m not a beginner.


    　I’ve already been through something similar once.


    　I couldn’t do anything about it that time, and the days just passed me by.


    　Will I make the same mistake this time?


    　Will I repeat my foolish junior high school days, and this time, when I’m a college student, I’ll be reminiscing, ‘Now I can only say it was a youthful indiscretion’?


    　It’s stupid.


    　–Really, it’s stupid.


    “You’ve gotten used to it by now, Irido. You’ve figured it out, haven’t you?　How to win the game.”


    “Well–“


    　I’m glad I read the book.


    　The words of our forefathers are great.


    “– ‘Know them and know yourself, and you will never risk a hundred battles’.”


    


    


    


    


    ~ The desire to want ~


    ◆ Yume Irido ◆


    　When I returned home from the Christmas girls’ party, Mizuto was not at home.


    　I asked my mother.


    “He’s going to stay at his friend’s place. Maybe he’s at Higashira -san’s place.”


    　She was smiling kind of happily, but I know that’s not going to happen.


    　Whenever he went to Higashira-san’s place, Mizuto always reported it to me. I didn’t know exactly why, but I had a vague idea after yesterday.


    　That report was the result of Mizuto being caught in the middle of a dilemma.


    　What was it that attracted him so much that he could not resist?


    　What was it that made him turn his back on me?


    　I have to know.


    　If I don’t know that, I can’t start anything.


    　I sent a line to Higashira-san.


    ‘Can I come visit you at your house tomorrow?’


    “Here you go~”


    　Higashira-san, dressed in a sweatshirt, slips out of the door.


    　Her hair was shaggy and her sweatshirt was shabby. I realized for the first time that she was dressed in the same way as when she comes to my house to hangout.


    “Higashira-san, …… are you perhaps awake in your sleep?”


    “Nya~…… I woke up some hours ago, but it was a hassle to get dressed,…… sorry, I’m dressed like this,…….”


    “No, it’s fine, but …… I’m the one who asked to come on such short notice.”


    　I ask to be let in the door Higashira-san walked down the hallway and opened the door that was right there. That seems to be Higashira-san’s room.


    “Come in~ Like I said on the line, I can’t help you with anything but …….”


    “Are you that busy?”


    “I have a deadline.


    “Deadline?　What’s the deadline?


    “I’m not sure what you mean by “deadline”, but it’s a deadline that Mizuto-kun set. I just uploaded a Christmas illustration the day before yesterday and now he’s asking me to draw a New Year illustration next! It’s Spartan, isn’t it?”


    　……So Mizuto is really producing this. I had heard about it, but hearing it from him like this was the first time I really felt it.


    “…… sorry to bother you.”


    　Higashira-san’s room was as messy as Mizuto’s. Like, Mizuto, all of her paperbacks were stored on bookshelves, but there were several large, thick, unfamiliar books piled up on the floor around her desk.


    　Higashira-san sat down in her chair and picked up a stylus pen. I kind of peeked at the tablet PC on the desk from behind my curled up back.


    “You said New Year’s illustrations, but there’s still about a week until the new year, right?　Is it going to take that long?”


    “Oh, the one I’m drawing now isn’t for the New Year.”


    “Eh?”


    　Higashira-san  glides her pen without stagnation.


    “There was something I wanted to draw before that, so I thought I’d draw it now. Then I finished the schedule.”


    　Ehehe,” Higashira-san said, beaming with embarrassment. You have a deadline that Mizuto told you to meet, and you voluntarily …… on top of that?　Drawing two pictures by a week from now means, simple math, three days and a little …… per picture.


    “Can illustrations be drawn that quickly ……?”


    “I can do a doodle in an hour, but this is serious full color, you know? When I had school, even a week was pretty tough.”


    “So why are you making it so hard on yourself ……?”


    “Yeah?　I wanted to paint, so it can’t be helped.”


    　Higashira says matter-of-factly. It’s like common sense for everyone.


    　However, this statement was not different from my impression of Higashira. Yes, she has been like that from the beginning. She has her own common sense that is different from others. When you think about it, it was a typical genius-type thinking, to the point of being stupefying.


    　Mizuto, who was closer to me than anyone else, was the first to see through it – which, when you think about it, is no surprise.


    　I turned my attention back to the thick pile of books around my desk and crouched down to peek at the covers.


    “Oh, that book is a document.”


    　I didn’t need to ask, Higashira told me.


    “Of backgrounds and clothes. Image search is useful, but specialized books are different.”


    “Did you buy it yourself from ……?　Do you have enough pocket money?”


    “No, Mizuto-kun bought most of them.”


    “What?”


    “I thought searching was enough for me, but I told him that books are the best way to get proper knowledge after all. …… I was promised a reward if I met the deadline, but I ended up consuming that, too, with the book.”


    　I picked up the top one and looked at the price on the back cover. It cost over two thousand yen.


    　Compared to buying video games or going out with friends, reading is a fairly inexpensive hobby. It is even cheaper if you use used books. However, Mizuto buys so much that he can hardly afford to spend his allowance. If he uses his New Year’s gift or other savings, there’s probably nothing he can’t afford to buy. ……


    　To raise Higashira-san – just for that?


    　I stood up again and peeked at the tablet from behind Higashira


    　I guess I could call it a clean copy ……. She is drawing clean lines back on top of the thinly displayed rough draft. There was no blurring at the tip of the pen, and the outline of the girl’s character was being created as I looked at it.


    　Very, very good.


    　As an amateur, I could only tell that much.


    　I wondered if I would be able to understand a little more if I saw more finished drawings. Thinking this, I looked around the room, but apparently there were no printed copies.


    “Hey, Higashira-san.”


    “Yes?”


    “Higashira-san’s drawings are published on the Internet, right?　Can you tell me your account?”


    “Yes. …….”


    　She didn’t seem to like it.


    “No?”


    “No, not no, but – …… isn’t it embarrassing?　To tell your real-life friends your pen name?”


    “Umm…… I’ve only ever been on social networking sites like LINE. I’ve only ever been on LINE. ……”


    “Oh …… you innocent one who hasn’t been poisoned by the internet yet ……”


    “Is it still no good?”


    “……If you can keep quiet about it in school or something, …… that’s fine.”


    “You don’t have to hide it. If you’re so good at it.”


    “I’m being stopped by Mizuto-kun. He said, ‘You’ll only be used to get what you want,’ ‘Don’t satisfy your need for approval in your immediate surroundings,’ and ‘Look at the larger world.’”


    “Sounds like something he would say: ……”


    “Well, I agree with him. Didn’t you have that in elementary school?　The kid who was pampered in arts and crafts class and told to draw this and that in the classroom?”


    “Oh, yes, there was.”


    　In my eyes, it was enviable, but in the eyes of Higashira-san and Mizuto, it was not only useless, it was a hindrance.


    　Even if they don’t become popular in the classroom, they can become popular in the wider world – because, Mizuto believes, they can.


    　Higashira-san told me the websites wheres he publishes herillustrations and herpen name. I searched for them on my phone and found the account page of Higashira-san


    　There are a total of eight illustrations available on the site. I display them in order of newest to oldest.


    “…………!”


    　I have to admit, I had imagined it.


    　A very amateurish, naive drawing, like the reader’s corner of a comic book magazine.


    　But ……Higashira’s drawings were different.


    　It is true that in terms of technique, they may be inferior to the professionals. However, the power of expression, or …… each picture has a strong “color”. I am not talking about simple colors, but something like an artist’s character or message that is unique to Higashira-san.


    　The fact that even I, an amateur, could recognize this at first glance was most unusual.


    　Moreover, the lack of technique was evident in each and every piece. When I traced back the chronological order of each piece, I found that the dates of publication were all within the past month. It is amazing that Higashira-san has clearly improved in just one month, but it is also amazing that Mizuto has set a path for her improvement. If Higashira-san is a genius at illustration, then I think Mizuto is a genius at nurturing her talent.


    　When I finally arrived at the first illustration published, I gasped.


    　It was an illustration of a girl with a twisted expression – an illustration of a girl with a broken heart.


    　What can I say? The resolution of the expression – the emotion – was different. Technically, it was the poorest of all the illustrations, but it had an awesomeness that surpassed all the others.


    　And at the same time – even though her facial features were different, her expression was different, and everything was different – that illustration reminded me of the crying smile that Asou-senpai had on her face when she was rejected in Kobe.


    　Yes, that was it. This illustration was a reproduction of the same illustration of Asou-senpai’s at that time.


    　To be able to accurately read another person’s emotions and, moreover, to reproduce them precisely on an illustration–what would you call it if you didn’t call it talent?


    　It was obvious.


    　It was Kobe.


    　In Kobe, Mizuto was convinced of Higashira-san’s  talent.


    　And – newly in his mind is the stain that blotted the pages of “The Siberian Dancing Princess.


    “…… amazing.”


    　I was muttering to myself.


    “Higashira-san is …… amazing.”


    　She was concentrating so hard, I’m sure she didn’t hear me.


    　So, I said it honestly – a heartfelt declaration of surrender.


    　I can’t win this.


    　No matter what kind of beautiful girl I am, there is no substitute for this talent.


    　If Irido Mizuto has a destined partner, it is unquestionably Isana Azuma. In their story, I am an intruder and have no role to play.


    　I have only been in a relationship with Mizuto in the past.


    　I just live in the same house as Mizuto.


    　Nothing special. I just like Mizuto very, very much, and that’s all I am. If in the distant future, everyone in the world comes to know Mizuto’s name, no one will ever know mine. My romantic feelings don’t matter to anyone but me.


    　But.


    　But.


    　But.


    　Mizuto has thought about me.


    　Even though I had no choice, he didn’t simply throw it away, he thought and thought and thought – so much so that I suffered so much.


    　That is.


    　…… That’s …….


    　Really, it’s not worth it, do you think?


    “……Hey, Higashira-san. Can I ask you something out of the blue?”


    “Yes?”


    “What would you do if Mizuto had a very important girlfriend and …… she got angry and told you that you couldn’t see her anymore and that you couldn’t support her illustrations anymore ……?”


    　Higashira-san’s hand, which had been moving without stagnation until now, stopped.


    　Then she spun around, put a lot of effort into her eyes, and told her.


    “I’m sorry Yume-san, but that is indeed non-negotiable. …… It’s very, very troubling.”


    　Higashira-san who easily accepted even a broken heart, Higashira-san who had said it was okay for Mizuto to have a new girlfriend – so clearly and insistently.


    “…… I guess so.”


    　I was relieved to hear that.


    　Until now, I had thought that Higashira-san was an otherworldly person. I had thought she was a completely different kind of person, from a world with a completely different set of values. I had been tossed around by her actions and thoughts so much that it was a lie that there was a time when I had superimposed myself on her in the past.


    　But now, I finally know.


    　She and I differ only in what we value.


    　–But we both want the same thing.


    　That’s why.


    “I’m sorry. I can’t give in either.”


    　I told her that, equally, head-on.


    　I thought that was the polite thing to do.


    　Higashira-san made a pouting face.


    “……Are you sure it’s not a good idea?”


    “Let’s discuss the detailed conditions again, shall we?　There’s no use in trying to figure out the skin of a raccoon that has no chance of being caught.”


    “That’s right. ……. It would be super lame if we both got dumped after saying this.”


    “Stop saying things that don’t bring good luck.”


    　I giggled, and Higashira-san giggled as well.


    　I’m glad Mizuto and Higashira-san are friends.


    　I am sure we can find a way to move forward as we are.


    


    


    


    


    ~ Genuine kindness ~


    ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆ 


    　Even though there were no classes for students, it was still a little early for teachers to finish their work. Thanks to this, I was able to enter the school.


    　I explained to the teacher in the staff room that my sister, the secretary of the student council, had asked me for a favor, and I also got a key to the student council room. It’s easy to get into school when you have good grades. It is relatively easy for them to trust you.


    　And so I stepped into the student council room for the first time.


    　A reception area with a sofa in the front. In the back is a meeting space with a long desk and a whiteboard. I went to the meeting space in the back and looked at the words left on the whiteboard, which seemed to be the remnants of the proceedings.


    　Progress on the student council newsletter, budget negotiation progress report with the e-sports club, New Year’s greetings week–meeting at 7:00 a.m.


    　The habit of those letters was familiar.


    　I used to see them in Yume’s notebooks when we studied for tests together in junior high school (……).


    　I turned my gaze to the shelf next to the whiteboard. One of the binders lined up with the spine facing away from me had a sticker on it that read “Student Council News. I picked it up and opened it.


    　Carefully laid out, page by page, was a single printed sheet of “Student Council News. Most of the pages were typed, but some of the handwritten parts had a familiar habit. Yume’s handwriting is meticulous, but slightly rounded.


    　It seems that the Student Council publishes a newsletter almost every week, and at this point there are quite a few copies. All of them have Yume’s handwriting. Perhaps she thought that only printed letters lacked warmth. But I felt that the pencil writing was more eye-catching because it gave the impression of being handmade.


    　……I didn’t know she was doing this. I had never even read such a print properly.


    　I’m not sure I was as impressed as I was when I saw Isana’s painting. But I knew her in the past. The same girl who used to be hesitant to ask for ingredients for curry at the forest school is now making prints that are seen by the whole school.


    　This print will not surprise the world. It will not impress people. In fact, most students probably don’t even read it, like I do.


    　And yet, I – at least I – can see the power of this print.


    “I knew it was you.”


    　At that moment, I heard the door suddenly open, and I looked up in surprise.


    　A small girl with a large presence – the student body President Suzurin – was looking at me and smiling.


    “I heard that the relatives of the board members were here, so I wondered if …… Yume-kun had forgotten something?”


    　I look away for a moment from the student body president, who closes the door and walks over.


    “…… no.”


    “I’m sure she did. She’ll come herself. She’s a very responsible girl.”


    　Saying this, President Suzurin approached the kettle by the wall and opened the lid.


    “I just came to get a few materials, but I’ve changed my mind.”


    　She closed the lid and grasped the handle.


    “Have a seat. Let me offer you some tea.”


    　I wonder if all smart people, like Keikoin-san, are like this. She seems to be able to see right through what I’m thinking, as if it were a given.


    　I moved toward the reception area and sat down on the sofa. As an outsider, it was only natural for me to sit here.


    　President Suzurin left the room once with the kettle, but soon returned and turned on the kettle. Then, after a short wait, she put the tea leaves in the tea pot and poured hot water from the kettle.


    　Yume has always been a tea drinker. I wonder if all student councils are like that. I don’t see any coffee powder.


    “Here you go.”


    　Placing the tray with the pot and cups on the low table, President Suzurin sat down opposite me. Then she poured ruby-colored tea into cups for two.


    “Well.”


    　She crossed her legs leisurely and looked at me with a nonchalant expression on her face.


    “What do you want to know?”


    　The way she looked at me, she was like a wise woman. She gave wisdom to the brave and helped them along the way.


    　I was not good at this girl.


    　I don’t know why. Was it because she caught my attention at the school festival?


    　No, no, I am convinced now. This attitude–that she has thought everything through like a wowise man, that she has already answered everything–is terribly uninhabitable for me, who am constantly thinking, and never finish thinking.


    　I have nothing to do with this wise girl


    　If I have any use for her, it is as the student body president.


    　


    “……I only know Yume at home and in the classroom.


    　According to Kawami, I am serious and sincere.


    “That was enough before. But now I have Yume here in the student council.”


    　Then, I should say it straight, without any falsehoods.


    “Please tell me about this Yume.”


    　If you know them and know yourself, you can fight a hundred battles without danger.


    　I have to know her better. What has changed and what has not changed in the past eight months? Otherwise, I can’t choose anything or decide anything.


    　In order to develop a strategy, you must first know.


    　Without knowing, there can be no plan.


    　President Suzurin smiles as if testing me and tilts her head slightly.


    “I think there is such a thing as private, though.”


    “I have to know that as well.”


    　A bird of a specific wing.


    　A pair of wings, if you will.


    　President Suzurin quietly picked up the cup and slowly wet her lips with tea. Then she puts the cup back on the saucer and chuckles as if holding something back.


    “Hmm.”


    “…… anything?”


    “No, excuse me. I was just thinking, we’re not doing a very good job of it, are we?”


    　…………?　You seem to be doing a good job with the student council.


    “I don’t think I knew that until I became a member of the current student council. I may not have known until I became a member of the student council that I was just another high school girl.


    “…… you?”


    “Yes, I am. Studying, working part-time, doing student council work, and spending your spare time chatting about your love life – that’s what high school girls do, right?”


    　Love story.


    　…… love stories……?


    “…… are you ……?”


    “Don’t look at me like I’m suspicious. I’m in love too.”


    “……………………”


    　I could imagine that it was probably Haba-senpai, but the sight of this person blushing like a woman was out of my imagination. And when I happened to peek in on the two of them at the festival, this guy was seducing me with a nonchalant look on his face.


    “The only boys at our school are silent, so it’s a natural progression for them. Aisa even seems to think that the student council is a place to show off her boyfriend. I shudder to think what would have happened if Ran-kun’s firmness hadn’t been there.”


    “Then… Yume too?”


    “I know, but I don’t think Aisa knows who she likes. Ran-ran seems to think you are dating Higashira-san …… but well, I don’t think you should know too many details, right?　If you hear what girls are talking about in their love stories, you might not want to go out with girls.”


    　When she said that, on the contrary, I wanted to know, but I felt like I was facing a Pandora’s box that shouldn’t be opened, so I retracted my curiosity.


    　President Suzurin chuckles.


    “Normally Yume-kun is serious and calm, a true honor student. But when it comes to love and romance, she’s a different person. She makes a fuss when she asks Aisa for advice, but when something is bothering her, she becomes quiet to the point of being almost silent. She’s a cute girl. I’m going to burn out my brain with jealousy that there is a man in this world who likes a girl like that.”


    　It’s deliberate ……. I know, you said it earlier.


    “It was different in Kobe. She was usually frustrated when Aisa was flustered. Not out of mere sympathy, but out of righteous indignation for ‘not being right’ – for not being ‘sincere’. That’s her ideal, I guess. I’m not sure how it was nurtured.”


    　…… sincerity.


    　Earnest, sincere–.


    “She doesn’t give unwarranted sympathy or empathy, as girls tend to do. She sympathizes and empathizes with a basis. That’s what I like about her. Because it means that she can put herself in other people’s shoes – that she has a genuine kindness that comes from the root of her heart, not from an external social sense. Don’t you think so?”


    　A …… genuine kindness that springs from the roots of the heart.


    　Oh–yes–that’s right.


    　Otherwise, she wouldn’t have sacrificed her well-earned reputation for a family member who’s been floating around since right after she entered the school.


    　Otherwise, she wouldn’t be rooting for someone else’s love for her ex-boyfriend.


    　Otherwise, she wouldn’t have found the guy who was lonely and watched fireworks with him.


    　Otherwise, she wouldn’t worry about her ex-boyfriend’s new partner.


    　Otherwise she wouldn’t be working late into the night to make the class bake sale a success.


    　Otherwise, she would not be concerned about the physical condition of the person she considers her rival.


    　Otherwise, she would not be angry at the senior’s insincere rejection of her friend.


    　Otherwise, she wouldn’t be drinking and living together with her ex-boyfriends.


    　Oh, I know.


    　It was corroborated.


    　The reproducibility was confirmed.


    　Then – I should understand.


    　What will we do in the future, when, and how?


    　We don’t know the future. The future is uncertain.


    　With one exception.


    　So what is it that I need to think about and answer?


    　–I have to ask you to be prepared.


    “This is all I can tell you.”


    　President Suzurin put down her empty cup.


    “Don’t you want to drink?”


    　She looked at my cup, which had cooled down a bit.


    　I took it up and slurped it down in one gulp.


    　It was still a little hot.


    “Thank you for the drink.”


    “Did you get an answer?”


    “No.”


    　I stand up.


    “I’ll keep thinking about it.”


    


    


    


    


    ~ The opening so far ~


    ◆ Yume Irido ◆


    　I can only say now that it was a youthful indiscretion, but I had a so-called “boyfriend” between my second and third year of junior high school.


    　We met at school, developed feelings for each other, became lovers, flirted, had our differences over trivial things, became more irritating than flirtatious, and broke up when we graduated.


    　–And then we became a family.


    　We broke up after graduation – and became siblings.


    　I was still getting used to putting in my contact lenses every morning and going out with my hair untied and straight. It was that time of year when you gradually replace the old you with the new you.


    　So it was probably perfect timing.


    　To leave the apartment I had lived in for so long and move in with the Irido family.


    　–Fu


    　I was pleased to see the books lined up neatly on the bookshelves. Compared to my previous house, the room was much larger, and I was able to put three bookshelves in the room. For this reason alone, I could say that I was glad to have moved in.


    　However, I would like to add a caveat.


    　–Except for the fact that there is that guy in the next room.


    　It was my own decision, but it was a total no-brainer. But that’s all I could do at the time. The only way I could make myself consistent with the contradictory environment of living together with my ex-boyfriend, whom I had just broken up with, was by being tsunken.


    　Let me be clear. At that time, I did not like Mizuto.


    　We never liked each other. At least on the surface of my mind, I did.


    　Even if I analyze it now, it is terribly difficult to explain exactly how I was feeling at that time. It is true that I was disgusted by the sight of Mizuto’s face and wanted to curse him, but it is also true that I suddenly had a crush on him and felt as if I was back in the old days.


    　But I had to pretend that one of them was true and one of them was a lie to keep me. So I decided I didn’t like it.


    　Because – we had broken up.


    　Yes, we broke up because we hated each other. I hated him because we broke up.


    　Still, there was something that remained. That is why I agreed to live together, and that is why we became a family.


    　With Mizuto, we would never have a male-female relationship again.


    　That trust made us a family.


    　It was a completely naive idea. In hindsight.


    　On the first day we moved in, everything was new. Eating together as a family, taking a bath, brushing our teeth, and just about everything else was new.


    　It was like having a sleepover – I couldn’t imagine that this life would go on forever.


    　Above all, the freshest thing about it all was…


    　–A……


    　–a……


    　I ran into Mizuto in the hallway on the first floor, and we both stiffened.


    　It wasn’t just an encounter.


    　We were both in our nightgowns.


    　Mizuto was wearing a gray sweatshirt, which was not cute and was very tacky. I was never the fashion-conscious type, but in junior high school I had a maiden filter that made me see Mizuto as many times more handsome than I did, so I saw a gap in his appearance.


    　I was me, too, and I hardly remember showing my nightgown to Mizuto. If I did, it was when he came to visit me after catching a cold, but my body shape was completely different from that time, and first of all, my mind was foggy from the high fever, so I didn’t remember the details.


    　Even though we had been together so long – there was still a figure I didn’t know.


    　We stared at each other for a few seconds, and then I came to myself first.


    　–……Where are you looking?


    　I took a step back, hugging myself to hide my chest.


    　Mizuto quickly looks away and says, “I’m not looking anywhere.


    　–I’m not looking anywhere. You’re being too self-conscious.


    　–Do you think you can fool me now?　


    　–I don’t remember being dirty with you.


    　…… Well, that’s because when we were close, I was still short and diminutive.


    　–I’m sorry for your loss. You didn’t touch me when I was growing up.


    　–Self-assurance like a different person, brooding loser girl.


    　–We’ll be under the same roof from today on, but don’t you start crawling on me at night or anything, okay?


    　–don’t bother telling me. Are you pretending?


    　Tick-tock, tick-tock, sarcastic banter.


    　The rhythm of it was fresh. The distance between us was also new.


    　I see, this is the right way to deal with an ex-boyfriend.


    　This is how we should interact with each other from now on.


    　–See you later.


    　–Bye.


    　We passed each other as if we were parting in a fight.


    　They turned their backs on each other as if they would never meet again.


    　And yet, both of them speak out of turn.


    　–Good night.


    　–Good night.


    　And so it began.


    　Not boyfriend and girlfriend, but a new us.


    　A relationship in which we learned who we really are, which we couldn’t know while we were still lovers.


    


    


    


    


    ~ Upcoming Solutions ~


    ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆


    　I can only call it youthful indiscretion now, but I once had a so-called girlfriend between the second and third years of junior high school.


    　We met at school, developed feelings for each other, became lovers, flirted with each other, had our differences over trivial things, became more irritating than flirtatious, and broke up when we graduated.


    　–Then we broke up upon graduation and became siblings.


    　I remember I couldn’t sleep well the night Yume and Yuni moved in. I remember the unusual feeling of having Yume and Yuni living in the same house, which was like a bad dream, and the anxiety about whether I would be able to successfully hide our past relationship from now on. All of these things were running around in my head, and I could not allow myself to escape to sleep.


    　What made me more restless than anything else was Yume’s appearance.


    　She looks so different.


    　She had taken off her glasses and let down her hair, so it wasn’t a drastic change, but she looked like a different person from the Yume Ayai I had been seeing.


    　Even when we were dating but not seeing each other, it was hard not to think that she had grown taller or that her breasts had gotten bigger.　But when she showed me her new look, I was quite perplexed. And then add to that the fact that she had a tongue that made it hard to believe that she had once been in a relationship, and my perception of her was even more disillusioned.


    　How could I have recognized Ayai at a glance when we first met?


    　Maybe it was because I had seen so many of her faces up close – no, that’s not it. What I have seen is not her face, but her complexion. I have not been looking at her face, but rather, I have been watching her face.


    　Love is a kind of mutual exploration of each other’s stomachs, so to speak, and you have to keep guessing, imagining, and interpreting what the other person is thinking, what they want, and what they desire. I had been able to do this for about eight months without much trouble, so I guess there is no one better than me when it comes to looking at Yui Ayai’s face.


    　But that’s just Yui Ayai’s story.


    　–What?


    　The next morning. I didn’t sleep well and woke up in the morning even though it was spring break, and I ran into Yume in the bathroom brushing her teeth.


    　She shoved her toothbrush into her mouth, and for some reason was startled to see my face and took a step back.


    　–I was surprised to see her face and took a step back.　Good morning.


    　–Good morning. ……


    　I move to the sink when it becomes available. I decided not to wash my face, hoping to sleep twice. Instead, I grabbed my toothbrush and a tube of toothpaste.


    　I started to brush my teeth, but then I noticed something suspicious.


    　In the mirror, Yume was staring at me with the toothbrush in her mouth.


    　What is she doing?　She’s not even brushing her teeth. …… If she’s done, why doesn’t she just rinse her mouth out?


    　When I finish brushing my teeth and rinse out my mouth with a glass of water, she continues to stare at me.


    　–Nnnn!


    　She pointed with her chin at the entrance to the bathroom.


    　Apparently, I was being asked to leave.


    　–I’m not a good person to be used by you,” she said. I don’t deserve to be jawed at by you.


    　Is that what he meant by “jawing”?


    　–No!


    　–Wash your mouth out and say it with words. What’s the matter with you?


    　–……n~~~!


    　Yume growled in dissatisfaction, jumped to the washbasin with wild steps as if in desperation, and gargled quickly.


    　Then, wiping her mouth with a towel, she sulkily said.


    　–I couldn’t resist gargling in front of you. Bad?


    　–……Why?


    　–I’m not going to spit water out of my mouth!　Why don’t you get it, you idiot!


    　The woman was so angry that she walked out of the bathroom with an angry shoulder.


    　……No, you don’t understand.


    　I’m not going to tell you how to do it.


    　I’m not a professional who looks to see how you look.


    　–I’m a professional who looks at your face. I’m not going to know if you don’t tell me, and I won’t know if you don’t tell me.


    　When I think about it, we’ve been communicating with very few words from beginning to end. One or the other has taken care of the other’s feelings, and as if competing with each other, we have solved the problems of the moment – our awareness of the problems – without having a proper discussion.


    　Such things do not last forever.


    　At best, it would last eight months.


    　If it starts at the end of August, it will begin to break up around April.


    　If it starts at the end of March, it will reach its limit around December.


    　What if we go to a festival during summer vacation?


    　What if we prepare gifts for Christmas?


    　What if we exchange chocolates on Valentine’s Day?


    　Even such IF is wrong. Before expecting such things, we had things to do.


    　No novel is just lines.


    　Without words, it’s just a blank space.


    　We should have talked first.


    　If there is an answer.


    　That was the only, absolute, and complete answer.


    


    


    


    


    ~ A bird cannot flap its wings alone ~


    ◆ Irido Mizuto ◆


    　When I came home from school, there was no sign of anyone.


    　Dad and Yuni are probably still at work. They must be working hard to finish the work now.


    　I don’t …… know about Yume. I don’t know her well enough to predict her every move.


    　But maybe that’s okay. All I need to know is what’s more essential.


    　I enter my room for the first time in a day. Not much has changed in a day or so. There is only the familiar clutter, overflowing with books.


    　I thought back to my most recent and most vivid memory of this room. Yume was fixing her bare clothes and apologizing as she left the room.


    　I was sure she had nothing in her hands.


    　I looked down at the bed. Then I turned the covers over. There is nothing. I look down at the floor. Nothing. That means…


    　I crawl on the floor and look into the space under the bed.


    　–There it is.


    　I reach down and pull it out.


    　A palm-sized gift box with a ribbon pattern.


    　I sit down on the bed and open the lid.


    　The ring with the wing design was still shining silver as ever.


    “……………………”


    　I don’t have to take it out


    　This ring does not suit me now.


    　But I know how much courage it takes to give a ring. If you have a girlfriend, you think about it at least once. I wonder what it would be like to give a ring as a gift. Every time I do, I immediately dismiss it. No, no, no, it’s too early. It’s too heavy. A ring for a mere student would be too much of a stretch.


    　Sure, it might be too tall of a responsibility. But for us, it was probably necessary. I don’t know if Yume had that intention. Still, I am certain that the decision we are being asked to make is so weighty that it is hard to believe that we are just students.


    　Child or adult?


    　Student or adult?


    　It has nothing to do with such tagging.


    　As a human being.


    　A decision must be made.


    　…… Is this really love?　It is true that the feelings of longing and love are those of romance. But what we are trying to decide is much bigger. It is a choice that will determine everything about us from now on, not just our feelings at this moment.


    　There is no longer a way out for us.


    　It is a choice that is even heavier than for married couples, who are legally allowed to divorce.


    　In a romance novel, the decision would have a happy ending. But in reality, we have a future.


    　The future.


    　Can we decide at the mere age of 16 what our future will be for decades to come?


    “–Huh.”


    　That’s a stupid question to ask yourself.


    　It can’t be done.


    　To say that you can is to prove that you haven’t thought it through.


    　I can’t do it.


    　But I’m not alone.


    　I took out my phone. Then I typed “ring wings” into the search field and compared the image that appeared with the ring in the gift box.


    　When I was done, I moved to my desk and found something in the drawer.


    　It was a business card.


    　The name on it was Keikoin Ryosei.


    　I type the phone number that accompanies the name into my phone. I put it to my ear and listened for the sound of a call. After the fourth call, the sound was cut off and a calm male voice was heard in its place.


    Hello?　This is Keikoin.’


    “Hi, this is Mizuto Irido.”


    　I told him simply.


    “Can you introduce me to a part-time job? Preferably one that pays me within three days.”


    ◆ Yume Irido ◆


    　When I returned from Higashira’s house, I found Mizuto’s shoes at the entrance.


    　When I saw them, I was a little nervous. But I was also a little relieved.


    　This time we could go back to the same house.


    　I knew that such a thing was naive, but the fact that we would never be disconnected saved me.


    　……I see. If that was the case.


    　I suddenly realize.


    　It’s different from before. It’s not a relationship where you can’t see each other unless one of you calls out to the other. If that were the case, I would rather.


    　I didn’t go to Mizuto’s room where I could feel the presence of others, but went into my own room.


    　I want to think a little.


    　I wanted to catch up with Mizuto, who had been thinking a lot about me.


    　For a while, alone.


    　I am sure that the moment I fail to do so, the relationship will end.


    　–Five days passed.


    　During that time, Mizuto was busy going somewhere from the morning.


    　While I was accepting invitations from Akatsuki-san and others in the student council, I kept thinking at the edge of my mind about my relationship with Mizuto.


    　About my relationship with Mizuto.


    　About Higashira-san’s talent.


    　About my mothers’ life.


    　My own future.


    　What do I know about the future if I can’t even imagine taking the entrance exam two years from now?


    　Still, I kept thinking.


    　Enka-san said. She said that I should do my homework like homework during the summer vacation. I should set aside my family, friends, and other things around me, and define my own feelings.


    　That turn has passed.


    　The stage of defining one’s own feelings has passed, and one should think about family, friends, and surroundings.


    　Still.


    　Still.


    　Still. —-


    　December 31st.


    　The end comes to the old days of this year.


    

  


  
    Chapter 5: When the Bird Flaps Its Wings


    ~ The Last Day ~


    ◆ Irito Mizuto ◆


    “–Are you ready for this?”


    　December 29. Keikoin-san asked me at the end of my third day of work, as ordered.


    　The part-time job that Keikoin-san introduced me to was a chore for Keikoin-san’s company. I put together materials, kept track of the snacks we had left over, addressed packages to be sent out, and anything else that was not related to creativity. It is a small company, so apparently it is very helpful to have such a person in charge of miscellaneous work.


    　It was my first part-time job, but the occasional housework and experience in preparing for cultural festivals helped. Besides, being able to participate even a little in a game company was a better experience than I had expected beforehand. Like how to give the creators a break from their work.


    　At the end of those three fresh days, Keikoin-san said as a parting gift.


    “They say that men meet for three days, but you are a different person now than you were when we met half a month ago. Can I assume that your hesitation has been cleared up?”


    “…… No.”


    　I shake my head.


    “I don’t think there is any human being who is not lost. Even if it is any genius. I think …… you know better than I do.”


    　Keikoin-san smiled meaningfully.


    　Maybe this person could see through everything after all. What I am going to say now may be all within the predictions.


    　Even so, I will say it.


    　That is the answer to the question I asked earlier.


    “I don’t think that hesitation is something to be cleared up. It’s something you have to deal with.”


    　Keikoin-san looked a little surprised and paused in his response.


    “Go out with?　Not …… get over it, but?”


    “Yes. If I could get lost or get over …… such a thing, I’d be a Buddha.”


    　After a few moments, “Kuk,” Keikoin-san says with a small laugh.


    “You are indeed a well-read man. That’s an educated answer – come to think of it, ‘resolve’ was originally a Buddhist term, wasn’t it?”


    　To leave the world of the lost and to understand reason.


    　For those of us who live in the world of suffering, this is still far from being a part of our lives.


    “Keikoin-san. I heard from Yume before that her love of mystery is influenced by you.”


    “Hmm?　Ah–I was also into them when I was a student.”


    “What is your favorite mystery?”


    　We were both avid readers, but this was the first time we had talked like this in the past three days.


    　Keikoin-san snorted with difficulty.


    “What a difficult question to ask ……. But, yes, in terms of the ending, I think my personal favorite is–‘The Mathematician Who Never Laughs’.”


    　– a book I was also reading when I first got involved with Yume Ayai on the night of the school trip.


    “That’s a bit of a reluctant choice. If it’s the same series, you might have mentioned ‘Everything Comes in F’ or something like that.”


    “I like the punchline. That punchline that shows what scientific thinking is all about. ……mu.”


    　Keikoin-san suddenly clammed up at his own words.


    　Perhaps he realized it. That what I just said to myself shows the same meaning as my answer.


    “……This guy’s got one over on me.”


    “It’s just a coincidence.”


    “Then let me ask you in return. What is your favorite mystery, Mizuto-kun?


    “Cosmic.”


    “…… haha!　It’s a mystery that can never be solved.


    　Maybe this person and I are alike after all.


    　Keikoin-san takes a light breath and looks into the distance.


    “……I wish I had arrived at the same answer as you a little earlier–no, it’s not good. As I get older, I have so many regrets.”


    　Then he held out his hand to me.


    “Good luck. That’s all I can say from a boring adult like me.”


    “Yes. I don’t need to be told.”


    　We shook hands.


    　We shook hands in order to settle the nightmare we had one day and the dreams we will have in the future.


    ◆ Yume Irido ◆


    　The last morning of this year began with a normal awakening.


    　I opened my eyelids in bed and lay there for a while in a daze. I’ve been in the student council for a while now, and the busyness that has been a normal part of my life since I joined the student council has suddenly stopped.


    　But that’s okay. At least for today.


    　Curling up under the covers with this thought in mind, I found that, strangely enough, my eyes were brightening up. I felt like I had no time to stay in bed without sleep, so I slipped out of the covers. As soon as I did, the cold winter air stung me, and I wanted to go back to my futon as soon as possible. Holding this desire in check, I turn on the air conditioner.


    　While the room is warming up, I wash my face. I lightly straighten my hair in the mirror and leave the room in my nightclothes. I went downstairs and entered the bathroom.


    　I pour out hot water from the faucet of the sink and waited for a while. When the water became warm, I washed my face with a splash. Then, I soaked a cotton ball with lotion and applied it all over my face. While I was at it, I checked the shape of my eyebrows. There seemed to be no problem.


    　As I felt the lotion absorb into my skin, I brushed my teeth. I brushed my teeth carefully, making sure not to leak anything, even behind the back of my  teeth.


    　Halfway there, the bathroom door opened.


    　It was Mizuto, who was in the habit of sleeping in the bathroom.


    　I turned around, put my toothbrush in my mouth, and said.


    “Good morning.”


    “Good morning.”


    　I poured a glass of water into my mouth and rinsed it out. Then I spit out the toothpaste-laden water, wipe my mouth, and give up my place to Mizuto.


    　Then, without further ado, I returned to my room.


    　In the air-conditioned room, I went through my closet to find today’s outfit. There was no need to get so worked up. In the end, I decided on a versatile blouse and a comfortable long skirt. Once I spread them out on the bed, I took off the top of my nightgown.


    　Oh, that’s right. I need to change my bra, too. Leaving my upper body in one night bra, I went through my chest of drawers to find a bra.


    　Do you plan to show …… them to others?


    　–I’m not sure.


    “It’s my last day …….”


    　The last day of the year.


    　The final deadline of the vow I made to myself.


    　If this day is not a game, what is it?


    　I took out the pretty bra framed in intricate embroidery and a set of shorts that I had secretly bought without telling my mom.


    　I take off my night bra and greasily stuff my breasts into the cups of my new bra to shape them.


    　Just that alone was enough to make me feel a sense of comfort.


    　And so the daily routine begins.


    　For me, the daily life of competition.


    ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆


    　I spent the morning lazily reading a book.


    I re-read “The Tragedy of Y,” a book about the Dolly Lane series, which is very popular in Japan. Dolly Lane, an ex-actor who is totally deaf, shows his detailed and sharp deductions on and off.


    　When I finished reading the shocking truth revealed in the last part of the book, I had the same impression as usual.


    　If you have an idea, you need to tell people about it. ……


    　When I told a similar story to Isana, she said something like this.


    “You mean like the OVA version of Giant Robot?”


    “What’s that?”


    “It’s a story about how the world is in trouble because you didn’t leave a proper will.”


    　I looked it up later and found that it was a very old anime that only old men knew about. Why is she watching that?


    　Anyway, it seems that in any age and in any world, miscommunication leads to tragedy. If half of the motive for murder in a mystery is the murder of one’s lover, the other half is miscommunication – or perhaps that is an exaggeration.


    Returning “The Tragedy of Y” to its original position on the bookshelf, I moved over to my desk and opened its top drawer.


    　Two palm-sized gift boxes sit side by side.


    　After closing the drawer tightly, I left the room and went downstairs. I casually looked into the living room to find Yume watching TV on the kotatsu, my father reading a book in the dining room, and Yuni boiling something in the kitchen.


    “Oh, Mizuto-kun. Do you want some udon noodles?”


    　She asked from the kitchen, and I tilted my head.


    “Are you one of those people who don’t eat New Year’s Eve soba?”


    “Eh?　It doesn’t matter. I eat noodles twice a day. You eat rice three times a day, right?”


    　Well, if they are both categorized as staple foods, should they be measured by the same yardstick?


    I answered, “I’ll eat,” and got into the kotatsu in front of the TV.


    　Yume, looked at me and said, “Hey.


    “When do you go to Hatsumode?”


    “When?”


    “The moment the date changes, or when you stay up all night and go early in the morning, or when you go to bed and go tomorrow around noon.”


    “So you’re not the type to go in the first place.”


    “I don’t believe in that trend so much.”


    “You don’t believe in God?”


    ……


    　I don’t deserve to believe in God. He’s the one who’s been playing with us so much.


    　I picked up the citrus fruit in the middle of the kotatsu, but then remembered we were going to lunch, so I gently put it back.


    “What about you?”


    “I think I was there with my mom on New Year’s Day, maybe before noon.”


    “Looks like a lot of people …….”


    “If it’s going to be crowded anyway, it would be more fun to go late at night.”


    “You can go with your friends this year, right?”


    “Yeah. But I wanted to go with my family, too.


    “Family?”


    　The year before last – or was it still last year – I went with Ayai on the third day of the year. I’m not going out on New Year’s Day without any friends, because it would look suspicious.


    　……I wonder what kind of divine request I made that time.


    “You don’t have any plans?　With Higashira-san or Kawanami-kun?”


    “Isana is the same type as me. Kawanami knows me well.”


    “Hmm. Well, Kawanami-kun seems to have a lot of other friends.


    “You’re the same with Minami, aren’t you?”


    “I’ve been told to meet her around 2 am. Do you want to come with me?”


    “What’s the fun in making me the needle in a haystack?”


    “Hmmm…”


    “-Everyone!　Udon noodles are ready!


    Yes!


    　We hurry to get up from the kotatsu.


    　Whether we are going to Hatsumode or not, there are things we have to do before that.


    　We have to clean up this year’s mess before the end of this year.


    　It’s a once-in-a-generation cleanup.


    ◆ Yume Irido ◆


    　When lunch was over, I received a phone call from Akatsuki-san.


    “Yes, hello?”


    Yume-chan. Is this a good time?”


    “Yes, I’m fine.”


    　I leave the table with my phone to my ear and put my legs into the kotatsu again.


    　I listen to Akatsuki’s voice as I lean my back lazily against the sofa right behind me.


    ‘What were you doing just now?”


    “I was eating lunch.”


    “Oh, what did you eat?”


    “Udon noodles.”


    New Year’s Eve soba noodles?


    “No, it’s a prelude.”


    What?　What’s that?


    “What about you, Akatsuki?”


    “We just make fried rice.”


    You made it?


    “My mom said…　She said, “You should cook for New Year’s Eve.”


    　The parents of Akatsuki-san, who are always away from home, are away from home on New Year’s Eve, as expected.


    What are you going to watch over New Year’s Eve, Yume?”


    “Watch what?”


    “TV or streaming.”


    “Hmm. I don’t have anything in particular in mind.


    “You’re not interested in Kohaku?”


    “I don’t know who’s going to appear.”


    “I don’t really listen to music.”


    “I can’t believe you’re a high school girl. ……


    “You’re relying on me to pick your karaoke songs.”


    “Thank you for your help ……”


    “Ha-ha-ha!”


    “I hope you’ll just do the countdown for now.”


    “What does it matter?”


    “Doesn’t it feel like it’s New Year’s Eve?”


    “Oh, I know what you mean.”


    “I feel like I’m losing it when the date changes before I know it.”


    I know, I know!”


    　Mizuto left the living room. The sound of him going up the stairs.


    “Last year, I realized the new year had begun with the Ake-o-Me line.”


    ‘Yume-chan, are you the fastest Ake-o-Me group?”


    “Is there a group that isn’t the fastest?”


    “I’m reading a flat line!”


    “Hmm… ……… I think I’m going to be more realistic this year.


    I’ll see you soon, right?


    “It’s two o’clock, right?”


    Yeah!　Yeah, yeah, yeah.


    What?


    That’s what I was calling about!


    “Oh, right.”


    I’m sorry. I’ve been thinking about it for a while now, and I’ve been thinking about it for a while.　We were talking about going to Kitano Tenmangu Shrine.


    “What!　That sounds great!


    “Oh, are you excited?”


    “I’ve always wanted to go there every year, but I thought it was too far to go from New Year’s.”


    I’ve been thinking that it’s too far for me to go every New Year. So, is it a decision then?”


    “Yes. Decided!”


    Okay, I’ll see you at two o’clock. Then let’s meet at the Karasuma-Oike intersection at two o’clock!


    　Mizuto came into the living room. In his hand was a paperback book.


    　He strode over and put his feet into the kotatsu. His toes reached out from the side and touched my shin.


    “By the way, is Kawanami-kun alright?”


    　On the top board of the kotatsu, Mizuto opened a paperback book. It was “The Flying Horse.”


    ‘Eh?　Why – ?”


    “I was just wondering if you want to go on a hatsumode date or something.”


    I don’t!”


    “Why not?”


    “Because he keeps running into people he knows. I run into people I know, too.


    “Oh.”


    What “oh”?


    “I think it’s great that he’s a cheerful guy.”


    “They’re normal.”


    “But you can’t tell when there’s as many people as at Kitano Tenmangu Shrine, can you?”


    “Hmm, well, sure.”


    　I quietly move my back away from the sofa and look at Mizuto’s face as he reads his book.


    ‘How about you?


    “What do you mean?”


    I asked, “Irido-kun. I heard you stayed at Kawanami’s house for Christmas.”


    “Oh, so that’s what happened after all.”


    You didn’t know?”


    “I knew you weren’t there.”


    I knew you weren’t there.　You don’t understand, Irido! You’re leaving Yume-chan all alone on Christmas Day!


    We were invited to a party at the chairman’s place.


    “Well, that’s true, but…”


    　I thought that was a very taken-for-granted way of talking for Akatsuki-san.


    　It was as if there was something on her mind but she was reluctant to ask me.


    “From Akatsuki’s point of view, are you dissatisfied?”


    ‘Hmmm. It’s not that I’m dissatisfied…”


    “Is it because you didn’t get to spend time with Kawanami-kun?”


    No, that’s not it!　……No, it’s just something…”


    　There you go.


    The first thing to do is to make sure that you have a good understanding of what is going on in your life.


    　The most important thing to remember is that you are not the only one who has to worry about the future of your life.


    　I’m not sure what to expect, but I’m sure it’s not a bad thing to have someone you love come in and interrupt your Christmas.


    “I’m fine.”


    　I say clearly to reassure my best friend.


    “It’s going to be okay.”


    　I don’t know what the future holds.


    　I have an unfounded confidence that things won’t be so bad now that I’m here.


    ‘I see. I’ll just go to …….’


    　Without asking anything more, Akatsuki said.


    Then two o’clock!　Karasuma Oike, right?


    “Yes. I remember.”


    ‘It’s not safe to go out at night, so have Irido-kun accompany!


    “……Yes.”


    　I wish I could do that.


    ‘Bye!　Bye-bye!”


    “Bye-bye!”


    　I waited for the other party to hang up the call, and I put the phone down from my ear.


    　I was tired of talking, so I leaned my back against the couch again.


    “……, huh?”


    　A blunt voice discreetly hit my ear.


    “What?”


    　I lifted my face while leaning back on the couch and looked at Mizuto.


    　Mizuto had closed the pages of his paperback book and was staring at my face.


    “……………………”


    “Hey Mineaki-kun. Is our ozoni with white miso okay?”


    “……………………”


    “Hmm?　I don’t think there was a specific recipe, but I think my mom’s was white miso.”


    　Our silence is interrupted by the voices of the mothers from the dining room.


    　Mizuto glanced back that way.


    　I wonder if this is something I can’t talk about here …….


    　Mizuto turned his eyes back to me and almost opened his mouth once, then closed it again and turned his head slightly down.


    　Then he looked at me again and finally spoke.


    “If you’re going to go to Hatsumode at night, you might as well get some sleep now.”


    “…… so?”


    “You usually go to bed early, Yume-san.”


    　Yume.


    　This is what we say as a family.


    　My nerves were released, and my head suddenly felt fuzzy. Maybe it’s because my stomach is full, or maybe it’s because the kotatsu is warm, but sleepiness is beginning to overtake my eyelids.


    “Don’t sleep here.”


    “……Yes. That’s right. …….”


    “When you’re done napping.”


    　I’m a little more awake now.


    “Just give me a minute.”


    　……Yeah.


    　I answered in my head, and I got myself together and slipped out of the kotatsu.


    “I also …… have some things I want to talk to you about.”


    　I also have some things I want to apologize for.


    　These exchanges took place in a slightly subdued voice. I peeked for a moment at the mothers in the dining room, but they were in no mood to hear our conversation.


    “Can you lend me a book by this author if you have it, Yume-san?”


    　Mizuto lifted up “The Flying Horse” and said abruptly.


    “Yes. If you come to my room later.”


    　This was a camouflage just in case.


    　A foreshadowing so it wouldn’t be strange for us to be alone together.


    　I leave the living room and walk up the stairs to my room.


    　My hair is too messy to mess up during my nap, so I tie it up in a bun as usual. My clothes are …… fine, since I’m going to change at night anyway.


    　I lie on my back on the bed.


    　I look up at the ceiling and take a small breath.


    　And then I thought.


    　About the future.


    　About us.


    


    


    


    


    ~ Happily married couple ~


    ◆ Irito Mizuto ◆


    　In the past, marriage in Japan was a kind of merger between families.


    　In those days, it was called the “family system,” and in essence, the entire family was like a corporation, with the father as president. Therefore, marriage was one of the economic strategies to make the different families (companies) work closely together and to make each other’s families bigger. Therefore, it was natural for the father to decide on the marriage partner, and at the girls’ school, they taught flower arrangement and koto (Japanese harp), and other training for brides, with great seriousness.


    　Even systems that seemed unreasonable in the age of free love had a certain rationality in the way things were done in that era. In fact, couples who were bound together in this way would not have been able to divorce as easily as today’s couples.


    　Would I be able to say that it would have been better that way?


    　Would I say that it was better in the old days, when the house would find a suitable partner on its own, than now, when we have to start from scratch, on our own initiative and at our own discretion, with such a troublesome thing as love?


    　……I don’t know. I won’t know until it happens.


    　At least in that case, I will not have freedom in my life. Even marriage, which is such an important matter, is left to others. In the end, this is just buying comfort in exchange for freedom.


    　Freedom is not easy.


    　I know this because I am taking care of Isana Higashira, the freest person I know. In exchange for her freedom, she has to bear a lot of hardships that other high school students don’t have to bear.


    　For example, she can’t find a pair for PE, she can’t get anyone to show her their homework, she has no one to lend her textbooks, and so on.


    　It would be easy to say that she is just a “bochi,” but she has clearly gained a talent that others don’t have by omitting relationships, and she is developing it right now. Not every “goody-two-shoes” can be like that, but it is a definite fact that the resources that are not allocated to relationships can be put into other areas.


    　Everything is a trade-off. Nothing comes without a price.


    　Being free requires a certain amount of effort. It is easy to say that you are not bound by common sense, by stereotypes, or by constraints. But can you build up your own common sense, your own unfixed ideas, from the ground up by yourself?


    　No one knows. Pioneers are evaluated only after they succeed. Whether that success is truly a success or not will not be known until far into the future. Just as Christopher Columbus was both a great adventurer and a butcher of the worst kind.


    　If we don’t try, we will never know.


    　You have to be prepared to try.


    　To leave your doubts behind and be reasonable – to be prepared is not just to make a verbal oath. It does not mean making reckless promises you don’t even know if you can do.


    　Who can assure you that if it’s me and Yume, we will never break up?


    　We’ve already broken up once.


    　If you’re going out for the first time, you might as well make a reckless promise about the future. It is immaturity due to ignorance. But we know this.


    　Love will end someday.


    　Love will eventually cool off.


    　There is no such thing as eternal love.


    　Perhaps there are no exceptions at all. It is impossible for a stranger and a stranger to be together for decades and never grow tired of each other.


    　And yet.


    　Can you say that, Mizuto Irido?


    　In times of health and in times of illness, in times of joy and in times of sorrow, in times of wealth and in times of poverty, we respect each other, comfort each other, and help each other, as long as we live.


    　I’m only a high school student.


    　–Can you pledge to give your whole heart and soul?


    　That’s a foolish question.


    　I asked myself over and over again.


    　I asked myself over and over again.


    　That’s why I can assure you it’s a stupid question.


    　It is a foolish question.


    　Of course you can’t do that.


    ◆ Yume Irido ◆


    　Sixteen years.


    　It’s only been sixteen years.


    　Since I was born into this world.


    　Since Mizuto was born into this world.


    　It’s only been sixteen years.


    　If you count the time since we met, it has been at most three years at most. There are couples who have been together for much longer but never married, so how can we, who have only spent three years together, vow to be together forever?


    　It’s all just talk.


    　It’s just a passing fantasy.


    　It’s clear that we’re just dancing around adolescence.


    　It would be nice if it were the end of a romance novel. They share their feelings, pledge to each other forever, and on the next page they jump to the wedding scene and live happily ever after, happily ever after.


    　The reality is not like that.


    　It is rather obvious from the fact that romance stories end there. There is no drama beyond that point. There is no exciting love, no burning love, nothing beyond that point. Once the peak has passed, it just goes down. The story ends there because no one wants to see such a dramatic love languishing and fading away.


    　The last page of the story is like a photograph in an album. Preserved beautifully, they are left behind in the flowing time.


    　Eternity is nowhere.


    　What there must be is unstoppable change.


    　Only those who have survived it all will end their lives happily.


    　The more I think about it, the more I realize how steep the path is. Perhaps I should be more careful in my assessment. Maybe we should take more time and think a lot about how we can overcome the difficult path of this life.


    　A mere sixteen years is not enough.


    　Three years is not even enough.


    　Many adults would probably say the same thing. You should think more. You are still a student. It’s not too late to start working. They all advise me against my shallow thinking.


    　It would have been easier if I pretended not to see this kind of righteous argument.


    　Drunk with the emotions of the present moment, being carried away by the extraordinary atmosphere.


    　Yes, just like that night on Christmas Eve, I would have gone ahead with my momentum.


    　I probably felt really, really good.


    　But it was a fake. Vows seasoned with Christmas, a restaurant with a night view, and other such extraordinary atmospheres are not going to last.


    　What we need is.


    　In the midst of our ordinary life, in the midst of our normal routine, as a matter of course–.


    　And yet.


    　– and to be prepared.


    　So I never set up a date on this game day.


    　I don’t want some neatly cropped memory.


    　I want another set of wings to flap after the last page.


    ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆


    　There is a phrase “one winged bird”.


    　A bird with only one wing becomes one with both wings by becoming a male and female, and flaps its wings for the first time.


    　Am I really a bird with one wing?


    　I have never thought so myself. I always thought I could live on my own.


    　But what if I am?


    　Why did I cry when I saw the fireworks with Yume?


    　I still don’t know who I was at that moment. Was I happy?　Was I relieved?　I am sure it was not a negative emotion, but it was impossible to analyze it accurately.


    　If it was Yume – would she be able to understand it?


    　If it was Yume, who kissed me when I cried?


    　People know less about themselves than they think. Even Keikoin-san didn’t recognize his own nature until his child was born.


    　I already know where I am going.


    　But I cannot look back at myself as I move forward.


    　Unless I ask someone to look at me.


    　Is this naive?　Am I trying to structure my house around myself, like the old-fashioned family system?


    　No. I know.


    　I know. I know her.


    　I know her from the time when she couldn’t speak to a soul to the time when she is serving on the student council with distinction.


    　It doesn’t stop there. Not for me, but for her.


    　Not for me, not for her, but for us.


    　For us.


    　I think we need both wings.


    Now, my mind is made up


    I wake up.


    Time to talk


    I closed the book


    


    


    


    


    ~ Meeting of siblings ~


    ◆ Yume Irido ◆


    　The time was five o’clock in the afternoon.


    　I woke up from my nap, untied my hair and ran a brush through it. I carefully brushed my hair over and over again, making sure not a single loose strand remained.


    　As I did so, there was eventually a knock at the door.


    “Yes.”


    　I put the brush down and opened the door from the inside.


    　Waiting in the hallway was, as I knew, Mizuto.


    　Mizuto looked at me as if peeking.


    “Are you okay now?”


    　He said.


    　I lightly brushed my bangs.


    “Yes, I’m fine. I’m already awake.”


    　I said.


    　Then I peeked behind Mizuto – at the end of the hallway. There was no sign that our parents were watching us.


    “Come in.”


    　With that, I opened the way, welcomed Mizuto, and then closed the door.


    　Mizuto walked into the room with calm steps and sat down by the table on the carpet. I thought about sitting around there myself, but


    “Ah.”


    “Hmm?”


    　I say to Mizuto, who turns around.


    “Can I get some tea?　I was sleeping and I’m thirsty.”


    “Oh, …… my throat is dry too. Can you get me some too?”


    　With that, I left my room and went downstairs.


    　In the living room, Mom and Mineaki-san were relaxing under a kotatsu. They paid no attention to me. While I was at it, I quickly got out two cups and grabbed some leftover hojicha from the refrigerator.


    　Holding them in both hands, I returned upstairs to my room.


    “Alright”


    　I put the two cups and the bottle of hojicha on the table.


    　I sat down in front of Mizuto across the table from him and poured the hojicha into the cups. When I put the bottles down, Mizuto poured himself a cup of tea.


    　I drank about half of it in one gulp, and Mizuto never sipped it.


    　It could be a long story.


    　Even if he doesn’t sip it now, it will be empty by the time this story is over.


    “……………………”


    “……………………”


    　Click, click, click, click.


    　For a while, only the hands of the clock were eloquent.


    　It was timing itself. The right time to start talking, the right time to start breathing.


    　I knew which of us was responsible for starting the conversation.


    　I let go of the cup on the table and squeezed the hem of my skirt.


    　Then – looking straight into Mizuto’s face in front of me, I said.


    “–I’m really sorry about the other day.”


    　Then he bowed his head.


    “It was thoughtless, my behavior. I didn’t know how seriously you were thinking about–“


    　A rash act — that’s all I can say, I think now.


    　I must have misunderstood Asou’s advice four months ago that I should define my feelings.


    　When she told me that I didn’t need to think about my family and friends right now, I really only thought about my own feelings. As a result, I pretended not to see various problems and took hasty actions.


    　If that had succeeded, what was I going to do after that?


    　A connection based solely on desire was the last thing either Mizuto or I would have wanted.


    “……I’m the one who’s sorry.”


    　I was just about to rub my forehead against the table, and Mizuto said in an angry tone.


    “My ambiguous attitude must have driven you away. I should have told you my opinion earlier.”


    “…… I didn’t ask you that, did I?”


    　I look up and lean forward on the table.


    “You had an attitude and you said I didn’t want to!　You pretended not to listen to me ……!”


    “Still, I had a chance to tell you off. If only you had been calm. I knew you tended to go off the rails when the chips were down–“


    “You’re saying I shouldn’t have had that outburst!”


    “Your personality doesn’t change that quickly!”


    You will change!　You just have to work at it!


    “It’s called self-destruction, you idiot!”


    “……………………”


    “……………………”


    　We suddenly fell silent and stared at each other.


    　Mizuto’s face looked as if he had been struck hollow.


    　I probably had a similar look on my face.


    “……What is this? I thought it was going to be more serious.”


    “That’s my line. This is the same as usual then.”


    　No,” Mizuto connects, and smiles softly and small.


    “You feel like you’ve missed something, don’t you?”


    　……Yes, it does.


    　I feel like it’s been a long time since we’ve had an argument like this.


    　For the past month, I’ve been so busy trying to get Mizuto off my back that I’ve been putting on an air of superiority–maybe I haven’t been facing Mizuto with my true self.


    　I pulled myself away and breathed lightly.


    “……Then, let’s discuss it again.”


    　Without deception.


    　Without being opportunistic.


    I’m not sure how much I’m going to be able to do with this.


    ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆


    “I don’t think it would make much difference.”


    　I said.


    　Yume straightened her back and took in my words.


    “It’s not that the frequency of our meetings will change. It’s not that the way we call each other or the way we talk to each other has changed. At least superficially, not much will change. That’s my expectation.”


    “Then why do you think that’s a bad thing?”


    “It’s not when we get together that things change, it’s when we break up. Think back to how we used to be. We were boiling heads like that, and now we’re in this stinging relationship?”


    “Why are you assuming we’re breaking up?”


    “You can’t deny the possibility. We’ve got a record.”


    “So what happened once will happen a second time?”


    “I don’t know. I don’t know, but I’m saying it’s too big a risk to take.”


    “It would be awkward for our parents if things got bad between us, wouldn’t it?”


    　Yume tilted her heads, her long hair swaying freely.


    “But I’ve been thinking about it a little too.”


    “What?”


    “We’ve had fights in front of our parents, haven’t we?”


    “…… well. Was it a first semester midterm?”


    “Yes. But at that time, our parents didn’t say anything about breaking up with you.”


    “That was just a temporary sibling rivalry.”


    “Now that I think about it, that one incident also shows your bad side, doesn’t it? You took the liberty of figuring out how I felt, and then you resolved the issue on your own. If other people were watching, they wouldn’t know what I meant.”


    “Shut up. I’m not the best, but I don’t have any friends.　’My friends won’t leave me even if you’re not at the top of your class, so I stayed up all night studying to prove it.’”


    “That would have been so lame.”


    “I’m sure it would be.”


    “But in the end, it means you were just being cool.”


    “……………………”


    “So was I. Even the mess right after I entered school was something I did on my own. Even the fireworks thing when I went back home, I went after it on my own.”


    “……we’re …… each other, or were we too cool?”


    “Yeah.”


    “That can’t go on forever, can it?”


    “Yeah.”


    “…… okay. I’m sorry. I’m not very good with words. So?”


    “Back to the point, even if it was just a temporary sibling rivalry, mom and dad included it and thought of it as part of the family.”


    “Don’t combine that kind of emotional bickering with the awkwardness of a couple going through a breakup, it’s like living with one of the many black icon breakup accounts on social media right in front of you.”


    “What?　What do you mean by “black icon broken up accounts?”


    　I typed ‘broke up’ into the search field on Twitter and showed her a list of ex-couple accounts that lined up in the suggestions.


    “…… wow …….”


    “Are you sure. You’re going to keep showing Yuni this emptiness.”


    “……, but we actually were when we started living together, weren’t we?”


    “At that time, you could have …… kept quiet about it, as it had nothing to do with the family.”


    “What’s next, …… that it isn’t?”


    “Whatever you do with the timing, at some point we’re going to have to tell them. What if we  go out behind their backs and they see you in a bad moment or something?　That would be the worst.”


    “What’s a …… bad moment?”


    “That would be …….”


    　It was hard for me to say, “That’s what you were trying to do on Christmas Eve.


    　Yume looks away in embarrassment as she asks herself. But if we were going to talk about this, I couldn’t ignore those things either.


    “Or are you, my dear, just going to go out with me and do nothing?”


    “That’s it!　…… that’s …….”


    　Yume fidgeted and hugged herself.


    　I looked at her with serious eyes.


    “……I don’t mean that, I don’t.”


    　I’m not going to do that,” Yume said as if squeezing out while her eyes swam.


    “I will. …… something, I will.”


    “……You really have pink in your brain, honor student.”


    “Shut up!　Just because you’re good at hiding it yourself!”


    “Will you stop with the unprovoked slander?”


    “You think you can cover it up now?　When I went to take a bath, …… you reacted so badly.”


    “Gosh, …….”


    　…… That was really, really a painful mistake. ……


    “If you get back together with me, you’ll be the one who can’t stand it, anyway. Akatsuki-san said, ‘It’s impossible for a boy to put up with sex.’”


    “You’re spouting unnecessary nonsense, that one. ……”


    “But, well, if you think about it, I guess it’s hard to …… keep it hidden for the rest of your life.”


    “It’s like that with anything. It’s hard to hide something from a family member.”


    “So you’re saying I should talk to them and get their forgiveness?”


    “I’d say you’d have to wait and see how things go for a while, and only after the relationship has stabilized. You know, …… that’s hypothetical, right?　I’m talking hypothetically.”


    “I know, I know. Will they forgive us?”


    “I don’t know. I’ve never had children who fell in love with each other.”


    “Yes ……. I wonder what it would feel like. ……”


    “It’s out of the realm of the imagination. I can only say it’s uncharted territory.”


    “Well, well, let’s just assume that you’ve been forgiven.”


    “You’re piling assumptions on top of assumptions. ……”


    “You don’t have a choice. …… assuming you’ve been forgiven, what’s next?”


    “What do I do when I get to go out with you with a big smile on my face?”


    “Yes.”


    “You should be the one to tell me. What do you want to do?”


    “That’s …… you know, right?”


    “You want to repeat the middle school romance. You’re not going to repeat your junior high school romance now.”


    “What?　What do you want me to say?


    “What I want to say is that, after all, nothing will change. I’m not Isana, but the only thing that changes when you go out with someone is whether or not you do erotic things with them.”


    “…… That’s not true.”


    “Then what’s going to change?”


    “I’ll be your girlfriend and you’ll be my boyfriend.”


    “What?”


    　Yume shakes her head.


    “That’s what matters. I want to …… fill the one, only seat, next to you.”


    　…… only one, seat.


    　I knew those words.


    　When I answered Isana’s confession–


    I’m not sure if it’s a good idea to have a new job, or if it’s a good idea to have a new job. But I am different. That’s what makes me special. It’s …… special that can’t be replaced by anything else.”


    “…… what?　In what way?”


    “Not like what, …….”


    “I don’t understand …….”


    “How can you not understand?　You’re usually so creepily perceptive.”


    　I was a little annoyed at her accusatory tone.


    “It’s because you’re not very good at explaining things. You need to be more specific, more understandable.”


    “So it’s not about being specific or anything. ……!　You know what I’m talking about!　You had a girlfriend, after all!


    “I don’t know what I don’t know!　Don’t force empathy on me!　You have a very female brain!


    “What does it matter if I’m a man or a woman?”


    　Yume huffed and kept her mouth shut right after she let out a screeching sound.


    　I too, hid my breath and looked for signs outside the room.


    　If I get too heated, our parents on the first floor will hear.


    　We took a breath and looked at each other.


    “…… Let’s cool down a bit.”


    “You’re the one who blew it up.”


    “Whose fault – oh my God, I can’t take this!”


    　She seemed to be growing as she was able to step back on her own.


    “…… anyway, you’re special to me. ……, rather than …….”


    　There was a slight pause, a pause for me to choose my words.


    “I want it to be special and …….”


    　Yume tells me without pedantry.


    “I want you to be serious with me.”


    　–Serious for serious, huh?


    　I still don’t know for sure, but …… I thought I understood, just a little.


    “……I’m going to speak my mind at this point, but I’m going to speak my gut.”


    　I say bluntly, to really mean it back.


    “I’m probably the type of person who hates being tied down.”


    “……!”


    “You, on the other hand, are the type who, based on your middle school experience, gets terribly heavy when your emotions get riled up. What do you think about this?”


    　From the events that led to the definitive disagreement, yes, I did.


    　Even though there were my actions that led to it, I was talking to another girl for a bit, that’s all, and this woman dragged it out for six months.


    　I already have a goal.


    　How can I say that this woman won’t get in the way of that?


    　I can’t say that. Given what actually happened.


    “…… as long as you don’t cheat on me, right?”


    　The woman said, as if she were unfaithful.


    　Look at this. This is it.


    “I’m just saying, where does cheating come from? If I talk?”


    “As expected, I won’t say that anymore!”


    “What if I did?”


    “………… hmm, …… ugh. ~………… holding hands, no.”


    “What about being in the same room?”


    “Yup, if you don’t touch a finger, ……”


    “How can you be sure, that’s how. How do you know for sure?


    “–Oh God!　You’re talking about Higashira , aren’t you!


    　Yume said numbly and drank the rest of her hojicha.


    　Yume put the empty cup down on the table roughly and stared at me with fixed eyes.


    “I’ve already looked into it. Let’s discuss it thoroughly.”


    ◆ Yume Irido ◆


    “You seem to be spending a lot of time in Higashira-san’s room these days, don’t you?”


    　I said, aware that my tone was starting to sound like a girlfriend who’s trying to get a boyfriend to admit cheating on her.


    “At first you said you were a tutor, but I heard that you actually do things like take care of him?”


    “How do you know that ……?”


    “What I heard. From her.”


    “You went to Isana’s place?”


    “Yes. SHe showed me her drawings.


    ……


    “I only have one question.”


    　I stick my index finger to the tip of Mizuto’s nose.


    “Are you …… really confident that you won’t touch Higashira-san?”


    “……………………”


    “You’ve been silent.”


    “Let me think about it for a minute.”


    “You mean you need to think about it, right?”


    “…………, yes. I have.”


    “Oh, ……, you’re so honest about it.”


    “I won’t fool you. I’m not going to fool you. …… at this point in time. I confess, in fact, there are moments when you have inferiority complexes with Isani. I’m sure you do.”


    “Don’t be so open about it.”


    “But you know that, don’t you?　But you know how vulnerable she is. It’s impossible not to be aware of it. I can’t completely control my desires either. ……”


    “Higashira-san trusts you as a friend, you know?　Isn’t it disrespectful to look at that in a disgusting way, don’t you think?”


    “I know, ……. That’s why I’m trying to keep it out in the open. You, you know what?　That girl in the house is even worse.”


    “What …… do you mean, ‘worse’?”


    “The other day, she didn’t even notice his butt in the mirror. ……”


    “What?　What’s that?


    “She said she hadn’t bathed, so she went to shower, but he forgot to bring a change of clothes. So she asked for help, but there was a bathroom mirror across the door …….”


    　I remember the nude Higashira -san I had seen.


    　I couldn’t help but notice her tits, but Higashira-san’s flesh was whipped all over, soft to the touch, and her ass was–


    “…… eh ……”


    “Why are you excited?”


    　Hah, I shut my mouth in a panic.


    　No, no, no. I’m not as horny as Akatsuki-san and Ashi-senpai.


    “…… anyway.”


    　I regain my composure.


    “Can you really say you won’t mess with a girl like that when you’re in the same room with her every day?”


    　If I were a guy, I might not be able to stand it after less than a week.


    　No, even if I wasn’t a man, I’d still be touching her by the third day or so. Akatsuki-san and Ashirosenpai touched me the first time they met.


    　Mizuto rubbed his neck with his hand as if he was troubled.


    “…… I’m not going to put my hand out. As my intention, I have no other choice but to answer that.”


    “As your will?”


    “I might touch her in some way. For example, if she were to start drinking in the future, if she were to get drunk or something, it would be up to me to take care of her, right?　Then I can’t help but touch her and change her clothes …….”


    “Is that what you call lucky?”


    “No, I’m not lucky, no.”


    “Really?”


    　I stare at Mizuto with half-open eyes.


    “Can you really say it’s not lucky?”


    “………… haha.”


    　Gulping and turning his head down, Mizuto sighed.


    “Really, you’re going to talk about this thoroughly, aren’t you?”


    “Yes, I am. I told you so, didn’t I?”


    “I don’t feel lucky. I rather feel guilty that I did it. That’s …… probably because I’m happy, maybe a little bit.”


    “…… see?”


    “See what?”


    “If you have those feelings, don’t you think that one day, of your own volition, you will touch Higashira?”


    　Right now, Mizuto also has a big hurdle in touching a girl’s body. So when we were dating, I never allowed him to do that kind of thing.


    　What if that hurdle is gone in the future?


    　I wondered if the lightheartedness that comes from familiarity would turn to Higashira , who is the closest to me – yes, it’s a possibility, but not an impossible one.


    “I don’t know what the …… future holds, you know.”


    　In a weary tone, Mizuto said.


    “Suppose you and I get back together–and this is hypothetical.”


    “Yeah, hypothetical, right?”


    “If we were to get back together, I don’t think you can completely deny the existence of a world line in which I would inadvertently have an affair with Isana. Neither Isana nor I have any such intentions, but even so, we all have moments when the devil is in the moment.”


    “…… yes.”


    “There are only two things I can do about that possibility. Either I keep saying, ‘I’m not going to do anything,’ or I cut all ties with Isana.”


    “……………………”


    “However, I have no intention of taking the latter option. If that’s the way it’s going to be–“


    “– You’re not going out with me, right? I know.”


    “…… That’s a hypothetical.”


    “Yeah. Hypothetical …….”


    　I don’t want to do anything that would deprive Higashira of her best friend, either.


    　If that’s the case – well, I won’t go out with Mizuto either.


    　I don’t want to think of myself as such a small, small-minded person. ……


    “Anyway, all I can do is just keep saying, ‘I won’t do anything. That’s all I can do to make people believe that. If in the near future they invent a tool that can measure contact with the opposite sex or something, I can have them use it on me. That’s the only way to deal with the possibility. Do you understand what I’m saying at ……?”


    “Yes. …… is the devil’s proof, isn’t it?”


    “Yes. Even real-life detectives who investigate affairs can say ‘I was having an affair,’ but they can’t do the opposite.”


    　All I can say is that it’s so righteous that it makes me angry. Don’t you know that girls want empathy, not solutions?　This guy – you were dating me.


    “……Then ……I’m going to make a hypothetical.”


    “Yeah, hypothetical.”


    “Suppose that, regardless of your intention, you touched Higashira  by force majeure – what would you do then?”


    “…………, hypothetical, right?”


    “Yes. Hypothetical.”


    “If you’re talking hypothetically, …….”


    　Mizuto wet his lips with his tea.


    “…… On the contrary, what do you want me to do?”


    “Ki, don’t ask me back, …….”


    “This is ultimately a matter of how you agree to it. Then you should be the one to decide the penalty.”


    “……You’re really only making a good argument. ……”


    “It’s just an assumption. Don’t worry about it.”


    “…………, if I may say so: …….”


    “If you insist?”


    “For the same amount of time, …… I want you to touch me, or ……?”


    　Mizuto blinked his eyes.


    　Then he twisted his lips as if he was making fun of me.


    “Pink girl on the brain.”


    “Meh, they say an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth!”


    “Does your compliance stop at Mesopotamian civilization?”


    　Mizuto sighed deeply and suddenly looked at his palm.


    “…… when I went to the manga cafe with Isana.”


    “Huh?”


    “I accidentally touched Isana’s breasts once – in that case, does that mean I have to touch your breasts too?”


    “That’s …… well, that’s, that’s what it’s …… about.”


    　As I was getting more and more butt-hurt, I asked, Huh?　I tilted my head.


    “It’s kind of …… that’s all you’re getting ……?”


    “Yeah, I thought so.”


    “I knew it!　None now!”


    “You’re just making assumptions on top of assumptions. Don’t get so mad.”


    　Mizuto rested his cheekbones on the table.


    “…… If that happens, I’ll show my sincerity with money and time. That’s reasonable, right?”


    “……If you’re going to answer me, answer me from the beginning …….”


    　Money and time.


    　Money, but …… time, I’m a little happy.


    　If you spend as much or more …… time with me than you spent with Higashira, I’ll be happy to spend it with you.


    　I’m just saying …… hypothetically.


    “The future is uncertain.”


    　Mizuto looks at the tea he’s about to drink.


    “Inevitably, it becomes speculation piled on top of speculation. Still,…… for me, some things are already definite.”


    　I look into Mizuto’s eyes.


    “Next, let’s talk about those things. Not hypothetical – real, life story.”


    ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆


    “You saw Isana’s picture, didn’t you?”


    　I say to Yume in front of me, touching the surface of the cup without meaning to.


    “So, what did you find out?　What I’m – what I’m trying to achieve.”


    “…… First of all, I’m sorry.”


    　Yume said, staring confidently at the middle of the table.


    “I …… heard about you and my father. So I …… knew what you were worried about.”


    “…… I see.”


    　Somehow, I had a feeling that was the case.


    　Otherwise, he wouldn’t have come at me so urgently.


    “I guess I didn’t want to admit it at first, ……. That I didn’t want to be defeated by whatever it was you were into.”


    “……………………”


    “But. Even if …… in the end it doesn’t change the way I feel. ……I should have known. The ‘something’ that you are trying to make me sit in my seat, not me, not Higashira .”


    　Not someone, but something.


    　I see – I was trying to get “this” to sit in the seat I told Isana at the time.


    　Not Isana herself, but her talent, her growth process.


    　The – the story.


    “I actually saw it, and I thought. Oh, I can’t win against this.”


    　But,” Yume rebuts.


    “It’s not that it’s not worth it. You can’t win with this kind of talent, but that doesn’t mean it’s not worth it. Because – you were thinking about me.”


    　Saying this, Yume smiled.


    　It wasn’t happiness, it wasn’t resignation, it wasn’t relief, it wasn’t–


    “That’s why I can trust you.”


    　– a smile of trust.


    “I am no longer the immature, insecure, doubtful me. I can trust you – all the time. I think …….”


    　She gave a small laugh at the extra words she added at the end.


    “Are you sure you’re okay with such a lack of confidence?　Future student body president.”


    “What?　Why me?


    “Why, Suzurin-senpai, obviously intend to do so. I’ve talked a little bit about you in the student council just the other day. She told me about you in the student council.”


    “What ……?”


    　Yume blatantly made a face that said, ‘This is a bad idea.


    　Girls’ love stories are like Pandora’s box for sure.


    “Don’t worry, I didn’t ask for that much detail. She described …… you as. ‘You’re a kind girl from the root of your heart’ – as if she envies you.”


    “…… envy. The …… chairman of the student council, and I’m ……?”


    　If anything, I’m the type of person who is more like that senior, so I get it.


    　Being able to really consider others is a kind of special talent. It’s especially dazzling from the perspective of egoists like us, who instinctively have no interest in others.


    “I don’t know what your self-esteem is, but that senior guy, who seems to be a massive talent, recognized you and went out of his way to scout you out. You should include that fact in your assessment and re-measure your own caliber.”


    “Well, even if you say that, ……!　I don’t have the talent like Higashira , nor am I as smart as the chairman. ……!”


    “I’m saying that you can do what those two can’t.”


    　I put my hands behind my back and get into a comfortable position.


    　Then I remember that day when we first got involved – the night of the junior high school trip.


    “You know what I’m talking about, don’t you?　The pain of not being able to do what other people take for granted.”


    　Getting the ingredients for curry. You couldn’t even do that much, if you were you.


    “You overcame it. You knew the pain of not being able to do it, and then you were able to do it. You see, you’re the superior version of the guy who can take everything for granted from the start.”


    “What?　What, ……?　–Oh, my God!　Don’t smoke me out with your sophistry!”


    “I didn’t mean it like that.”


    　Upwardly compatible might have been an overstatement.


    “I’ve never envied you. I don’t think Red-senpai even wants to be like you. Still, I think your way of life is hard to attain. In short, in a word–“


    　I see.


    “–I respect you, you know.”


    　Now I finally understand.


    　The greatest condition for a bird of a ratio to fly with both wings.


    　Even if you are not blind in love.


    　Even if you don’t get eternal love.


    　As long as you have respect – you will never despise the other person.


    　……, isn’t it simple?


    　It was so simple that many adults take it for granted, wasn’t it?


    　This, more than anything else, was a robust basis for trust.


    　…… knotty.


    　If I recall, Kawanami said the same thing.


    　The answer was in my mind from the beginning.


    　I’m not a bird of a feather, I’m a blue bird of happiness.


    “–Respect …….”


    　Yume muttered as she chewed.


    “I respect …… you too. …….”


    “Thanks for that.”


    “I also …… have great, great respect …… for Higashira-san.”


    “What if I do?”


    I see.


    　It was as if a puzzle that had been unsolvable for so long had been solved.


    　Yume put on a radiant face, and then.


    “……I see. …….”


    　Her cheeks relaxed as if she was truly relieved.


    　Thus, the answer was given.


    　A tentative answer.


    　I am sure we will continue to think like this and update the answer for the rest of our lives.


    “Yume.”


    “What?”


    “I’m probably going to Kyoto University.”


    “What?”


    “I asked Keikoin-san, and he said that if I can go there, I should set my sights on a place with a high level of education, as long as I can go there. That way, I can meet people with various talents, and it will be the closest to what I want to do.


    “…… I see. So, I’m going to–“


    “Are you with me?”


    “Nah. I’ll think about it after I become …… student body president. I’m sure my perspective will be different by then than it is now.”


    “You’ve come up big. …… but I think that’s fine, that’s fine.”


    　We go our own ways with each other.


    　We each flap our wings and go on our own way in the sky called life.


    　It’s just that two people are probably more efficient than one.


    　That’s all there is to it.


    　That’s all there is to it.


    “Well then, here.”


    “What?”


    　Yume eyes widened when she saw the gift box I suddenly pulled out of my pocket.


    “That’s my …… that?　But the color is …….”


    “This is the one I bought yesterday.”


    “Yesterday?”


    　I put it in front of Yume.


    　Yume gently touches the gift box.


    “Maybe it’s …….”


    　She murmured, “I think it’s from .


    　Then she looked at me, as if to see my color, and said, with all her courage.


    “Can I open ……?”


    “Of course.”


    　Do I really need to explain what’s inside now?


    　It’s got to be a ring – of wings.


    “Oh, oh, ……!　Here, this is ……!”


    “It was surprisingly expensive. I just gave Isana a book and I’m short of money. I had to get a part-time job because of that.”


    　Yume looked at the ring in the gift box and shook her shoulders.


    　I grimace with my cheekbones and say to Eve to get back at her.


    “You want me to put it on for you?”


    “What?”


    　Yume looks up like a spring-loaded mechanism and looks at me with expectant eyes.


    　But…


    　Gradually, she suppressed the trembling in her shoulders and slowly lowered her gaze – closing the gift box with an important-looking hand.


    “…… not yet, no.”


    　There was determination in her voice.


    “We’ll tell …… our parents eventually, and then I’ll tell them.”


    “…… I see.”


    　If that’s the case, I’ll seal my ring in my desk for now, too.


    　Until one day I can wear it on my finger without fear.


    “But…”


    “Hmm?”


    　His eyes shot me a wistful look.


    “I might want to …… get the words right.”


    　……You’re right.


    　I’m not going to let this be the end of us.


    　To end what we have been and to begin what we will be.


    “Yume…”


    “Yume!　Mizuto!　Dinner!


    “……………………”


    “……………………”


    　We looked at each other as a voice suddenly interrupted us from the hallway.


    　What a bad time.


    　But, well, that can’t be helped.


    　We are siblings before we are birds of a feather.


    “Shall we go?


    “Yeah.”


    　And we went down the stairs leading to the living room together.


    


    


    


    


    ~ Our Feelings Were Confirmed ~


    ◆ Yume Irido ◆


    　The end-of-year TV specials are beginning their run toward the coming new year.


    　After eating dinner, taking a bath, and spending some time on other things, there were less than 30 minutes left until the new year.


    　I sat on the sofa and stared blankly at the TV. The reason I don’t get into the kotatsu was because I’m afraid I’ll fall asleep. I took a nap, so it wasn’t unbearable, but after eating dinner and taking a bath, my body would automatically start preparing for sleep.


    　Mizuto was also sitting beside me on the same sofa. The distance between us was about one person’s space, and he was leaning back against the couch.


    　On the kotatsu in front of the TV was now my mother and Uncle Mineaki. They were laughing at a comedian on TV.


    　There are only 30 minutes left until the end of this year.


    　A little over a month ago, I made a promise to myself. I promised myself that if Mizuto did not confess to me by the end of this year, I would confess to him myself.


    　That vow has not been fulfilled.


    　I think we are in agreement.


    　I think my feelings were understood.


    　Still, it was not in the form of words.


    　We must have learned something. There is a limit to what we can perceive in each other.


    　That is why we needed words.


    　We needed clear and unambiguous words that would define us from now on.


    　Without a form, the New Year is approaching in limbo.


    


    


    


    


    ~ Our Words Were Confirmed ~


    ◆　Mizuto Irido　◆


    I remember when I first received a love letter from Yui Ayai.


    　As far as I can remember, I have never been so nervous about reading a letter. I was so nervous to read it, but I think Ayai was even more nervous. I can still recall with great detail how stiff she was and how she looked as if she was about to die.


    　The tension that strikes me now is probably a little different.


    　The tension that filled Ayai at that time was probably due to anxiety. But the tension that now weighs on my shoulders is a sense of responsibility.


    　From now on, I will make a choice that will determine the rest of my life.


    　Not only mine. Yume’s, my father’s, and Yuni’s – I will be making a decision that could change the lives of as many as three people.


    　The weight of this decision was growing louder and louder with each tick of the clock. ……


    　The bell of the New Year rings faintly in the distance.


    　When the 108th bell rings, I wonder if I will be free from vexations.


    　To leave my doubts behind and to understand reason.


    　It was a foolish imagination, for once the 108 have vanished, only the 109th will appear.


    　――Was I ready for that?


    　I asked myself.


    　I dismissed it as a foolish question.


    　Not because the answer is obvious.


    　It is because the words I am about to utter are the answer.


    I took a breath


    ‘Ladies and gentlemen!　We have one minute until the new year!’


    I adjusted my posture


    Ten seconds to go!


    Let’s finished what we started with.


    ――９！


    I put my hand on one of Yume’s hands


    Eight!


    　Dad’s watching TV.


    ――７！　――６！


    　I put my mouth to Yume’s ear.


    ――５！　――４！


    “I love you.”
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    ――３！


    　Yume’s hand trembled.　


    ――２！


    　Dad and Yuni were watching TV.


    ――１！


    　Yume’s head gently moved away.


    “Happy New Year!”


    　I stare at Mizuto’s face poinjt blank


    ‘–Happy New Year!


    　Mom says to Uncle Mineaki.


    ‘Wow!　The notification sound on my phone is ……!”


    　I put my mouth to Mizuto’s ear.


    “I love you too.”
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    　His cheeks immediately relaxed.


    “Yume! You too, Mizuto-kun! Happy new year!”


    　Mother turns around.


    “Happy New Year, Mom.”


    　Her phone kept beeping.


    Happy New Year, Yuni!


    I and Mizuto gently let go of each other’s hands.


    


    


    


    


    ~ Victory ~


    “Oh, that’s right. Is it okay to eat soba noodles after the new year?”


    “Why not?　If you’ve gone to the trouble of preparing them.”


    　Mom slips out of the kotatsu and runs to the kitchen.


    　The TV goes on to the next corner, celebrating the New Year.


    　I smile as I look down at the notifications flooding my phone.


    　Thus begins a new year.


    　This is how a new us begins.


    　–How are you doing, Yume Ayai?


    　Now I’ve won.

  


  
    Chapter 6: A proposal is not enough


    “I’m off, then.


    “Well then, I’m off!”


    “Have a good day. Mizuto-kun, be careful.


    　Together, Yume and I walk out the front door into the late night world.


    　It wasn’t snowing, but my breath was white. I shoved my hands into the pockets of my overcoat and looked up at the night sky twinkling with stars.


    “…… phew!”


    　Yume bounces alongside me, one step ahead of me.


    “Our parents didn’t even notice.”


    　Then she looked into my face with the face of a child who has successfully pulled off a prank.


    　I twisted my lips sarcastically.


    “If they had noticed, I would have been in big trouble.”


    “I’m surprised. I didn’t know you could be that daring.”


    “Everyone has their moments of heroism, you know.”


    “Don’t do that, right?　You won’t swim in a shark tank, do you?”


    “That’s not being brave, that’s being a fool.”


    　We giggle and laugh as we walk through the cold air.


    　A few more steps and we’ll reach a wide street, where we’ll be greeted by a street full of people, which doesn’t seem appropriate at this late hour of the night. But until then, for a while, this world was just me and Yume.


    “We’ll keep it hidden for a while, right?”


    “Yeah. It’s not like I’m going to be a bit of a day-walker now, but …….”


    “But?”


    “I think it would be kind of fun to keep it a secret.”


    　Looking at Yume shaking her small shoulders, I let out a small sigh.


    “You’ve got a lot of nerve, haven’t you? Is it the influence of that student body president?”


    “I don’t know. The president also has a timid streak, you know.”


    “That person?”


    “Surprising, isn’t it?”


    “I can’t imagine. ……”


    　I don’t know if I can say this now, but I don’t know what girls are like.


    “Well, anyway, in any case, …… I guess we’ll remain officially as siblings for a while longer.”


    “Yeah?”


    　Yume tilted her head lightly and lightly leaped in front of me, looking up into my face from the front.


    “Even outside the house, …… still siblings?”


    　There currently wasn’t anyone around us


    　The only shadows that fall in the New Year’s light are mine and Yume’s, the shadows of two people.


    　There is no one in this world who thinks we are just a family.


    “……I knew it, you’ve got pink in your brain.”


    “We both are, aren’t we?”


    　I hugged Yume’s waist over her thick coat.


    　Yume lifted her chin a little and kept her eyelids down as if in surrender.


    　It was our first time together, yet it felt familiar.


    　We had done this so many times before, and we will do it again and again.


    　And we will do this again and again.


    　Slowly, I put my lips on Yume’s.


    　As if regretting the softness of our lips, we slowly parted again and looked into each other’s eyes, our white breath still on each other’s lips.


    “It’s a good thing you’re getting good at this. In middle school.”


    　I return to Yume, who laughs only with her eyes.


    “Who do you think trained you? Clumsy bitch.”


    “Who was it?　I might have forgotten.”


    “I’ll remind you, shall I?”


    I wonder if you’ll remember after just one time.


    　I let my lips touch hers once more.


    　This time, I held her body deeper and tighter than before.


    　If you can’t remember, just repeat it over and over again.


    　Again and again, and again, over a long period of time.


    　That time will define our bond.


    　We are not just a family, not just lovers, not just a couple.


    　Words were necessary. But they were not enough.


    　One word was not enough to show that we were ready to be us.


    　–A proposal is not enough.


    　Time will show us.


    　Our life will answer.


    “We won’t tell our parents but what about the others?”


    “What others?”


    “Akatsuki-san, Kawanami and the people who supported us …….”


    “Telling Kawanami is kind of troublesome ……. If we tell Minami, I guess it will be automatically conveyed to him.”


    “What about …… Higashira-san?　Do you want me to tell her?”


    “No,…….”


    　I took off my gloves and pulled my phone out of my pocket.


    　It opens to a private chat with Isana.


    “I’ll tell her. …… I’ll show you that much worthiness.”


    　I thought about the text, but it didn’t seem to make much sense.


    　I typed simple letters into my phone.


    <Happy New Year!>


    ◆ Isana Higashira ◆


    <And also, I’m going out with Yume>


    　Seeing that chat sent to me at the beginning of the New Year, my own astonishment rolled through my chest.


    “……………… ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!”


    　I fall on my bed on my back, screaming meaningless, emptiness itself.


    　I felt my thoughts freeze.


    　Now I just want to look up at the ceiling. That’s how I found myself.


    　This is …… really, really surprising.


    　I was surprised at how shocked I was.


    “……………………”


    　I was surprised. I’m really surprised.


    　And more than that, I was disappointed.


    　It seems that I thought I still had a chance with you.


    　I was rooting for you and Yume so much!　Women are so scary. She was trying to be nice to me, but she was still looking for a chance to pounce on hiom!


    　I think that Yume did the same thing to me in the past. Either way, women are terrifying creatures.


    “……………………”


    　No, no, no.


    　Maybe I never thought I could have gone out with him in the first place.


    　This is like, yes, the guy I idolized has a girlfriend. ……


    　I sincerely wish you happiness, but that’s just it, what is this …… that sticks in your chest?　It’s like …….


    　I couldn’t explain the complicated and bizarre feelings swirling in my heart.


    　No matter what words I used to describe it, there was something that was missing–that certainty was the only thing that was clear to me.


    　And before I knew it, I was at my desk.


    　I was at my desk.


    　I grabbed a pen and started up the illustration application as unconsciously as if I were stopping an alarm clock.


    　The canvas was blank, but strangely enough, …… the picture was right in front of me.


    　All that remained was to trace this with the pen.


    　My soul was telling me that I had to do it.


    ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆


    　The next day.


    　The next day, an illustration that I did not recognize was uploaded to Isana’s Twitter account, which I was supposed to manage.


    　I will remember the moment I saw that illustration for the rest of my life.


    　The first thing I saw was a clear blue sky that reminded me of summer. Cutting across the sky was a single airplane cloud.


    　A girl in a sailor suit sitting on the embankment was looking up at it.


    　Her loafer-less feet dangling in the air. A smile etched on her mouth – but she clutched her red scarf regretfully.


    　The post was captioned with one sentence.


    　That one sentence, however, said it all.


    ‘Be happy.’


    “…… oh.”


    　Staring at my phone, I finally responded with just that.


    　I wasn’t wrong.


    　You weren’t wrong either.


    　You and I were never going to be lovers.


    　I’m sure we can be something that changes the world.


    　The illustration was the first of Isana’s works to record a four-digit number of retweets.


    　Thank you.


    　And thank you.


    　New days have just begun.
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